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Prologue

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“There was definite cuppage. I saw it, man.”

Reese shakes his head. “There was no cuppage. I would have felt cuppage. His hand was nowhere near my crotch.”

I raise an eyebrow at him and lean up against the wall, an ice cream cone in my hand. Fuck my diet; when there is a soft serve machine, I take advantage of it. “Listen, I’m not here to tell you how you get tailored but when I’m sitting there, watching an old man, wrinkles as deep as the Grand Canyon on his forehead, move his hand up your inner thigh, graze your dick, and then back down, I’m calling cuppage.”

“Why is this something we are even discussing?”

I take a bite of my ice cream. Licking is for pussies . . . literally. “Because, I want to know . . . did you chub out?”

“For fuck’s sake.” Reese walks away, not answering my question so I chase after him.

“Is that a yes? Dude, talk to me. Is this something you’re worried about? You know I would love you either way, right? Greg Lougains is my hero and he’s gay. I’m for whatever puts jollies in your pants because let’s be honest, everyone deserves to get off, no matter what private parts are touching.”

“Why can’t you just say love is love?”

“Because the way I said it is more fun.” Reese opens a bottle of water and chugs it, avoiding my question. “Seriously though, is that why you’re doing this reality show? Because you need a beard?”

“What? I have a beard,” Reese says, looking confused and rubbing his actual beard. The stupid fuck.

“Not an actual beard, you dumb shit. I’m talking about a fake girlfriend to cover up for the fact that you’re gay and you’re not quite ready to come out yet. They call those beards. So, is that why you’re doing this reality show? Because you need a beard because you’re gay and you really enjoyed the cuppage from the old man with a fucking shrub coming out his head? Dude had crazy fucking ear and nose hair.” I twiddle my fingers near my ear, pretending to be that unsightly shit.

“I’m not gay, dumbass.”

I throw my hands up in the air, exasperated. “Then why the fuck are you linking yourself with the biggest bitch on this planet since Hitler?” Let’s be honest, Hitler was a little bitch. I bet you anything, that dude had a massive bush bigger than his little peanut dick. It’s the only reason I can come up with for someone being that ornery and volatile.

Mein heir, zi can’t find your schnitzel.

“I told you.” Reese runs his hand over his face, clearly irritated with me but that doesn’t stop me. It just pushes me to dig more.

“Refresh my memory.”

“Because, this is my last go around. After this year, I’m retiring. I need to curb my image, cash in on endorsements. Ashley, my publicist, is convinced this will do that.”

“Curb your image? What, do you want people to think? That you’re the biggest douche in the entire world?” I start slow clapping. “Because if that’s the case, you’re right on track to claiming your trophy.”

This will be Reese’s fourth Olympics, my third. He’s getting old for swim years, and I get his need to retire and secure a future when he hangs up his goggles, but attaching himself to Bellini Chambers on a reality show? Uh, not a fucking good idea. The only reason Bellini Chambers is so popular is because Americans are masochists when it comes to reality television and love to hate the evil twat.

Hell, my twin sister, Holly—yes, Holly and Hollis, my parents are fucking precious—loves tuning in to Rollin’ in the Bacon just to watch what kind of self-absorbed bullshit Bellini will get into only to bitch about it to me later.

The worst part, she will call me up after the show airs to talk to me about it. You would think I would stop answering my phone, but for some reason, I enjoy hearing her voice, even if it’s to bitch about something.

That happens when you almost lose your better half in a car accident.

“Is that why you came here? To harass me?” Reese asks.

I chomp on my cone and talk with my mouth full. “No, the free food, always the free food.”

“You know that’s going to catch up to you, right?”

Get fucking real. I lift my shirt and pat my abs; the same abs voted—more than once—the best in the country during several Olympic seasons. Yeah, I fucking read Buzzfeed, especially when they do the “toilet” pics with divers. You try doing four tuck flips off a ten-meter platform and not have a look on your face just screams “I’m shitting out a gerbil.” Thank you, Buzzfeed, thank you for making us look like we have chronic diarrhea. Slow clap for your employees.

“Metabolism of the gods.” I smirk. It’s true, but I also bust my ass in the gym.

“Just wait until you get to thirty.”

“Nah, I’m like a fucking tube of salami, man, I get better with age.”

“Isn’t that wine?”

“Whiskey?” I ask. “Gouda perhaps?”

“Gouda? Get fucking real. If you’re a cheese, you’re a Kraft single: cheap and floppy.”

I stick the rest of my cone in my mouth and wipe my hands on my pants. Eh, my mom taught me better but she’s not here. “There you go again, poking at my dick. I might be cheap, but to hell if I’m floppy. Go ahead, touch my dick, I will get hard right now.” I step in front of him, hands on my hips and thrust my crotch at him.

Pushing my chest, he laughs. “Get the fuck away from me.”

I scan the room of production people milling about, setting up Reese’s photo shoot. “Dude, that was good.”

“What was good?”

“You covering up your gayness. No one would have guessed with the way you pushed me away, not wanting to touch my crotch.”

“Fuck. Off.”

“Pardon me, Mr. King, but can I get you to come over to hair and makeup?”

A joke about Reese getting his makeup done is on the tip of my tongue when I turn to see a little brunette with sun-kissed hair, beautifully bronzed skin, and the biggest fucking green eyes I’ve ever seen standing behind Reese.

Holy shit.

The hottest fucking woman I’ve ever seen is standing behind him wearing ripped jean shorts, a tight-as-hell white tank top, and teal Converse. Her hair is shoulder length, wavy, and looks so fucking soft that all I want to do is bury my head in it. But what’s really causing my pants to grow tighter by the minute are her pink-glossed plump lips. I’m mesmerized by the way the lights bounce off them and I can’t fucking help the way my mind wanders, wondering all the ways I can have fun with those lips.

“Are you coming, man?” Reese asks as he walks away.

What? Oh shit.

“Sure. You need me to hold your hand like last time?” I ask, chasing after them. “I don’t mind, but when the scary blow dryer comes at you again, I won’t be cleaning your inner thighs again from pee dribble. I did it once and it was fucking creepy. Never again.”

I don’t get a response besides the middle finger directed at me from behind his back.

Reese sits in a black chair, his large body making the poor seat look like a toothpick. He exhales and slouches as Miss Pouty Lips starts to play around with his hair.

Jealousy instantly consumes me. I want to blast my best friend from his seat and take his place just to experience the feel of her pink painted nails running through my hair.

Are her toes painted pink as well? Or does she have them painted a different shade? Fuck, I don’t care, either way I’m hell-bent on figuring it out.

“Do you have dryland later today or do you want to grab dinner?” Reese asks, pulling my eyes off her fingers for a second.

“Are you paying?”

“Cheap fuck.”

I shrug. “I save my money for more important things, like dates.” The girl looks up at me and gives me a courtesy smile. Eh, I’ll take it. “Dude, you’re so fucking rude.”

“What did I do?” Reese asks.

“Uh, you didn’t introduce me to your friend.” I nod at the girl.

“Because I don’t even know her name.” Reese looks a little ashamed as he admits his fault.

I come closer and say, “Then you are fucking rude.” I hold my hand out. “Hi, I’m Hollis and this is my rude-as-fuck friend, Reese.”

The girl shakes my hand quickly, giving me a brief taste of how her palm would match up with mine. “Melony. Nice to meet you.”

“Melony, what a beautiful name.”

Reese snorts, right between us. Not in an awkward kind of way, more in a dude’s blowing up my game kind of way.

He sits back in his chair and crosses his arms over his chest. “Oh shit, this is going to be good.”

Ignoring him, I keep my attention focused on Melony. “Do you frequent these shoots often?”

Another snort. “That’s the best you got?” Reese asks. “Come on, man. You’re better than the old ‘you come around here often’ pick-up line.”

He’s right, but fuck, I’m kind of thrown off my game a little. It’s the glossiness of her lips; they’re distracting me. Would that gloss help her slide right along my dick?

Melony ignores Reese’s barb and says, “I do all hair and makeup for the show, mostly for Bellini.”

Conversation door open.

“Oh shit, and you haven’t been burnt by dragon lady’s spitting fire yet?”

She flips her hair to the side and grins at me. “Why do you think my hair is short?”

Fuck. I like her. Just like that. The sexy grin, the flip of her soft hair, the mischief in her eyes. Yup, I’m a fucking goner.

But just as soon as the words slip from her mouth, she straightens up and looks at Reese. “Oh crap. I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry, Mr. King. Bellini is . . .” she swallows hard and continues, “a nice lady.”

Reese waves it off. “She can be a bitch.”

It’s all he says but I know what he really means. Bellini is the epitome of the devil reincarnated. Unfortunately, given his situation, he has to be politically correct. Frankly I don’t know why he’s putting himself through this kind of torture. Trials aren’t for six months; you would think his publicist could come up with something else for him to do after his last stint at the Olympics. If I were him, I would fire my publicist’s ass.

“Reese, can you spare a moment over here for a second?” a squirrely man I know by the name of Jasper asks. Reese excuses himself, giving me the perfect opportunity to talk with Melony.

She’s washing some makeup brushes, busying herself and staying as far away from me as possible. Too bad for her, I have other plans.

“Where are you from, Melony?” She glances in my direction but turns back to her brushes.

“Here,” she says curtly.

“Born and raised a Cali girl, huh? That’s—”

“I’m going to stop you right there.” She holds her hand up. “I see where this is going.”

“And where is this going?” I ask, stepping closer to her.

She gives me the once-over and puts her hand on her hip. “You say some cheesy stuff trying to get to know me. To be polite, I’ll entertain you and then you’ll ask me out. I’ll say no and then you’ll take that as a challenge.”

I scrunch my nose. “You would say no?” That’s kind of a first for me, so I’m interested to hear her answer.

“Not used to the word? Does the Olympic diver always get what he wants?”

“Ah, so you know who I am.” I knowingly point at her. “I knew you did from the way you tried to see through my shirt. Don’t worry, sweetheart, the abs everyone talks about are real.”

She scoffs. “You’re pathetic.”

Well, that’s a first as well.

“Are you trying to make me cry?” I tease.

Rolling her eyes, she steps away, putting unwanted distance between us. “Seriously, not going to happen, Hollis, so pack up your pick-up lines and take them somewhere else.”

“Wow.” I rest my hip against one of the tables full of beauty shit and cross my arms over my chest. “Flatter yourself much? Who says I was even trying to pick you up? What if I was just trying to be nice? That’s kind of embarrassing for you, assuming such a thing.”

“Please, Hollis. Nice try. It’s not going to happen.”

Growing irritated, I ask, “And why not?”

“Because.” She points a makeup brush at me. “You’re not my type, and I have zero interest in pursuing a relationship with you.” With that, she fucking wags her pert little ass away from me.

Well, fuck me. That didn’t go as planned.

Determined more than ever, once Reese finishes his conversation, I approach him with one purpose. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Why the fuck should I after all the shit you said earlier?”

“Because . . .” I wrack my brain for an answer. When it hits me, I smile devilishly at him.

“Oh fuck . . .” He knows I have him.

“If you don’t help me, I’m going to let your little production manager know of your love for dancing in your underwear to teen bop.”

Reese runs his hand slowly over his face out of frustration. “I was drunk, and it was one fucking time.”

“And yet, I caught you. Best day of my life.”

“That’s sad.” I shrug, not giving a shit. “Fine, what the hell do you want?”

“Melony’s number. Get it for me.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

Running his hand over his jaw, he asks, “That’s what you want to use your drunk dancing in underpants card on? Because you know once you cash in, you’ll never be able to use it again.”

“Couldn’t think of a better reason to use it.”

“Done, then.”

Later that day, Reese texted me her number and I spared no time sending her a message.

Hollis: I can’t stop thinking about you.

I brush my teeth and wait for her response. It comes in no less than a minute.

Melony: Who is this?

I smile to myself. This is going to be so much fucking fun.

Hollis: Your future husband.

 


Chapter One

Hollis

 

 

 

Six months later . . .

 

“Yes, Mom. I got you tickets.”

“I don’t see them in my inbox. Did you snail mail them? Your dad already made T-shirts, so he’ll be devastated if he doesn’t get a chance to show them off in public. You know how those announcers look forward to panning in on his creations.”

Don’t I fucking know it? My parents are almost more popular than I am. Ever since my first Olympic trials, they’ve been pegged as the most supportive yet entertaining parents to watch during competition, even more entertaining than the actual divers.

It isn’t just the shirts my dad creates, that I will get to in a second, it’s their theatrics. They are those parents standing in the crowd, tucking and twisting with every one of my moves while holding hands. And when I hit the water, they squat down and then leap into the air, hands still clasped. It’s the most absurd thing you’ll ever witness. They have their own memes for fuck’s sake.

And then their outfits. Christ. Want to talk about the love for America and a child, just look at my dad’s shirts. They are usually decked out in red, white, and blue stars and stripes across the chest as well as a blow-up of my face. Underneath: Hollis Howlers. It’s obnoxious, but for some insane reason, I secretly like it. Seeing my parents in the stands, flags in their hands, my face plastered across their chest, and smiles on their faces, it makes all the countless hours in the gym and on the platform worth it. To make them proud makes it all worth it.

“The tickets will be at Will Call, Mom. Don’t worry, Dad will be able to show off his shirts.”

“Thank Jesus.” She pauses and then whispers into the phone, “He asked to borrow my bedazzler. I’m not sure where he’s going with those expensive jewels he got at the craft store the other day but I’m a little thrilled to know I have a chance of sparkling under the lights this year. Your father is really stepping up his game.”

The bedazzler? Shit, all I can think of is that one Capital One baseball commercial where the mom bedazzles everything her son is wearing. I wouldn’t put it past my dad to do the same thing.

Bedazzled Speedo, sparkle crotch, jewel dick . . . sends a fucking chill down my spine just thinking about it.

“He didn’t make me anything, did he?”

“I don’t think so.” I hear the distinct sound of her covering the phone but she doesn’t do a very good job because I can still hear everything. “Al, did you make Hollis something with the bedazzler?” she shouts.

I can’t hear my dad but I hold my breath, praying he didn’t have enough “jewels” for me.

My mom comes back on the line. “He didn’t have enough jewels.” Thank fuck. “He can go grab some more if you want something.”

“That’s okay,” I say quickly. “I won’t have time to wear it. I will just take pictures with you guys in your shirts.”

“What a wonderful idea. You make sure to wear your USA gear.”

“I didn’t make the team yet, Mom.”

“Oh pish. You’re the number-one diver in the world, so there is no doubt you won’t make the team.”

“I can be the number-one in every event, but one bad day could keep me from making the team.”

“What’s with the negativity? Do you need to talk to your father?”

Talking to my father on the phone would add another half hour to this already long conversation, so I avoid that scenario with a quick distraction. “Did you hear from Holly?”

“Yes, she’s doing quite well on her travels. Paris has revived her, I can hear the joy in her voice. Her break-up with Jimmy was hard. I’m glad she’s taking the time to find herself again.”

“Me too,” I respond, thinking of my twin. “Do you think if I make it to Rio, she’ll attend?”

“Not if, but when you make it to Rio. I bought non-refundable tickets, so either way your father and I are going to Brazil this summer, and yes, she’ll be there. She said she’d never miss it.”

The tension in my shoulders eases. Holly will be there. I hadn’t even realized I was carrying that tension, but it was there. All I really want is for Holly to be there. Deep breath, Hollis.

Ever since the accident, I’ve felt as though she doesn’t want to be a part of my diving career, like she resents me. I need her. Fuck, having her present—watching me, cheering me on—it’s what propels me to be better.

Voices start to travel down the hallway just outside the dressing room, indicating I’ll no longer be alone.

“Hey, I have to go, Mom. Tell Dad I can’t wait to see the shirts he comes up with this year and please make sure he doesn’t bedazzle the things too much. I don’t need light reflecting off your shirts and distracting me.”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll handle your father. I’ll talk to you later. I love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I hang up just as the door to the dressing room opens. Reese steps in wearing nothing but a leopard-print Speedo and holding a beach ball. His chest is oiled up to the point that I’m pretty sure if I opened up a Slip ’N Slide across his abdomen and charged women five bucks a slide, I’d be a millionaire in an hour. He looks like a total douche and being his dutiful best friend, I make it my business to point it out to him.

“Swimming not going so well? Decided to audition for the drag show It’s Raining Men? Because let me tell you, you’re nailing the part.” I give him a thumbs up as he retaliates with his middle finger.

Exhaling, he slouches in the seat next to me and takes a long sip from his water bottle. “Fuck, that was torture. Did you hear what she was complaining about today?”

“Who? Satan?” I ask, shooting a text off to the girl who keeps ignoring me.

Hollis: I’ve scoured the photo shoot for you. All I see is Reese in a leopard-print Speedo. Please come find me to wash that image out of my mind with your gorgeous lips.

“Yeah.” Reese doesn’t even correct my name-calling of Bellini; he knows the kind of person she is.

“No, fortunately I got here only a few minutes ago and was just talking to my mom on the phone. What did Princess Shithead want this time?”

“An African blackwood bench.”

“What the fuck is that?”

“Hell if I know.” Reese runs his hand through his hair. “Seriously, the last few months have been an absolute nightmare. Why did I think this was going to be a good idea?”

“Because who doesn’t want to be attached at the hip to a placebo-pill-popping narcissist with a holy dog?” Leaning forward, I say, “I’m not kidding, I had a headache when I got here. I ran into the dog briefly in the hallway, it licked my shoe, and now my headache is gone. I know you’re going to call bullshit, but I might believe in that dog’s powers.”

My phone dings. Ignoring Reese for a second, I take a look at it.

Melony: Called in sick.

Hollis: That sucks. Are you all right? I heard my penis cures some of the worst diseases. Want me to stick it in you to make you feel better? At the least, to feel your temperature? I don’t mind taking one for the team.

“You’re a fucking idiot,” Reese says, referring to my belief in Pope Francis actually having healing powers.

Turning back to Reese, I look him up and down. “Coming from the douche romantically involved with an ass wart and wearing a leopard-print Speedo.”

“Why can I picture an ass wart with perfect clarity?”

“Because you’re all kinds of fucked up.” I clench my stomach and ask, “Are you going to get changed? Christ, dude, I’m starving.”

“You’re starving?” He stares at the table next to me. “And that Pop-Tart wrapper. That’s not yours?”

The silver foil shines in the lights and I know I’ve been caught but I still try to deny it. “Nope, not mine.”

“Really? Because it’s not fucking mine and you’re the only person I know who has at least two boxes of Pop-Tarts in their car at all times.”

“They’re a great post-workout snack. Simple carbs to replenish the loss of my glycogen stores so I can repair my muscles. It’s bro-science, dude.”

“Keep telling yourself that. Want to grab a burrito?”

“Sounds good, but hurry the fuck up. I just got done with three hours of dryland training, my fucking metabolism is eating my stomach lining.”

Turning back to my phone, I smile. Yes.

Melony: Pretty sure if you stuck your penis in me, I would receive more diseases.

Ha, little does she know I’ve been fucking celibate for too damn long. I’m not a one-and-done man. I like being in a relationship.

Hollis: Fun fact, I don’t sleep around.

Melony: That seems hard to believe.

Hollis: Because of the abs, right? Or is it my giant dick? Or my infamous charm?

Melony: Definitely not the charm.

Hollis: Ask me to come over.

Melony: Goodbye, Hollis.

Damn, and here I thought I was making progress.

***

“It’s a few weeks before trials, does your dad have his shirts made yet?” Reese asks, mouthful of Burrito.

I take a sip of my drink and nod my head. “Yeah, apparently he got his hands on a fucking bedazzler.”

Choking back a laugh, Reese smiles. “That’s fucking awesome. Please tell me he bedazzled earrings on the giant head of you he plasters to every one of his shirts.”

“I sure as fuck hope not.” But that is something my dad would actually do, which makes me nervous as hell.

“They are some of my favorite people,” Reese admits.

“Mine too.” Changing the subject, I say, “They were asking about you the other day, wondering if you’re still dating Bellini.”

Reese rolls his eyes. “Can we not talk about her? Christ. I had to deal with her shit all day; I would prefer not to have to rehash it.”

“You can still back out.”

“Not really.” He takes another big bite of his burrito. “It’s a solidified deal. She needs me just as much as I need her. How fucked up is that?”

“Pretty fucked up. Seems like you got yourself into a little pickle.”

Reese gives me a knowing look. I can already tell what’s going to come out of his mouth. It happens every time I harp on him about Bellini. “How’s your pursuit of Melony coming along?” His smirk reads jackass. I wouldn’t expect anything less from my best friend.

Lying, I answer, “On the edge of mounting my dick any day.”

Apparently I’m not a good liar from the way Reese throws his head back and laughs, drawing attention from people around us. “Oh, you’re such a shitty liar. That girl wants nothing to do with you.”

Yeah, didn’t I fucking know it? It’s been six months since I first met her and never in my life have I met anyone as persistent at saying no as she is. Granted, I don’t hang out with her a lot, never actually. I only see her when I meet Reese at one of his many production obligations, and of course my text messages, but those little stolen moments with her have turned into absolutely nothing. Yup . . . nothing.

I tell jokes. Nothing.

I dirty talk. Nothing.

I talk in general. Nothing.

Reese isn’t kidding when he says she wants nothing to do with me. And what’s a real twist of the head on my dick is how every time I see her, I grow more attached, despite the repulsed look she gives me. Every. Time.

Yeah, repulsed.

Kind of stabs a man’s ego. But apparently I’m a masochist because hell if I can stop hitting on her.

“She just doesn’t know what she wants yet. She doesn’t know that one day I’ll fucking marry her.”

Reese’s eyebrows rise to his hairline. “That’s fucking bold.”

Bold. I don’t think it’s bold, because for some reason I think it’s fact. I barely know the girl. I’ve barely spoken to the girl. I’ve only seen her smile in the distance and never at me. But I’m so incredibly drawn to her. Only to her. I want her. Just her. I want her in my future.

I bite into my burrito and lean back in my chair. “It’s fucking true.”

 


Chapter Two

MELONY

 

 

 

Hollis: I ate a bowl of strawberries today. They reminded me of the lipstick you wore the other day. You know, the day you shoved my salad bowl into my chest, destroying my high-fiber, high-protein meal.

I roll my eyes inwardly.

Melony: You tripped, ran into me, and spilled your own damn salad. Don’t blame me. P.S. that salad smelled like ass.

Hollis: That salad was a delicacy!

Hollis is probably the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met. No, not probably. He is the most ridiculous man I’ve ever met.

“Oh sweetie, this is a beautiful space,” my mom coos, thankfully pulling me away from my phone.

I smile brightly at her. This is a big day for me. “It’s a huge step up from my studio in Crapsville. I can actually smell the beach from here.”

My mom looks out the window, her arms crossed over her chest. “How far is the beach?”

“A few blocks. Probably a ten-minute walk. So worth it.”

Continuing to look out the window, my mom observes the view—which admittedly consists mainly of surrounding apartment buildings and a tiny spot of the ocean—while I turn back to my new living space. A one-bedroom apartment. It might not seem like a lot to some people, but it’s a lot to me. I’ve worked my ass off to get to where I am today, to be able to afford a one-bedroom apartment right outside Los Angeles, so close to the beach I can walk to it. It’s an utter dream.

And I have one person to thank . . . Bellini Chambers.

Go figure.

I’ve put up with the evil tuna-ditch for the past few years and because of my dedication to beautifying her for the camera, I’ve not only secured a well-paying job, but because of my loyalty and ability to keep my mouth shut and away from gossip magazine vying for any kind of dirt on America’s Most Hated Celebrity, I’ve earned myself a lovely little raise.

A raise that has moved me from a studio to this open-concept, one-bedroom apartment.

Do I feel a little dirty over the fact that I’m here because of saddling up next to Bellini? Not one bit. I’ve earned this apartment. From the countless times she’s called me Melon or Cantaloupe, to the many hours I’ve spent watching her look at herself in the mirror, waiting for her to make a change in her lip stain or hairdo. No, I earned this apartment.

Growing up, all I ever wanted was to live near the beach, to smell the ocean, to bury my feet in the sand whenever I wanted to. I might not have an apartment looking over the calming ocean waves, but I have the next best thing—a short walk.

It will do for now.

“I’m so proud of you.” From behind, my mom wraps her arms around my waist and hugs me. I melt into her embrace, loving the familiar warmth of her comfort.

Since I was six, it’s been her and me, taking on the world, fighting to make it in this city of opportunity. She’s taught me hard work and loyalty pays off, two lessons of life I’ve been able to apply and reap the benefits from.

Now if only I could make enough money to help my mom retire from her job. She lives a very modest life as a maid. When I graduated from high school, she made the move south to Temecula where she rents a small apartment and cleans houses with my aunt. From the few hours she’s helped me move into and clean my new apartment today, I can tell she’s slowing down. It takes her a little longer to get up from her knees, longer to walk upstairs. All around she’s slower.

It’s going to happen though. I’m working on using my makeup skills and knowledge to create my own lip-stain line. I know what you’re thinking: there are so many companies out there with lip stains. How would mine differ? Mine is different because I’ve geared all my colors to accentuate every woman’s complexion. Yes, every woman. Not just a generalized blonde, blue-eyed girl. I’ve spent countless hours researching what hues best accentuate all complexions, hair, and eye-color combinations. Each kit will be specified to every woman. It’s a lot, but it’s going to be a change in the market, a positive one. If I can make this happen, I can help my mom. She deserves it. It will be my way of saying thank you.

“Thanks, Mom, and thank you for coming up for the day to help me move. Are you sure you can’t stay the night?”

She shakes her head. “I wish I could, my bella, but I have to work early tomorrow morning. I’m sorry.”

My heart falls at the hope of not spending the night in my new place with my mom. “That’s okay. I understand. We have to plan a girls’ weekend soon though. Maybe you can make me some of your homemade tamales?” I clasp my hands together in hope and bat my eyelashes at her.

Gripping my cheek, she pats it and smiles. “Anything for you. Now, let’s get you unpacked as much as possible before I have to take off. And maybe put your new cell phone to use and order us some Chinese food. I’m starving.”

“Sure thing.”

New cell phone. Not really, I’ve had it for a bit but my mom still believes in flip phones. I have no clue where she gets them, but it’s her go-to option when it comes to communication.

We spend the rest of the time unpacking my kitchen because that’s the biggest task. When we eat our Chinese food, we reminisce about how we used to have slumber parties in the living room. My mom is my best friend, no doubt. She’s the one strong pillar in my life I know I can count on. The only person I can count on.

“Text me when you get home,” I say to my mom as I hug her goodbye.

“You’re starting to sound like me.” The corners of her eyes crinkle when she smiles at me.

“You’re getting old, I don’t want you driving off into a ditch,” I tease.

Pointing her finger at me, she says, “Watch it, young lady. I can still try to ground you.”

“Try being the key word.” I wink.

I say one last goodbye to my mom and once she’s out of sight, I turn to my apartment and take a deep breath. Here’s to new beginnings.

I collect the empty boxes I’ve accumulated, break them down, and prepare to take them to the recycling bin. I want to be done unpacking, not wake up feeling crowded by empty boxes. I need order. The quiet, the order, the simplicity . . . that is who I am and all that I want. My mom has survived so many years like this, and so can I. I might be alone, but not really . . . alone.

Fumbling slightly with the oversized boxes, I make my way down the stairs and out to the community recycling bin two buildings over. My apartment complex is a combination of things: townhomes, condos, and apartments. Luxuries such as recycling bins are closer to the condos and townhomes. I’m not mad about it, I get it, the property manager is making more money off those residences, but maybe they could have put something a little closer to my building.

I’m chucking the boxes in the bin, sweat dripping off my forehead even though the sun is falling, and wishing I’d asked my mom to help me since the heavy lid of the recycling bin keeps shutting on me. Not being tall enough to flip it all the way over, I’m really feeling the challenge of being kind to Mother Nature.

Recycle and save the earth for future generations, not that I have any plans on contributing to the future generations with my own kin, but it’s nice to be nice.

I have four boxes left and the struggle is real. I bend over, hand on my knees and catch my breath. Yeah, I work out, but I haven’t in a little bit, and it’s blatantly obvious from my inability to recycle without having to catch my breath.

“Need help with that?”

I still. Chills run up my arms, my stomach starts fluttering with nerves, and my palms instantly start to sweat.

That voice. I know that deep, raspy voice.

Turning my head to the side, the sun shines behind the figure standing in front of me, casting a shadow on his form. A very delicious shadow.

Tall, broad shoulders, lean but muscular frame, and signature faux-hawk. He’s unmistakable.

Hollis Knightly.

What the hell is he doing here?


Chapter Three

HOLLIS

 

 

 

And here I thought my day was pure shit thanks to my coach thinking I’m not ready for trials. Fuck that prick, I’m more ready than I’ve ever been.

Two years ago, my long-time coach, Coach Wilson, was diagnosed with prostate cancer. There was no other option than to quit coaching and take care of himself. However, the cancer was metastatic, spread so fucking quickly, and took his life within two months. Two months. Two months to attempt to say thank you and goodbye. It was fucking devastating, not just because I had to find a new coach, but because I lost a very important man in my life, someone who’d been by my side since I can remember. He knew me as Knobby Knees Knightly. I miss him.

Now I have a coach who has made it his mission to make my life miserable.

Why stick around with him? Coach Wilson set me up with him. It’s fucking crazy to think this way but a part of me believes that being with my current coach, Coach Ted, keeps me close to Coach Wilson, as if Coach Ted carries a bit of his soul inside him.

Fucking insane, I know, but I can’t seem to let go, which means I deal with the prick on a daily basis.

I’m not going to lie; I’m bit of a princess at times. I know what I like. I know how I want to be spoken to, and I’ve worked hard to get where I am today, so I have the right to be cocky. I also have the right to be coddled.

Yeah, coddled.

Pet my ego, make me feel good. I prefer my coach to praise me, not lift his head with a barely there nod if I do well. A well-executed knuckle blast is more appreciated, but Coach Ted doesn’t get that despite the countless times I’ve told him.

Instead, the fucker has me doing extra sets of dryland training, flipping onto a mat over and over again. I’m sore as shit, volatile in the worst way, and hungry.

I’m always hungry.

On the way home, I stopped by my favorite burger joint, grabbed two pablono burger sans bun with Cheddar-Jack cheese, skipped the fries, and came home to my condo. Searing with anger from coach’s tactics today, it all dissipated when I spotted the little sun-kissed brunette that’s been starring in my dreams for the past six months.

Seeing that sultry ass in minuscule jean shorts instantly evaporated my shit mood. What the hell is she doing here?

“Well, isn’t it the little salad ruiner herself? I know, I’m handsome as fuck but that doesn’t mean you get to stare all you want,” I tease, snapping her out of her bent-over position, mouth agape. Yeah, I could have made a cruder comment but I held back.

Standing tall and brushing her hands on her shorts, she says, “What are you doing here? Are you stalking me now?”

“If I were stalking you I sure as fuck wouldn’t be doing it by a dumpster.”

She shifts, her hand on her hip, definitely on the defensive. “Just tell me why you’re here.”

Looking around the parking lot and then back to her, I clutch my food bag in my hand and lean forward. “I live here, fudge nuggets.”

Her eyes widen and then scowl. “Don’t call me fudge nuggets.”

“What do you prefer? Love handles?”

“No.” Her scowl deepens.

“Sausage snuggler? Kissy kibbles? Juicy cakes? Licky lovestick?”

Irritation is boiling out of her now. “Are you deranged? What makes you think I want to be referred to as sausage snuggler or licky lovestick?”

“Does that mean you like kissy kibbles and juicy cakes?”

I receive the deepest eye-roll I’ve ever seen just before she pushes me out of the way and starts maneuvering her boxes into the recycling bin.

“I’m going to take that as a no.”

“Take that as a go to hell,” she mutters under her breath.

“Whoa.” I hold up my hands. “That’s a little hostile for someone who was just staring at my crotch for ten minutes.”

Standing tall, she says, “I was not staring at your crotch.”

“Hey, it’s okay. No need to be embarrassed. I have the kind of crotch worth staring at. Just try to keep it under five minutes next time. It gets a little awkward if your staring is any longer than that.”

She crosses her arms over her chest, pushing her breasts up. I take a quick glance, because fuck, I’m a man, and then direct my attention back to her stormy eyes. I know I’m not making friends, but shit, I like the fire I see.

“Where do you get off—?”

“Lately in my hand with an image of you in my mind, but I would love to make that dream a reality.”

“I can’t take you.” Turning back around, she huffs and begins struggling with the boxes again.

Being the gentleman I am, I set my food down, hoping my burgers don’t get cold, and lend her a hand. As I reach over to open the dumpster, she swings a flattened cardboard box up at the same time, knocking me in the corner of my eye with the edge of the box, sending me backward into a pile of trash outside the garbage dumpster.

I can feel the trickle of blood running down my face just as the shock wears off and pain takes its place. My eye waters. Rotten garbage—that’s probably been out in the steaming sun all day—surrounds me, and the sweet sound of Melony’s laughter fills my ears. Through my swelling eye, I see her with her hands over her mouth, trying to hold back her giggles as she attempts to look sincere with regret.

“I didn’t know you were into assaulting men lending you a helping hand.”

“I didn’t assault you,” she says still giggling.

I point to my face. “My eye begs to differ. I’m actually . . .” I pause and start to sway back and forth. “I’m feeling . . .” I don’t finish my sentence, instead, I roll off the stank mountain and onto the asphalt in front of me. Don’t worry, I have to take a shower anyway. I lie there flat, pretending to have passed out, hoping Melony will play naughty nurse and try to take care of me.

What I don’t expect is for her to walk to up me and toe me in the side. “What are you doing down there?”

I don’t move. Act like a possum; act like a possum.

She fucking toes me again, this time a little harder, nudging my body. “Hey, stop messing around and get up. I think you’re lying on pee.”

I don’t smell pee, so she’s lying. I don’t take the bait. I continue to play dead.

“Hollis,” she warns. Note to self, bedside manner is not her strength. Her foot pushes me harder, rocking my body back and forth. “Are you seriously going to make me squat down?”

Fuck yes, I am.

Huffing with irritation, she squats next to me and pushes my shoulder with her fingers. Her gentle concern is overwhelming.

“Will you get up and stop acting like a dickhead?”

Turning my head to the side, I glance up. She rolls her eyes about to retreat when I wrap my arm around her waist, roll over, and position her so she’s sitting on my stomach, my hands holding her hips in place.

“What the hell?”

“I need to be nursed back to health. Quick, smother me with your breasts. It’s the only cure to my concussion.”

“You don’t have a concussion.”

“How do you know? I’m dizzy, faint. I have a headache. I think I blacked out. Put your breast in my mouth, it will help me remember things.”

Her expression changes from irritated to something I would describe as evil. Right then and there I quiver in my shorts. I don’t think I’m going to like what happens next.

Leaning forward, she gives me the perfect view of her breasts. On the contrary, maybe I will like what she does next.

Breast to the mouth; come on, breast to the mouth.

Her hands ride up my chest and I brace for one of her boobs to pop out of the deep V of her tank top. Fuck they’re so perky. What do they look like without a bra?

Her fingers play with my hard pecs and right when I think she might lean down and kiss me, she pinches my right nipple. Hard.

“Oh fuck, that hurt!” I yell, quickly swatting her away and rubbing out my sore spot . . . but also kind of liking the fact that she likes nipple play. A sly smile spreads across my face quickly eliminating the hurt expression. “You know, cuddle muffin, if you like nipple play, I can really dive deep into that fantasy for you.”

Getting up, she rolls her eyes and says, “You’re so annoying.”

I stand up as well and dab at my eye. The blood seems to have stopped but I still milk it, wincing with every touch of my finger. “Annoying isn’t as bad as hate, so I’ll take it.”

Back in a defensive position, she says, “Actually there is a thin line between hate and love that’s often blurred. Annoying is just annoying.”

I step closer and give her my mega-watt smile. “Aw, sweetums, are you trying to tell me you love me? It’s a little early but I can’t blame you. Come here, give Big Daddy a kiss.”

I reach for her hand but she swiftly steps away, muttering, “Oh, for Christ’s sake.”

“Where you going? You have some boxes that still need recycling.”

She gives me a once-over and says, “I’m pretty sure you can handle it.”

Sauntering away, I stare at her perky little ass and call out, “See you around, neighbor.”

There is no response and I wonder if I pushed her too far. That’s until I see her turn around and give me one last look. It’s just a glance, but that’s all I fucking need. Just that little glance lets me know I haven’t pushed her too far, that I actually have a shot at being with this woman.

And I really want that shot.

 


Chapter Four

MELONY

 

 

 

Every time I step out into the parking lot of my apartment complex, or pick up my mail, or even go to the community adult pool I look around, wondering if I’ll see him, if I’ll hear that deep, velvety voice, or smell that distinct cologne of his that makes me feel dumb from my brain short-circuiting.

I hate it.

Hollis Knightly.

I would be the worst liar if I denied he was hot. You can’t look at Hollis Knightly and not find him attractive. It isn’t just the way his hair is full at the top, creating a faux hawk you’re dying to run your hands through. It isn’t those deep blue eyes staring at you with a hint of charm. It isn’t the five o’clock shadow he’s able to maintain on a daily basis, and it isn’t the best set of abs on this planet either. I’m not kidding, the best set of abs.

His smart-ass attitude and cocky self makes him attractive as well. There is something about a guy with a sense of humor that adds so much more sexy to his persona.

Thank God he annoys the shit out of me most of the time . . . most of the time being key.

What I was hoping would be a fun new chapter in my life with my new apartment and residing so close to the ocean, has now become a game of looking over my shoulder, checking to make sure I don’t run into Hollis.

It’s been a week since our dumpster run-in where I tweaked his nipple, and I have yet to see him. A blessing in my eyes. That was until today.

“Where is my swim cap? Melon! Bring me my cap.” Bellini’s voice rings through the production crew as she sits in her chair in a ridiculously fluffy robe, her saintly dog on her lap.

I was beckoned early this morning to primp Bellini for a production shoot of her swimming in a pool with Reese. I have no idea how Jasper, the producer, was able to get Bellini even near a pool, something that makes her skin shrivel up, but here she is. Despite having to put her hair in a swim cap, she still made me wash it, blow-dry it, and curl the tips only to wrap it all up into a swim cap.

Do I wish I could have slept in? Yup, that would have been nice, but then again, I’m getting paid and that’s one more dollar toward my lip-stain production.

Reese bypassed hair and makeup today, not that he really needed anything done, but he said since he was going to be in the pool, there was no need. Bellini had other ideas.

The good thing about today? I will be paid for a full eight hours but only have to work this morning.

After I pack up my supplies, I plan on hitting up the nearest Panera, grabbing an Asiago bagel with butter and a strawberry smoothie, and heading home to look over the packaging options for my makeup line.

I can’t freaking wait to leave here.

“Oh Popey, I’m pretty sure this is the end of me. They are going to make me flop around in that pool of rotten sperm water.”

With my face buried in my makeup brushes, I roll my eyes. This woman. If only someone was brave enough to walk up to her, throat punch the hell out of her stuck-up ass, and take off without a word. I would worship that person and then hope and pray Jonathan caught it all on camera so I could watch it every night before bed. Best night-time lullaby ever: Bellini being throat punched.

“I did extra squats this morning just for this photo shoot. Check out my ass, it doesn’t get better than that.”

Shit.

That voice.

Glancing up quickly, the man I’ve been avoiding at my apartment complex just happens to be at the same pool as me today. I saw a photographer setting up some kind of photo shoot but just thought it was for Bellini and some narcissistic idea she thought of to take more pictures of herself, but clearly that’s not the case.

Pieces of the photo-shoot puzzle start to blend together as Bodi Banks walks on set as well, looking fine as hell. He has this dark brooding thing about him that captures your attention. To be honest, Bodi, Reese, and Hollis all in the same area is any woman’s wet dream. Reese, although more like a brother to me these days, has a bad-boy look with his tattoo, beard, and dark features. Bodi is a beautiful mystery just waiting to be cracked open, and then there is Hollis. Smart-ass extraordinaire, with the body of incredible contours and sinew that keeps your mind racing. They are all dangerous.

This was the GQ photo shoot Reese was talking about the other day. I didn’t realize they paired the two days together. That explains why I didn’t know Hollis would be here.

Keeping my head down, I clean my brushes and prepare the lip stain I’ve chosen for Bellini today. Luckily, she’s come to trust me on my choices. I’ve learned quite quickly what she doesn’t like, thanks to the water she’s tossed in my face on multiple occasions. Yes, like a dramatic soap-opera star, a quick chug of her water to my face ensures not only my makeup is ruined, but I get water up my nose as well. She’s a freaking treasure. Did you hear my sarcasm?

“What are we wearing? Is this a naked shoot? I’m cool with that if it is. I just got done manscaping.” Hollis continues to talk at a nearby distance and I pray he doesn’t come over to see me, especially with Bellini only a foot away. It would be a complete disaster.

“Melon, for Christ’s sake, what is taking you so long? Swim cap and lips. I have places to be today.”

Retched woman.

Smiling brightly, I turn to her with my lip stain on the back of my hand and a lip brush in my hand. She puckers up like always and I have to carefully remind her just to keep her lips normal.

“Bellini, don’t pucker.”

She rolls her eyes. “Just helping you out, but whatever.” Contrary to what she believes, she’s not helping me out one bit, but I don’t correct her.

I paint her lips with a light pink, a color slightly darker than her lips to make them stand out against the light color of her skin. Even though I hate the woman, she does have a nice complexion to work with. Every day I see her, I pray she has some kind of zit but she never does. She must sleep with a life-preserving chamber over her head. I wouldn’t put it past her.

“Rub your lips together.” She does as told while I grab her swim cap to put on her head. In the background, I hear Reese and Hollis discussing their upcoming Olympic trials, which happen to fall on the same days but in different states.

“Coach Ted is a bastard,” Hollis says. I don’t dare look in his direction, anything to avoid him as much as possible. “He had me practicing my back handstand for an hour yesterday. I don’t know if there is any blood left in my head.”

“Was there any in there to begin with?” Reese asks with a chuckle.

“Fuck off.”

“Uh, earth to Cantaloupe. My swim cap.”

Shit, I’m standing still listening to their conversation playing with Bellini’s swim cap. I shake my head, trying to rid thoughts of Hollis and turn toward Bellini. “Sorry about that. I was just making sure all the flowers were in place.” That seems to please her.

Putting her head back, as if there is a fan in front of her and she’s feeling the breeze in her hair, she prepares for the swim cap. I secure it tightly, making sure her freshly styled hair is tucked in perfectly. When I step away, I hold back the snicker that wants to pop out. The swim cap looks absolutely asinine with its fake flowers on top. It’s something you would see a synchronized swimmer from the seventies wear.

“Bellini, we are ready for you,” Jasper calls out. There is a girl assisting him, someone I’ve never met before. She has long black hair, tattoos, and is carrying around a clipboard. I wonder if she’s new. If she is, heaven help her, as she is in for a rude awakening when it comes to working with Bellini.

Reese, Jasper, and Bellini are huddled around, talking about the shots they want to take for the reality show, which yes, is all scripted. Every single show is scripted. If they weren’t scripted, you would be watching people sit on their asses, a TV tray in front of them while watching the latest sitcom on TV, wearing sweats with spaghetti sauce dripping down their chin. But instead, they make life seem so glamorous and fun, when in fact, a high percentage of these people laze about with their thumbs twiddling their vaginas.

Keeping my back to everyone, I finish cleaning my brushes, knowing that once I’m done, I’ll only have to stick around for a little longer to make sure Bellini doesn’t need any more touch-ups. Asiago bagel and strawberry smoothie countdown has begun.

I’m tucking away my curling iron when I feel a presence behind me. I don’t have to turn around to know who it is.

“Hey neighbor.” The crunch of him biting into something echoes behind me. “I like those shorts on you. They ride just high enough to give me a peek at the bottom of your ass when you bend over.”

“What do you want, Hollis?”

Another bite. He answers with his mouth full. “Can’t a guy be friendly with his neighbor? What if I was looking to borrow a cup of sugar? Would you really turn me down like that?”

Knowing he’s not going to go away anytime soon, I face him, adding one hand to my hip. The corner of his mouth smirks, making my little girly heart skip a beat. There is an apple in his hand and I watch in fascination as he brings it up to his mouth and bites down, taking out a huge chunk. Why is watching him eat turning me on?

“There is no need for you to have a cup of sugar right now.”

Rolling his eyes, he says, “Fine, a cup of your fine ass was what I was really looking for but I was trying to be polite. So, what do you say?”

“No.”

“No? You’re not even going to think about it?” He swaggers a little closer to me, and continues, “All right, I get it, you’re more into a tradeoff. Fair enough. I will trade you a cup of your ass for a cup of mine.” He puts his hand out and squeezes the air, indicating his intensions.

“I have no desire to cup your ass.”

His brow furrows. “I don’t believe that for one second.” He turns and pops his ass out toward me. I glance down for a second and take in his warm-up-covered bubble butt. Damn it. He does have a nice ass. No, that’s an understatement; he has an amazing ass. Its round, sticks out just enough to make any girl weak in the knees and it’s firm—at least it looks firm. “Go ahead, give it a squeeze. Free, on the house, no strings attached.” He does a come-hither look while motioning with his head to take advantage of squeezing him.

“Tempting, but I’ll pass.”

Standing straight, clearly not affected by my rejection, he takes another bite of his apple. “Nervous you’re going to fall in love? That I will ruin all men for you? Yeah, that’s happened before.” He points to his head with this finger, tapping his temple. “Smart, wait it out just a little bit longer. Weigh your options, just know, pudding puss, you can’t do any better.”

Instead of responding, I go back to packing up, which is less packing and more of me moving things around and busying myself since I’ve already packed all my things.

“So, how long have you been styling hair?”

Ugh, small talk. I hate small talk.

“Long enough to get me this job.”

“I see.” He steps closer, closing in on what little space is between us. There is a tap on my shoulder and when I turn around, he’s inches away, holding out his apple. “Want a bite?”

Eyeing the half-eaten fruit, I shake my head. “Do you really think I would want to share your half-eaten apple?”

He shrugs casually. “I don’t know. Might be sexy, you know, having both our mouths on it and all. If you want, I can go all Lady and the Tramp on you and we can both nibble on it, meeting in the middle.” Suggestively, he wiggles his eyebrows at me.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I tilt my head to the side and study him. “You really don’t give up, do you? Even when it’s obvious I have no intentions of sleeping with you.”

My heart catches in my throat as he lifts his hand and tucks a stray hair behind my ear before cupping my jaw, his face turning serious. “This isn’t just about sleeping with you, Melony. This is about getting to know you; when I find something I like, I go after it.” Why does the sudden intensity and timbre of his voice send unwanted tingles south? Why? Why can’t he be hideously unattractive?

Swallowing a little nervously, I respond, “Even if it’s un-gettable?” Please back off. Please back off.

“If the end result is you? Then yes.” Fuck.

Winking, he drops his hand from my jaw, bites into his apple, and parts from our close proximity, leaving me feeling slightly charged, a feeling I don’t want.

“Catch you around, neighbor,” he calls out.

God, he is sexy, I will give him that.

His retreating back gives me an amazing view of that bubble ass of his. If he didn’t just admit to wanting to get to know me, I just might have considered jumping in bed with him for a one-time night of what I can only imagine being hours upon hours of pleasure.

Too bad I don’t do relationships. Will never do relationships. I’ll never be that naïve girl.

 


Chapter Five

HOLLIS

 

 

 

The phone rings through my ear buds and I silently hope she picks up.

First ring.

Second ring.

Fuck, she’s not going to answer.

Third ring.

On the fourth, just when I think the voicemail is going to pick up, she answers.

“Hey, Hollis.”

Just hearing her voice soothes the rage blasting through me. She has that effect on me. Ever since we were little, she’s been my rock. Even when she lost everything, she’s held strong for me.

“Hey, Holly. Thanks for picking up.”

Her light laugh echoes through the phone. “Of course I would pick up. I always do, don’t I?”

She does, but there is always fear in the back of my head that she won’t, especially during this time of the year with trials right around the corner. The burning question that will forever hang over me rears its ugly head every time Olympic Trials loom closer.

Does she resent me?

“You do.” I have to talk to someone and talking to my parents isn’t an option since the sun beams out of their asses and nothing ever fazes them. Negativity doesn’t exist in their world. Pretty sure they’re the presidents of denial city, but hey, if it works for them I’m not going to shatter their little bubble.

Reese I can talk to but he doesn’t quite understand the diving world even though swimming and diving are so close.

And then there is Holly. She knows everything about the diving world. She knows what it takes to become an Olympian, hell, she was one . . . until the accident.

“What’s going on? From the sullen tone of your voice, I can tell something is bothering you.” She reads me so well. I want to believe it’s because she’s my twin.

Lying in the sun trying to soak in the heat rays, my eReader on my lap, my water bottle next to me, I should feel relaxed. Should. I run my hand over my face. “Fuck, Holl, I don’t know if I can continue with this training load. Coach Ted is making my life miserable.”

“Are you sure that’s what this is about? Coach Ted?”

“What else would it be about?”

“Well, I can’t imagine training being any different than your previous years leading up to the games, but I do know one thing that’s different.”

“The fact that I haven’t had sex in months?” I ask, trying to joke around because I see where she’s heading with this conversation. The twin connection and all.

“One, that’s disgusting, don’t talk about sex with me. Two, that’s pathetic, even I’ve been twiddled in the past few months.”

“Fuck, Holly. Don’t say that.” I cringe. She laughs some more, and the sound is so sweet. Reminds me of our childhood, before everything was complicated.

“Well, don’t bring it up. It’s your own damn fault. You should know better by now.”

“You’re right, I deserved it. But shit, you should know how sensitive I am.”

“Yeah, you little pussy.” There is light in her voice, causing me to smile.

“So tell me, Dr. Phil, what is it that you think I’ve suffering from?”

She doesn’t even skip a beat when she answers. “You miss Coach Wilson. This is your first trials without him by your side, cheering you on, coddling you.” Shit, I do love being coddled. Coach Ted doesn’t even know what the word means. “You miss him.”

“I do, but that’s not just it. Coach Ted is a fucking prick, Holly. I spent four hours on the mats yesterday practicing my take-offs. Four fucking hours. I wasn’t even flipping. I was just walking, jumping, or doing a handstand.” I could barely lift my arms to dry myself this morning. Asshole.

“Well, how are your take-offs?”

“Fucking fine. Nothing I need to be spending an infinite amount of hours on.”

“Infinite amount of hours? I thought it was just four?”

“Felt infinite,” I huff out.

“If you don’t like Coach Ted, then why have you stuck around with him? You could have been with Sherry.”

Yeah, fucking right. There was no way in hell I would be using Sherry. Not because she’s younger than Coach Ted, hot, and walks around in yoga pants like it’s her damn job, but because she coached Holly. There is too much emotion there, too much resentment. Sherry wouldn’t do me justice; I just fucking know it. I’ve only seen her a few times since the accident and I know she blames me, I know she sees me as the one who should have been injured, not Holly. I already live with enough guilt. I don’t need to look into her eyes every day and call her coach as she stares me down, wishing I was the one out of the game, not my sister.

No fucking thank you.

“Sherry and I don’t click.”

“Maybe because you stare at her ass every time you see her.”

True. That’s very fucking true. But for a good reason. She’s had four kids and despite the amount of times she’s popped a human out of her vaginal canal, she still has a fine ass worth staring at.

“That’s not it.” Not wanting this to be awkward, I continue. “I don’t know, Holly. I’ve just felt off this go around. It doesn’t feel right.”

She sighs into the phone. Am I frustrating her? Look at me being a fucking priss when she can’t even dive anymore. “You know what, never mind,” I say, trying to change the conversation. “I think I can figure it out. Uh, how’s everything over there?”

“Don’t,” she says sternly in the phone. Even though she’s five minutes older than me, she still treats me like her baby brother, lecturing me with her harsh tone. “Don’t change the topic. You always do this.”

“Always do what?” I feign innocence even though I know she’s about to catch me red-handed.

“You always want to talk to me about your diving but then after a few minutes you quickly change the subject, as if you don’t want to hurt my feelings for bringing it up.”

“That’s not the case,” I lie. “I just didn’t want to bore you with my petty problems.”

“And what, do I have bigger problems than you?”

The fact that you’re paralyzed from the waist down? Yeah, I’m positive she has bigger problems than me but I don’t say that. In fact, why do I think she merely resents me? The bitterness she deserves to feel goes beyond resentment.

“No, I just . . .” I take a gulp of my water that rests next to me and try to tamp down the anxiety rising in my chest. “Can we not fight right now? I didn’t call you so you can be mad at me, again.”

“Well, then stop treating me like a fucking invalid and talk to me, Hollis.”

Knowing she’s not going to back down, I concede. “Fine, I’m sorry. It’s just, I’ve been feeling off. My training leading up to the games is not my regular routine I had with Coach Wilson. The only reason I’ve stayed with Coach Ted is because I feel like he’s the last piece of Coach Wilson left on this earth. I’m sore as shit, sick of working on the mats, and the girl I want to get to know wants nothing to do with me.”

She’s silent for a second and then starts chuckling. She’s actually laughing at me, at my expense. If I wasn’t so happy to hear the sound of her happiness coming through the phone, I would be mad at her.

“What’s so fucking funny?”

“A girl is saying no to you? That explains the sex drought. Never thought I would see the day someone doesn’t fall for your idiotic charm.”

“It’s not that she’s not falling. I see the way she looks at me.”

“Oh, and how’s that?” Holly asks, challenging me.

“You know . . . with lust in her eyes.”

Another burst of laughter. “Oh Jesus. Hollis, you need to stop reading those novels of yours.”

“It’s true. She’s interested, I can tell. Shit, how could she not be interested?”

“So modest.”

“There is something holding her back. I just don’t know what it is.”

“Could it possibly be that she’s in fact not interested, and you can’t see that because your ego is clouding your vision?”

“No, that can’t be it,” I say matter-of-factly.

“You’re ridiculous. So, you’re feeling off because some girl doesn’t want to be in a relationship with you?” My sister knows me well. I’m not the kind of guy that goes around fucking women, never have been. I prefer to spoil someone, to cuddle them at night, to mold my soul with theirs. I like being in a relationship. I mean, why the fuck wouldn’t you want to be in one? There is something so fucking amazing about being able to connect with another human being not only on an intimate level, but on an emotional one as well.

“Maybe. I think it’s a combination of everything.” I run my hand over my face. “Fuck, it seems so stupid.”

“It is.” She laughs. “Do you want my advice?”

“If I say no, you’re still going to give it to me.”

She chuckles. “Only because you called me looking for it.” So true, I pretty much thrive off my sister’s advice. “Talk to Coach Ted, tell him how you’re feeling and how you like to be trained. You’re a two-time Olympian, two-gold-medal winner, Hollis, so you have worked out what makes you perform at your best. You have earned that right to ask your coach for what helps you perform at your best. If he is aware of what you want from him, I bet you anything he’ll change up tactics and start canoodling you like you enjoy.”

“I really enjoy being spooned by my coach. It makes me feel special.”

She sighs. “Now regarding the girl in your life, give it up. If she can’t see that you’re an amazing man then she’s not worth your time.”

“Aw, Holls—”

“Don’t. Accept that compliment and don’t make a big deal out of it.” Sometimes I wonder if she’s the guy and I’m the girl in our twin lives. Could quite possibly be the truth . . . “And as for Coach Wilson. There is not much you can do there besides think about him every day and make him proud. He worked hard to make you the man you are today, so honor him.”

And this is why I called my sister; she knows the right words to say. The words I need to hear.

“Thanks, Holls.” I’m silent for a second before saying, “Mom said you’ll be at trials.”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

“And Rio, if I make it?”

I hold my breath waiting on her answer. She has to be there, she’s my fucking rock.

“Not if, but when you make it to Rio, I’ll be there as well. You know I’m your number-one fan, Hollis.”

I briefly shut my eyes from the sentiment in her voice. Despite everything that’s happened, she’s still there supporting me, loving me, sharing in my successes . . . the successes she was supposed to have.

I open my eyes and catch sight of a familiar figure.

“If that’s all you wanted to talk about, I have to go. I have physical therapy shortly.”

Watching the familiar figure walk around in the bathing suit cover-up, I straighten in my chair and say, “That’s it for me. Love you, Holly.”

“Love you, too, Hollis.”

She hangs up just as Melony, the fucking bronze beauty, sits down, one lounge chair separating us. She must not have noticed me because she doesn’t seem to be running away. Every other encounter we’ve had, she couldn’t wait to end our conversation. She’s definitely not good for any man’s ego.

In fascination, I watch as she pulls water, a magazine, and some dried fruit out of her bag and sets it next to her. Her sunglasses are round and touch the tops of her cheeks, giving her a sexy vibe that I’m totally digging. Beneath the black cover-up that’s practically see-through, I can see she’s wearing a neon-blue two-piece. The color bounces off her bronze skin.

Taking advantage of our proximity, knowing we could have a conversation and no one would be able to hear us, I say, “Hey neighbor.”

From my voice, she jumps in her seat and turns to face me, a shocked look on her face.

“When did you get here? Did you follow me?”

Why does she constantly think I’m following her around? Does she really assume I have nothing better to do with my life?

“On the contrary, fish nipple, I’ve been here for about an hour. So you’re the one who’s following me.”

Skipping over everything I’ve said, she fixates on one word. “Fish nipple?”

“Yeah, it’s a term of endearment.”

“How the hell is that a term of endearment?”

I think about it for a second. Fish nipple. Huh, it’s kind of not the best at all.

I shrug. “I read it in a book.”

“What book would that be?” She’s fucking talking to me. Even though I’m about to divulge a big secret of mine, I don’t care because she’s talking to me.

“A book called Anything But Minor by Kate Stewart. It’s about a minor league baseball player making his way to the big leagues.”

“Is this fiction?”

“Sure.” I swallow hard. “Also a sports romance.”

That catches her attention. She sits up and leans in my direction. If only her cover-up was a little lower, I would be able to see her cleavage. Fucking thing, there is no point for women to wear them. You either wear your suit or you don’t. Don’t fucking tease men with these stupid see-through short dresses. They’re asinine.

“You read romance?” The look on her face is full of disbelief.

“On occasion.” I pass it off as nothing.

“I don’t buy it. Let me see your eReader.”

“I don’t have it with me.” My mouth twists to the side as if I’m truly bummed I can’t share my eReader with her.

“Then what’s that on your lap?” She points to my black-case-covered eReader . . . right there on my lap. Shit. Good fucking work, Knightly.

“It’s where I keep my vitamins?” I say more as a question.

Like a flash of lightning, she reaches out and grabs my eReader off my lap, skimming the back of her hand across my thigh. Christ Almighty, the move sends a jolt to my dick.

Distracted by the fucking horny sensation running through me—yes, I’m a teenage boy—I don’t register Melony opening my eReader until she starts laughing. With the biggest smile on her face, she looks up at me and says, “All these covers have shirtless men on the front of them.”

“And your point?” I cross my arms over my chest, looking to defend myself.

“They have shirtless men . . .”

I roll my eyes. “Some of the best romance novels start with a shirtless man on the cover.”

“Aren’t these for women?”

I scoff at her. “Sexist. Last time I checked, there wasn’t a requirement for who is allowed to read romance and who isn’t.”

“I’m not a sexist. It’s just . . . I’ve never met a man who reads romance novels.”

“That’s because in general, men are stupid.”

“I can agree with you on that point.” She chuckles a little more. “But I would love to hear your explanation as to why.”

Loving that she’s actually conversing with me rather than shooting me down, I turn in my lounger so I’m facing her head-on, and I clasp my hands in front of me.

“Have you ever read a romance novel, boobarella?”

Her smile turns into a scowl from my nickname, making me chuckle. “Don’t call me that.”

“Answer the question, have you?”

“Not really. Does reading the first chapter of The Notebook count?”

The Notebook, God, what a classic. I’m pretty sure almost everyone has read that book. I’m one of those guys who likes to read the book before the movie comes out so I can bitch about the book being way better later on. The book is always better . . . always.

But that Noah Calhoun, now there is a true romantic. He’s got his shit under control and knows how to woo a woman. If only the male race would all strive to be like him, we might have less violence and more orgasms.

“The Notebook counts. I love that book, but you need to read more than the first chapter.”

“You’ve read it?”

I nod and give her my best shy smile. “You would be hard-pressed to find a mainstream romance book I haven’t read. I’m also very much into the indie scene.”

“I had no idea men read romance novels.”

I wink at her. “The smart ones do.”

“Okay,” she shifts in her lounger, looking like she’s about to challenge me, “tell me why you like reading romance novels.”

“Easy.” I lean forward and say, “It’s a brief glimpse into the woman’s psyche. For the most part, romance novels are written by women, which is a clutch for us men, because we’re able to take these fantasies of being fucked up against a wall, or fingered under the table at dinner, or eaten out on the counter of the kitchen and turn them into a reality.”

She slowly gulps. If I wasn’t paying attention, I wouldn’t have seen it, but it’s obvious with that little movement in her throat that my words affected her.

“I’m a pleaser, Melony. I’m a woo-er. I’m a romantic who knows how to fuck you senseless.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Her eyes search mine. Because I have a long list of things I want to do to you, you fucking gorgeous woman. Kiss you senseless at the end of each day; lather you up in the shower and worship every part of your body; finger your beautiful pussy to the point you scream my name; wake you up in the morning with my mouth between your thighs, or my lips wrapped around your tits. Yeah. I’ve thought about what I want to do to her, but if I keep thinking all these things I won’t be able to walk away from my lounge chair.

I stand up, gathering my items and then glance down at her. “Because, sooner or later, I will be fucking you up against a wall, fingering you under the dinner table, and eating that sweet pussy of yours on the kitchen counter. Mark my fucking words, Melony, I am going to woo you so hard, you won’t know what hit you.”

With a parting wink, I leave her with her mouth agape and a confused look on her face.

My job here is done.

 


Chapter Six

MELONY

 

 

 

Hollis: Are you going to be rooting for me this week?

He is relentless. Every day he texts me, and every day, I respond. The question is, why do I respond? Am I really that lonely that I need to engage in his idiotic texts?

No, I’m not lonely. Well, I might be lonely but I’m also . . . curious.

Melony: Who’s this?

Maybe I’m a little curious and also very much interested in bruising the man’s cocky ego. He’s convinced we are going to be married one day. Why he thinks that, I have no clue.

My phone dings back as I sit on a very uncomfortable airport chair, waiting for my plane to board. I’m on my way to Omaha for the Olympic Swimming Trials because production wants to capture the event for the show, which means, I’m flying in as well. I would be more excited if I didn’t have to spend the next couple days with a random person I don’t know. Yes, Bellini doesn’t like to spend her money on other people, which is why I’ll be sharing a room with a stranger.

Fantastic.

Trying to tamp down my bad mood, I read my waiting text message.

Hollis: Baby, don’t act like you don’t have my number memorized.

Such a cocky bastard. Time to play with him.

Melony: Oh, sorry about that, Blake. I must have accidentally deleted your number. I had such a great time last night. We should do it again.

I smile to myself as the little dots indicating he’s texting back show up.

Hollis: Nice try, sticky buns. I saw you walking into your complex last night wearing yoga pants, an oversized shirt, and carrying a carton of ice cream in one hand. You were a one-woman show last night.

Damn him. And yes, like every other night, I was a one-woman show.

“Attention all passengers traveling to Omaha on flight two-zero-nine. We will be boarding in ten minutes. It will be a full flight so we would appreciate some passengers to check their bags. Please see the desk for details.”

One thing I don’t mess around with; carrying luggage. I take the risk of it being lost rather than having to lug it around everywhere. Plus, it’s another way I force Bellini to spend money on something other than herself. It’s the little things in life.

Feeling like I want to play with fire a little, I text Hollis back.

Melony: It was actually a two-finger show last night.

Pleased with my response, I take a sip of my mocha latte just as I feel my phone vibrate in my hand. Looking at the called ID, I see Hollis’s name pop up. I’ve never talked to him on the phone. Ever.

Should I answer? I start to get nervous of the possibility of answering the call. There is so much wittiness I can put out there, and it’s much easier through text.

Curiosity wins out and I answer.

I mentally put on my armor before I say, “What can I do for you, Mr. Knightly?”

“I have a whole list of things you can do for me,” his sexy voice rings through the phone. If this man wasn’t built to be monogamous, I would give him a go in bed. Hell, I would strip down at his front door and beg for a one-night stand. But I know that’s not his way of thinking. That was quite obvious after our little pool talk.

“I’m sure you do. Let me guess, does it include things like sticking your P in my V?”

“P in your V?” He laughs and the sounds bounces around my head, making me feel a little weak in the knees despite sitting down. “Are you in front a bunch of kids, or something?”

“No, I’m at the airport,” I answer, scanning the people around me to see if they’re paying attention.

Luckily everyone is immersed in their own happenings, not paying my conversation one bit of attention, but I will still keep it PG, just in case.

“Ah, I see. You don’t want people to hear you talk dirty to me?”

“That would never happen, at any point in time.” I lean back in my chair, oddly enjoying the conversation that’s eating up my time before boarding.

“It’s funny how delusional you are,” he says with confidence. “Believe me, sugar lips, I will have you talking dirty to me before you know it.”

I scoff at him. “Why? Is that one of the things on your list?”

“No.” He pauses and his voice turns sultrier, more intense, which only makes crazy things happen in my stomach. “The list of things I would love for you to do for me don’t include anything sexual because that’s a given.”

This makes me laugh sarcastically. “Oh, okay. So tell me, what’s on this list of yours?” This I just have to hear.

“You really want to know?”

“Stop delaying and lay out your list, that’s unless your list is actually all sexual and you’re trying to backtrack now.”

“One thing you should know about me, Melony. I never lie.” He’s so damn serious in the way he speaks of honesty it makes me gulp. Straight-up gulp like some scared cartoon character.

“Okay,” I answer, not really sure how to answer to his statement. “Then what’s on your list?”

“Everything I want to do with you.”

“Give me some examples.”

“Easy.” His voice seems light again, almost playful. “Let’s see, the first is obvious. I would take you on a date where I would be sure to ask you a million questions so I can get to know you better. I would ask you to go on a walk with me just so I could hold your hand. I would want you to drive my car just because I think that’s hot, letting your girl drive your wheels. I would want you to curl up into my chest as we sit in the sand and watch the moonlit waves roll in. I would want to cuddle the fuck out of you while we lounge on my couch and watch a movie. I would also like to hold your hand then, too. Hmm, I would like to go for a hike, and hold your hand, go grocery shopping together where we would buy ingredients to make a meal for a date, go to the wine country just so I can take a picture of you in the vineyards, a bright smile on that fucking gorgeous face of yours and the sun beaming down on your soft-as-hell hair.”

My heart is beating out of my chest, ready to combust on the spot. He speaks of us as if we’re a real couple, as if I would be the best thing that’s ever happened to him. Again I have to ask why? Why me? He’s Hollis Knightly.

Too bad I know it’s not the same.

Men don’t stick around. They might have the best of intentions at first, but in the end, they always leave.

I don’t know what to say. He paints a perfect picture that would never hold up in my reality. Because in my reality, men don’t treat women like that; they don’t cherish them, they don’t worship them. Instead, they make promises they never keep, disappointing you year after year.

“You still there, baby?” Hollis asks.

“Yeah.” I clear my throat and raise my armor back into its place. He will not penetrate my shield. “That’s a nice list and all, Hollis, but it isn’t real.”

“It isn’t,” he answers, making my heart fall. Don’t make me explain why. I’m a freaking hot mess right now. “It isn’t real until you finally say yes to taking you out.”

Oh . . .

I should have known that was going to be his answer. It would be nice to call Hollis on it and actually see if he would commit to everything he said but that would be giving in and setting everyone up for failure.

“Not going to happen.”

“How did I know you were going to say that?”

“Maybe my rejection is starting to click inside that cocky, smart-ass head of yours.”

He chuckles. “Your rejection is nothing but a ‘maybe’ in my mind. You have no clue how much hope I have for us. It’s consuming, bologna breasts.”

“Oh my God!” I laugh at his nickname. “Don’t call me bologna breasts.” I say the last part a little loud thanks to my outrage, catching the attention of a middle-aged man sitting next to me who then proceeds to glance down at my shirt. Scowling, I say, “Please roam your eyes somewhere else.”

Stunned, the man quickly gathers his items and gets in the boarding lines.

“What?” Hollis asks, confused.

“Nothing, some perv was just staring at my breasts.”

“I’m going to fucking murder him,” Hollis quickly responds. “Put him on the phone. I need his name, address, and preferably social security number.”

“I’m not going to put him on the phone.” I chuckle.

“Melony, move toward the creep and hand him the phone. I’ll be quick.”

“No.”

“Melony!” Even though his voice is rising, I can tell he’s also joking around.

“Not going to happen.”

He sighs into the phone. “Fine, you’ve left me no choice.”

“Oh no, what are you going to do?” I hate that I’m smiling. Damn it, I should have hung up five minutes ago. Well, if I’m wishing to go back in time, I shouldn’t have answered the phone, or any of his text messages since he’s scored my number from Reese who showed zero regret in his misleading request.

Hollis’s playful voice pipes up. “You’ve left me no choice. You’re grounded. Now come out to Indianapolis so I can spank your perfect ass.”

And there he is, the Hollis I’ve grown to know.

“Can’t, off to Omaha.”

“But you would if you weren’t headed to Omaha, right?” There is teasing hope in his voice.

“Not so much.”

“Ouch, that hurts, turd blossom.”

I roll my eyes. “You’re not going to win friends with that nickname.”

He chuckles. “Oh sorry. You don’t like the word turd, do you?”

“Not so much.”

“Gotcha, okay, sorry about that shit blossom.”

I hate that I laugh. “So not better.”

“It got me to hear that gorgeous laugh of yours though, so it’s a win for me.” He pauses for a second and then says, “Hey, I do need to talk to you about something serious.” From his tone, I sit up in my seat. What could he possibly ask me?

“Okay, what’s up?”

He takes a deep breath and says, “I’ve been having an issue lately that I need to get some help on.”

“Let me stop you right there. Is this going to be where you say something like your balls are blue and you need someone to assist you with them?”

“No, but my balls are blue, thanks to you.”

“Hey, I’m not holding you back. Have fun.” Those words feel sour coming off my tongue. Yes, I don’t want a relationship with Hollis, but the thought of him having that with another woman doesn’t make me feel all that great either. What the hell, Mel?

“I’m holding out,” he says with such conviction that I actually wonder if he will win out. “But that’s not what I’m talking about. I really need help. It’s kind of embarrassing to talk about.”

Okay, now he really has my interest.

Not wanting to show too much interest, I say, “Well, you better spit it out because my plane has started boarding.”

“Okay, but promise you won’t make fun of me?”

“I make no promises but I’ll give it a try.” I gather my items around me, sling my oversized bag on my shoulder, and get in line.

“I’ve been having a difficult time with the cowlick on the back of my head. It curls counterclockwise and I’m a man of tradition, someone who would appreciate their cowlick to obey social standards and curl in a clockwise motion. As you can tell, this is just devastating to me so I’m going to have to ask you to come out here instead of going to Omaha and tend to my cowlick. If your breasts end up in my mouth during that time, I won’t be mad.”

I should have known. Here I thought he was actually going to talk about something serious.

“I’m hanging up now.”

“So should I expect you later tonight then?”

“Goodbye, Hollis.”

***

Well, this is awkward.

The middle-aged-boob-staring man is behind me, yelling into my ear as to why I’m not moving through the aisle. How I got in front of him, I have no clue, and I have an elderly lady blocking my access to my seat who I’m pretty sure is dead. She has to be dead. There is no other explanation as to why she’s not moving after every poke I make to her wrinkly sac of a body.

I speak a little louder. “Ma’am, I’m in the window seat.” The girl sitting next to the dead woman looks familiar as she gives me a questioning look, as if to say, “What the hell do we do?”

“Ma’am, are you okay?” The girl pokes her, but nothing. We exchange an oh shit look.

This old person is one-hundred percent dead. Call the coroner, we have a fresh one.

Feeling slightly skeeved from a fresh dead person sitting in front of me, I say, “Umm, I think I’ll get a flight attendant.”

Thankfully the girl helping me out says, “I’ll ring the call button.”

The line of people behind me start to get a little rowdy no thanks to the heavy-breathing pervert behind me.

“What is the hold up?” he shouts. How is his shouting helpful? It’s not, just like honking a horn in traffic won’t get you anywhere, unless you think your horn has magical god-like powers and will part LA traffic like the Red Sea.

Hint: your horn does not possess such powers.

“Someone won’t take their seat,” another passenger offers, stirring the pot with the perv.

Just great. This is all I need. I look around for help but find nothing.

The girl sitting next to postmortem Molly suggests, “Maybe you can climb over her?” She shrugs. It is a good option. I’m limber.

“Let me see. Can you take my bag?”

“Sure.” She grabs my purse and sets it on my seat then offers her hand for help. I’m mid-step over the elderly woman when the flight attendant makes her way toward us.

“Is everything okay?”

Quickly I retreat my foot, nervous that I’ve been caught doing something wrong and I say, “Um, this woman is not moving. We’re not sure if she’s responding.”

“Oh dear.” The flight attendant takes a closer look as does everyone around us. I seriously don’t see any movement in the woman’s body “Have you spoken to her?”

“We’ve asked her to move,” the girl whispers. “But she’s unresponsive.”

Panic crosses the flight attendant’s face for a brief moment before she starts with protocol for such a situation. I couldn’t imagine having to go through training for such a thing. “Okay, let me get the paramedics.”

Everyone holds their breath as the flight attendant turns to make her way to the back just as the old lady flops her hands in the air. A brief terrifying thought of rigor mortis flies through my head just before the woman starts to speak. “Oh, for Pete’s sake,” she says, springing up from her seat like a spry chicken, scaring the crap out of all of us. “Can’t an old lady find out more about this one’s pierced nipples from her boyfriend? Her texts were just starting to get good.”

Pierced nipples? I raise an eyebrow at the girl in the middle seat who’s blushing feverishly.

After a quick check from the flight attendant, I’m situated in my seat, replaying the last few minutes in my head. What the hell just happened? This old lady was faking her own death so she could read the girl with the pierced nipple’s text messages.

Damn, I have to admit it, well played.

“She seems like a fun companion,” I mutter out the side of her mouth.

“Could be worse,” the girl whispers back. “Could be a smelly dude with flaky skin.”

Gah, I think I just threw up in my mouth. “So gross.” I look out the window and say, “Here I am, sitting on a commercial flight when my boss is taking a private jet to Omaha. How is that fair?”

“Your boss is taking a private jet to Omaha? So is mine.” I thought so. I’m pretty sure I know this girl.

“Why does this feel like a Parent Trap moment?” I laugh. “Should we both pull up a picture of our boss and show one another on the count of three?”

“Could be a magical moment. Let’s do it.”

I know the exact picture I’m going to share. It’s one I save for occasions where I have to tell people who I work for. The minute they see the picture, they understand completely.

“Three, two, one . . .”

Flipping our phones to each other, we both display a picture of Bellini Chambers.

Whereas the girl’s picture is of Bellini holding her beloved Pope Francis, mine is of Bellini, trap wide open clearly screaming something horrific. It’s my favorite picture of all time because it truly shows how ugly Bellini really is.

Laughing, we both grab each other’s phones. I knew this girl worked for Bellini. “Man, I wish I pulled up this picture. Where did you find it?”

“I always have it in my photo album, so when people ask who I work for, I can just show them the picture and instantly receive their condolences. It’s easier that way.” I hold out her hand. “I’m Melony, also known as Melon by Satan’s Mistress. I’m her hair and makeup artist.”

She takes her hand in mine. “Paisley, aka Mauve, the assistant.”

“Oh, it’s great to finally meet you.” It’s good to put a name to the face. I’m about to ask her a question when her phone beeps in my hand. On instinct, I glance down. “Oh, you got a text from Reese . . .”

My voice trails off. I can feel my eyes widen when the message registers in my head. From the look on Paisley’s face, she knows I saw something I probably shouldn’t have.

Reese: I can’t wait to fuck you once you get here.

A little embarrassed from snooping, we quickly trade our phones back. “I didn’t mean to look. I’m sorry.”

It didn’t take long after being around Bellini and Reese together that their relationship was a fake one. There is zero love between them, actually more hate than anything. Man, seeing Reese trying to hold back his opinions about Bellini is actually kind of funny. I knew they weren’t together but what I didn’t know was how Reese had a little side relationship. Risky, very risky, but he deserves something good in his life, especially after he signed on to his bullshit reality show.

Sensing Paisley starting to freak out by the way she’s fumbling with her phone and breathing so heavily she might fog up the plane windows, I rest my hand on hers and reassuringly say, “It’s okay.”

“What?”

“I won’t say anything. Almost everyone in production knows their relationship is fake, so you don’t have to worry about me saying a word. Good for Reese actually. You’re hot.”

She laughs nervously, still a little unsure about my loyalty. I don’t blame her, she just met me. “I would say it’s not who you think it is, but it’s a little obvious, isn’t it?” She cringes from being caught.

I don’t hold back on her. “Pretty much. The Emoji kind of clued me in.”

“I’m so embarrassed. No one knows. It’s still new, like really new.”

“Don’t worry.” I smile, trying to show her I’m on her side. “I’m friends with Reese; clearly I am not friends with Bellini. Trust me, your secret is safe with me.”

She still eyes me skeptically. “Will this make you feel better?” I type out a text to Reese and talk out loud at the same time. “Guess who I’m sitting next to on the plane right now? I will give you one guess: someone who has your name listed in their phone as Reese *swim Emoji*.” I turn to Paisley and say, “Just watch.”

Within seconds, a text appears and we read it together. Reese is good like that.

Reese: Hmm, one guess? I’m going to have to go with my girl, Paisley. Black hair, fantastic rack, eyes that will cut you in half with their beauty.

Ugh, he’s so sweet. People talk about him being such a bad boy but he really isn’t. He isn’t at all. I learned that quickly while working closely with him. I text him back.

Melony: Ding, ding, ding. You’re a winner.

Reese: What’s my prize? Please tell me it’s her.

Melony: That’s not for me to decide.

Satisfied, I say, “See, told you.”

What I thought was going to be reassurance only causes her to panic some more. Her eyes are wild when she asks, “What, is he telling everyone?”

I’m about to answer when she gets a text message. Being the nosey person I am, I see it’s from Reese who most likely is reassuring her. As she’s typing away on her phone, I receive a message from Reese.

Reese: You and Hollis are the only ones who know.

Hollis knows? I’m impressed. He never said one thing to me. Not that we tell each other our secrets, but even when all three of us were together, he acted as though Bellini and he were dating. Well done, Hollis.

I send Reese a text back.

Melony: Your secret is safe with me. Congrats, she’s hot.

Reese: I fucking know it.

Smiling to myself, I decide to text Hollis.

Melony: I’m impressed.

His response is immediate.

Hollis: And I haven’t even sent you a dick pic yet. Things are on the up and up for me.

Melony: You’re stupid. I’m talking about you being able to keep Reese and Paisley a secret.

Hollis: I have no idea what you’re talking about.

Melony: Go ahead, text Reese.

Hollis: Hold please . . .

God, he’s so ridiculous. Turning my attention away from my phone and back to Paisley, I see that she’s on the verge of a panic attack. Oh, this is not good.

“Hey, are you okay?”

“I feel like,” she waves a hand in front of my face, “I can’t . . .” she doesn’t finish her sentence because her phone starts to ring. It’s Reese.

Knowing she needs him to calm her down, I encourage her. “Answer it.”

Worry in her eyes, she replies, “We’re about to take off.”

“They haven’t told us to turn our phones off yet, answer it.”

“Yeah, answer it,” the old lady says next to us, still not minding her own business.

She takes our advice and answers the phone, from the volume of the phone, I can hear Reese’s distinct voice say, “Hey baby.”

I tune out their conversation just as I get a text from Hollis.

Hollis: You have been confirmed as in the know.

Melony: Told you. I can see it in my head. They’re cute together.

Hollis: We would be even cuter, especially naked. My abs plus your ass, match made in heaven.

Melony: You have a one-track mind.

Hollis: Yeah, and its name is Melony.

 


Chapter Seven

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“What did you eat this morning?”

“A plate of eggs, some sausage, a yogurt, and two bottles of water,” I snap.

Coach Fucking Ted. The urge to punch him is so real. He’s been riding my ass all week about my eating. Do I like to indulge in a little treat every now and then? Fuck yeah! I have a sweet tooth, but do I burn it off in the gym and counteract it with enough veggies and protein to shit out my own garden and chicken coop? Uh, yeah.

“Turkey sausage?”

“I have no fucking clue. Room service brought it up. Should I call down and ask them?”

“I don’t appreciate your attitude, Hollis.” Coach Ted’s voice is harsh, unforgiving, as if he’s about to make me do a thousand burpees for talking back. What’s the worst that could happen? I fire him?

I could fire him . . .

The idea of sending the fucker packing appeals to me more than a giant waffle cone with soft serve at the current moment, but then Coach Wilson’s face appears in my head. He told me to stick with Coach Ted, to ride it out, that he would be good for me.

What was Coach Wilson thinking? How could he have possibly thought Coach Ted would be a good match for me?

I exhale hard and fall back into my chair, my legs spread, my head bent forward. “Can I be honest with you?”

“I only expect honesty from you.”

Of course that would be his answer.

“We’ve been clashing for a while—”

“Clashing? Is that how you see it? Because I see it as you treating me with disrespect and questioning my coaching technique every chance you get.”

“I’m not questioning you. When have I ever questioned you? I don’t fucking say a word.”

“It’s not what you say, Hollis, it’s your body language. The way you roll your eyes when you think I’m not looking. Coach Wilson would be so disappointed in you.”

“Don’t,” I yell, losing my control in seconds. Wanting to divert attention away from me, I lower my voice and speak sternly to Coach Ted. “Don’t fucking bring him up. This is about us, not him.”

“But you respected him.”

“Of course I did. He was a second father to me. He knew how to push me without pushing me too hard, something you haven’t learned yet.”

“Excuse me?” Coach Ted’s face turns bright red with anger and I wonder if he might stroke out right about now. His coloring is quite concerning.

“I don’t mean to piss you off.” That’s genuine. The last thing I want is to get in a fight with my coach right before my last chance to get into the finals. I might be the best in the world but I also know what a bad mental game can do to you. “But you have to notice how we clash. You’re tough with your athletes, a bit harsh, unrelenting. I don’t do well with that kind of coaching. You need to let up at some point.”

“Is that what you think makes an Olympic medalist? A coach who lets up?”

“I’m sorry to say, but I won my two golds without you and under Coach Wilson’s tutelage. He wasn’t relentless like you; he knew when to give me a break and when to push me. Right now, I’m so fucking tense with you around me that I can barely focus on mentally prepping myself.”

“So you’re going to blame me for your shortcomings?”

“For fuck’s sake.” I blow out a long breath and run my hands over my face. “Can you fucking listen to me? I’m not blaming you for anything, I just want us to find a happy medium with our relationship.”

“How’s this for a happy medium?” He tosses his clipboard at me. “I quit, you prick.”

Without another word, he vacates the pool area, leaving me coachless, speechless, and so fucking irritated. What the fuck just happened?

Gee, I can’t wait to dive now.

***

One dive left, one chance left to get my score up into the top two so I qualify for the team. The stunned silence of the crowd is obvious every time I pop out from my dive. I’m not the diver today. Everything about me is off. I’m either releasing from my tuck too early, causing my splash to be obnoxious, or I’m not pointing my fucking toes, or I’m breaking form. Mistake after mistake has put me in a close third where normally I would be breaking away from the pack with a lead of at least ten in the scoring.

Not today, I’m clawing my way up the ladder, trying to beat out the new talent who walked in the pool area like little bitches, as if they own the facility.

News flash, fuckers: I’ve won the gold medal in ten-meter platform for the past two Olympics; you have some fucking work to do.

Shit . . . I have some work to do.

My next dive has to be near perfect in order for me to qualify and it’s my hardest.

Needing to get away from the noise and the other divers, I put on my warms-ups, stick my ear buds in, and turn on my music from my phone. Sitting in the hallway near the locker rooms, I try to zone out. The first things I see are a few text messages. All from my sister.

Holly: What the hell is wrong with you today?

Holly: Where is your coach?

Holly: Hollis! What the fuck? You’re better than this.

Yup, Holly made it to the competition which at first made me so fucking happy, but right about now, I wish she was still overseas.

Ignoring her text messages, I scroll down to the one that is most important to me. I sent her a text earlier today letting her know I had a dream about her last night.

Melony: What was I doing? If you say sucking your dick, I’m going to punch you.

Just that single text puts me in a better mood. Leaning back, I pump up my diving mix I put together and text her back.

Hollis: You made me brownies. But just as I was about to eat them, I woke up.

Her response is fast. Thank fuck I don’t have to wait forever. I need to talk to her right now.

Melony: Is this where you say my pussy was the actual brownie?

Hollis: Look whose mind is in the gutter.

Melony: You put it there.

Hollis: Now if only I could get your heart in my hands, then I would be golden.

It’s so fucking true. All I want is for Melony to give me a chance. One. Fucking. Chance. I would show her how good of a boyfriend I am, how much of a perfect match we really are.

Melony: Shouldn’t you be diving?

Hollis: Keeping track of me?

Melony: Just looking for an excuse to change the subject.

Of course she would want to change the subject when I start talking about dating her. I’m not going to lie; her rejection is a bit of a blow to the ego. The only thing that keeps me in pursuit is her texts back to me. If she wanted nothing to do with me at all, I believe she would have blocked me by now. That’s what I want to believe, at least. Right now, I feel that it is the only thing I can cling to. My life-long coach is dead, my new asshole coach has quit, my sister can’t dive anymore because of me, and I’m diving like shit today. Just give me something here, Melony. Please. I suck in a deep breath to attempt to not lose it completely.

Hollis: One more dive to go.

Melony: Really? Are you in the lead? As if I really need to ask.

I love her confidence, if only she fucking knew.

Hollis: Not my best day.

I hate sending the text but if I lie, she’ll know I’m lying, as this shit is televised. But fuck, I hate looking weak in front of her, not my best. She may think I’m a cocky bastard but I normally have good reasons to be cocky. I know my strengths and I use them to my advantage.

Today though, fuck, today I’m so weak it’s destroying my chances at my third Olympics. One bad day is all it takes. I’ve seen it happen before; I just never thought I would be in this position.

“Hollis, two minutes.”

Fuck. I stand and start to shuck my warm-ups when my phone beeps.

Melony: Don’t let it be your worst. You got this.

Fuck me, and just like that, my heart is pounding rapidly in my chest, my adrenaline starts to surge, and all I can think about is the beautiful smile of hers. Melony is right. I won’t let this day be my worst.

This woman, why won’t she let me be a part of her life? Why won’t she let me be her better half? That’s all I want. I know she thinks I’m crazy when I say we’re going to be married one day, but hell if I don’t truly believe it. Sometimes, you just fucking know. My dad knew with my mom, and I know with Melony. What I don’t know is why she is so adamant about saying no. Why the very idea of dating me seems so abhorrent to her. Has she always been this bristly toward men? Because with such a gorgeous body and face, there is no way she hasn’t received attention. I want her, but right now my head needs to be focused on my next dive. The dive that will secure my position in the Olympic diving team. And thanks to the encouragement from my girl-to-be, that’s what I’m going to do.

Quickly, I text her back before I take off for the pool.

Hollis: Thanks, mini muffin.

With a deep breath, I do my pre-dive ritual.

If you’ve ever watched a diving competition before, you will see the weird things we take part in. First of all, we carry around a shammy. It’s our lifeline, our security blanket, a little piece of us that we can show off since all our Speedos are pretty generic. These little scraps of fabric actually serve a purpose, rather surprising, I know. We don’t just walk around with these draped over our shoulders thinking we look cool.

Have you ever performed a tuck flip? Have you ever done one at the velocity we perform, flip after flip until you part at just the right moment before hitting the water? Imagine trying to do one when your hands or legs are wet. Pretty much impossible. You will find quite quickly that water is slippery and if you’re not dry, that tuck flip will turn right into a belly flop.

Shammies are important.

Also, when walking around on the pool deck near the base of the platforms, you might see divers standing in place, acting out their dives. Don’t worry; it’s normal even though it looks like we are trying to swat away a bee.

That’s what I’m currently doing, practicing my take-off and pretending to twist, turn, and pike all the way into the water. I perform this routine five times before walking up the steps to the top platform.

Yes, we have to walk up the steps. There is no elevator or escalator or lift. Nope, we hike it up. Practice is a lot of fun when all you’re doing is dive after dive. You become conditioned rather fast, hence my occasional indulgence in a little ice cream.

Fuck, what I wouldn’t give for a cone right about now. Twist with rainbow sprinkles. Fuck chocolate jimmies, I want the colorful shit, not little sugar confections that will make my ice cream look like a spotted turd on a cone.

I dip in the hot tub to warm up my body, do a quick run of my shammy over my body and start to make my way up the stairs, the whole time playing my dive over and over in my head. Muscle memory, that’s all it is. Clear my head and let my muscle memory do its job.

Don’t let it be your worst.

I’m not going to let her down. I’m not going to let my family down. And to hell if I will give Coach Ted the satisfaction of seeing me fail without him being around.

Once I’m at the top, I focus on the platform in front of me, nothing else. I tune out the crowd chanting my name, wishing for the two-time Olympic gold medalist to once again secure another spot on the team. I run the green shammy Holly gave me when I was in college over my body, making sure everything is as dry as it can get, then I tie it in a knot, lean over the edge of the platform so I hover above the hot tubs and toss it to where I’ll pick it up after my dive.

The announcer introduces me, my cue to move forward with my dive.

Muscle memory. You’ve done this dive a thousand times, a front four-and-a-half tuck. In layman’s terms, I jump off the board, tuck my knees to my chest, and flip four times before parting the water with my hands. The most difficult dive to accomplish but well worth the payoff if done correctly.

It’s been the dive that’s made me and also broken me.

Walking up to position, I ignore the numbers calculating in my head, I ignore the announcer talking about my dive, and I ignore the nagging voice in the back of my head that keeps warning me about what failure of this dive means.

Right then, I hear Coach Wilson’s deep voice in my head. Hollis, you know the dive. You own the dive. Perfect the dive. You. Can. And. You. Will.

I focus on my movements.

Taking a deep breath, I raise my arms in the air, poise my feet, count to three and go.

One . . .

Two . . .

Three . . .

With a giant leap into the air, I tuck my legs forward hold on tight and count my revolutions. Before I know it, I hit four, untuck, spot the water, take a deep breath and push down into the water with my hands flat, separating them to create a vortex so the water above me is sucked in rather than splashing out, a technique I’ve mastered.

As soon as I hit the water, I know I’ve nailed it. If not from the feeling rushing through me but from the echoes of the crowd’s cheers chanting my name.

I swim to the surface, yank on my speedo before exiting the pool, making sure everything is in place, and then look up at my family who is uncontrollably dancing up and down in their bedazzled Hollis Howlers shirts.

I grab my shammy and quickly head for the hot tub where I warm up, shaking opponents’ hands on my way.

It doesn’t take long for me to receive my score. Within seconds, I’m no longer in a bleak position on the scoreboard. Instead, I’m number two on the board with only one other person to go; the leader. I’m going to Rio.

Fuck if that’s not a relief.

It’s a whirlwind of getting some clothes on, fixing my hair somewhat, and running through interviews. The one thing going through my mind isn’t the fact that I’ve made my third Olympics, but how much I wish Melony was here so I could celebrate with her in person. Fuck how I wish she was here. Maybe I’ll give her another call tonight.

***

“Hollis, Hollis, Hollis!” my mom cheers as I walk toward my family who is not only decked out in the gaudiest shirts I’ve ever seen but are holding blown-up pictures of my head on sticks. Just fucking great. I can only imagine what NBC thought of that.

“Hi, Mom.” I wrap the little five-foot-six woman in my arms and kiss the top of her head, being sure to stay away from the visor she’s had ever since my first Olympics. It’s supposed to be like an American flag wrapped around your head, that’s at least how my mom describes it.

“You did so great,” she coos while hugging me with all the gusto she has, which means she’s swaying me back and forth, or at least trying to.

“Not really, but thanks, Mom.”

My dad points, wiggles his finger at me as he approaches. “You had us sweating there for a second.” My mom releases me just as my dad grabs the back of my neck and kisses me on the forehead before pulling me into a giant bear hug. I’m two inches taller than his six-foot stature but he has a few more pounds on me, making his bear hug effective.

“Just trying to keep things interesting,” I joke and look around. “Where’s Holly?”

“She took off for the bathroom—”

“I’m right here,” her voice rings outs.

Turning around, I look down to see my sister roll right up behind me. She looks just the same, long dirty-blonde hair in waves, the same vivid blue eyes as mine, toned arms from having been in a wheelchair, and her muscle deteriorated legs strapped to the bottom of her wheelchair. Even though it’s been years since the accident, I still get nausea from seeing her. She could have been in the trials this week; she could be going to Rio.

Fuck, who am I kidding? If she were able to walk, she most definitely would be going to Rio. She was the best female diver in the country. Hell, she put me to shame when she was at the top of her game, and I’ve been the best in the world for the past eight years.

“Are you just going to stare at me or are you going to come down here and give me a hug?”

“Sorry,” I say shyly, leaning down to hug her. Fuck, will I ever get used to her in a chair? Will I ever lose this all-consuming guilt when I’m around her? “How are you, Holls?”

“Could be better. I spent the last hour agonizing over you and your idiotic dives. What the hell was with you today?”

“Holly,” my mom chimes in, “he made it to Rio.” The way my mom says that makes it seem like Holly wasn’t there for the entire competition, which I know she was. I got the angry texts.

“I’m aware, Mom. What I want to know is where’s your coach, and why the hell did you wait until the last dive, your hardest dive, to finally claim a spot?”

I wrack my brain and then shrug my shoulders in question. “For the drama of it all?” I tack on my most charming smile but it fades quickly when I see Holly is about to rip me a new one.

“Bullshit, where is Coach Ted?”

Knowing she won’t give up until I tell the story, I give in. “Coach Ted and I got into it before the competition. We’ve been clashing ever since we started working together. I asked him to try to cater toward me as an athlete and apparently he wanted nothing to do with that, so he left right before competition. Pretty sure that threw off my entire dive.”

“Pretty sure?” Holly questions. “No, it most definitely did. You looked like shit out there.”

“Gee, thanks, Holly. You’re so kind.”

“Just telling you how I saw it. You’re so much better than that, Hollis, diving wise and mentally as well. He should be sacked.”

“I know.” Looking around, I see a lot of bystanders. I need to sign some autographs and take pictures, and then later we can talk in private, so I ask my family to meet me in my hotel room. I would rather not air my dirty laundry in front of the public eye, who can easily record us given smart technology.

After half an hour of sticking around the venue, I make my way back to the hotel, my stomach growling. On the way up to my room, I bust open my cherry Pop-Tart as an appetizer before dinner.

Opening the door to my hotel room, I half expect my mom and dad to throw streamers at me out of celebration but instead of happy faces, I’m greeted by an angry one.

Holly.

Shit, she’s not going to let this go.

“Wow, you’re a lovely sight to come home to,” I say sarcastically, taking a bite out of my Pop-Tart and shutting the door.

“Why don’t you take a seat, we have some talking to do.”

I sit across from her on the couch, my mouth full of Pop-Tart, with zero desire to talk about today.

“I don’t want to talk, Holly. I dove horribly, case closed.”

“I don’t care about your dives today.”

“You don’t?” I look around and then ask, “Where’s Mom and Dad?”

“I told them to wait patiently in their room so I could talk to you.”

“About what?”

She takes a deep breath and says, “Ever since the accident, you’ve been treating me differently.”

“That’s not—”

“Don’t say anything, Hollis. Don’t lie to me. You know it’s true. You’re different. You don’t talk to me like you used to, and when you do, you always skim the surface of our conversation. You never dig deep. You rarely talk to me about diving, a sport we both love, and when you do talk to me on the phone, it’s brief. I’m sick of it.”

I take a second before I answer her. What does someone really say to that? You’re right, I’ve been avoiding talking to you about anything serious because I feel guilty as fuck that you were the one injured in the car accident even though I was the one driving.

I fucking ended her diving career with one glance down. That’s all it takes, once glance away from the road, and you can end up running into a tree, ending your sister’s future career.

To this day I can still here the crunch of metal, the screech of Holly’s voice, the sirens in the distance, the Jaws of Life trying to extract my sister from the car. It’s still all there, at the forefront of my memory, despite being three years ago. She was looking to get her third gold, just like me, but now, she can’t . . . because of me.

“Hollis, talk to me.”

I shake my head, unable to pull together a sentence. “I just . . . fuck, Holls. I still hear, smell, and taste it all. Every damn day I hear your scream. It haunts me. I don’t avoid you because I don’t love you, I avoid you because I can’t handle seeing what I did to you.”

“Well, you’re going to have to get used to it, because as of today, I’m your new diving coach.”

My mind is still reeling about the accident until Holly’s words start to process in my brain.

“Wait, what?”

“I’m your new coach. I talked to Kelly with USA Diving; it’s all set. I took my education and certification two years ago. I just have to update my CPR card but I should be good.”

“But you’ve never coached anyone before.”

“Doesn’t matter. I know the ins and outs of elite diving, I know what it takes to be an Olympian, and I’m ready to continue to move you forward. Plus, I know what makes you tick. You not only need me, but you will want me as well.”

Not wanting to offend her, but seriously concerned about her well-being, I ask, “Do you think this is a good idea? You will be surrounded by diving.”

“I need to be surrounded by diving,” she says with passion in her voice, true conviction. “I’ve tried to move on, I’ve tried to say goodbye to the sport, but I can’t seem to let go. I keep coming back, I keep thinking of ways for me to be involved. This couldn’t be more perfect. I want to be a part of this, I need to be a part of this, and I want to do it with you.”

“I don’t know, Holls.”

“Too late, you don’t get to make the decision, it’s already been made for you. My whistle is coming for you, Hollis.”

I sit back on the couch and run my hand through my hair, my fingers sticking up the thickness of my faux hawk. “You’re serious.”

“Dead serious, Hollis. I’m not just doing this for me, or for you, but I’m doing this for us. We need to reconnect; we need to get back to where we were. I miss you. I miss being simple with you; everything is so complicated.” She holds out her hand for me, which I grab instantly. “Be simple with me, Hollis. Eat, train, sleep. Be simple.”

“I can do that.” I smile at her, loving the light shining in her eyes from excitement. I would pretty much do anything to see that light burn in her eyes for as long as I know her.

Eat. Train. Sleep.

Seems so simple, but what Holly doesn’t know is that I will be adding one more factor into that routine.

Eat. Train. Sleep. Melony.

Seems like a damn good line-up if you ask me.

“When we get back to LA, I’m burning your ass. Get ready to be smoked.”

I wouldn’t put it past my sister to have me training until I pass out so I make a friendly reminder.

“Don’t forget, I need to be able to perform the dives. If you run me ragged I’ll be too sore. Now you don’t want that, do you?”

“If you’ve been conditioning like you said you have, then you won’t have a problem with any of my practices.” She rubs her hands together like an evil genius. “Damn, this is going to be so much fun.”

Well, fuck, despite her threat, for the first time since Coach Wilson passed, I feel invigorated to dive again. I’m not doing this for me; I’m doing it for them.

 


Chapter Eight

MELONY

 

 

 

“I don’t know why Pocket puts up with Bellini’s crap. Do you think she gets pleasure out of it?” I ask, opening up yet another can of tomato juice only to pour it into one of those plastic kiddie pool, sans slide, which is a shame.

I shouldn’t have expected anything else fromm this trip to Omaha for the Olympic swimming trials, and I don’t know why I feel stunned right now. We attended the trials today and after one of Reese’s races, we left, without even being able to put up a fight. Bellini was done, therefore we were as well.

Before we left, Bellini demanded Paisley buy enough cans of tomato juice to fill a kiddie tub for Pocket, Bellini’s “henchman.” Why you ask? Oh because, Pocket was slightly sweaty today, which apparently is an abhorrent trait to possess. Bellini was so disgusted that she is now forcing Pocket to take a bath in tomato juice to get the smell out, as if she’s a dog who just got sprayed by a skunk. And the worst part, Pocket is willing and ready to jump right in.

Note to self: don’t perspire near Bellini.

The evil wench also told us to book a stand-by flight to get home. The only thing we could find was a red-eye. Lucky us. Meanwhile she’s already home thanks to her private jet.

The paycheck I receive every two weeks is the only thing that keeps me going. The paycheck that helps me maintain the lifestyle I’ve been dreaming of, which isn’t much—just a nice apartment by the beach and enough money set to the side for my lip-stain line.

Paisley glances up at me and then looks toward the bathroom where Pocket has been hiding out while we fill the pool. “I have no clue. I think she likes the negative attention. She’s just . . . weird.”

“Nailed that one on the head. Do you ever get the suspicion that she’s staring at you from behind bushes, and what not?”

Paisley leans forward and whispers, “All the damn time. She has such beady eyes; it’s hard to miss her. She has no stealth.”

“No. Maybe we should both pitch in and get her stalking lessons, you know, just so she can feel better about herself.”

Paisley shakes her head in defeat, a smile on her lips. “What’s the point? If we boost her self-confidence, Bellini is only going to drop her a peg or two. There is no hope.”

“You never know,” I joke just as we finish pouring in the last of the tomato juice. “There is always hope for Pocket.”

Paisley tosses the can with the others and calls out, “Okay, Pocket, your bath is ready.”

The bathroom door flings open and a very naked and scary-looking Pocket charges toward the pool, bush out and about, hair sticking in every direction, and crazy-as-fuck eyes staring seductively at the tomato-juice pool. I can’t unsee that. I can’t unsee that.

I’ve never been more terrified and sickened at the same time. And what’s with her nipples?

The sight scars me in the matter of seconds.

“Pocket, where are your clothes?” Paisley asks, covering her eyes.

“In the bathroom. Can you hand me a loofa?” Pocket is now rolling around in the pool, spread eagle, tomato juice oozing into her cracks and crevices.

Oh hell, that’s her clit, right there, her clit is out and about and . . . oh God! Why is it dangling out of the bun? Her deli meat is dangling. It’s fucking dangling!

“I need to leave . . . now.” Standing up straight, as if someone just picked me up by the head, I grab my luggage and head for the door. Time to go to the airport early. Anything is better than watching Pocket roll around in tomato juice while her nasty-ass pussy flaps around for the world to see.

Why does it look like that? And what’s with her nipples?

“I’m coming with you.” Paisley moves just as quickly, Pocket completely oblivious to the awkward tension she spread throughout the room.

“Before you leave, pass me the loofa. I really want to make sure to scrub my pits.”

“Yup,” Paisley responds awkwardly. I’m halfway out the door so I don’t hear what else she says. I just need to get the hell out of there.

The minute Paisley shuts the door, we both look at each other in horror. “What the fuck just happened?” I ask in shock.

Paisley tries to shake the images out of her head. “I think Pocket just showed us her pussy.”

“Was that necessary?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“I thought so.” We walk in silence toward the elevator, both trying to figure out why we were exposed to Pocket’s mini pouch. Seconds tick by until I say, “Were her nipples weird?”

“I’m trying to figure out what I saw. I’m so confused. I think her pussy waved at me and her nipples . . . was that hair?”

“Is that what that was?” I ask, trying to erase the image from my eyes but can’t quite seem to picture anything else. “Thanks to her red hair, it almost seemed like she had two mini red clown wigs decorating her nipples. I didn’t know they could be so hairy.”

“They were unusually hairy,” Paisley agrees.

“Like, ungodly hairy.”

“Like, I kind of want to go back and cornrow the nipple hair encasing her nipple.

“Did you even see a nipple? I don’t recall a nub.”

Paisley laughs. “I honestly couldn’t even focus on anything else besides her waving flaps. I swear a light breeze could make those damn things wave around. I’ve never seen such an awkward body before.”

I agree completely. Pocket had a very strange body. I guess the body fits the personality.

“I kind of feel bad, like maybe I should help her.”

Paisley grabs my arm. “If she wanted help, she would ask for it. She’s not opposed to asking for things. She had me take a picture of her with Bellini in the background. It was so strange.”

“God, I bet she has a million of those pictures hanging on the walls in her house.” I shiver from just the thought.

“I’m just glad we left when we did. Who knows what she would ask us to do?”

“Probably video her so she can send it to Bellini.”

“Five bucks says she has a secret blog about herself,” Paisley says.

I shake my head. “No use in taking that bet, we both know she does.”

And why do I actually want to subscribe to it? Now I’m the freaking weirdo.

***

Coffee, three cups, it’s the only reason why I’m still awake. Within twenty-four hours, I find myself once again in the airport waiting for my plane to board. I’ve spent the last hour going over the packaging for my lip-stain line. Packaging in my opinion can make or break a product. It’s like the cover of a book: people like to say they don’t judge a book by its cover but they are liars. The cover is what draws you in first, just like packaging.

For instance, Benefit makeup has the vintage pop-art feel. Every time I go by one of their booths or counters, I’m instantly drawn to their products because the packaging is so attention grabbing. That’s what I want. I want people to see my packaging from across the store and just have to see it up close.

But after staring at multiple boxes and mock-ups, my eyes feel crossed and my brain is fuzzier than ever. I can’t look at them anymore.

The time on my phone says we still have another two hours before we board which is so damn depressing. I just want to be home. Why couldn’t I have a boss kind enough to share her private jet with her trusted employees? Instead I’m stuck with Regina George, who forces her employees to take tomato-juice baths because they couldn’t help but sweat in front of her.

She pays my bills; her signature on my paycheck is making my dreams come true. That’s what I keep telling myself. Plus, thanks to all the celebrities I come across at shows, I’ve made a great deal of connections so when I finally decide to launch my lip-stain line, I have some connections I can call upon. At least I hope I do.

God, I’m bored.

Usually I would have heard from Hollis already. He texts me every day. This is the first day he has yet to text me. I hate to admit it, but I’ve grown to expect his ridiculous texts. What does that say about me?

Ugh, I don’t even want to answer that question because I know I won’t like what I find out.

Needing to talk to someone, I dial the one phone number I can always count on.

Two rings, that’s all it takes.

“My bella, how are you tonight?” Luckily California is two hours earlier than Omaha time so my mom is still awake.

“Hey Mom, I’m doing well, what about you?”

“Good, but I had a bit of a tumble today at work.”

I sit up straight in my chair, concern edging my nerves. “What do you mean a tumble?”

“I’m all right. I can tell by your voice that you’re ready to drive down to Temecula to make sure I’m all in one piece.” Damn straight I’m ready to drive down there. “I just slipped at work, luckily I slipped right into Mehi’s arms.”

Now I’m sitting even more tall from the mention of a man’s name. “Who’s Mehi?”

“Oh, just the gardener. He is a wonderful man actually.” Why is my mom gushing? Is she gushing? I pause. She’s totally gushing.

“Uh, a wonderful man? What was he doing around you if he’s the gardener and you’re the housemaid? Those are two professions that don’t work in the same area.”

“Oh, put your boobs on a rack and cool them.” Yes, you heard that right. My mom told me to calm my tits. “He was in the kitchen getting a drink when I slipped over a spot on the floor I just mopped. Right place at the right time. To thank him, I said I would make him dinner. He’s coming over tomorrow night.”

“Wait, what?” I ask, astonished. “He’s coming to your place? As in your apartment?”

“Yes.” There is no waver, no uncertainty in her voice whatsoever.

“So, you’re telling me a man you barely know is going to come over to your place and you’re going to make him dinner? Mom, don’t you see how that could be dangerous? He could take advantage of you?”

“Oh, stop it. He’s nothing like that. I’ve known him for quite some time now actually. It’s more like two friends getting together.”

My chest eases just slightly. “So you’re just friends?”

“For now, who knows where the night might take us?”

Annnnd my chest seizes on me again.

“Mom, do you think that’s a good idea?”

There is silence on the other end of the phone. My mom had tried going out with other men before, but they always seem to hurt her more. When is she going to learn? Men hurt more than love.

“Not all men are bad,” my mom finally says. “There are good ones out there, Melony.”

Thankfully my mom isn’t sitting next me to witness my major eye-roll. “Name one good one.”

Without skipping a beat, she says, “Your grandfather.”

Ugh, okay, she has me there. My grandfather is the best man I’ve ever known, but he died when I was six, so my opinion might be slightly jaded.

“Besides my grandfather since he’s your dad. Name one man you’ve been romantically involved with who hasn’t totally destroyed you.” My mom is silent because I know she can’t answer that question. “There hasn’t been one, Mom.”

I learned at the bitter age of six, right after my grandfather died, that you can’t rely on men. They make you think they love you and then they leave without a word as to why. Without a simple goodbye. Without a parting note to let you know that it isn’t you, it’s them.

Any man that’s ever been in my life has been a huge disappointment, and I don’t ever see that changing.

Finally clearing her throat, my mom says, “Melony, I love you dearly, but you can’t live your life not believing in love.”

“I believe in love, Mom. I believe you love me.”

“What about love between two individuals, romantically? You have such a negative attitude toward marriage, to sharing your life with another person that it hurts my heart. I want you to find someone special to spend your life with.”

I sigh, as it’s the conversation I get at least once a year from my mom. What she doesn’t know is that I have no intention of ever entering that institution. It is not for me. Ever.

Even if I do feel lonely at times.

“I would love to continue this conversation, but we are going to board soon.”

My mom chuckles. “You’re a liar. You told me you still have two hours.” Damn it, why did she have to pay attention?

“Uh . . . I think I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Fine, but I’m not going to drop this conversation. You deserve someone to take care of you.”

“Just like Dad did?” I shoot back, knowing I’m opening a can of worms I’m not ready to talk about in the airport.

“Your father did the best—”

“Don’t. Do not defend him, Mom. I love you, but I will hang up this phone if you start defending what he did.”

“Honey.”

I can’t hold back. “He left us, Mom. He left you with a six-year-old girl, just after your father died, and started a new life of his own. He started a new family because we weren’t good enough for him. He re-married within months, had the son he always wanted a year later, and forgot about us. He did not do his best, he fucked us over.”

There’s silence on the phone, and I know I’ve gone too far. We don’t talk about him—the man I refer to as a sperm donor. There is no reason to. He left and we moved on, but not before burning a hole into my very fragile and very young heart. As a little girl, you don’t recover from the abandonment of your father. It makes you jaded, insecure, and romantically unstable.

He’s why I’m alone, why I only have sex for pleasure, and why I can’t commit myself to Hollis like he believes I will.

Feeling guilty now, I somberly say, “I’m sorry, Mom.”

“It’s fine. I better get going.”

“Wait.” My heart breaks because I know I’ve upset her and that’s the last thing I wanted to do. My mom is the only person I love on this earth, and I wouldn’t be able to bear it if I upset her. “Please don’t be mad. I’m sorry.”

“Melony, it’s fine. I know what kind of mood you get in when we talk about him. Let’s just drop it. Let’s plan a lunch soon.”

“Okay.” Tears well in my eyes because even though my mom said she’s dropping it, I still know the tone of her voice isn’t the one I’m used to. She’s still upset.

“Call you later, bella. Love you.”

I swallow my tears so I can get off the phone. “Love you, Mom.” The call ends and I stare down at my phone, chastising myself for letting my emotions get the better of me.

But why the hell was she defending him? He ruined her life, left me without a father, and put us through financial trouble for years. That’s why my mom still has to work every day on her hands and knees cleaning floors.

The cool feeling of my water hits my throat as I sip from my water bottle, trying to control my emotions.

“Ugh.” I shake my hands, trying to rid the stupid feelings running through me. I don’t do emotions and this is why, because once you face them, all they do is cause you pain.

You got this under control, Mel.

Taking another sip, my phone vibrates in my hand. I glance down at the caller ID, hoping it’s my mom but I’m surprised to see someone else’s name.

“Why could you possibly be calling me?”

A deep chuckle vibrates through the phone. Shit, why does it make me feel relaxed? I don’t like that at all.

“That’s not the kind of greeting I was hoping for,” Hollis says.

“And what were you looking for instead?”

“Just your typical, ‘Hey beefcake, I’ve missed you so much. Can I come over and dry hump your cock?’”

Smiling, I relax in my seat and focus on Hollis’s voice, distracting myself from the emotional shit I just went through. “I would never say that.”

“Well, you do in my dreams all the time. You say it a lot in my dreams actually, which makes me think you’re some kind of harlot.”

“Is there a reason for this phone call?”

“Other than getting to hear your voice?”

Damn, he’s smoother than I expected.

“Yes, other than you trying to lay it down smooth for me.”

“So you’ve noticed I’ve been flirting? Well, that’s good to know.” There is so much cocky laughter in his mesmerizing voice that I can’t contain the smile that’s spread across my face.

“Flirting? Oh, sounds more like begging to me.”

“Baby, you have no idea.”

Just like that, my once sour mood has been lifted with this simple and meaningless conversation. How does he do that to me? How does he make things seem so . . . simple? Why do his small, senseless conversations make me feel less alone in this giant world?

I can’t even begin to think about it because it terrifies me. Those are feelings I never want to encounter, feelings I won’t allow myself to encounter.

“Were you going to tell me why you called?”

“Man, you act like you have somewhere to be.”

“I’m actually about to board my plane,” I lie.

“That is a lie, but nice try. Talked to Reese earlier, and he told me you two were on a red-eye.”

“Uh, stalk much?” I ask with humor.

“When it comes to the object of my affection, I need to know where she is at all times.”

“That’s not creepy at all,” I say full of sarcasm.

“Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment.”

“I know.” He’s so sure of himself. It’s borderline irritating. “But back to the topic at hand. Why I called. Basically it’s because I heard through Reese who heard through Paisley that while you slept you were moaning and saying my name, so I wanted to dissect that and see what we come up with. Maybe a date, maybe a late-night fuck followed by a date, and don’t forget . . . holding hands.”

He just said so many things that I can’t focus. I was not moaning at night.

Was I?

No! I wasn’t. I don’t moan in my sleep.

Hand holding? What’s with him and his hand holding?

“I was not moaning in my sleep.”

“I have sources that say otherwise.” He’s so sure, now I have to fact check because the thought of me moaning his name in the middle of the night makes my cheeks heat so damn bad, I feel like they are going to melt off. Paisley wouldn’t say anything to Reese, would she?

Wait . . .

“You said Paisley told Reese since she heard me moaning?”

“That’s correct,” he answers. “Looks like they tell each other everything. I would be careful what you say around Paisley; you wouldn’t want the fact that you’re madly in love with me getting out in the open. Might blow up your spot.”

“It’s funny that you said Paisley heard me.”

“Why’s that?” he asks.

“Only because she spent the night with Reese.” Ha! Take that, you cocky bastard.

He doesn’t even pause in his response. “Wow, she told me you were a loud moaner but I didn’t think it was loud enough to hear over multiple floors in a hotel. Damn, Melony. Look at you being a little Vocal Victoria. I need to see this in person. Come to my place so I can bury my head between your legs and hear that moan of yours.”

“You’re stupid.” It’s the only response I can come up with. But if only my girly parts would get that memo. Do not think about Hollis between your legs. Do. Not.

A deep laugh roars out of him. “Your response makes me actually think you were moaning my name.”

“Never going to happen.”

“Aw, baby, you’re still delusional. That’s okay. We will get you to face reality soon.”

“Is that your only reason for calling?”

“Do I have to have a reason for calling? Sometimes it’s just nice to chat, you know, hold a conversation with someone you’re interested in.”

“Are you saying you’re trying to be friends?”

“No,” he says exasperated. “I want to be way more than friends. I want to be best friends, the kind that tell each other everything, the kind that fuck each other on the couch, in the shower, up against the wall. The kind of best friends who think of each other every minute of every day.”

There it goes again, my freaking heart is pounding in my chest. This is why I shouldn’t talk to this man. He’s dangerous.

“I don’t have those kind of best friends,” I answer honestly.

“You don’t have them yet, but just wait, honey hole, you will have one of those best friends before you know it.”

I cringe from his nickname. “Calling me honey hole is not going to get you any closer to owning that title.”

“Hey, at least there’s hope.”

If only he knew.

“But seriously,” he continues, “Reese is having a barbeque when he gets back from trials, and he said you were invited. It’s just us, him, and Paisley; you know a little celebration for making the team.”

“Congratulations. Sounds fun.” Reese texted me a little bit ago about the barbeque and I told him I would love to attend. I like Reese; he’s a good guy. I just feel bad he has to be roped in with Bellini. I don’t have many friends at all in the area so I will take any chance I can get to make some more.

“Fun fact, did you know I’m a conservationist?”

“No, I did not know that.”

“Well, I am. I’m cool as shit like Leonardo DiCaprio and Orlando Bloom and drive a Prius.”

Why does that not surprise me?

“Orlando Bloom has an impressive penis.”

“His dick is okay. I guess I’m just used to looking at the third leg sitting in my pants on a daily basis.” Nothing I say to him will ever trip him up . . . nothing.

“Third leg? Huh, interesting because when you’re diving it looks more like a little cocktail wiener,” I say with a smirk. I’ve seen his wet Speedo before, and I’ve seen bulge, but to hell if I’ll ever admit that.

“Observing my cock while I’m diving, nice. Don’t worry, sugar tits, what you see isn’t at all what you get. That’s just a third of the prize. This dude has cock.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. “Oh my God, who even says that?”

“Someone who doesn’t mind talking about his dick. Want a picture? I don’t mind, you know in case you feel like comparing it to the Rolodex of dicks in your head.”

“Rolodex of dicks. How many men do you think I’ve been with?”

He pauses, as if he’s trying to count in his mind the amount of men who have passed by my bedroom.

“To keep myself sane, I’m going to say two. Any more than that and I might have to crack some fucking skulls.”

“How did you come up with two?” I reach into my bag and pull out a stick of gum that I quickly pop in my mouth. For some reason my mouth is dry. I tell myself it’s not from the third-leg image Hollis has given me. If only I could get his comment out of my mind. This dude has cock. Sigh.

“Easy. I’ve seen you stare at my crotch in interest, which tells me you’re familiar with the male anatomy, crossing off the virgin card. So that’s one suitor. I’m assuming he wasn’t all that great because let’s be honest, we never are when we’re just figuring shit out. We really should all have dolls to fuck before we do the real thing because the poor women who have to suffer through our fumbling should get an award.” How true is that? My first was a fumbling, clumsy mess. A night I’ve tried to forget. “The second guy, well he’s a lucky fuck because I’m assuming he’s been with you at least a few times, but not enough for you to keep him around. After those two idiots, I like to believe you have put your sexual journey on hold until you find the perfect partner.”

“And let me guess, that person is you?”

“Now you’re getting it, baby. Glad you’ve jumped on board.”

Insufferable.

“There is no jumping on board. I just know your bullshit rambling by now. And for the record, there’s been six men.”

Silence.

Maybe I’ve actually stumped him. Maybe I’ve actually bested this quick-witted man.

Even though I enjoy the fact that I’ve been able to bring him down a peg, at least that’s what it seems like, I’m a little nervous he’s not saying anything.

“Uh, are you there?”

“Yeah,” he responds, his voice a little rougher.

“What are you doing?”

“Searching the Internet for ways to get out of jail, I’m going to need it after my murdering spree. I’m ordering lumberjack gear, an axe, and I’m going to start growing a beard. Dicks are going to be chopped off.”

“You’re absurd.”

“Six?” He sounds pained. “Are you fucking with me?”

“Six isn’t bad at all. What’s your number?”

“Four,” he states with zero hesitation.

“How is that even possible?” I ask before I can stop myself. I’m not blind. The man is gorgeous. Stunning actually, with his vivid-blue eyes, his perfectly styled hair, the light scruff always present on his chiseled jaw, and don’t get me started on his body. Ugh, it’s perfect. Every contour and fine sinew of muscle ripples with his movements. It’s erotically mesmerizing, especially when he’s on top of a platform wearing a little scrap of fabric. Seriously, I‘m not kidding when I say I would love a one-night stand with him, but I know that’s not in the cards. He wants way more than that.

“I’m a relationship guy, I told you that. I know it’s hard to believe with my good looks and all, but I don’t fuck around. I find a woman I like and I commit to her. Simple as that.”

Just because I’m curious as hell, I ask, “What happened with the other girls? How come you’re not married yet if you’re such a romantic?”

Why am I on the edge on my seat waiting to hear his answer? There is something seriously wrong with me.

“I might be a romantic but I’m also intelligent enough to know that the connections I’ve had with women, although wonderful at the time, wouldn’t pan out for something in the long run. That’s what I’m looking for, someone to grow old with, something like my parents have.”

Long-term commitment. Something I have no experience with. Something I’ve never seen play out in front of me.

“I guess you’re picky.”

“I am and I know when I see something with lots of potential.”

There’s no denying he’s referring to me. But how could he be so sure? We barely know each other. We’ve only interacted through a few face-to-face conversations and mostly text messages and a few calls, nothing that would solidify future plans. So I ask myself again, how can he be so sure about me?

Clearing my throat and wanting to change the subject, I say, “You were talking about being a conservationist.”

He chuckles, the noise so erotic in my ears. Fuck. Me.

“Changing the topic when you’re uncomfortable, I get you, sugar tits. We can change the topic, back to my question before we were diverted by your Orlando Bloom-penis comment. Since I like to help Mother Nature, I thought we could ride to the barbeque together and before you say no,” he says quickly, “I already talked to Reese and he said he only has room for one car in his driveway, so that means we kind of have to ride together.”

“I highly doubt Reese King only has room for one car in his driveway. Smooth lie though.”

“Does that mean you will ride with me?”

I bite on my bottom lip and weigh out my options. Either way, I’m going to have to see the man, might as well save on gas.

“Sure. But no hand holding.”

I can almost hear the smile in his voice. “I will take what I can get, baby. Fuck, I can’t wait.”

Who knew a man could be so happy about driving another person to a gathering? Who knew a man could sound so determined and intent on spending time with me? Why is that so endearing? Ugh, this man is going to get the best of me, I can feel it already.

So why did I just give in to his question? Gas isn’t that expensive anymore . . .

 


Chapter Nine

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“Why are you rushing? We have to go over our workout and talk about our positives and negatives.”

Any other day I would never try to duck out on my sister but I have to pick up Melony for the barbeque, and I won’t be late. Just from the brief interactions I’ve had with her, I can sense she’s skittish, that she doesn’t trust much. I want to make sure she can trust me. When I tell her I’m going to pick her up at a certain time, you can bet your ass I’ll be there on time, even a few minutes early. I don’t ever want to her to not be able to trust me.

Ever.

Knowing Holly won’t let me leave without telling her what’s going on, I confess. “Remember that girl I was telling you about a little bit ago?”

“The one who won’t give you the time of day?”

Of course Holly wouldn’t miss one of my shortcomings. She loves rubbing it in when she gets a chance.

“Yes, that one. Her name is Melony. Reese is having a small gathering today and he invited us. Melony lives in my complex and I offered to drive her.” With a bright smile and my chest puffed, I say, “And she agreed.”

The moment she said yes, I did a private dance in my condo. I fist-pumped the air so fucking hard.

“She agreed to you driving her to a gathering. So you’re her chauffer?” Holly shows no hint of happiness for me.

“It’s more than that. I’ve been busting my ass to spend a little alone time with this girl, so I’m fucking stoked I get to drive her.”

Holly looks at me as if I’m crazy but I don’t care. I woke up this morning with one thing on my mind: getting to see Melony and spending some time with her. Fuck, it’s driven me to have one of my best practices since Coach Wilson passed. A little bit of it has to do with Holly and her coaching technique, but I also think it has to do with the potential I see in my future with Melony.

“Whatever works for you. Tomorrow morning we’ll go over what we accomplished today. Does that work?”

“You’re the best, Holls.” I lean down and place a kiss on her forehead. “I would love to stay and watch you beast mode it in the gym but I have to shower and get the hell out of here.”

“Okay, but be safe driving. I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if you were a few minutes late. And don’t look at your phone when driving.”

As if she has to remind me. I would never make that mistake again.

As long as I fucking live.

“You got it, Holls.” I shoot her a wink and say, “See you in the morning.”

I spend the next ten minutes showering, dressing, and shooting a text to Melony that I’m on my way. Thankfully I already purchased some beer to take to Reese’s barbeque, so I don’t have to stop at the store.

This is going to be the best fucking car ride of my life. And who knows, I might take the long route to create a few extra moments with her.

Future wife, here I fucking come.

***

Well, that was the worst fucking drive of my entire life.

All my expectations of making a special connection with Melony flew right out the window when she refused to look at me and only answered me with single words, never elaborating. I’ve had much longer conversations with her before. What’s so different about today?

Did she not like my car? Hell, I know it’s a Prius, not the manliest car in the world, but I save the earth.

I park in Reese’s driveway and turn to Melony who is evacuating the vehicle at rapid speed.

“Hey, where’s the fire?” I ask, slightly insulted she can’t seem to leave fast enough.

With one foot out the door, she turns to me and says, “No fire, just getting out. You don’t expect me to just sit in the car with you, do you?”

“Wow.” I tilt my head and study her. “That was the most you said to me all drive.”

She shrugs. “There wasn’t much to talk about.”

I raise a surprised eyebrow at her. “I asked you what your favorite cuisine was and your answer was yes. Last time I checked ‘yes’ wasn’t a type of cuisine.” Her face reddens. “So what’s the rush?”

She looks down at the pie she’s brought and says, “I don’t know. Just excited about barbeque.”

Lie, such a big fat lie, but I will let it slide because I by no means want to push her. Nope, I’m going to take my time with Melony. I don’t want to scare her away.

“Well then, let’s get fucking to it.” She glances at me for a second, a little suspicion in her eyes but I don’t let her examine me for too long.

We walk up to the door together, light beer in my hands—I still have a diet I have to worry about—and a pie in hers, which I will be eating at least two pieces of. Yes, I have a diet but I also have a sweet tooth that hasn’t been fed in a while. It’s time to indulge and I can’t think of a better thing to eat than Melony’s pussy . . . I mean pie! Pie! I want to eat her pie. Fuck, I want to eat her pussy too.

It takes a few minutes for Reese to answer the door but once he does, I wish he didn’t. Dude looks like hell. Woof!

“Well, don’t look like you want to kill yourself,” I say sarcastically not bothering to wait for a response but instead letting myself into his place.

From the entryway, I can hear Melony’s sweet voice say, “I made some chocolate pudding pie, it’s all sugar-free.” Fuck she’s adorable. Sugar-free wouldn’t be my first option but if Melony made a shit pie for me like in The Help, I would eat it. Dedication, men, it’s what makes a true romantic.

“Thanks, you can put it in the fridge for now. Looks good, Mel,” Reese sounds off.

Melony and Reese meet me in the kitchen. Melony quickly puts her pie in the fridge as I open one of my beers and take a sip. Reese seriously looks like he’s on death row, constantly checking his phone. He must be waiting to hear from Paisley. Shit, if I was with Melony and I didn’t hear from her, I would most likely look just as crazed.

The best thing about having a friend like Reese, is you can bust his balls when he’s out of sorts and he won’t punch your dick off. “Grip that phone a little tighter and an itty-bitty gnome might pop out,” I say with a smirk.

Reese shoots daggers at me, but that’s the most harm he will do. He then eyes my beer and says in a gruff tone, “Shouldn’t you be watching what you imbibe?”

I hold up my hands in defense. “Hey, Mom, get off my back. I just made the Olympic team, pounded it out in the gym and on the tramp today, so my shit’s covered. Let me enjoy a beer. Damn, what’s your problem? You’re the one who invited us over for a cookout. Is Paisley in the back? She needs to calm you down.” Poke the bear, that’s all I’m doing, poking the bear. Why? Because it’s fun. He would be doing the same fucking thing to me right now if roles were reversed.

Once again, he gives me a dirty look. “She’s not here.”

Maybe sensing the tension building, even though it’s playful tension, Melony adds to the conversation, something she didn’t bother to partake in on the drive over. Difficult woman. “She’s coming though. I talked to her about it today. When I left Bellini earlier, she was still there, addressing envelopes to celebrities for the fashion show Bellini is putting on later in the year.”

I sometimes forget Melony works for Bellini. She’s so nice and sweet, and it’s hard to associate her with someone of Bellini’s narcissistic status. “Fashion show?” I ask, looking for any reason to talk to Melony. “What is she going to show off? Different colored sweater sets?”

“Dog fashion show,” Melony answers, a quirk to her lips. “She’s created a line of religious wear for dogs. She’s gathering auditions now for models.”

Now this fucking interests me, even though I’m slightly confused. “Dog models?”

“Dude, you know she’s fucking insane. Why do you even try to understand?” Reese points out, while grabbing a light beer for himself. I can sense he’s giving zero fucks right about now with what he drinks, thanks to Paisley’s tardiness. Man, he’s wound up about this girl; it must be serious. This would be normal behavior for me, but not for Reese. I’ve never seen him act like this before.

Thinking about dog models, I say, “What if I want Taco to walk in the show? Might be a good opportunity for my little chihuahua to get some exposure. You know I’ve been thinking about breaking her into the acting side of dog careers.”

Taco actually belonged to Holly but I took him in after the accident since it would be too hard for her to recover, go to physical therapy, and take care of a small dog she rescued from a shelter.

But I’ve kept him. We formed a manly bond, and there is no going back for him. Holly has accepted his choice and cashes in on her visiting rights when she gets a chance.

“You have a chihuahua?” Melony asks. I can see the judgment in her eyes. It’s not every day you see a strong, muscular man like myself carrying around a little dog, but it’s true, and I own that shit, and every wardrobe item he owns.

Liking she’s engaging in conversation with me, I sidle up next to her, intent on milking this conversation as much as I can. “If you actually let me take you out on a date like I’ve been asking for a while now, you would know that.”

She rolls her eyes. “I told you, Hollis. I don’t date.”

“What about a late-night fuck? I’m sure you do those.”

She sizes up my six-foot stature. “Not with men who drink light beers and own dogs smaller than a cat.”

“Ouch.” I feign hurt. Girl knows how to throw some zingers but I fucking like it. I’ve always enjoyed her feisty side.

Reese pulls his head out of his ass for a second to engage in our conversation. “She’s got a point, man.”

Payback’s a bitch, but I will take it.

Curious, I ask, “So if I drank Guinness and had a St. Bernard, where would we stand?”

A smart smile peeks past Melony’s lips. “Then I would probably be taking you to the back of Reese’s house right now to give you what you want.”

Once again, I know she’s lying, but damn if I don’t get a little turned on by her answer.

“Hell.” Quickly making work, I search Amazon on my phone and start typing away.

“What are you doing?” Melony laughs, trying to take a peek at my screen.

“Searching to see if an Amazon drone will deliver a St. Bernard and a six-pack of Guinness to me right now.”

“Pretty sure those drones don’t carry dogs, man,” Reese says, squashing my pretend dreams.

“But what if they did?” I counter.

Reese doesn’t answer, he just shakes his head and says, “I’m going to start getting dinner ready. Why don’t you two go enjoy the sunset outside?”

That’s my cue to lead Melony outside for some private time. Being a little daring, I place my hand on her lower back and wave my hand toward the pool, escorting her out to Reese’s backyard. It’s quite secluded, closed off from his neighbors by plush trees and shrubbery, giving it a homey feel. Scattered around the pool are black-and-white-striped cushioned lounge chairs with matching teak tables between each set of two. One day I will have a house of my own and I will take pride in its appearance like Reese does.

I can’t wait to own a house, a place to call mine. I have plenty of money for such a purchase thanks to my multiple endorsement deals, Olympic gold wins, and investing in all the right places—thanks, Dad—but I’m not ready to buy a house for one reason and one reason alone. I want to buy a house with the love of my life. I want to buy a property with her that we can create all on our own. I don’t want her to move into my place and try to make it a part of hers as well. No, I want to hold my girl’s hand while we go house hunting, looking for the just the right place that’s the combination of both of us.

It’s going to be Melony. I can feel it in my fucking bones. We will be picking out a house together one day. You might wonder why I keep persisting, but I see something in my girl. She had her heart broken once, and I know I’m the one who can provide healing. She’s funny, clever, and fucking gorgeous. How could I not want her as my forever?

“So why Taco?”

“What?” I ask, confused by her question thanks to my daydreaming.

“Your dog’s name, why did you name him Taco?”

“Oh, I didn’t name him,” I say casually, starting to get nervous about this set of questions. I will talk to Melony about anything, except for one thing: my sister. Since Taco once belonged to Holly, that makes him unwanted conversation. “My sister did. She just thought it would be funny.” I keep my answer vague, not welcoming any other questions.

“How come I’ve never seen him with you?”

“Because he lives like a fucking king in my condo. He has his own bed and litter box.”

Melony stops her pursuit toward the pool and turns to face me. “He has a litter box?”

I take a sip of my beer and nod. “Yup, and he’s so classy he actually doesn’t even bother trying to eat his own shit. Imagine that.”

“What a wonderful thing to put on his résumé,” Melony teases. Kicking off her sandals, she holds her skirt close to her body and bends down so she’s sitting on the side of the pool, feet dangling in the water.

Not even waiting for an invitation, I lower myself next to her so my shoulder bumps with hers, my feet dangling in the water as well. The view in front of us is fucking incredible. There is a cut-out in the trees toward the ocean so all you see are waves for days. Not going to lie; I’m kind of jealous of Reese right about now. He has the perfect romantic setting with his backyard. Right now I have a balcony. Looks like I will have to woo Melony borrowing my buddy’s pad. No problem there.

Nudging my shoulders with hers, I ask, “Thanks for letting me drive you today.”

“It was just a car ride,” she says, splashing her foot around in the water. Her toes are painted an orange-pink color, almost neon. I fucking like it.

“It was a moment you gave me that I could spend with you.”

Leaning back just slightly, she turns to me and gives me a disbelieving look. “Are you really that desperate for pussy?”

“I’m desperate for your pussy, Melony. I’m also desperate for your mind too. I want to know what goes on up there.”

“But you don’t even know me.”

I laugh. “That’s the point of dating, you get to know someone. So, what do you say, should I pencil you in for Friday? We can go out to dinner, maybe take a walk somewhere, and then go back to my place where I can lick that sweet pussy of yours until you scream my name. Sounds like a great night to me.”

“I don’t do that kind of stuff.” She turns away from me, her gaze on the water in front of her, avoiding any and all contact with me.

“Yeah, well when I’m done with you, you will. That’s for damn sure.” Changing the subject, I say, “Now tell me what you know about Reese and Paisley.”

Tilting her head so her hair falls to the side, she peeks up at me through her eyelashes and smiles. “I was hoping you could fill me in with some information. I don’t know much. I just met her.”

My eyebrows rise in surprise. I point to my chest in fake surprise. “You want me to tell you what I know. Well, well, well, looks like I might have some information you’re looking for. My, have the tables turned. What are you willing to do to get the information?”

“If you think I’m about to suck your dick for some measly gossip, you’re wrong.” She stands and I quickly join her.

“Wow, that’s kind of aggressive. I wouldn’t have my dick shoved down your throat for gossip, I would shove it down there if I want you to stop talking.” I wink at her. Unfortunately she rolls her eyes and starts to walk away. I chase after that. “I was just looking for a kiss, maybe a little nip slip. If my hand happens to catch your breast as it falls out of your shirt, I wouldn’t mind that either.”

Stopping in her pursuit toward the house, she places her hand on her hip, her eyes playful. I fucking like this fiery Melony. This is the Melony I met that first go-around. “How do I even know you have good gossip? You could be harvesting some bullshit news about how they both like the color blue and then I have to pony up to you.”

“Do they both like blue? I pictured Reese more of a green type of guy,” I say, pondering.

“You’re so annoying.” Taking off again, I follow her.

“Test me, I bet you I have something good.”

“You have nothing,” she counters.

“What if I do? What if I tell you a juicy tidbit, would I get something in return?”

She crosses her arms over her chest, causing her cleavage to lift slightly. Fuck, I want to bury my head in those breasts. “What would you want? And don’t say my breast in my mouth, because that’s not going to happen.”

What do I want? What a fucking wide open door. Well, let’s see. I want her to let me take her on a date. I want to take a fucking picture with her so I can look at it when I need a fix of her gorgeous face. I want to be able to hold her at night, fuck her to sleep, and then wake her up with my tongue eating her pussy. I want to be able to call her and talk to her for hours without one ounce of awkward silence between us. I want to watch her glossy lips slide over my rock hard cock . . .

Fuck, I want her lips all over my damn body. I want MY lips all over hers. I want her to trust me, to believe me when I say I’m a one-woman man. I want her to open up and be willing to allow me to woo her, to pull a Noah Calhoun on her ass and build a dream house with her.

I fucking want it all.

But that request might be a little much for a little swap of gossip so I make my offer small.

“If you are pleased with my gossip, in return, all I ask is for you to let me hold your hand on the drive home and to walk you to your apartment.”

“That’s it? You’re not going to try to kiss me? To ask to come in, to try to stick your penis in my vagina?”

I chuckle, a deep rumble that vibrates through my chest. “Although my penis being inserted into your vagina is a fantasy of mine, I swear, all I want is to hold your hand and walk you back to your apartment.”

Suspiciously, she quirks her lips to the side, as if she doesn’t quite believe me.

Motioning with my fingers over my chest I say, “Cross my heart. That’s it, but you have to promise that you will follow through with your end if I have good enough gossip. You can’t lie.”

There is a pause as she assesses me. “You have nothing.”

“Test me. Shake on it and I’ll divulge what I have.”

I hold out my hand, which she studies. With a sigh, she shakes it and I revel in the second I get to hold her hand right before she disengages our connection.

Looking behind her, to make sure Reese is still in the house, she turns back to me and says, “Okay, spill.”

Chancing a glance into the house as well, I see Paisley has finally arrived so I have to make this quick. Reese has told me very little but there is one detail I do know that I believe will secure my victory.

Rubbing my hands together, knowing I’ve got this in the bag, I lean forward and say, “Are you ready for this?”

“Just get on with it,” Melony says exasperated, but also a little giddy to see what I have to tell her.

“You can’t tell her I told you this. That would be breaking the gossiping code.”

“There is no such thing and stop delaying, just tell me.”

“Promise you won’t tell.”

Rolling her eyes, she says, “I promise I won’t tell.”

“Wow, so convincing,” I say sarcastically. “I don’t believe you. Pinky promise with me.”

Irritated, she asks, “What are you, a twelve-year-old girl?”

I wiggle my pinky at her. “Pinky promise, pineapple puss.”

“Fine.” She wraps her pinky around mine and we shake on it. “Satisfied? Now tell me and this better be good for all the trouble you put me through.”

Smiling brightly, I lean toward her, taking in her fresh, flowery scent and say, “Reese would chop off my dick if he knew I told you this, but the first time they were intimate, she gave him a blow job on his welcome mat. Didn’t even make it into the house.”

I knew the minute I gave up a juicy fact, Melony’s eyes would widen with surprise. She knows it’s good gossip. I know it’s good gossip. It’s solidified: I fucking own the title of gossip king. And you know what, I will wear that title with pride because it’s given me the chance to be closer with Melony. Sorry, Reese and Paisley, I will buy you a fruit basket to make it up to you for throwing you under the bus for my own benefit. But I don’t feel bad because the look on Melony’s face was all worth it.

Without a word from her, I say, “Now how do you like to hold hands, linked fingers or unlinked? I want to make sure you’re comfortable.”

She swallows hard and answers, “Unlinked.”

When she looks up at me, I see the vulnerable girl she tries so hard to hide. I want you, too, Melony. I want to hold you, too.

 


Chapter Ten

MELONY

 

 

 

A blow job on a welcome mat. Who knew that was going to be my undoing?

I was so convinced Hollis was all talk. I mean, how could I not? Ever since I’ve known him he’s been full of bullshit, constantly spouting off random crap. Did I really think he had some good gossip? No, I didn’t. I would have bet a date with him on it. Thankfully he only asked to hold hands, which seemed innocent.

That was what I thought until we said our goodbyes and Hollis led me out to his car. For some reason, the tension between us has grown to exponential lengths. And I’m not talking about awkward tension; I’m talking about sexual tension.

That one little victory on his end has changed everything. I notice all his perusals now, the way he licks his lips when he stares at mine. The way he intently watches me when he thinks I’m not paying attention. The way his breath hitches whenever I draw near him. I see all the signs. He’s not all talk. He actually likes me.

And that fact terrifies me more than anything.

So giving in and letting him hold my hand for the drive home scares me. Will he want it to lead to something else? Will I?

I can’t even handle that thought right now. I don’t want anything with him. He talks a great talk of future promises and the kind of people we could be. You know, the kind that are madly in love and can’t get enough of each other.

The only problem with that is I don’t know what love is. I don’t plan on trying to figure it out, and I have no intention of ever being in a relationship with a man.

“Are you okay?” Hollis asks as he opens the door for me. “You seem a little tense.”

“I’m fine,” I answer curtly. I settle in his Prius as he shuts the door on me. I buckle up and stare straight ahead. I can’t look at him. I’ve exchanged too many glances with him tonight. My mind is on overload, and I don’t trust myself. Who knows what I might do?

For some reason, he cautiously gets in the car, as if he might startle me, puts his seat belt on and starts the car but doesn’t start driving. From the corner of my eye, I see him glance in my direction, trying to gauge my mood.

With a deep sigh, he puts the car in drive, looks to the side for oncoming traffic and pulls into the road . . . without holding my hand.

Anxiety flushes over me.

Not that I really wanted to hold his hand, but why isn’t he holding it? He said he was going to. He told me multiple times throughout the night when Reese and Paisley were consumed with each other that he couldn’t wait to match our palms together, to slowly rub his thumb over my knuckles, to have the privilege to walk me to my door. Yeah, he said privilege. What man says that?

A liar!

Because right now, when he’s supposed to cash in on his promises, he doesn’t. This is why I don’t get serious with men because they can’t even follow through on even the simplest things.

Melony, I can’t wait to see you, sweetie.

Melony, your birthday present is in the mail.

Melony, I’m going to fly you out to Florida to spend the summer with me.

All lies. My father, the king of over-promising and under-delivering. Why did I expect anything else from Hollis?

The silence in the car is eerie, uncomfortable, awkward as all hell. What was supposed to be a fun night with friends has turned into a melodramatic disaster with a man I never even wanted to get “involved” with in the first place. If that’s what you want to call our minimal interaction.

We come to a stoplight. The car lightly hums beneath us and once again, I can see Hollis checking on me, assessing me. Assess all you want, fucker. You’re a liar and this will be the last interaction we have.

“Melony,” he breaks the silence, startling me slightly. His voice is serious, trying to pull my attention but I refuse to give it to him. “Look at me.”

No.

I can’t.

“Melony, fucking look at me.” The timber of his voice rumbles through me. “Do not make me ask again.” Why does his demand slightly turn me on? Is it because it’s the first time I’ve seen a bit of an alpha man in Hollis? He’s supposed to be Mr. Romantic, a bit of a girly boy. Where did this side come from?

Curious I turn to look at him and I’m greeted with a smoldering, angry Hollis. His brows are cinched together, his blue eyes a darker, fiercer shade, and his chiseled jaw with the perfect amount of scruff is set tight, pulsing right below his ears.

“Yes?” I ask, holding back my gulp.

“What’s wrong?”

Well, besides the fact that you’re a liar?

I hold my tongue and notice the change of color in the light. Nodding toward the intersection, I say, “Go, it’s green.”

His jaw ticks as he says, “Fuck that,” and pulls the car off to the side, parking along the curb. He turns in his seat, his built frame taking up all the space in the front seat of the car.

Shit, he’s intimidating when he looks like this. It’s intimidating but it’s also turning me on. What is wrong with me?

“Tell me what’s wrong, or else we’re going to sit here all night, which I don’t mind. It’s not that far of a drive from my pool. I can easily sleep here and get ready for practice quickly.”

Knowing he’s telling the truth, I haven’t really seen him budge on anything, I give in. “You lied to me. I don’t like liars and I don’t put up with them.”

The strong set of his jaw and the furrow in his brow relaxes as he takes in my words. Quickly his anger turns into confusion and concern. “When did I lie to you?”

God, the next words coming out of my mouth are going to sound so childish. Which probably is the truth, but it matters to me. Keeping promises matter to me.

“You said you were going to hold my hand on the way home.”

His concern morphs into a cocky grin, and I instantly hate that I even said anything.

His voice turns into liquid velvet as he says, “I’m sorry, baby. I wasn’t sure you actually wanted to hold my hand given the cold-bitch vibe you were shooting my way. I wanted to respect your wishes.”

“Whatever.” I fold my arms over my chest and look out the passenger side window. “Just take me home.”

“No way in hell until you wander that little hand over here.”

I look to the side to see Hollis holding out his hand, palm up, waiting for me to join him in an awkward connection.

“I’m over it, just drive.”

“Nuh-uh, lactose lips.”

His stupid names crack me every time. “Lactose lips?”

He laughs and shakes his head. “Fuck, I don’t know. Not my best. Just hold my hand.”

Giving in, I link my hand with his, our palms touching, our fingers wrapping around to the back of our hands, his fingers reaching farther. Briefly, he looks up at me and smiles, a gut-twisting, ovary-clenching, heart-pounding smile. The kind of smile that says I just handed the world over to him.

“Now that wasn’t too hard, was it?”

“You ask me?” I counter.

With the most genuine look on his face, he says, “Like a fucking dream, baby.”

And then, as if he didn’t just rock my whole world those five little words, he pulls out onto the street and drives us back to the complex, our hands never parting.

We stay in silence as we drive. I look out the window, enjoying the palm trees that wobble up to the sky, looking like they were plucked out of a Dr. Seuss book, all the while trying to ignore the heat that’s starting to build in the pit of my stomach.

This was such a bad idea. Such a bad, bad idea. God, Mel, what were you thinking?

To me, hand holding is so much more intimate than making out. Don’t agree with me? Think about it. You could be at a bar, plastered to the wall, one shot away from taking your clothes off and offering up your nipples as garnishes to the bartender, and all of a sudden, have an urge to run your hands sloppily through the hair of the guy next to you, only to follow it up with some very unattractive tongue-on-tongue action. You’ve seen those chicks, the ones with their thongs hanging out the back of their pants because they’re constantly giving themselves wedgies. Drunk make-out sessions are a twenties mistake. But have you ever heard of drunk holding hands? Not really. You don’t go to a bar, get wasted, and hold hands with another person. Holding hands is meant for someone you’re intimate with, someone you have a connection with.

What does that say to me? Am I “drunk” holding hands with Hollis? Or do I actually have some kind of intimate connection with him? Crap, is that what all his texts and phone calls have been, ways to be intimate?

Could it be?

No.

No. He’s too cocky, too arrogant when he talks, always joking about my boob somehow falling in his mouth. That’s not imitate. That’s just . . . perverted.

Yes, Hollis is a pervert who wants to hold hands.

Great! I’m holding hands with a pervert. Christ, might as well be drunk, making out with my thong hanging out the back of my shorts.

Before I can torture myself even more with my inner diatribe, we park in the apartment complex, closer to the condos rather than my apartment. How convenient for Hollis.

He releases my hand briefly, grabs his keys, and walks around the front of his car. Like the gentleman he is, he opens the door for me and once again holds out his hand.

A deal is a deal—at least that’s what I tell myself. Once again, I take his hand in mine and allow him to help me out of the car.

He locks up then leads me toward the apartments. We zigzag through cars in the parking lot, never breaking our connection while the sounds of crickets fill the cooling night air.

“You can actually see the faint sign of stars up above,” Hollis points out, using his other hand to show me while leaning in close. God, why does he have to smell like walking sex? It’s making me feel dizzy, almost drunk. I blame the stupid pheromone crap they put in cologne now. “It’s rare I see them anymore with the city lights.”

“And the smog,” I add.

“Smog is a killer of the sky, blocks out all the pretty. Puts a damper on gazing at times.” God, he really is a romantic. I don’t even think he’s trying right now. I think that’s just regular stuff he says.

“Do you stargaze a lot?”

“Holly and I used to,” he says absentmindedly. Holly? Uh, old girlfriend? What an odd thing to bring up when you’re holding someone else’s hand. “Holly’s my sister,” he clarifies, causing my cheeks to redden from embarrassment. Hopefully he didn’t catch the stiffness in my arm when he said another woman’s name. Then again, why else would he clarify? Crap!

“Oh?” It’s all I’ve got. I don’t know what else to say.

Pulling me into his side, he takes our linked hands and brings his arm around my shoulder so my hand that is linked with his rests across my chest. It’s slightly awkward for me, kind of looks like I’m saying the pledge of allegiance. Despite being a little awkward, his warm body pressed into my side is actually comfortable. This is so not good.

Leaning into my ear, he says, “Yes, Holly, my sister . . .”

“Got it.”

He chuckles. The sound shoots through my body giving me goosebumps all across my skin.

“We used to look up at the stars from our trampoline. We lived out in the country, and when I say country, I just mean away from the bright lights. We would share a two-liter bottle of orange soda, eat Cheetos Puffs and hope that when we woke up the next day, we would have orange skin.”

“What?” I can’t help but laugh.

“Holly once heard that if you eat too many carrots, your skin would turn orange. We thought since the orange in carrots was organic, maybe if we ate processed orange things we would turn orange quicker.”

“And did you?” It’s kind of adorable thinking of a young Hollis trying to turn into an Oompa Loompa.

“No, we were never lucky enough.”

“Darn.” I chuckle. “Could have been amazing.”

“It really could have been. What a story that would have been to tell. My best friend growing up always wanted glasses, so he would cross his eyes every day until one day, he actually hurt the muscles in his eyes and had to get glasses. My orange story could have been like that. I failed at life.”

“Yes, you failed tremendously. Not being able to turn yourself orange, if only you’d used self-tanner, then your story would have been complete.”

“Damn.” He laughs. “This is why I need you in my life, baby, so you can direct me down the right paths.”

“Yes, the self-tanner, Oompa Loompa, tragically tanned Trump path.”

“I would have heeded your guidance.”

“Good to know.” I scan my apartment building and say, “This is my building. I have it from here.”

“No way.” He doesn’t let go. “I said to your door. I’m a man of my word.”

“Are you really? Didn’t seem like that at first,” I tease.

“Yeah, because I thought if I came close to touching you, you were going to gnaw my dick off and not in a good way. You had ravenous fangs sticking out of your mouth.”

“I did not,” I defend with humor.

“Sure did, bubble-yum butt. It was nice you put them away for the night. Give those dogs a rest, as it can’t be easy flashing your venom every hour of the day.”

“They only come out for you.”

“Ooo, kinky. I like it.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me.

I ignore him and lead him up to the second floor. I stop in front of apartment 2D and turn to face him, my hand still in his. “This is it. You can let go now.”

“Two-D huh?”

“Please don’t make a joke about you wishing it was three-D.”

He cringes. “Is four-D off limits?”

“All jokes about my apartment number are off limits.”

He huffs. “You can be such a snore sometimes, sweets.”

“A snore?” I asked a little shocked, causing him to tilt his head back and laugh. For a brief second, I watch his throat move up and down. God, I would seriously love to have just one night with this man. Just one single night where I could explore his body, fuck him in every position conceivable, and then call it a day. If anything to just get him out of my thoughts. This phone call-texting foreplay is starting to drive me nuts.

“Man, I love fucking around with you.” He grabs my hips and steps closer. Okay, we didn’t talk about this position. “Just so you know, if you were a snore, I wouldn’t be hanging out with you.”

“Damn, kind of wish I was a snore now.”

With a side smile that will knock your panties right off, he says, “No, you wouldn’t.” Before I can respond, he pulls me into a hug and intimately presses the side of his cheek against my head, holding me strong. Somehow my arms wrap around his waist, I have no clue how they got there, but they are encasing him, loving the way his strong, muscular body feels under them.

Whispering into my ear, he says, “Remember this night, because this is the last at-the-door hug you’re getting from me. Next time I walk you home, your back will be against your door and my lips will be caressing yours. And after that, my tongue will be in your mouth, my hands dancing across your hips, moving up your stomach, teasing you but never really touching. And after that, I will be fucking you in your apartment, my tongue lapping up the arousal that will be dripping from that sweet, little pussy of yours.”

Oh. Fuck.

My clit is throbbing just from his words. It’s been so long. I love sex, but it’s been far too long since I’ve had it, since I’ve come so hard I black out. Just from Hollis speaking into my ear I can feel my panties getting wet as I develop a burning need in the pit of my stomach.

I want him.

Not for a relationship, not as someone to protect me or to take care of me, but as someone who can fulfill my sexual needs. Oh God, I want him too damn bad.

His smell, the way he’s touching me, the smooth, sultry tone of his voice, they are all attacking my senses, turning me into a puddle of need. If he doesn’t leave soon, I will start undressing myself in the hallway.

Time to say goodnight.

Clearing my throat, I press my hands into his stomach . . .

Oh, bad mistake. Such a horrible mistake.

Abs. So many of them. I know about his abs, everyone on this earth knows about them. They are perfectly defined into little nuggets and I’m touching them. My hands are actually wandering around his stomach, feeling them through his shirt.

Stop it!

Stop molesting the man, Melony.

“Feel something you like?” he asks, looking down at me.

Crap.

Tearing myself away in record pace, I step up to my door, accidently bumping my shoulder. In my daze, I reach for the handle and try to open it, forgetting completely about having to unlock the damn thing.

“Uh nope, nothing at all. Got to go now. Thanks for the lift.” I salute him. Christ . . . I saluted him. Fish out my keys, turn my back to him, and unlock the door.

Just as I’m about to shut the door without looking behind me, he calls out, “Melony.”

Shutting my eyes from the torture I’ve already been put through, I peek around the door to look at him. He’s smiling brightly, totally pleased with himself.

“Anytime you want to explore my abs, just let me know. I would be more than happy to give you an all-access pass.” He tops everything off with a wink.

“Ugh, cocky bastard.” I slam the door shut on his laughter.

Leaning my head against the door, I exhale finally. Why did I have to go and feel his stomach up? Don’t I have any shred of self-respect? Would any woman on the planet pass up a chance to feel Hollis Knightly’s abs? Hell to the no.

My phone chimes in my purse. Having an inkling who it is, I take a look.

Hollis: Goodnight, baby. Can’t wait to have my lips on yours next time. I’ve been waiting too fucking long for that moment, but what’s another day when I know I will get to have them for eternity?

I can’t handle him. I don’t text back. Instead I go to my bedroom, pull out my vibrator and strip down. It’s going to be a long night if I don’t take care of my turned-on state, especially after envisioning his lips pressed against mine, only for them to fall down between my legs.

And then I hear the words he said at my door.

Next time I walk you home, your back will be against your door and my lips will be caressing yours. And after that, my tongue will be in your mouth, my hands dancing across your hips, moving up your stomach, teasing you but never really touching. And after that, I will be fucking you in your apartment, my tongue lapping up the arousal that will be dripping from that sweet, little pussy of yours.

Shit.

There is no doubt in my mind he would be amazing at going down. Yup, pretty sure the man is a giver. Fuck. Me.

 


Chapter Eleven

Hollis

 

 

 

Holy hell, I’m sore. Two weeks before I fly out to Atlanta for our training camp before Rio and I can barely walk. Putting one foot in front of the other is torture.

Glancing up the stairs to my condo, I sigh. I did an endless amount of stairs today, thanks to Holly.

One more dive.

One more dive.

If she uttered those three words one more time, I was going to take two fingers and pop her eyes out.

Ten-meter platform when I was young seemed like fun. Now, training for the Olympics, not so much when you have to constantly walk up stairs, especially when I was working off a protein bar and some measly nuts.

Sugar. I need fucking sugar.

As I walk up the stairs to my condo, I mentally take inventory of my cupboards. Gluten-free bullshit that I eat when I’m trying to shred, meat in the freezer, water in the fridge. Nuts, protein bars, vitamins . . .

No fucking sugar. Not even sugar to bake with. Right about now, I would stick a spoonful in my damn mouth and salute Mary Poppins. I’m desperate.

Making it up what seems like a fourteen-thousand-foot mountain, I unlock my door and throw my gym shit on the ground. I can bother with it in the morning.

Takeout menus.

I need to find my takeout menus.

Taco, the lazy fuck, is resting on two stacks of pillows on my couch. He barely lifts his head to acknowledge my presence as I sift through my place. Normally, little dogs are yappy little fucks, not Taco. He’s older, more mature, at least that’s what I like to tell people. I don’t bother saying he’s the laziest dog ever. Fetch? Yeah, he doesn’t know what that is. Whenever I try to play, it turns into Taco pushing the ball and me chasing it. How the fuck that happens, I have no clue. But I refuse to play anymore; it’s demeaning to me.

“What’s up, Taco?” I call out, finding my takeout menus and filing through them. “Daddy’s home. You going to make out with me later?” It’s the only godforsaken action I’ll get. And to be honest, his little dog tongue does nothing for me.

I eye my dog, who doesn’t even care to answer my question. I’m going to take that as a no. Fine by me, I didn’t feel like making out with him anyway.

But I am horny as fuck.

The blinds are shut, making the condo rather dark, so in my perusal of food, leaning toward pizza and one of those pizza desserts, I open the blinds, letting the light in.

Taco scrunches and turns his head away. “Get the fuck over it,” I say. “You’re not a vampire, you won’t shrivel up into dust. Vitamin D is good for you, Taco.”

If he wasn’t so lazy, I would take him for a walk. Women like men with small dogs, as they think it’s cute. But every time I try to go for a walk with him, he winds up rolling on the ground and playing dead which then leads me to having to carry him the rest of the way. It almost feels like once again, he reverses the roles and he’s the one taking me for a walk.

The dog demoralizes me when I’m just trying to be a good pet owner.

“What do you think, the chocolate chip pizza pie and a large veggie?” I’m scanning the menu when movement from outside catches my eye. A woman in a neon yellow sports bra and black spandex capris is stretching outside on the lawn. Her honey-brown hair is pulled up into a ponytail, exposing a beautiful long neck.

Yup, I know that fucking neck. I’ve had dreams of kissing that neck.

And the body. Fuck. Me. Her small waist swells at her hips, giving her a heart-shape backside, a backside I want to dig my fingers and teeth into.

That ass.

That perfectly round, bubble ass. She has it on full display and before I know it, I’m grabbing my wallet and painfully jogging out into the parking lot. Taco giving me zero encouragement whatsoever. The little dickhead.

Every step is like a bag of needles digging into my legs but the one thing propelling me forward is her. The chance to talk to Melony.

Last time I saw her beautiful face was two days ago, when I walked her to her apartment and held her hand. What a fucking day that was. So many ups and downs, so many unsure lustful looks from her. Fuck if I didn’t go home after that and jack off in the shower . . . twice. Her body language around me is very stiff, very uninterested, but those electric-green eyes of hers, they speak a different story. They dilate and have a certain haze to them when I step close, when I touch her a certain way . . . when I call her baby.

She fucking wants me. I can see it in the way she looks up at me through her eyelashes, those ovals flirting with me. Fuck. I see it when I walk up to her and she gives me a once-over, thinking I don’t notice.

Oh, I fucking notice. I see the way she stares at me, the way she analyzes the scruff on my jaw. Does she think it will leave beard burn? Does she wonder when it would feel like having my head between her legs, my rough cheeks rubbing against her delicate inner thighs?

I sure as fuck hope she does, and I hope she gets just as turned on as I do thinking about it.

She has earphones in, connected to her phone, which is strapped to her bicep, and her back is toward me. I want so badly to slap her ass, brand that fucking ripe peach so every fucker in this city knows she belongs to me, but I don’t think that will go over well.

So I settle for something else, that most likely won’t go over well either but I’m sore as shit and little snuggle might just heal me.

Walking up behind her, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her into my chest. Just as I suspected, she goes into “kill the psycho holding me” mode and starts flinging her arms about, knocking out her earphones. Leaning close to her head, avoiding any kind of head butting, I say, “I like it when you’re feisty.”

From the sound of my voice, she stills and stiffens at the same time . . . just like my fucking dick thanks to the soft skin of her toned stomach resting in the palm of my hand.

“Hollis.” It’s all she says but the hitch in her breath speaks a thousand words. “You can’t just walk up to people like that.” I wouldn’t. I wouldn’t walk up to anyone like that. Just you, baby.

I turn her in my arms so I get to see her face and I’m awestruck when I see her up close. She doesn’t have any makeup, her face is fresh, young, with little freckles speckling her cheeks, freckles I’ve never noticed before.

I don’t counter her lecture, instead, I run one of my thumbs over her freckles but don’t get to partake in the sensation very long because she quickly pulls away, pushing me with her hand to my chest.

“What the hell are you doing?”

“You have freckles.”

Slightly embarrassed, she covers her cheeks with her hands. “I don’t have makeup on.”

“I noticed. You’re fucking breathtaking.” I step closer, but she steps back, frustrating the fuck out of me. “Stop moving.”

“I don’t have time for whatever game you want to play.”

“I’m not playing games. I came down here to see if you needed help stretching after your workout. Stretching buddies are always appreciated.” I do a little tricep stretch of my own over my head.

“I haven’t worked out yet, I’m about to get started.”

Scrunching my eyebrows together, I say, “Hasn’t anyone ever told you, you shouldn’t stretch without warming up?”

“That’s a myth.”

I shake my head. “It really fucking isn’t.” She doesn’t believe me, so I give her my best example. “Have you ever had a Laffy Taffy before?”

“What does this have to do with stretching?”

“Humor me?” God, this woman. Stubborn as hell.

“Yes, I’ve had a Laffy Taffy.”

“Let me guess, you like cherry flavor?”

She shakes her head and crosses her arms over her chest, propping her boobs up slightly. Fuck, they would fit so perfectly in my palms. They aren’t too big, just big enough that I know I would have no trouble fitting them entirely in my mouth.

“My eyes are up here, Hollis.” She draws my attention with her fingers, pointing to her head.

“And they’re fucking gorgeous, but sometimes I have to give your boobs attention too. They wrote me a letter the other day, asking if I would finally squeeze them, flick them, pull on their little nipples with my teeth. I kindly said I would be more than happy, but their owner just has to let me first.”

“My boobs did not write you a letter.” There is a little smirk on her face, and I take that as a victory.

“They did. Come back to my place, I’ll show you the post-mark date. And then, my dick can meet them. He’s been wondering what it’s like to rest between them.” Fuck. If only she knew how many times I’ve come with that vision in my head.

“You’re not going to fuck my tits.”

“But, I can suck on them?” I ask with hope.

Rolling her eyes, she shifts in place and says, “You either spill about the Laffy Taffy or I’m taking off.”

“Fine. When you’re eating your Laffy Taffy, and you want to fold it, you don’t just try to do it when it’s cold, or else it will snap. You warm it up between your hands first. That’s what you have to do with your muscles. You have to warm them up, baby.”

“I’m fine, but thanks for the advice. See ya.” She starts jogging away, that pert little ass bouncing with each movement and the next thing I know, my aching muscles are propelling me forward, catching up to her attainable pace . . . if I wasn’t so fucking sore.

Eyeing me from the side, she looks me up and down and asks, “What the hell are you doing?”

“Wanted to go for a run. It’s a free country, you know.”

“This is my time to relax, Hollis.”

“Good, me too. I’m so glad we get to relax together.”

Frustrated—it’s all over her face—she sticks her earphones back in her ears and continues to run through the walking paths in the apartment complex that lead to the beach. Keeping in time, I run next to her despite my screaming muscles.

Fuck, why am I so stupid? Am I really that desperate?

I eye her from the side and unanimously agree that yes, I am that desperate. She is worth the pain. Call me a pussy, but Melony captivates me. I need to be around her. When she’s near, I’m fucking happy. I forget about the stress I have mounting on my shoulders, the guilt I have for destroying Holly’s life, and the pressure from the diving community to bring home another gold medal. Instead, I get lost in her hair, her eyes, those fucking lips. And her mind. Shit, I love sparring with her, seeing how feisty I can make her, how much fun I can have pressing her buttons. It’s goddamn addicting. I know there is physical attraction there, but if she really hated me, really wanted nothing to do with me, she wouldn’t put up with my shit. She’d firmly shut me out, and never allow me the interaction we have now. I just hope she’ll eventually let me in fully. Isn’t she lonely?

She’s mine.

That is why I’m currently jogging next to her, pain ricocheting up my legs with each step. Yup, I’m so fucked.

We make it to the beach in silence and that’s when the pain really starts to hurt. Running in sand is the FUCKING worst. Yes, let’s run on unstable ground, ground that sinks in with each point of pressure. SO fucking smart . . . said no one ever.

I suck it up for about five minutes until I can’t take it anymore. I puss out, but for good reasoning, I’m literally on the edge of losing my shit, I’m so damn sore.

Thankfully, when I stop, Melony does as well despite her not wanting to run with me earlier.

“What’s wrong?” She pulls out her ear buds and I cringe, hating that I’m going to have to show weakness to this strong, confident woman.

“I’m sorry, honey bunny, but Big Daddy is sore.” I grip my waist and catch my breath for a second.

“What? And don’t call yourself that?”

I smirk. “Don’t like that name, princess?”

“No. It’s creepy.”

I wink. “It will grow on you.”

Not putting up with me, she turns away and starts to run again. With all the fucking force left in my body, I take after her and grab her arm to halt her. She looks surprised when I reach her.

Wincing some more, I say, “For the love of God, don’t take off again. I want to go after you, but I can’t.”

“Are you really sore? This isn’t one of your perverted things you do to get attention just so you can say something like ‘would you like to come over to my place and massage my dick? It will make me feel better.’”

“That would make me feel better,” I say much to her chagrin. She starts to move away so I hold out my hand, practically begging with my eyes. “I’m kidding. For the love of God, please don’t move.”

“You’re really sore.”

“I really am. That’s what I get for hiring my sister as my coach. Fucking steps leading up to the platform today just about killed me, especially after spending an hour in the weight room.”

“Sounds treacherous.”

“It was.” Looking around, I say, “Fuck it’s hot.” Without even thinking, I grab the back of my shirt and pull it over my head, exposing my heated skin. My shorts sit low on my hips thanks to my wallet, exposing the waistline of my underwear. I watch as her heated gaze glances over my body. I don’t say a word, I just let her take me all in.

Stare all you want, baby. All I ask is you commit it to memory. Or better yet, get greedy with those hands of yours.

Carefully, she licks her lips as she stares at my abs, her eyes trained on the divots. Well, fuck, the sore muscles are all worth it now.

Stealing her words, I say, “Hey, baby, my eyes are up here.”

Immediately her face flushes as her gaze snaps up to mine. She has no words, nothing to cover up her blatant staring. I’m about to tease her when I hear a familiar trickle of a bell sounding through the salty air.

My ears perk up, my stomach growls, and my body turns to see a familiar childhood icon: the ice cream man.

With a sultry, yet mischievous smile, I say, “Let’s ditch this workout and get some ice cream.”

There is indecision in her eyes. Looking out to the ocean, I can see her loyalty to the workout she had planned. My hope for an ice cream with this girl falls. She’s still guarded, still keeping herself at a distance despite everything I’m doing.

I’m just about to truck it home when she says, “Okay, but you’re buying.”

Well, shit. I want to give my dick a high five I’m so damn happy. I did not see that coming. I saw the exact opposite actually, but hell if I’ll say anything.

Fucking ecstatic, we walk toward the ice cream truck and ask, “It was the no shirt that swayed your vote, wasn’t it?”

Looking me up and down, she smirks. “The no shirt might have had something to do with it.” Fuck me, she just made my day so much better. She must sense I’m about to make a huge deal about her little confession because she points her pink painted finger nail at me and says, “Make some kind of stupid joke and I will be sprinting down this beach before your tired and old ass can catch up to me.”

“Old?” I raise my eyebrows at her. “’I’m not old.”

“You’re not young.”

“To hell I’m not. I’m twenty-eight. I’m still two years from entering my thirties.”

“You’re practically thirty,” she jokes, a brilliant smile on her face. Shit, if she smiles like that while poking fun at me, I’ll let her tease me all she wants.

“And what about you, smart-ass. How old are you?” I nod at her and watch her eyes take a quick glance at my chest again.

Note to self: never wear a shirt around Melony. She seems to be less ornery.

“None of your business.” She’s defensive and walks a little faster than me, causing me to laugh out loud, then painfully jog to catch up to her where I slip my hand into hers. I hold my breath, wondering if she’s going to pull away but all she does is look down at our hands for a brief second, as if she’s in awe.

Fucking point for me.

“Come on, pumpkin, tell Big Daddy your age.”

“Why do you insist on calling yourself that name?”

I shrug. “Why not? But don’t change the subject. What’s your age? You’re older than me, aren’t you? Just say it, you’re older. It’s okay, sparkle nips, Big Daddy likes cougars.”

“Big Daddy is going to get punched in the nuts if he calls me a cougar.”

“First, thank you for acknowledging my name. Second, you are a cougar.” I say the last part with too much excitement, drawing the attention from the people around us, causing Melony to detach herself from me.

Damn it.

She can’t get away that fast though, so instead of holding her hand, I wrap my bare chest and arms around her body, encasing her just right so she’s forced to look up me.

From the shock in her eyes, I can tell she wasn’t expecting such an approach, but she’s not backing down, so I’m fucking riding this little hug out.

In a deep, sexy voice, I ask, “Tell me your age, baby.”

Sighing, she turns away, smirks, and then says, “Twenty-five.”

“What?” I step away. “You’re younger?”

“Of course, I am. Do you really think I would be older than you?”

I shrug. “I was kind of hoping you were. That way I could call you my cougar, brag about it at the pool.”

“You wish I was yours,” she says in a flirtatious way, turning away with a smile and stepping up to the ice cream truck. Fuck yes, I wish she was mine. From a short distance, I can hear her talking to the ice cream man who can’t be much older than the both of us. And his ability to stare at a pair of breasts is his shortcoming and the reason why he’s going to find a Popsicle shoved up his asshole if he doesn’t take his eyes off my girl.

Yes, my fucking girl. She has yet to agree to that title, but fuck it, she will at some point.

Wanting to showboat, I walk up behind Melony, circle my arms around her exposed stomach and kiss the top of her head. She stiffens for a second before I say just loud enough for the tit observer to hear, “Hey baby. What’re you getting?”

Looking at me from the side, she just shakes her head and says, “Chocolate crunch bar for me.”

“Chocolate?” I scoff.

“Yes, it’s the best.”

Pushing a stray hair behind her ear, I tsk at her. “My poor baby, she doesn’t have good ice cream taste.” With my eyes trained on Melony, I order, “One Strawberry Shortcake Crunch bar for me.”

“Strawberry?” She laughs. “That’s a girl ice cream.”

“What the fuck ever, that shit’s good.”

She puts her hand on her hips as I pay the man and she asks, “Aren’t you on some kind of diet?”

Grabbing our ice creams, I open mine and take a huge bite. Fuck, that’s good. I needed sugar so bad and thankfully it came in the form of ice cream, my favorite. I answer her with my mouthful. “Diet of champions, baby.”

“I hate you.”

This stops me from our departure from creepy ice cream dude. “You hate me? Shit, that hurts. Why the hell do you hate me?” She hates me?

“Not like that,” she says softly. “I just mean, look at you. You’re so . . .” She bites her lip, wavering with her words.

“You can say it, baby. I’m hot.”

This grants me a giant eye-roll.

“Isn’t that what you were going to say?”

“No.” Her short, clipped, and rushed denial makes me think differently. Please, I see the way she looks at me; she absolutely thinks I’m hot.

Changing the subject, I ask, “Do you want to make another bet?”

“Another bet?”

“Yeah, like we did at Reese’s place. I kind of liked winning.” To remind her, I link our hands together again. Hand in hand, we stroll down the beach toward our complex, eating our ice creams. I couldn’t have asked for a better night.

“You’re pushing your luck, Hollis.”

“Big Daddy.”

“What?” she asks confused.

“You can call me Big Daddy.”

Chuckling, she shakes her head. “Never going to happen.”

“All right, we can play around a little, how about sex god?”

“That’s a name that needs to be deserved, not just handed out lightly. How do I know you’re a sex god?”

“Come back to my place and I’ll fucking show you,” I answer seriously. Her eyes widen from my tone, which is so adorable and sexy that it sends a jolt straight to my dick, awakening the neglected bastard.

“I’ll pass.” She tries to say this casually, but by the gulp in her throat and the hitch in her voice, I can tell she’s being anything but casual. She wants it just as much as me, so why the fuck does she keep denying the chemistry between us?

We finish our ice creams, toss the sticks in the trash, and head toward our complex, enjoying the night air, the light breeze, and the setting sun. It’s a gorgeous night, one I want to capitalize on. I wasn’t kidding when I said the next time I walk Melony to her door, I was going to kiss her.

That’s what’s going to happen tonight.

We are a block away and I decide to make my move. Removing my hand from hers, she glances up at me, giving me the perfect opportunity. Speaking quickly, I say, “Last one to the apartments gets to choose the good-night activity.”

Without looking back, I take off. My muscles scream at me, but it’s all about deception. Hopefully she didn’t listen intently to what I said. I’m thinking she might have understood my gibberish until I see her fly by me, sprinting at full force.

If I wasn’t so happy right about now, I would feel a little insulted that she’s trying to win so badly.

We get to the complex, and she starts waving her hands in the air in excitement as I jog up slowly behind her.

“Man, for being an Olympian, you’re slow.”

“An Olympian who had six hours of training,” I add, making sure to clarify why I’m so damn sore.

“Whatever, I won.”

“Yes, you did, but good thing for me, I said loser gets to pick.”

Her face falls flat and she goes to argue when I see her mind processing a few minutes ago when I challenged her. Recognition hits her and irritation ensues her.

“You tricked me.”

“Precisely,” I answer with no shame, grabbing her hand and leading her to her apartment. “I knew I was a sore motherfucker and there was no way I would be able to beat you. Hell, I barely was keeping up with you on the run. So, I changed things around. It’s on you that you didn’t hear me properly. I can’t possibly take the blame for you.”

“Who’s to say I even agreed to this? We didn’t shake on it or anything,” she counters defiantly.

She’s got a point, but I have an even better one.

Squeezing her hand, I say, “Excellent assumption, sparkle butt. Unfortunately, when you partake in said challenge, that means you accept the terms of the bet. It’s common courtesy.”

“I don’t follow the rules,” she answers, her eyes just about devouring me.

Shit, I don’t want to play by the rules either when it comes to her. Right about now, I would do pretty much anything indecent in public just to have my lips on hers.

Too bad for her, I’m not going to let her get away with not cashing in on my bet. I have plans for tonight, and I will be seeing them through.

 


Chapter Twelve

MELONY

 

 

 

Why the hell am I letting Hollis hold my hand . . . again?

Didn’t I go over this last time? Get it together, Mel. Hand holding is intimate; it’s forming a bond. It’s not what I should be doing.

But here I am, listening to Hollis jabber on about winning his so-called bet and holding his hand while he walks me to my apartment.

I blame it on the lack of shirt, and the way his long fingers run through his thick hair. I also blame it on the absurd amount of time I spent on the Internet last night, looking at pictures of him while blaming it on my raging libido . . . the whole time.

I’m just going to say it. I’m horny. Yup, I’m that person. I haven’t had sex in a very long time and my vibrator just isn’t doing it for me anymore. Combine that with Hollis pestering me constantly and I’m struggling, I’m struggling terribly. Especially when he said what he’d like to do to my boobs. They wrote me a letter the other day, asking if I would finally squeeze them, flick them, pull on their little nipples with my teeth. Internally, I was saying—no, chanting—Yes, please, yes, please. Right. Now. So, I ran.

Regardless, I’m struggling so badly that I wouldn’t be opposed to giving in to Hollis. If he made a move on me, asked to go inside my apartment, I don’t know if I would actually say no.

At least, I’d put up a pretty huge fight.

Still holding my hand tightly, Hollis says, “You might not play by the rules, but I do, baby, and to hell if I will get away with you cashing in on our bet.”

His smoldering gaze eats me alive, the sun finally disappearing, leaving the moon and street lamps as our only light, casting an almost sinister look on him. Sweet Jesus, he’s hot.

He’s so effing hot.

The scruff.

Those eyes.

Those abs.

His cologne.

Even after a little jog he smells like heaven. How is that possible? How can a man smell that good? When I perspire I swear I smell like a cat peed on me. Not Hollis, nope, he smells like a freaking man carved out of Irish Spring soap, with a touch of sex.

Not like the gross sex smell that permeates the room after penis twists and turns inside vagina. The kind of sex smell that leads to sex. Leg-humping smell, lose-all-control smell, the smell you inhale that makes your leg bounce, your tongue hang out, and a disgusting amount of drool slop around your chin. That smell. It’s the only way I know how to describe it.

That’s Hollis. I literally want to stick my head in his armpit and take a deep breath, maybe rub my cheek in it, bury my nose deep in the depths of that pit . . .

Christ. I really am horny. And I hope he doesn’t realize this.

Instead of answering him, I allow him to walk me to my door, too scared I’ll say something stupid if I open my mouth. Something like, “Take your pants off. Sparkle Nips wants a pony ride.”

Sparkle Nips . . .

I kind of like that one only because I like the image of it all, but I’ll never tell him that.

“Giving me the silent treatment again?” he asks, nudging my shoulder, smiling down at me wickedly.

“No,” I answer even though it’s a lie. “Just trying to figure out what you plan on doing to me with your win.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” He winks, making my entire body heat up.

That’s what I’m afraid of. It is obvious.

Walking up the stairs to my apartment, it almost feels like I’m walking the plank to my inevitable doom. This entire latter half of my day has been a ticking time bomb since Hollis interrupted my much-needed, planned-out exercise. When I got home from dusting Bellini’s face with powder, I needed some kind of energy release thanks to the built-up tension Hollis has caused within me, and I was going to do that with a nice run along the beach. What I didn’t need was him interrupting me and throwing me for another loop.

Finally reaching my apartment, we stop in front of the door where Hollis turns me to face him. His eyes are heated, his hair is perfectly messy from our run, and that body of his is sun-kissed and muscular. The light of the hallway bounces off every contour of his chest.

This is not faring well for me.

He lets go of my hand, and grips my hips instead, slowly pushing me against the wall.

Nope, this isn’t good at all.

“Do you remember what I told you the other night?” he asks, leaning forward, his body heat turning the temperature up between us.

I take a second to swallow before nodding. “Yeah.”

“And what was it that I said?”

Of course he’s going to make me say it.

Shyly, looking up from under my lashes, I say, “Something about no more good-night hugs.”

“Correct.” He leans forward even more, his body now flush against mine. “What else did I mention?”

Nervously, I answer, “Something about lips touching.”

He chuckles and that sound nearly destroys me. I’m nervous, I’m seriously nervous, and I never get nervous. Where’s my backbone? Where’s my moral ground? Where the hell is my sassy voice that would normally be turning down this man who has made it known he wants me?

She’s long gone. Bare-chested, ungodly sexy-smelling Hollis chased her away.

My vagina has taken over all decisions regarding the man standing in front of me.

His hand runs up my side and cups my cheek, followed by the gentle pull of his thumb on my bottom lip, his face inching even closer.

God, he’s going to kiss me. And I’m going to let him.

“These lips right here.” He sighs . . . freaking sighs. “These lips were one of the first things I noticed about you. How they shined, begging for me to come brand them with my own. I’ve dreamt of these lips and I’m finally going to take what I want from them.”

My heart is pounding rapidly in my chest, my breath has escaped me, and he leans forward, closing the gap between us, I can’t help but internally beg him to keep moving forward.

Please don’t let this be a joke. Just one taste. Just one night. That’s all I want. One night with Hollis. So he’ll move on.

With one last press of my hips against my front door, Hollis traps me in his grip and guides his lips down on mine.

Soft.

Gentle.

Intoxicating.

It’s the only way I know how to describe what he’s doing. His mouth is closed, there is no tongue, there is no urgency; it’s cautious but antsy at the same time.

Every bit of my body is tingling with excitement from the way he feels against my body, from the way his hands grip me just right, and from the way his lips roam about mine, never deepening the kiss into anything other than a light press of my mouth against his.

He makes me want to beg for more. Soft movements send my body into a vortex of heat, sweeping me up into an eternal state of arousal. Just from a kiss.

A simple kiss is throwing my world for a loop. Everything I’ve ever known is changing from this small and innocent kiss. I’ve never been kissed like this.

A sexy, clit-clenching moan flows from the depths of his throat out of his mouth as he pulls away. Seductively, while staring me directly in the eyes, he licks his lips, savoring the flavor on them.

Crap, that’s so freaking hot.

“Just what I thought. You taste like fucking heaven, baby.”

If I taste like heaven then why did he stop? Shouldn’t he want to keep going?

So I want him to keep going? That’s the real question I should be asking here. Get it together, Mel. You’re not supposed to be giving in.

But . . .

It’s Hollis Knightly. Hollis FREAKING Knightly. There is only so much I can do when it comes to turning him down.

I search his eyes, not really sure what to say. I taste like heaven. Do I say thank you? Do I punch him in the stomach and tell him to leave me alone? Do I rip his pants down, pull a Paisley, and blow him on my welcome mat? Although a charming thought, I don’t believe I’ll be partaking in a welcome-mat blowy.

My wandering mind doesn’t give me a chance to say anything in response as he parts, putting distance between us. There is a light sheen of sweat caressing his chest now, his eyes hazy, sexy . . . so damn perfect. Is he turned on just as much as I am? If he is, would he fuck me if I asked him to?

Would he be able to carry on with a one-night stand and not look for anything after that? I’m guessing that will be a no since he’s already claimed to be my future husband. Boy, is he going to be disappointed when that little dream of his doesn’t come true.

He pulls on his hair, his bicep flexing, his abs contracting. Seriously . . . Fuck. Me.

“I have to get out of here before I do something completely inappropriate.”

Completely inappropriate? What the hell? Pushing my luck, I ask, “Like what?”

His head is bent toward the floor. His hand is running through his hair as his eyes glance up at me and a wicked smile caresses his mouth. “Like what? Well for one, pulling down the cup of your bra and sucking on your tit right here in the hallway of your apartment building, followed by a good finger fucking. Shit.” He pulls on his hair some more. “What I wouldn’t give to sink my fingers into that sweet pussy of yours.” He takes a deep breath, whereas I can’t find my breath to save my life. “But not tonight.”

Backing away some more, he looks pained as he continues to put distance between us. He bites his bottom lip, looks me up and down, his gaze blazing a trail of fire all across my skin.

“Fuck, I have to go. Until next time, boo.” He winks and takes off down the stairs, his shirt, that’s tucked in the back of his low-riding shorts, flapping against his legs.

I stand there for a few moments in the hallway, trying to calm down my raging hormones, my racing heart, and the throbbing that’s taken up residence between my legs.

Shit, there is only one thing that can stop that.

Making work of my lock, I let myself in my apartment, lock up, and head to my bedroom, bypassing everything until I reach my shower. Not even bothering to turn the heat on, I strip down and take the coldest shower I can muster. It’s torture, and by the time I’m finished, it’s done nothing for to calm me down.

Which means . . .

I put on a pair of my favorite lacey boy shorts, a crop top that sits just below my breasts, let my hair air dry, and brush my teeth. Getting ready for bed has never been so fast, especially with images of Hollis running through my head. Not to mention, the feel of his lips burning me, imprinting on me, making one hell of an impression with just the gentle caress of his mouth.

He didn’t even use tongue, for goodness sake, and here I am, charging into my bed, legs spread, and vibrator in hand.

Only needing my clit stimulator since I’m already throbbing and ready to go, I press it in just the right place, turn on the power, and relax into my mattress.

Yesss . . .

It’s not what I really want, but it will do.

The vibration shocks me between my legs, releasing a cool, slick sweat along my skin. My breath hitches and my toes start to go numb. That’s how close I am. I knew it wouldn’t take very long. I’m moving the stimulator ever so slightly, my hips unable to stay in one place, reaching for the precipice of my orgasm.

I’m right there. I can feel everything start to tumble just as there is a loud knock at my door, startling the shit out of me.

“Christ!” I shout. Stumbling off the mattress, fumbling with my vibrator so it rolls under my bed. Another knock follows a ring of my doorbell.

Who the hell could be coming over now?

Unless . . .

My face turns even brighter as I hear Hollis’s voice from down the hall.

“Melony, I know you’re in there. Open up.”

Oh no, what does he want? Is it to finish what he started? Will he be able to tell I already got a head start on that?

Tip toing to the entryway, I answer, “What do you want?”

“Open up. I need help.”

He sounds genuine, like he actually needs help and is not going to ask for help in getting off by a handy in the hallway.

Conceding, I open the doorway, forgetting completely what I’m wearing until Hollis takes me in, his eyes turning to molten lava.

“Fuck,” he mutters, running his hand over his face. Looking down, he says, “Uh, I need to stay at your place tonight.”

“Let me guess, because you have an itch only I can scratch?” There is the sass I was missing earlier.

“Well, that’s true but that’s not why I have to spend the night. I locked myself out of my condo and no one is in the office to give me a spare key. I don’t have my phone either, so I’m kind of fucked right about now.”

Smiling, I ask, “And why did you lock yourself out of your apartment?” I hold on to the side of the doorframe, casually striking a pose. I know it’s sexy as fuck by the way Hollis scans me from head to toe.

“Isn’t it obvious?” he asks. “I was too fucking distracted by you stretching to remember how to be a responsible human. Really, this is all your fault, so I would appreciate a warm shower and a comfy bed.”

I study him. “You’re serious.”

He nods. “Very much so.” Then, without waiting for an invitation, he pushes past me and walks in my apartment, taking it all in. “Wow, nice place, baby cakes. I’m impressed, and kind of turned on by that heavenly scent.” Turning around, I step into the light and he takes me in once more, this time, the smile on his face turning into stone. Uh oh, that doesn’t look like a happy face. Stepping forward, he scans me once more and then swallows hard.

“What is it?” I ask, feeling slightly self-conscious.

He cradles my cheek and in a deep, sultry voice, he says, “You’re flushed.”

His observation makes me blush even more. “It’s hot in here.”

“It’s not.” He nods at my chest where my nipples are hard as rocks. Thanks a lot, sparkle nips. “What were you doing before I got here?”

“Nothing,” I respond quickly. Too quickly. Making it quite obvious.

Stepping even closer, he says, “Don’t lie to me, baby. What were you doing?”

“It’s none of your business.” Completely embarrassed I’ve been caught, I turn away and say, “You can have the couch. I’ll grab a towel for you so you can take a shower.”

I feel him come up behind me, his hands on my hips holding me in place. Lowering his mouth down to my ear, his touch tickling my skin, he says, “No way in hell I’m sleeping on that tiny sofa. It’s your bed and nothing else, baby.”

How did I know he was going to say that? And with my luck, I know he won’t let me sleep alone. There is no way I’ll be able to get Hollis to sleep on the couch by himself. There is also no way I will sleep. Period.

“Let me get you that towel.” I swallow hard, knowing I’m fighting a losing battle.

***

What’s taking him so long? Is he jacking off in my shower? I wouldn’t put it past him. It seems like it’s been an hour since I showed him where the shower was. Would he jack off with my soap, loving the way his dick would smell like me? Is that something men like?

Weird if it is. Men are just weird in general.

The shower is off, the fan is off, and finally the light turns off, followed by Hollis exiting the bathroom. And what a freaking sight to see. You would think after seeing so many photos last night, I would be immune. But, his chest is still glistening, little droplets of water hang off his hair that’s piled on top of his head, and his shorts ride dangerously low on his hips. But this time, there is no underwear line to hold them up. Shit.

The temptation to bang my head against the wall is overwhelming. He’s not just hot, he’s gorgeous too, almost too pretty for a man with just the right ounce of ruggedness caressing his jaw with his scruff.

His parents have some damn good genes.

“You didn’t have to wait up for me,” he says casually as he climbs into bed next to me, like it’s something he does every night. How can he possibly be so at ease with what’s happening? I’m bouncing off the wall with nerves.

“I didn’t want you to get scared in the dark,” I answer lamely.

“Aw, look at you being cute. I would have been fine, baby. Don’t forget, I’m a tough manly man.”

That makes me snort. I turn off the light, cascading the room in darkness. I keep my back toward Hollis and snuggle up with my pillow. There is a dip in the bed and just like that, Hollis is spooning me from behind, his palm pressing against my bare stomach and his head buried in my hair.

“What are you doing?” My voice wavers from nerves.

“Snuggling. What are you doing?”

“Uh, we don’t snuggle,” I point out.

“Now we do.” He pulls me in closer with one arm, his hand branding me with its width.

I can’t breathe. Everything about this is screaming relationship, and it’s throwing me into a tailspin of anxiety. Mix that with the almost orgasm I had earlier and Hollis’s brand of flirting, and I’m on the verge of losing it.

I can’t do this. This is not me. I don’t hold hands, and I sure as hell don’t snuggle. I’ve never had a man pressed up behind me, his arm wrapped around me, his hand burning through my skin. Yet for some reason, it feels nice.

What the hell?

Nice?

No, it doesn’t feel nice, it feels like something I can’t handle, something I don’t want. And yet, I’m still allowing it happen.

It’s just because I want him. I want him so bad for one night that I’m willing to give in to these little relationship-type things he’s initiating.

That’s what I tell myself at least.

“Relax, baby,” he whispers into my ear. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

That voice cuts right through me, sending a wave a heat through my body, settling in my core, letting me know once again, I haven’t gotten off.

Knowing I won’t get any sleep without relaxing, I shift slightly on the bed to melt into his embrace. He shifts as well to accommodate my new position, causing his hand to slide up my stomach and his fingers to barely caress my bare breasts that peek out just below the crop top I’m wearing that has risen from my shift.

We’re both still, our breathing paused. My entire body heats up from the touch. It is so small, the smallest of grazes, but oh my God, it ignites a flame inside me.

That small touch does everything I don’t want tonight. It turns me on. It makes me want more. That’s why I find my body shifting down so his fingers graze me again. This time, I hear the catch in his breath and from behind, there is no mistaking how he’s hardening by the second.

We lie there, not saying a word, not moving, just feeling the palpable energy that’s bouncing between us.

What is he going to do next? It’s obvious he’s hard; will he flip me over and finally fuck me like I want? Or will he ignore the touch and go to sleep? Please not the latter. I will wilt into dust if I go without an orgasm tonight.

From behind, he takes a deep breath. As he exhales, his hand moves a little higher, his fingers just below my breasts now. My heart is pounding in my chest; my senses are on overload.

Just do it, Hollis, please just fucking touch me.

As if he can read my mind, his finger glides along the tender skin of my breast, just at the bottom, not even coming close to the nipple, but the feeling of him touching me, does something to my libido, skyrocketing it into overdrive.

Breathing hard, I puff my chest out and push my head back, wanting him to feel more.

Which he does, but not where I want him to.

With his index finger and thumb, he slowly slides them up the sides of my breasts and then back to the bottom, barely skimming my skin. It’s just a whisper of a touch, whisper of a cupping with his fingers, and it’s torture. Pure torture.

A throbbing sensation overtakes my clit, and my stomach burns with need. Everything in me is aware and awakened from his touch.

My head bows back against his shoulder, and his mouth finds my ear, where I can hear his heavy breathing, his aroused breathing. It’s erotic, intoxicating. He’s affected as much as I am.

His fingers continue to move along the sides of my breasts, the sensation something I’ve never felt before. It’s gentle, exploratory, almost . . . loving. He doesn’t want to ravage me, he wants to learn me, worship me.

And hell if he isn’t learning right now that I’m a boob girl.

From the small caresses he’s made, I’m soaking wet. I’m throbbing. I’m primed and ready to go.

Leaning so his mouth is directly over my ear, his hand still in place, he runs his nose along the edge and when he reaches my lobe, he pulls it into his mouth and rolls it between his teeth just as his fingers inch closer to my nipple but never touching it.

I can’t help it, I can’t hold back. I moan. I moan his name on an exhale of breath. The sound seems foreign to me. I’m never vocal in bed, but with Hollis, it seems different. He treats me differently.

Instead of thinking about what the hell is happening between us, I just feel.

His fingers caress my sensitive skin, skim it softly, like angel kisses over my breast. The pounding of my clit. The slick arousal between my legs. His mouth working my ear, his breath heavy, his erection pinned against my ass.

And what an erection. What I wouldn’t give to have it inside me right now. I’m practically begging in my head.

“Hollis,” I gasp as he gets closer to my nipple. God, just touch it, please just touch it. The torture is almost unbearable. I’m so aroused right now. Every movement, every smell, every sound is escalated.

“Mel,” he whispers. I’ve never heard this Hollis. He’s . . . quiet, almost reverent.

I feel so alive. At this moment, all I can think about is his fingers touching my nipple, just one little touch, one little sweep . . .

He bites down on my earlobe and wraps his fingers around my nipple. I have a praise Jesus moment for one second before he pinches it hard, rolling the nub between his fingers.

That’s all it takes. My pussy clenches, my clit throbs to unbearable measures, and I start coming, right there, with only a little bit of nipple play. The orgasm hits me harder than I expected, causing me to clench Hollis from behind for support. His erection pressing into my ass, his hips moving slowly, my hips matching the movements as I ride out my orgasm.

“Fucking hell.” His voice is hushed, so . . . awed.

Because of me.

His hand moves off my breast, back down to my stomach. His breath is heavy, choppy in my ear, and I wonder what he might be thinking. He just made me come from touching my breast, and that’s never happened to me. Does he do that often to girls? If so, the boy has talent, that’s for damn sure.

Slowing down, floating back to earth, I catch my breath and still, waiting for him to say something. The aftereffects are awkward. What does one say? Thanks for finally grabbing my nipple? That’s not weird at all.

The silence is killing me. I’m about to say something when he disengages himself from me and turns away, his legs dangling off the bed. I turn to see his back tense, his muscles flexing and his head lowered.

What is he doing? Is he going to leave? He can’t leave; he doesn’t have keys to get back into his place.

“Um, everything okay?” I ask.

He pulls on the longer strands of his hair and answers, “Yeah, I just need to go take care of something.”

Take care of something, aka, his boner. But strangely enough, I don’t want him to leave.

Getting up from my position, I saddle up behind him and place my hands on his waist. He immediately jumps up from the bed, his hand stuck in his hair and a look of pain on his face.

Standing proudly between us is his erection, pushing up the fabric of his shorts. His words echo through my head as I stare down at him.

Dude has cock.

Sweet Jesus, does he have cock, all right. How does he stuff it all in his little Speedo?

Tearing my gaze away from his crotch, I look up at his face. There is a light blush caressing his cheeks but his eyes are full of heat.

He’s an erotic vision right now. His bare chest with a light sheen of sweat on it, his muscles flexing with intense movements, the way his shorts ride low on his waist, giving me the perfect view of the deep V of his waistline, and his erection.

Fuck. Me. I want him so damn bad.

“Uh, excuse me.” He starts to walk toward the bathroom when I stop him.

“Don’t go.”

“What?” He turns back to me, confused.

“Do it here.” I swallow hard and add, “I want to watch you.”

If I didn’t think he could get any sexier, then I was wrong, because right here, with his eyes blazing from my confession, his chest rising and falling at a rapid rate, I’ve never been more turned on.

He doesn’t say a word, instead, his thumbs hook under the waistline of his shorts and he slips them down to the floor, letting them drop over his erection.

Holy shit.

My mouth waters from the sight of him, completely bare in front of me.

I did this. I created this visual, and I couldn’t be happier with myself.

His neck muscles strain, his shoulders tighten, and his powerful thighs spread slightly as his large hand grabs his long, thick erection. A light drop of pre-cum forms on his tip, and Hollis makes use of by smoothing it up and down his shaft. From the few strokes he’s made, his head falls back, and he makes the most insanely hot noise. A moan of epic, uterus-slaying proportions.

I’m transfixed, obsessed. I can’t look away. He’s glorious.

His hand rises and falls along his cock, occasionally tightening around the head. I watch, fascinated, committing each sound, each movement to memory so if I ever get a chance, I will work him the way he’s working himself.

Yes, I want a chance. I want that night of unadulterated, filthy, hot sex with this man.

As he continues to pump, his abs flexing, his forearms straining, I think, there is no way I can move on with my life without connecting with him, without having that one time with him. Not after the way he made me come just from touching my nipples. No freaking way.

With his other hand, he reaches down and grabs his balls, rolling them between his fingers as he grips tighter on his cock. And then he looks at me. No, he’s not looking. He’s devouring me with a passion-filled gaze I’ve never seen on a man before. It’s like he’s on fire . . . for me. Slowly, his eyes roam every part of my barely covered body. And that is enough. A loud moan pops out of his throat and his fist pumps faster as his orgasm rocks through his body.

It’s the most erotic thing I’ve ever seen.

When Hollis Knightly comes, you want to come right along with him.

If only he was pumping inside me rather than using his hand.

 


Chapter Thirteen

HOLLIS

 

 

 

I’m going to be bold and say best fucking night of my life so far. I’ve never jacked off in front of a woman before, but shit, that was hot. So fucking hot that I felt my orgasm rip through me with more force than I’ve ever experienced. My dick was twitching for at least an hour afterward.

And after I cleaned up, what did I get to do? Climb back into bed with Melony and snuggle her into my body. She attempted to make more of the night with the way she was wiggling in front of me. She never vocalized her wants and needs, but her body language was obvious. She wanted more to happen, but I’m not that kind of man.

I can’t even believe I went as far as I did last night. But the minute my fingers hit her breast, I was fucking gone. The noises she made. I needed to feel more. I needed to commit to memory how soft she was, the way her little nipple felt between my fingers. Fuck, just thinking about it now is getting me hard. She’s not large up top at all, but the perfect size for my palm with hard-as-fuck nipples.

Shit.

And when she asked to watch me to yank it, fuck, I thought I was going to come right there on the spot. It didn’t take me long to spurt everywhere, like a fucking teenage boy for the first time. I hope she doesn’t hold that against me, because shit, how could I not come that fast with her nipple still imprinted on my fingers, her greedy and hungry eyes eating me up with each stroke. Yeah, I was a total goner.

Like I said, best night of my life.

And now, I’m feeling the morning sun hit my back while Melony is cradled into my chest. She didn’t move once last night, didn’t even flinch, as if my body wrapped around her is the most comfortable way she’s ever slept.

Fuck if that doesn’t make me pop my dick up with pride.

This is everything I’ve ever wanted with this woman—her giving herself over, trusting me to hold her, to protect.

I’m not saying she’s really done that, but given she let me into her place last night and allowed me to sleep in her bed, seems like she trusts me . . . at least a little.

My peaceful moment with Melony in my arms starts to unfold as she begins to stretch. To hell if I’m going to let go, though. I’ll hold on tight and wait for her to scream murder before I let my arms unravel from the beautiful, sassy, and confused woman next to me.

“Hollis,” she says in a scratchy morning voice. Fuck, my dick just grew thanks to her sexy-as-fuck sleepy tone. There is no doubt she can feel it, as I’m plastered to her back. Good thing for me, I’m very secure when it comes to my sexual appetite, I don’t mind showing her how much she turns me on. Personally, I believe it’s flattering to a woman.

“Mmm, yeah, baby?” I nuzzle her hair with my nose, loving the way it smells. Hell, I washed myself with the same soap last night. I smell like a dickhead in lavender soap but shit that stuff smells good. I might have memorized the label so I could possibly buy myself some and use it for special occasions. You know, keeping things silky. Not because I want to smell like Melony or jack off in the shower to the scent. Not at all.

“I have to get ready for work,” she mumbles, still sleepy.

“Quit, I’ll hire you.”

She sarcastically laughs. “To do what? Trim your nipple hair?”

Reaching up, I pinch the underside of her boob, making her squeal and rub against my cock. Bad move. “You know I don’t have nipple hair.” The words are a strain coming out as she continues to rub against my erection.”

“You don’t, but what was it you wanted to hire me for?”

I still her hips, because the friction is almost too much, and I’m not about to jack off in front of her again. Next time I come with her in the room, my cock is going to be buried deep inside her. “My cowlick. I need help making it go the right way.”

“That’s right.” Before I can stop her, she pounces out of bed, her sexy little ass looking perfect in her lacy underwear. I take a moment to truly soak her in. That crop top she’s wearing will be the death of me since it shows off almost everything. Her nipples are hard, poking through her shirt, her skin is tanned and toned, and her hair is messed up just enough to make it seem like I spent the night running my fingers through it. If only that was the case.

Reaching up, she plays with her hair, giving me a mouthwatering view of the bottom of her breasts. Is she trying to give me a goddamn heart attack? Because with the way she’s prancing around in barely anything has me panting, wanting more than anything to fuck her against the wall right about now.

I swallow hard and say, “I should get going too.”

She cocks her head to the side, her nipples are—oh fuck, her lips are slightly pouty. If only they were swollen from my kisses; if only her skin was tainted red from my beard running over it all night. Soon enough, it will happen.

“You’re not even going to make me breakfast after letting you stay here last night?” she jokes, and I love how there is no awkwardness between us from last night. You know, since I beat off with her eyes fixed on me, watching my hand with precision, and then blew my load on her floor. Anyone else I’m pretty sure would be tiptoeing around me right now, especially since once again, I have an erection.

“I can make you breakfast, what do you want? I’m really good at pouring cereal.”

She looks down at my erection and then back up at my eyes, her suggestion makes me even harder. What the fuck, did I open the floodgates with her last night? Because she is a different woman.

“Looks like you might have something else to offer up for breakfast.”

“That’s not on the menu.”

“Sure looks like it.” She winks, turns around, giving me an amazing view of her ass and then takes off her shirt, leaving her only in her underwear. Covering her breasts—barely—she turns to me and says, “I’m going to take a shower now. Thanks for the snuggle.”

Then she’s in her bathroom, the shower turned on, leaving me with a hard-as-fuck dick.

Shit.

I can’t stay here. Knowing her, she’ll walk out naked and try to entice me some more. I’m going to do this right with Melony and a quick fuck in the morning before she has to go to work is not going to happen. So, I spring from the bed, make it to the best of my ability, and head over to her kitchen where I find Pop-Tarts in her cabinets.

Holy fuck, this woman was made for me.

She even has strawberry, my favorite. I grab a pack for her and one for me, because fuck, I can’t resist a Pop-Tart, and I put hers on a plate. I also make a cup of coffee with her Kuerig, putting a little creamer I found in her fridge and a dash of sugar, hoping that’s how she takes it.

Finding a piece of paper in her drawer, I write her a note.

 

Dear Boo Bear,

Although I would have loved to see what you look like all naked and wet out of that shower, I know the temptation to fuck you senseless would be too great, and I have plans for our first fucking. A morning romp isn’t going to do it. So instead, I leave you with your breakfast – yes, I opened the wrapper all on my own – while I take off and make plans for wooing you. Have a great day, baby.

Yours truly,

Mr. Romantic, aka, your future husband.

P.S. I will be jacking off in the shower to your tits later.

P.S.S. I put cream and sugar in your coffee

P.S.S.S. Did I mention your tits are hot?

 

Pleased, I put everything on her bed, besides the coffee, don’t need that spilling, grab my items from last night, and take off to the apartment complex office, hoping they’re open so I can get into my apartment. Holly won’t be happy if I’m late to practice, which I’m not looking forward to since my muscles are still aching.

***

“Tell me what’s going on.” Holly tucks her clipboard in her backpack as well as her whistle and looks up at me for answers.

Can I just say, seeing her with her little pool bag, clipboard, and coaching book makes me so fucking happy? She’s in her element. I don’t know why I didn’t think of this. This is where she belongs.

“What do you mean?” I dry off with a real towel, wrapping it around my shoulders and soaking in the warmth.

“You’re happier than usual.” She studies me and then grimaces. The look on her face says it all. “Ew, don’t tell me you got some last night.”

Chuckling, I shake my head. “Kind of gross you pointed that out, Holls.”

“Well, it’s the only explanation. You’re usually a happy guy, but when you’re this happy it’s because something is going right in your love life. So did that girl finally give in?”

There is no way in hell I would ever tell my sister about last night, at least the details because saying, “Yeah, Holls, I squeezed Melony’s nipple and then beat my dick off in front of her” would be more than uncomfortable. I don’t foresee her appreciating that kind of information from her brother.

Instead of giving her the dirty details, I say, “She let me kiss her last night.”

Holly raises an eyebrow at me. “A kiss? You’re this happy over a kiss?”

Fuck yeah, I am. Even if things didn’t get mildly out of control last night, I would have still had this smile on my face, because damn it, Melony let me kiss her last night, and fuck if it didn’t consume me. I took it slow, made sure to tempt her enough to want me more. When I pulled away, from the look in her eyes, I knew I had her just where I wanted her. She’s dangling, waiting for me to make my next move. She won’t know what hit her.

“Yeah, I’m excited about a kiss. Believe me, any crack in that strong façade is in a win for me.”

“Really? What do you think her issue is?”

“What do you mean?” I dry off and put on my mesh shorts and T-shirt. With my hand, I comb my hair to the side, out of my face.

“I hate to stroke your ego, because I fear it will get bigger than it already is, but I know you and the pursuit you put into creating a relationship with a woman. It’s hard to believe she wouldn’t want to say yes to you.”

“Aw, sis.” I scruff her hair with my hand. “Look at you paying me a compliment.”

“Don’t touch my hair,” she reprimands, straightening out her messed-up strands. Together we make our way to the weight room where we both workout together. It’s one of the things Holly really enjoys doing. “Seriously though, why is she so closed off?”

I walk beside her wheelchair and try to think of Melony’s cues. Why has she been so resistant to our obvious connection. Nothing really comes to mind besides when we were driving home from Reese’s house. She was upset when I didn’t hold her hand like I said I would. I made a mental note to always follow through on what I promise. That seems to be important.

“Not sure,” I answer, pulling my phone out of my bag to check my messages. “I think there might be something with her past but I can’t quite figure it out. But you better be damn certain I’m going to find out.”

“I have no doubt in my mind you will.”

Holly rolls into the weight room first as I walk in behind her, checking my phone for a message from Melony. I had barely enough time to get the front office to open my condo and let me in before I had to get to practice. This is the first moment of downtime I’ve had.

Melony’s name pops up in bold on my messages. Fuck, yes!

Melony: Pop-tarts? You’re such a gourmet chef. And about that temptation, it was a one-time offer. Too bad you missed out.

Fuck that. It’s not a one-time offer. There is no way in hell. Doesn’t she know me at all? I don’t quit until I get what I want and what I want is Melony in my bed—in my arms—for the rest of my fucking life.

Bold? Yeah, but I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life. When you know, you know. And I fucking know I’m supposed to be with that woman, now I just have to convince her of that.

I type back a response.

Hollis: I didn’t miss out on anything, baby. We’re just beginning.

I’m smiling like a dickhead, my head attached to my phone when I bump into a broad shoulder. Looking up, I see Reese with his phone in his hand as well. Nodding at him, I ask, “Texting your girl?”

“What do you think?”

Leaning a little forward, I answer, “Sexting for sure. Send her a pic of your weenie?”

“Why the fuck would I do that?”

“Because it will look bigger on the phone.” Where is my drum set to ring off my joke?

“Fuck off.” Grabbing my phone out of my hands, he asks, “Who are you talking to.”

“No one,” I answer, pulling my phone back just in time to feel the vibration of Melony’s reply.

Raising a knowing eyebrow at me, Reese says, “No one? Seems like someone since you are being a girl about holding your phone.”

“I’m not being a girl, I just don’t want you to think you can take a picture of your small dick on my phone. My phone can only zoom in so far, Reese.”

Shaking his head, he calls out to Holly. “Hey Holls, Hollis just told me he’s excited about weighted box jumps.” He smirks at me, knowing damn well weighted box jumps are the devil’s workout.

“If she makes me—”

“Good,” Holly calls out. “I just added them to today’s workout.”

Pleased with himself, Reese walks away. “Fuck you, man,” I call out, only to hear his laughter trail behind.

Shaking my head, I look down at my phone to read Melony’s text.

Melony: It’s obnoxious how sure you are.

Hollis: Obnoxious? Or downright sexy?

Melony: Obnoxious.

Hollis: Yeah, well, this obnoxious son of a bitch made you come just with a little nipple play last night.

Yup, I tossed that card out real quick, but fuck, I need to make sure she remembers what we did last night, how I made her feel, how she felt in my arms. It’s all about capitalizing on the right moments.

Melony: Less than twenty-four hours and you bring that up. I’m surprised it took you that long.

Hollis: You have to drag these things out sometimes. Have dinner with me tonight.

I want to take her out on a real date but I doubt she’ll allow that. But if I offer a little dinner, maybe I can turn it into the date I want without her knowing.

Melony: Sorry, remember, one-time thing.

Hollis: Fuck that shit. You’re mine, Melony, whether you choose to believe it or not.

Melony: We’ll see.

Yeah, we will fucking see.

“Hollis, stop fingering your phone and start your workout,” Holly calls out over the weight room, causing athletes to turn to me.

Maybe giving her control over my coaching wasn’t the best idea I’ve ever had. Wait a minute. It wasn’t my idea. Crap.

 


Chapter Fourteen

MELONY

 

 

 

“It’s supposed to be lined with gold silk. Is that too much to ask?” Bellini shouts, flinging dog clothing in the air and stomping away, Pocket trailing after her like a lovesick puppy.

I still can’t look at her the same after seeing her weirdly shaped body and all the hair . . . Christ, the hair. It haunts me in my dreams. I still don’t get her nipples. Why were they like that?

“For heaven’s sake stop breathing so loud,” Bellini shouts again to who I can only assume is Pocket. They are both upstairs now, giving me a break from Bellini’s incessant whining.

It’s been non-stop since I arrived to do her hair and makeup. Even though she has nowhere to be or any filming, she still demands I do her hair and makeup. Not every day, thank God, but enough that I get to cash in. Fine by me. A few hours of work for a good chunk of change doesn’t bother me. Pays to be able to erase the devil off someone’s face and actually make them look like a presentable human being.

Paisley walks into the room where I have my makeup set up and she asks, “What was she bitching about now?”

Over the last few weeks, Paisley and I have become pretty close, which is nice since I don’t have many friends. It’s nice to be able to talk to someone about Bellini who actually understands what I go through daily. Usually my mom is my outlet but she doesn’t get Bellini. I don’t think many people do.

“Something about her religious wear for her dog line. Who knows? She could have a cuticle out of place and she starts crying about it.”

“True.” Paisley thinks for a second and then leans forward and whispers, “Is it weird that I had a dream that I slapped her in the face with a seat belt last night?”

“A seat belt?” I laugh. “Might be a little weird that you used a seat belt instead of the sweet satisfaction of a paddle, but the slapping part? No, that sounds about right.”

“A paddle?” Paisley winces. “That seems a little harsh.”

I shrug my shoulders. “Work here as long as I have and you won’t think it’s harsh anymore.”

“How can you put up with her for so long? I’ve only been here for a while, and I’m already at my maximum capacity of what I can take.”

“Kind of helps that her fake boyfriend is your boyfriend.” I wink and she blushes.

“Shh, God, don’t say that too loud.”

“Please, I would never blow your cover. Reese is happy, and I love seeing him like that. Plus, I like you, I would never do anything to hurt our budding relationship.” I chuckle from my words.

“Whenever anyone says budding, I always think of my teenage years when my mom gave me a sports bra for my ‘buds.’ It was a difficult time for me.”

Laughing, I shake my head. “Pretty sure every girl’s first bra was a difficult time. I remember my first pube; looked like Tweety Bird down there with a few single hairs poking out.”

Paisley busts out in laughter. “I can’t even with that visual right now. We need to change the subject.”

“Yeah? Let’s talk about you and Reese.” I smile, knowing damn well Paisley won’t say anything.

“Let’s not,” she says under her breath, giving me a warning look.

Chuckling to myself, I start to pack my makeup.

“What about you?” she asks, a knowing look in her eyes.

“What about me?”

“You looked awfully cozy with Hollis at Reese’s little gathering.”

“Cozy? Is that what you want to call it?” I pass off her assumption as nothing, even though warning bells are ringing in my head. “More like he annoys the shit out of me.”

“Yeah?” That smirk won’t leave her face. She’s acting like she’s caught me red-handed. “Then why did you ride together?”

“Being good environmentalists. Reduce, reuse, recycle, and carpool.” I add that last part on the end. “Someone has to look out for this planet. Don’t you want your grandchildren to be able to enjoy grass one day?”

“Mm-hmm, environmentalists. Sounds kinky.”

“Oh, you caught us,” I say sarcastically. “We get off by planting seeds. Show me a reusable bag and I start humping everything in sight. And don’t get me started on the threesomes we have with our very own leader of the green initiative, Leonardo DiCaprio. The smell coming from his plastic body really gets my solar-powered engine revving.”

Paisley studies me for a second and then says, “Leonardo would never be a plastic-based blow-up doll.”

Thoughtful. She’s right, he wouldn’t.

“You got me there. He would be hemp. It would be like sexing a burlap bag.” I cringe and place my hand over my crotch. “Pretty sure that would chafe for days.”

“At least when you’re done, you could plant him in the backyard and hope for a dildo tree to sprout in a few days,” she offers.

“Hemp-stuffed Leonardo DiCaprio sex doll. Multipurpose kinky toy. Get an orgasm, grow a tree of one hundred more. I can really see this becoming a best seller.”

Paisley taps her chin with her pen. “You’re going to want a good infomercial.”

“Hey, maybe I can get that lady who sells the Red Copper Pan on TV. She’s freaking good. I bought one of those just because she drove a car over the pan and it didn’t bend. If she can sell me a pan when I don’t cook, then she can sell a hemp-stuffed Leonardo sex doll.”

“I think it’s her hair, she’s so vibrant,” Paisley adds.

“I would pay good money to watch that lady hump hemp.”

“Oddly enough, so would I,” Paisley agrees and then laughs. “Wow, what the hell were we even talking about?”

Hollis, but I won’t remind her of that.

“Can’t remember. I’m so caught up with this Leonardo idea. Do you think I could replicate Leonardo’s face with—?”

“Oh, we were talking about Hollis,” Paisley interrupts with a smile on her face. “Let’s go back to that.”

“Let’s not.”

“Come on, you have to tell me something.”

“I have to?” I question with a laugh.

“Yes, it will make us closer. Let’s do some girl sharing.”

Paisley sits in a chair next to my station and props her chin in her hand as she leans on one of the tables. Exhaling loudly, I realize she isn’t going to drop the topic.

“Fine, you get one thing. Don’t ask for anything else.”

“Promise.” She crosses her heart.

Hmm . . . what to tell her. Definitely not about last night, even though having an orgasm just from nipple play is worthy of conversation, I don’t want her to know that. I will keep that little nugget to myself. I don’t want to tell her about our hand-holding bet because then she will ask how I lost and I don’t want to tell her about my knowledge of her welcome mat blowy—despite how hot that is. Hollis jacking off in front of me is also off limits because that would be giving in way too much. Plus, I want to keep that image of his straining muscles, the look of pure ecstasy on his face all to myself. And oh, what an image. I will never need a Leonardo doll when I have the image of Hollis jacking off in my mind.

So what does that leave? Random text messages? That won’t get her off my back . . .

“Well?” she prods.

“Uh . . . you know he’s my neighbor, right?”

“Yeah.” She nods, looking for more.

Oh, I got it.

Smiling, I say, “Last night I was getting ready for a run, stretching—”

“You stretched before you ran?”

Rolling my eyes, I say, “Save the lecture, I already got one. I get it, I need to warm my muscles before I start stretching.”

“Ooo, did Hollis lecture you about it?” She’s so giddy it’s almost annoying . . . almost.

“He did.” I sigh. “He saw me last night from his window and came down to see what I was doing. He then proceeded to jog with me even though he had a serious workout that day.”

Paisley shakes her head and laughs. “That boy has it so bad for you.”

Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of. What we want are totally different things and the last thing I want to do is hurt someone, especially someone who “has it bad for me.” What I don’t get is why he won’t give up.

“Reese was telling me the other day how much Hollis likes you,” Paisley continues, drawing my attention. “Hollis is apparently convinced that you two will get married one day. It’s so cute. He’s actually a really sweet man. From what Reese has told me, Hollis doesn’t sleep around, but only sleeps with women he’s very serious about; he’s always been a relationship guy. You don’t find guys like that very often.”

Yeah, I never find guys like that because they don’t exist. At least, not for me.

But if I had to take a guess, Hollis might be as close to that illustrious, yet mythical man as they come.

Paisley sighs and says, “I’m not going to lie, Melony, he really likes you. Reese said he’s never seen him act the way he does when he’s around you.” She pauses for a second and then asks the one question I really didn’t want to answer. “Do you like him?”

Ugh, this feels like middle school. Did Hollis set Paisley up to ask these questions? I wouldn’t put it past him. The man is not afraid to ask anyone to help him out when he’s in pursuit. Hell, he even threw his friend under the table with some juicy gossip just to hold my hand.

“Melon! My lips are chapped,” Bellini calls from the hallway, using my stupid nickname that she gave me. “I need ChapStick or I might actually die. Pronto. Melon!”

Saved by the bitch . . . unfortunately.

Shrugging at Paisley and avoiding the question altogether, I secure Bellini’s favorite ChapStick in my hand and take off down the hallway, Paisley’s voice echoing through my mind.

He really likes you.

Yup, and I led him on last night. Crap, What does he think of “us” now?

He’s probably already picked out my wedding dress and the song we’ll dance to for our first dance.

Fantastic. I just don’t get why. Why me?

***

“Hey Mom.” I answer my phone, putting it on speaker as I navigate my way home. “How are you?”

“Good. Just got off work and thought I would give my little girl a call. I was thinking about coming up on Sunday to see you. Are you available?”

“I think I have to style the devil in the morning but I’m free the rest of the day. By the time you drive up here, I’m sure I’ll be done.”

“Oh perfect. I thought maybe we could go get pedicures. My feet are looking a little like snaggle claws.”

I laugh, turning into my apartment complex. “What the hell are snaggle claws, Mom?”

“You know,” she pauses to think and then says, “like sloth toes.”

I laugh out loud. “That’s so disturbing, Mom. I don’t think I want to get a pedicure with you. The ladies will judge us.”

“Oh, let them judge. I’m sure they let their toes hang loose every once in a while.”

The light cheery tone of my mom’s voice puts me at ease. There doesn’t seem to be any awkwardness between us, especially after the last time I talked to her. I hate thinking my mom might be upset with me, as it puts me in such a crappy mood. It’s only ever been us.

I park my car, grab my bags, and pick up my phone, maneuvering out of my car like a pro.

“Do you want me to make appointments?” I ask, adjusting my phone so I take it off speakerphone and put it up to my ear.

“That would be great. But go somewhere cheap. None of those fancy places in Beverly Hills.”

I would never book us an appointment there because I know my mom wouldn’t be able to afford it, which cuts me in half. I wish I could take my mom to a fancy spa where we could wear white robes and drink champagne all day while people fawn over us. It would be a small sliver of what I could do to show her how much I appreciate her and everything she’s done for me.

“Don’t worry, Mom. We can go to my favorite place right down the block. It’s walkable so we can enjoy the ocean breeze.”

“Sounds wonderful, honey. Do you want me to bring sandwich makings so we can eat beforehand?”

Sandwich makings—her way of cost cutting and not having to go out to lunch. Always thinking of the bottom line.

I jiggle my keys in my hand and walk up to my apartment. “You know what, Mom, I actually—” I pause when I see a familiar frame standing by my door, a bouquet of flowers in his hand and a sexy-as-sin grin on his face. Shit. “Uh, hey can I call you back?”

“Sure, is everything okay?”

As I approach, Hollis steps closer, a wicked look on his face. Oh crap, what does he have planned now?

“Yeah, everything’s fine. Um, plan for me to take you to lunch and don’t argue with me. Love you, Mom. Talk to you later.”

I hang up just as Hollis reaches me. “Hey, baby.” His hand grips my cheek as he pulls me in for a quick kiss on the cheek. My stomach clenches from the intimate touch. “Talking to your boyfriend?” he asks with a smile.

“My mom,” I answer, putting some distance between us. “What are you doing here?”

His smile falters for a second from my abrupt tone. “Can’t a guy bring a girl flowers?”

The bouquet he holds out to me is stunning, a handful of beautiful white lilies. The smell of the flowers combined with Hollis’s signature cologne is intoxicating, making me feel silly drunk with lust.

“You going to take them, sweetheart, or are you just going to stand there and stare at me?”

Shifting my bags, I go to grab them but Hollis instead takes my bags, slings them over his shoulder and then wraps his arm around me, pressing his lips to the side of my forehead. For just one moment, I melt into his side and allow myself to bask in the man’s warm embrace. I can’t remember ever doing that, letting someone else hold me other than my mom. And it feels good. Too good. Like being held all night last night. That was too good and can’t happen again. I can’t allow him to do that and keep him at arm’s length. But I loved waking up with him. Loved the warmth of his arms wrapped around me. Seeing his face first thing. Don’t go there, Mel. It’s not for you. Not your forever.

“How was your day?”

“Fine,” I reply stiffly, reaching to unlock the door. Making quick work of it, I open my door and step in, disengaging myself from Hollis, who doesn’t seem too happy about the move. Clearing my throat, I hold out my hands. “I can take my stuff now.”

A deep furrow forms in Hollis’s forehead as I reach for my things. He steps back, not allowing me to grab anything. “You’re not going to invite me in?”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I answer honestly.

“And why not?”

Sighing with defeat, I lean against the doorframe and say, “We want different things, Hollis. I don’t want to lead you on.”

“And what exactly is it that you want?”

One night.

One night where I forget about everything in my life and just enjoy your lips, your touch, your smell. Just one freaking night where I can dream of the perfect man I know doesn’t exist.

“Not this,” I answer, hating the way it sounds so harsh coming out of me.

I wait for a reaction, for a smart-ass comment but nothing comes. Instead, Hollis studies me, his eyes full of concern. Defeat sags in his shoulders finally when he hands me my bags that I set on the ground in the entryway. With no passing words, he takes one last look at the flowers he bought and gives them to me, a note planted firmly in the middle by a plastic stick.

I can’t read it.

I know it will break me.

“Thank you,” I say on a whisper, not able to look into his eyes. They’re too hurt. The hope once springing from them has been extinguished . . . by me.

Isn’t this what I wanted? For him to finally get a clue?

If so, then why does it hurt so bad?

“Sure,” he answers, his hands in his pockets, a strand of his hair falling over his forehead.

“Okay, well, have a—”

My words are cut off by Hollis. His body moves so quickly, I don’t even see him coming. Maneuvering inside my apartment, he presses me up against the wall of my entryway, the door still wide open and my hands pinned above my head by one of his strong ones.

My breathing is heavy from the sudden movement and before I even have a chance to catch it, Hollis has his lips on mine in a feverish attempt to keep me still.

It works.

His hips lean up against mine, his spare hand gripping my ribs and his mouth working mine thoroughly. I get lost in the taste of him, in the weight he’s pressing against my body, in his scent and the small moans coming deep within his throat.

God, he’s so damn sexy.

I love how he wants me, desires me.

Little waves of his hips against mine turn my core slick, sending butterflies through my stomach, and making my legs weak at the knees. The hand that grips my ribs moves up higher so it sits right below my breast, his thumb skimming the underside like the other night. The light caress creates a deep throb within me.

In the midst of him taking over my body with his mini thrusts and touch, his lips are demanding, taking more than I’ve ever planned on giving him in the entryway of my apartment. With precision, his tongue breaks the seal of my lips and explores my mouth, tasting every inch of me.

All I can do is settle into the wall and let this all-consuming man turn me into mush with each thrust of his hips, every caress of his thumb, and every lick of his tongue.

My heart is beating out of my chest as my tongue plays against his, begging for more. I want so much more. My body wants to connect with his in every way possible but my brain knows it’s a bad idea, knows I’m only bound to get hurt. Too bad for my brain, my body is winning out, shoving any internal dialogue right out the window.

Moaning, I try to remove my hands from his grip but he holds on strong, using his weight to pin me down. I want to touch him. I need to touch him. I want to feel his abs, feel the well-defined divots, the velvet-soft skin I stare at when he’s dressed in only his suit. Is it as soft as it looks? Would he like my tongue running all along it?

Moving a little deeper, he matches each thrust of my tongue, exploring wildly. His demanding approach is not what I expected from this smart-ass of a man, but hell if it doesn’t turn me on even more.

I’m settling in for a long make-out session, letting every throb and delightful sensation roll through me when Hollis removes his lips away from mine and works them up my jaw.

Yessss . . .

Oh God, yes. Chills spread over my skin from the feel of his scruff against my face, his lips a stark soft contrast soothing the rough marking of his jaw. Moving just below my ear, he kisses me in just the right spot, moving his lips again, putting me on the edge of taking all my clothes off and pouncing this man. How can he do so little but make me want so much more?

Preparing for another orgasm from only his hips rubbing against mine, I brace myself as his lips find my ear. Right when I think he’s going to bite my lobe, he speaks with a dangerous warning tone. “Fuck you, you don’t want this.” His breath is heavy, his words slicing me in half. “Don’t fucking lie to me ever again, Melony. You won’t like the consequences.”

Releasing me, he puts a great deal of distance between our bodies, leaving me cold, breathless, and needy. His hand grips his hair as he studies me from under his lashes.

Shaking his head, he vacates my apartment while calling out, “This is far from over, baby.”

I don’t know how long I stand there, motionless, stunned, completely and utterly shocked from Hollis’s intense physical and sexual attack. Everything he did in the last five minutes was the most exciting, enthralling, and sexy thing that’s ever happened to me.

I’ve had my fair share of men in my life but none of them compare to Hollis. Does that make him different? Would he be the exception everyone talks about? Would he be the one that would stay?

Is that even possible?

Is that even possible?

There are plenty of people out there who are still together, who have found their “soul mates” but that doesn’t mean it would happen to me.

I’m damaged, not good enough to keep around. I’m not the one a man would stay for.

If my own father, my flesh and blood, doesn’t want me to be a part of his life . . . He held my hand. He held me in his arms. He kissed my forehead. He tucked me in at night. He made me breakfast, albeit occasionally.

And then he left.

If I’m not enough for my own damn father, how could I be enough for anyone else?

An unwanted tear slips from my eye that I quickly wipe away, not letting myself feel such asinine emotions. He’s long gone. He chose his life. He chose to leave, to burn a hole so deep inside me that there is no possible filler.

Not even one Hollis can fill. Even if he is the best man there is, and my head knows that’s probably the case, and even though he likes me, I won’t be enough. I won’t be enough to keep him, and I don’t want to cry myself to sleep again.

I don’t want to feel cast aside ever again.

Staring at the flowers, I eye the note tucked within the beautiful blooms. What could he possibly have said in that little note? Is it the joking Hollis who always wants my boob in his mouth? Or is it the serious Hollis, the one that tears my walls down with one heated gaze in my direction, the one who speaks of the possibilities of forever?

Please let it be the joking Hollis. I’m not sure I can handle anything else right now.

With a shaky hand, I reach for the envelope and slowly open it.

His chicken scratch is written in red ink. The note is simple . . . but catastrophic to my desire to stay strong, to maintain my ambivalent façade.

 

You’re everything I’ve ever wished for in a woman . . . and more.

 

Tears well up in my eyes as I slump against the wall, flowers in hand, note in the other. I find a seat on the floor, completely deflated.

I’m everything he ever wished for . . .

Then why do I feel so damn broken?

 


Chapter Fifteen

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“Will the landslide bring you . . . doooooown,” I sing to my heart’s content, glancing over at Holly who is smirking.

“You’re a terrible singer.”

I’m actually not, but I like to fuck around, because, why not?

“Don’t be jealous, sis. Come on, you know this song, belt it.”

“I don’t do the Dixie Chicks. I don’t really care for country.”

“You shut your mouth,” I playfully snap at her. “Country is the heart and soul of a beer can. How can you not love it?”

“I don’t like beer.”

Rolling my eyes, I turn onto the freeway and press down on the gas pedal. “You had beer once and it was piss water, you can’t judge beer off that. You need to have a really good microbrew.”

“You’re such a woman. Microbrews are so hipster.”

“No they’re not,” I counter. “Microbrews are for people with enough education to realize they have well-refined taste buds.”

“Are you saying you have well-refined taste buds?”

I switch lanes and charge past a slow-as-fuck Nissan. Get in the slow lane, fuckhead. Nothing drives me more insane than shitty Californian drivers.

“I know I have well-refined taste buds, Holls.”

“Is that so?” There is sarcasm in her voice, and I just wait for what she’s going to say next. “If your taste buds are so awesome, explain how you can eat Pop-Tart ice cream sandwiches.”

“Easy, they are a delicacy made for the fine and wealthy.”

“They are trash.”

“Your face is trash.” Not my best comeback but then again, she insulted my Pop-Tart ice cream sandwich. I’m distraught.

“Good one, Hollis.” Changing the subject, she asks, “Did you talk to Dad last night?”

“Yes,” I groan. “Real quick, you really want Green Burrito?”

“Don’t deprive me of my breakfast burrito. I worked off the calories already this morning in the gym.” Holly is obsessed with Green Burrito’s bacon, egg, and cheese breakfast burrito. The reason why she likes it so much? It’s huge and has refried beans. Not many places add refried beans to their breakfast burritos. It’s an absolute crime if you ask me.

“I would never even dream of depriving you. Just wanted to make sure because I need to get off this exit.”

“It’s a ritual after combo dryland and weight lifting in the morning. Never break tradition, Hollis.”

“Excuse me.” I laugh. Getting off the exit, I signal to turn right, directing the car toward the Promised Land. “What the hell was Dad talking about last night?”

Holly sighs and slouches in her chair. “I have no idea. All I could catch from the high-pitched excited babble coming from him was something about a screen printer and being able to print in mass quantities.”

“That’s what I heard too,” I confirm. “I was kind of hoping I heard him wrong. Please tell me he’s not starting his own T-shirt business.”

From the corner of my eye, I can see Holly shrug. “I don’t know. People love the shirts he makes for every meet. It’s frightening.”

“Strangers really shouldn’t encourage him.”

“They really shouldn’t.”

I stop at a red light just as my phone dings in the console next to me. Taking a quick glance, I see it’s from Reese.

Reese: You know the term sweating your balls off? Pretty sure mine just detached from my body. I will keep you updated on their whereabouts.

Chuckling, I set my phone on my lap and wait for the light to turn green while I think about my conversation I had with my parents. “Mom was asking me how eBay works. What do you think that was about? Think she wants to sell some memorabilia? That would be so fucking weird if she did.”

“I would hope we would see some profit.” Holly laughs but then grows serious. “Do you know what would be terrifying?”

“What’s that?” I press the gas pedal, Green Burrito looming up ahead.

“The kind of things Mom would sell. She wouldn’t sell Wheaties boxes, she would sell crazy shit like the first sock you ever masturbated with.”

“Why the fuck would you say that?” I can’t contain the laughter erupting from me. “Christ, Holls, Mom better not have that shit, or even know when I first masturbated.”

“Have you looked in hope chest? She has the weirdest shit in there. There is a,” she gulps and then looks at me, “condom wrapper.”

“Oh come on, Holly.” I cringe and my phone vibrates on my lap. Looking down, I see it’s a text from my coach. What does he want? I reach for it.

“Hollis, look out!”

Her voice rings through my head, her scream carrying through the car giving me just enough time to swerve out of the way from rear-ending the car in front of me.

Everything happens in slow motion: The vehicle loses control; Holly’s cry echoes in the tiny cab; the distinct crunching of my car hitting a tree; the smell and blunt force of the air bag hitting me.

Holly’s cry.

The screeching pain coming from her throat only to quickly die down with silence, the engine steam filling the silence.

Tunnel vision eclipses me. I can only see one thing: Holly’s limp body supported by her seatbelt. Such a weird angle.

So much smoke.

Burning eyes.

Black everywhere, the steam so heavy, the cab getting hotter at an exponential rate.

Why is there so much smoke?

Holly . . .

Glancing over, calling her name, wanting her to wake up, praying to God she’s not dead . . .

Sirens sound off in the distance, Holly still hasn’t moved despite the countless times I call her name. I can’t reach her. All I want to do is reach her.

So much smoke.

Voices call out to me, asking if I’m okay. They sound muffled, not even real. None of this seems real. This isn’t happening. This is a dream. It has to be a dream.

A deafening crunching and sawing sound reverberates in the cab, voices calling out from around us, the words Jaws of Life, stretcher, and paramedics ring through my mind but I can’t focus on anything but Holly.

Smoke, blood . . . so much blood. Sirens, voices . . . so much smoke.

Tears fall from my eyes. News reporters claim it was all an accident. The doctor saying Holly will never walk again. It’s all coming at me in fast motion, speeding through me. The heavy weight of the accident sits on my chest, suffocating me.

Hollis Knightly, car accident, paralyzed sister, hits tree, Holly Knightly’s career is over.

Holly’s diving career is over.

A loud scream sends me shooting up, my eyes fling open and I look around my room. There’s no smoke, no blood, no paramedics. I’m in my condo, in my bed dripping in sweat trying to catch my breath.

“Fuck,” I mumble, running my hand over my forehead while my rapidly beating heart hammers away. It was a fucking dream.

Just a fucking dream.

“Christ.” I sit up against my headboard and try to catch my breath.

This isn’t the first time I’ve relived that nightmare. Nope, at least once a month I get to hear, smell, and revisit the fucking day I ruined my sister. Sometimes, if I’m a true glutton for punishment, my sub-conscious puts the show on repeat for a few days in a row.

Funny thing is, I don’t need fucking reminding. Every day I think about the text message I could have waited to look at, that I could have ignored since it was Coach Wilson telling me I forgot my goggles on the pool deck.

Fucking goggles.

A text about forgotten goggles is the reason my sister never gets to dive ever again.

Such a good reason—said with the most sarcasm anyone has ever used.

It’s fucking routine now, whenever I have this dream. I wake up in a sweaty panic, my mind trying to process where I am, my beating heart taking my breath away. I sit up against my headboard, waiting for my adrenaline to ease, leaving me feeling sick to my stomach and so fucking regretful that sleep isn’t even a possibility.

As my breathing slows down, my stomach bottoms out and one face pops into my head. This time it isn’t Holly. It’s Melony.

I want to hear her voice, I fucking need to hear it right about now. Which fuck, that scares me. Why do I have this feeling I need to talk to her? Has she become that significant in my life already that I feel like she could soothe me?

Fuck, I know just seeing those perfect pink lips of hers would do the trick.

Securing my phone from my nightstand, I find her name and press call. Not caring that it’s in the middle of the night. Her phone rings, and rings, and rings only to be followed by her voicemail. To my dismay, her voicemail is the generic robot answering so I don’t get to hear her voice. I didn’t plan on leaving a voicemail but the phone beeps before I can hang up.

Gripping my hair, I say, “Hey baby. Uh, sorry for calling so late. Just had a rough dream.” Shit, I sound like such a pussy. This sure as fuck isn’t going to win her over. Swallowing hard, I continue, “Sorry, I don’t know why I called. Fuck, forget I did. I’ll talk to you in the morning. Sleep well.”

I hang up before I can embarrass myself any more than I have. Fuck.

Sinking into my bed, I stare at the bright screen of my phone wondering if my call woke her up, if she is listening to my message, if she is thinking about calling back.

But she doesn’t. She doesn’t call me the next day, or the next. And the text messages I send go unanswered as well.

This isn’t over, baby. If only I could believe the words I said as much as I need to.

***

“Have another taco, dude,” Reese says sarcastically as I reach over onto his plate and snag one. “I wasn’t hungry at all.”

“You can order more,” I answer with a mouthful. “Fuck, you couldn’t put any cheese or sour cream on these? What is this, a wheat tortilla?”

“You know I don’t eat that stuff, and yes, it’s wheat. It’s better for you. But you should know that since you’re an elite athlete and everything.”

Leaning back in my chair, I take another bite of the shitty taco and look out over the rolling waves crashing into the shoreline. What a fucked-up week. I am a few days out from having to leave for the final send-off before the diving team heads to Rio and I have yet to hear from Melony.

I’ve tried everything to contact her, even scoping out her apartment like a fucking stalker, but she must be hiding or on some crazy schedule because I never see her. I finally gave in and asked Reese to lunch to get the scoop. Yup, I’m that desperate.

“So, you asked me to lunch, didn’t get lunch yourself but decided to mooch off my plate. What the fuck, man?”

Huffing, I rest my arm over the back of my chair and stare at my best friend. “Cry about it a little more, Reese. I don’t think the seagulls heard you.”

“You’re being a little bitch today. Care to explain?”

Chewing on my lip, I eye the dessert menu from my seat. “Want to get some fried ice cream?”

“No. That shit would sit in me for at least three days.”

“Fuck, you’re old. Too afraid of a little ice cream because it might sit on your hips?”

“I didn’t say sit on my hips, dickhead.”

“Might as well have.” I cross my arms over my chest, still eyeing the picture of the fried ice cream. I would do an extra set of stairs to put a droplet of it on my tongue. Just one taste . . .

Interrupting my fantasy of fried ice cream, Reese asks, “Stress eating and acting like you just found out you put a tampon up your vagina when you already had one corkin’ your load. You had the dream.”

Reese knows me too damn well.

“How many nights?” he asks, assessing me over his black beans.

“The past three,” I answer on an exhausted exhale. “It’s fucking with me in every way possible.”

“Have you talked to Holly about it?”

“No. Why the fuck would I do that? I don’t want to bring that day back up to her? It’s bad enough she’s reminded every fucking second what happened to her when she’s wheeling herself around. I’m not about to tell her I can’t sleep at night because I keep dreaming about it. I don’t want her to feel bad for me.”

“So in turn, you feel bad for her?” Reese asks, trying to pull some psychobabble on me.

“Cut the shit, doc,” I say sarcastically. “Of course I feel bad for her.”

“Have you ever thought that maybe she doesn’t want you to feel bad for her?”

The thought never crossed my mind and honestly, I don’t care to think about how Holly might feel about the whole accident. We’ve never talked about it and I don’t plan on doing it any time soon. The guilt is too heavy on me. I can’t have any more piled on my shoulders.

“That’s not why I came to talk to you.” Changing the subject, I’m good at that.

“Can I get you two anything else?” the waitress asks before Reese can ask me why I brought him here.

“Yeah, can we get a fried ice cream?” Fuck it. I could care less about diving right about now. “And don’t bother bringing two spoons. Sally over here thinks it will stick to her hips.”

Chuckling, the waitress nods her head and takes off to fulfill my order, leaving a scowling Reese alone with me.

“What?” I ask with a smirk that I can’t seem to hide.

“Just fucking wait, asshole. You’ll get yours.”

“Ooo, I’m shaking in my boots,” I deadpan. I take a quick sip of my water and say, “Now can we please get to the reason why I asked you here?”

“Please, by all means, entertain me with your melodramatic diatribe.”

Yikes, I might have pissed him off a little too much.

“Uh, how’s production?” It takes all but two seconds for Reese to see right through me, I know this by the way he throws his head back and laughs deep from the pit of his stomach, drawing attention from everyone around us.

“Oh fuck,” he chuckles out.

“What’s the big deal?” Keep things cool and casual, that’s my motto, then he won’t see right through me.

“You want to know about Melony. Has she been shutting you out? I told you she wouldn’t budge.”

“I don’t want to know about Melony,” I lie. “I was actually curious about the whole reality show concept. Thinking about getting myself one of those shows.”

Reese shakes his head and pats his mouth clean with his napkin. “You’re so fucking demented, man. Just come out and say it.”

Just wanting answers at this point, I give in. “Fine, how’s Melony? She’s still alive, right? She hasn’t been answering any of my calls or texts, and it’s driving me fucking insane.”

Studying me, Reese asks, “Have you ever heard of a stage-five clinger?” I nod my head. “Dude, look in a mirror.”

“I’m not a stage-five clinger,” I protest. “Fuck, I just . . .” I pause and think about my actions. Calls, voicemails, texts, stalking her apartment. Running my hands over my face, I say, “Shit, I’m a stage-five clinger.”

Another uproarious laugh erupts from Reese, setting my irritation at an all-time high. “Glad you can see it that way.”

“Fuck you. Just tell me if you’ve seen her.”

“Yesterday,” Reese answers just as the waitress sets my dessert in front of me. The fried dairy filters through my nose, instantly relaxing me.

Fucking sugar. It’s all I need in this world. That and Melony.

Once my stomach stops growling, my mind registers what Reese said. “You saw her yesterday?”

He nods, eyeing my dessert. Look all you want, fucker, you’re not getting any.

“Yeah, she was with Paisley.”

“And . . .” I motion for him to continue with my spoon in my hand.

“And what?” He shrugs. “She was there.”

“Fuck, you’re infuriating. Did she say anything about me?”

“Do I look like the town gossip? I wasn’t really paying attention. I was more focused on the way Paisley’s shorts looked on her. She has some fine-as-fuck legs.”

Putting a giant scoop of ice cream in my mouth, I say, “You’re useless.”

Reese sits still for a second and then taps the side of his head with his index finger, as if a light bulb just popped up. “You know, now that I think about it . . .”

I know that look. He wants something. It’s never easy with this fuckhead.

“What’s it going to take?” I ask, eying him with disdain.

He nods at my bowl. “Half of your dessert.”

“Half? Are you fucking crazy? Three spoons, that’s it.”

“Four,” he counters and licks his lips.

“What happened to healthy eating and making sure you’re in top form and all that bullshit?”

He shrugs. “Eh, it’s my last Olympics, I can cut myself a break. Now, four spoonfuls or no information.”

“How do I know what you’re going to say is worth four spoonfuls?”

“Valid point. How about I tell you what I heard and then you can judge the amount of spoons I get, but you can’t go any lower than two?”

Bartering, I like it.

“No lower than two, no higher than four.”

Reese holds his hands up. “Hey, if you want to go higher than four, that’s your deal. Who knows maybe what I have to say is worth five spoons.”

“Doubtful, but you have a deal. Spill it.”

Satisfied with his deal, he says, “While staring at Paisley’s legs, I might have heard Paisley talking to Melony about you.” With spoon in hand, he reaches for my dessert, which I quickly hide from him.

“Are you insane? You’re not getting anything for that information. That’s not even worth mentioning.”

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“Then finish, asshole, because this ice cream is starting to melt.”

Sighing, he runs his hand over his beard as if he’s trying to decide how to convey the information he has for me. “How much are you set on Melony?”

“Very set.” There is more conviction in my voice than ever.

“Well, you might be in for a world of hurt because she made it quite clear that she doesn’t ever plan on being in a relationship.”

“With me?” I ask, feeling slightly disheartened.

“No, with anyone. Ever.” Eyeing the bowl, Reese asks, “Can I have ice cream now?”

Deflated, I push the bowl toward him and tell him to finish it.

I knew she didn’t want to be in a relationship, but for her to confirm it to Paisley, that doesn’t settle well with me. Telling a girlfriend is very different to “fobbing me off.”

Okay, so she doesn’t do relationships, but there has to be a reason. Did some jackass cheat on her? I find that hard to believe given how gorgeous, smart, and strong she is, but guys can be dicks.

“What are you thinking about over there?” Reese asks, ice cream dripping in his beard.

“I just don’t get it. Why does she not want a relationship? She’s the first woman I’ve ever come across that’s been so incredibly against romance, love, and relationships. There has to be something I’m not seeing.”

Reese settles back in his chair, ice cream still left in the bowl. I’m slightly surprised, as I thought he was going to take the whole thing down. “Dude, you know I’m always honest with you. I like Melony a lot, I think she’s a cool chick, but I don’t know if she’s worth your time. I don’t think she’s changing her mind. If you were any other guy, I would say have some fun. But I know you. You become attached and I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

“It’s too fucking late,” I huff out. “I’m already attached. Shit.” Running my hands over my face, I try to come up with some sort of explanation but nothing comes to mind. “You know, it would be so much easier to toss in the towel with her if her eyes weren’t so expressive.”

“What do you mean? Do you think she likes you?”

“I do.” I nod. “I just think she’s too stubborn and scared to give in to what she’s feeling. We have moments where she hands over her trust, where she melts into me and those moments, fuck, they are perfect. But that’s all they are, moments. They are quickly washed away once her brain kicks in. There is something blocking her from going all in.” Getting up, I grab my sunglasses and phone off the table and push my chair in. “And I’m going to fucking find out what it is.”

I take off toward the door as I hear Reese call out, “Don’t worry, I’ll pay for the check just like every other time.”

 


Chapter Sixteen

MELONY

 

 

 

Hollis: Sorry about my phone call last night. Hope I didn’t wake you, just had a shitty sleep and it would have been nice to hear your voice.

Hollis: For future references, maybe you can change your voicemail so Mrs. Robot doesn’t tell me to leave a message but instead your beautiful voice does.

Hollis: I saw a cloud in the sky today that I swear looked like a penis going into a vagina. It made me think of you . . . you know, when you dry-humped me in your entryway.

Hollis: Remember the time I made you come just from touching your perfect little tit?

Hollis: I do. I can still hear your sexy moan. Now if only I knew how wet you were that night.

Hollis: Don’t want to talk about our sexual encounters? Okay, how about the time I pumped my cock in front of you. From the look in your eyes, I know you wanted your lips on my dick. Oh wait, was that sexual? Shit.

Hollis: I tripped over a barbell in the weight room today and fell face first into a stack of towels. I wished it was your breasts that caught me instead.

Hollis: Is it weird that I eat spinach and ketchup together?

Hollis: Did you watch Rollin’ in the Bacon last night? I didn’t but Holly keeps talking about how absurd Bellini is. I fear for your life. Please keep my baby safe.

Hollis: Silent treatment, I like it. Maybe I can silence you with my cock sometime soon.

Hollis: Don’t do relationships, huh? Why? What happened?

Hollis: My guess, someone hurt you and you’re too scared to put yourself out there again. Am I right?

Hollis: One thing you need to know about me, Melony, I’m the real thing. I don’t fuck around and I sure as shit don’t plan on ever leaving you alone, so you can either talk to me or we can continue to play this cat and mouse game. I know you like me, I know you want me, so it’s time we stop fucking around and we have a conversation.

It’s time we have a conversation . . .

Those words keep playing over and over in my head as my mom coos about what a great time she’s having being pampered. The nail salon we went to was having a special on manis and pedis. Kind of like a buy one get one free, so of course we indulged.

Because I’m a glutton for punishment, while my toes are being painted and finished up, I scroll through the countless texts Hollis has sent me over the last few days. I’ve read them over and over but never reply. Some of them make the cold exterior I’ve placed around my heart melt just slightly, and some turn me into a rabid beast needing release from the sexual frustration I’m feeling.

But the last ones . . . those terrify me.

He wants to have a conversation. I’m pretty sure I know how that’s going to go. He’s going to want to dig into my past and get to the root of my “problem.” That’s the last thing I want to do. I don’t want to talk about my dad with Hollis, or with anyone for that matter.

For the past few days I’ve been able to avoid him by parking in another lot and walking through multiple apartment complexes, through the back entryway of my building to get up to my apartment. I’ve also kept to my bedroom, making sure to use headphones when watching Netflix on my computer and keeping my lights dim. Yep, I’m completely hiding out, and to be honest, I’m exhausted. Is this how I really want to live my life?

I haven’t been able to enjoy the beach like I want to, or go running, or even just lounge in my living room because I’ve been too nervous Hollis would come knock on my door.

But what I’ve been most terrified about is giving in, of opening that door and letting him in, only to cry into his arms and let him see all my scars.

“Oh, that’s a beautiful shade of pink, sweetie,” my mom praises, interrupting my thoughts. “It’s a little bright for me but you sure can pull it off.”

Nail polish color to my mom is white with a droplet of color so you can barely see what shade it is. Today, I believe she chose peach, that’s what it looks like at least. Luckily, my mom has wonderful skin color that makes the light shade pop.

“Thanks, Mom.”

Laughing, she holds her stomach and says, “Did you hear that? My stomach has been grumbling this whole time.”

“Mine too.” I smile, trying to ignore the anxiety rolling through me. There is so much going on inside me with Hollis and the giant elephant in the room, the man my mom went to dinner with. Hell, I can’t ask, I know I should, but it terrifies me to see the possibility of my mom getting hurt again. Clearing my throat, I ask, “Where do you want to go after this for lunch? Anywhere you want.”

“I was thinking maybe we could call and get some of that Chinese we had when we moved you in. I’ve been craving it ever since I left your place. It would be nice to eat out on your balcony that overlooks the ocean.”

“Sounds like a plan. We can call in our order once we leave, that way it should be there when we arrive home.”

“Wonderful. And let’s not forget to order egg rolls this time.”

“Noted.” I chuckle.

Once we pay, we carefully walk out to the sidewalk, trying to not mess up our freshly painted nails, although, thankfully our fingernails were done first. I make the call to the Chinese restaurant, being sure to add egg rolls to the order and drive toward my apartment.

“This was just what I needed,” my mom breaks the silence between us on our walk home. “It was a stressful week at work, a lot of puke to clean up. I made sure to wear gloves and a mask because whatever the family has I don’t want to catch while cleaning it up. I also drank some orange juice with an Emergen-C mixed in just to be sure.”

“That sounds terrible.” And gross. I really don’t do puke at all. Regurgitated food mixed with stomach acid, no thank you.

“It was, but I drove up the coast this morning to get to you. It took a little longer but it was refreshing, and I put the top down so the wind was in my hair. Kind of felt like an old-school Hollywood starlet.”

My mom has a 1990 red Mustang convertible that she is in love with. Last year she traded her old broken-down Jeep for a used Mustang in mint condition and couldn’t be happier. It’s the small things that make her happy. And despite the old model, she still thinks it’s “one classy car.”

“Sounds like a good drive. Did you listen to Garth Brooks on your way up?”

“You know I did. I can’t believe he’s back on tour after so many years taking time off. I’ve been saving my money so I can go to a concert. I know it’s not plausible this year but maybe next year he’ll come back in the area. I’m sure he’s not as energetic as when he was younger but it would still be such a treasure to see him perform.”

“I agree. Maybe I can see if there are any cheap tickets on StubHub. Even if we’re in the rafters, we could still go see him.”

“No, no, no,” my mom says, waving at me. “Save your money, sweetheart. You want to keep decorating that apartment of yours.” Looking out to the ocean, she takes a deep breath. “I’m really proud of you. Living so close to the ocean like you always wanted, supporting yourself, but I do wonder if you are happy.”

She glances in my direction, gauging my reaction. Why do parents do this? Try to have meaningful conversations with you when it’s the last thing you want to do. All I wanted was a nice relaxing afternoon spent with my mom, but apparently she has a different idea of what our time together should be spent doing.

“I’m happy, Mom.”

“But are you lonely? Don’t you want a boyfriend?”

Turning into the opening of my apartment complex, I say, “I don’t need a man in my life to feel fulfilled. I’m fine.”

“Fine is not what I want for you. Fine is subpar. I want you over the moon, overjoyed and loving life. You might say you’re good, but I can see in your eyes that you’re not.”

“I’m just tired, Mom.”

Out of everyone to talk to, she is the one I go to the most whenever I have a problem, but this time, she’s the last person I want to talk to. She’ll tell me to stop projecting my dad onto every man I meet and to give someone a chance, to fall in love, to trust. But that’s the last thing I want to do.

I don’t . . .

Fuck, I don’t want to find out I’m not enough again.

“I can see you’re not in the mood to talk about this. That’s okay,” she says while walking next to me to my apartment. “I would like to have a nice rest of an afternoon with you.”

“I would like that too, Mom.” Opening my apartment, I let her in and go to the kitchen. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Do you have those flavored sparking waters I like?”

“Of course.” The doorbell rings; Chinese food is here. “Mom, can you get that? Cash is in my wallet.”

“Sure, sweetie. Grab me a strawberry kiwi.”

It’s the only kind I buy whenever my mom comes to visit because I know she’s obsessed with it and she’s too cheap to buy herself such a “luxury.” She drinks water from the tap and that’s it. Kind of depressing so I always make sure to have her favorite sparkling water on hand.

“Oh my goodness, you’re not here to deliver us Chinese food, are you?” my mom says from the entryway.

What is she talking about?

Turning the corner, her drink in my hand, I see her with her hands clasped in front of her chest . . . and Hollis standing in front of her.

“You’re Hollis Knightly, the Olympic diver. Oh my goodness. Are you taking donations for your road to Rio?”

“No.” Hollis chuckles, eyeing me from over my mom’s head. He towers over her. He’s smiling but when he makes eye contact with me, his pupils go dark, and I know he’s not happy. Shit, could this timing be any worse? “I’m here to see Melony.”

“You’re here to see my daughter?” Turning to me, she gives me a confused look.

“Daughter? Wow, you two look like you could be sisters.”

So fucking cheesy, but my mom eats up the compliment like it’s the Chinese food she’s been craving.

“Uh, is this apartment 2D?” a teenage voice speaks up, holding a big brown bag of takeout.

“It is,” Hollis says, taking hold of the bag himself. “Let me get this, bro.” Not even asking how much it is, Hollis grabs a few twenties from his wallet and hands it to the boy who looks more than pleased.

“Gee, thanks man. Hey,” the boy points, “you’re Hollis Knightly.”

“I am.”

“Awesome, my sister has a poster of you on her wall. Can I snap a picture with you? She’ll be so jealous.”

Talking to this boy as if they are long-lost friends, Hollis says, “Hey, I have a sister. Making them feel jealous is one of the best feelings ever. Snap away.”

My mom and I watch the odd exchange in the hallway, Hollis taking a few pictures and then a quick video for the boy’s sister saying he adores her while blowing a kiss. Yeah, he’s yucking it up big time but it’s endearing. Any other celebrity might have been annoyed by now. But not Hollis. Of course.

“Tweet me her reaction, I would love to see it,” Hollis calls out as the boy descends the stairs with a wave. Turning back to us, Hollis walks in the apartment, saddles up next to me, only to set the food on the counter and pull me into a hug. Gently, he kisses my temple. “Hey, baby.”

For the first time, I cringe from the pet name. I really don’t mind it, doesn’t mean anything to me but to my mom . . . oh hell. This is going to be tough to explain.

“Baby?” my mom asks. From my viewpoint, I can see her with her hand on her hip and a very confused look on her face.

“It’s not what you think, Mom.”

“Aw, come on, pumpkin, you didn’t tell your mom about me?”

“There’s nothing to tell.” I push away, putting some distance between us.

Turning to my mom, Hollis says, “She’s still in denial. The girl wants me, but she’s too afraid to admit it. Even after the night we shared.”

“Night?” My mom’s eyebrows lift in question.

Smacking Hollis on the chest, I say, “He’s only kidding, Mom. The guy only knows how to joke.”

“Not true, I know a lot of other things.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me. If this is his way of trying to win me over, he’s doing a piss-poor job. “But we can talk to those other things later.” He turns back to my mom and holds out his hand. “I don’t think we were properly introduced. I’m Hollis, and you are?”

Smiling brightly, as if the last five minutes had no effect on her at all, she says, “I’m Carla. It’s very nice to meet you, Hollis. Now tell me, do you have eyes for my daughter?”

To my dismay, he pulls her in close to his side, loops her hand through his arm, and walks her over to the couch where they sit down to chat like old friends.

Shit, this is so not good.

“Carla, may I call you Carla?”

“Of course, dear.” She pats him on the forearm. Christ.

“Carla, I’ve been crushing hard on your girl for a while now and sadly, she hasn’t given me the time of day. She doesn’t answer my phone calls and ignores all my text messages. Can you believe that?”

Shooting a glare at me, my mom shakes her head. “I can believe it actually. Although, I did see her flip through some text messages today, maybe they were yours.”

“They weren’t,” I answer quickly, maybe a little too quickly.

“I think they might have been,” Hollis says with a wink. “I might have sent a few inappropriate texts. Did she show them to you?”

“No, I didn’t show them to her,” I answer, sitting across from them in a chair. “Why would I show my mom those?”

“She’s very closed off when it comes to her love life,” my mom offers.

“According to poky over there, she doesn’t have a love life.”

“Can you two not talk about me while I’m sitting right here?” I ask, irritated by the way my mom is getting along so easily with Hollis. Not that I’m really surprised. The man has undeniable charm. Everyone gravitates toward him. It’s hard not to.

“Sure, do you want to leave or do you want us to leave so we can continue talking?” Hollis asks with a smirk.

“Not winning points.”

His eyebrows rise. “But there are points to be won.” Nudging my mom with his arm, humor in his voice, he says, “And here I thought I had no chance at all.”

Giggling, my mom turns to me. “Oh honey, he is a delight.”

Cue giant eye-roll.

“As much fun as this is, our food is getting cold, so I think it’s time you say your goodbyes.” I speak directly to Hollis as I get up.

He’s about to answer when my mom claps her hands together. “Oh, won’t you stay and eat with us? We ordered plenty of food and have egg rolls too.”

Looking at me with mirth in his eyes, he says, “How can I turn down egg rolls? I would be honored to join you. Let me go wash up, I’ll be right back.”

Standing, he lends a hand to my mom, helps her up and then looks around. “Uh, Pooh Bear, would you mind showing me to the bathroom?”

Pooh bear? Don’t care for that nickname.

Through clenched teeth, I say, “Right this way.”

Hollis follows closely behind me, not giving up much space between us. Flipping on the half bath light, I gesture to the small room only to be dragged in it. He keeps the door open and talks lightly as he pins my hips against the wall.

“Do you know how much I missed seeing these fucking perfect pink lips?” Before I can answer, his mouth is on mine, devouring me whole.

I would like to say I pulled away, that I didn’t let him pull me into a Hollis-filled haze, but that would be lying. Just the feel of his hand on my hip has me wanting more. Instinctively my tongue searches out his, parting his lips, allowing him to press further. Talk about mixed signals.

Hell, I can’t even say what’s going on right now.

A clash from the kitchen sounds off as my mom says, “Oops, just dropped a fork. Everything is okay.”

Her voice pulls me back into reality. I gently push against Hollis’s chest, giving us distance. His heady eyes look down at me, and fuck me, all I want to do is kick my mom out of my apartment right about now. Just one night . . .

Leaning forward, he whispers in my ear, his breath tickling my skin. “Fuck me, baby. I’m going to have to think of Uncle Wade’s hairy back in order to get my cock under control. I’ve missed you.”

Why does a little part of me want to say I missed you too?

I’m so screwed.

“Uh, soap and water are in the sink.” Duh, where else would they be? “Towel is on the rack. I’ll get you a plate for your food. Meet us in the kitchen when you’re ready.”

Smiling at my awkwardness, he cups my cheek and says, “Your pink nails are hot as fuck. I can’t wait to see them gripping my cock.”

I swallow hard and don’t acknowledge his little statement because if I do, I know it will come true, so I head out to the kitchen unfortunately turned-on and less than thrilled that my mom is here right now.

When I enter the kitchen, she gives me a knowing smirk. “Don’t look at me like that.”

“Don’t have any kind of love life, huh? Seems like you two are awfully cozy.”

“He’s just touchy and hopeful. He doesn’t take no for an answer.”

“As he shouldn’t. He’s a good man for pursuing you and knowing the value of you as a person.”

“Mom, it’s nothing.”

“What’s nothing?” Hollis asks, walking in on our conversation. “Is she talking about me, Carla? Telling you false information?”

“She says there’s nothing between you two.”

“Mom,” I reprimand. Uh hello, where’s the loyalty?

“Nothing between us, huh?” Hollis asks with a playful look. Oh no, I feel like I know that look. “Want to explain why there is lipstick on my lips right now?” He points to my mouth, and I instantly flush.

“Oh my God,” I mutter with my head down. Focusing on the lo mein in front of me, I divvy out my portion.

“That does seem incriminating,” my mom answers with a laugh while nudging my shoulder.

I don’t say a word, I can’t. It’s all too humiliating. What must my mom think right now?

Standing next to me, Hollis pulls me in by my shoulders and kisses my head. “She’s shy about her feelings for me. Isn’t that right, baby cakes?”

Talking from between my teeth, I say, “I’m going to kick you in the balls.”

Backing up, as if I burned him, he replies, “Ooo, touchy today.”

Without another word, we all fill up our plates with rice, noodles, steamed veggies and some General Tso’s chicken . . . plus egg rolls, and sit at the little four-person table right outside my kitchen. My mom brings Hollis a drink because she’s not the bitter hostess I currently am, and we start eating.

I think we’re done with the whole “relationship talk” when Hollis opens his mouth. “Carla, tell me why our beautiful little Melony carries such a strong disapproval of relationships. I need to know because whatever is floating around in that gorgeous head of hers is really delaying the progress I want to make when it comes to making her mine.”

“Making her yours? That’s a little cave-like, don’t you think?” Thank you, Mom. Finally.

Shaking his head, Hollis wipes his mouth with his napkin. “Not the way I see it, Carla.” I hate how confident he is when he speaks. “You see, I’m a true romantic. I believe that when you’re with someone, you’re with them for a purpose, not just to mess around, but to form an unyielding bond. A bond that will not only serve as a foundation of friendship, but also a foundation for love and respect. If I’m with someone, I’m with them one hundred percent, which means I’m theirs: mind, body and soul. I expect nothing less in return.”

Nodding her head, she takes a sip of her drink. “That is the kind of relationship I’ve always dreamt of for Melony. I want someone to take care of her, to worship her, to make her feel important.”

“And I can’t wait to do all of those things. I just need her to give in a little so I can show her I’m the kind of man she deserves.”

They are talking to each other as if I’m not sitting here. The worst part about all of this, everything Hollis is saying is slowly breaking down my defenses. He’s making it almost impossible for me to keep pushing him away, despite my reservations. Why does he have to be so sweet? Why does he have to say all the right things? Can I trust that he’s being truthful? Is he a man of his word? Or is he wishy-washy like my father?

I look into his eyes, denim-blue eyes that are staring down at me as he talks. There is no waver in them, no uncertainty. They are clear, genuine, loving . . .

I’m studying his handsome face and the way his scruff defines his jaw when I hear my mom say, “It’s my fault she doesn’t want to give herself over.”

What did she just say?

“Mom . . .”

She holds up her hand and looks at Hollis. “Her father left me—”

“Mom,” I say a little louder, giving her a warning look that apparently she doesn’t pick up on.

“It’s only fair that he knows.”

“It’s none of his business,” I snap.

Apparently my mom has no ability to shut her mouth because she continues. “He left when she was six and started a new family.”

“Mom!” I shout this time, standing up from my seat.

“Melony, you can’t keep living your life like this because of someone else.”

Not hungry anymore and completely humiliated, I push my chair in and take off toward my room. “Call me later, Mom, when you’re not airing our dirty laundry to everyone.”

I don’t wait for her response, I can’t. I make my way to my bedroom, shut the door, and lie on my bed.

How could she tell Hollis that? As if it was just casual conversation. My dad leaving us is the most humiliating, gut-wrenching thing I’ve ever gone through. Why would she just tell him? Tears prick my eyes as images of that horrendous day run through my mind.

His suitcases at the door.

My mom begging him not to leave.

Watching from the sofa, holding my stuffed bunny as he pushes her off him.

The fleeting glance he gives me as he picks up his baggage.

The slam of the door.

The cry of my mother and the sound of her hitting the floor in pure agony.

The empty feeling burned deep inside me from the loss of my father. From the loss of the man who would pick me up and pretend I was a rocket and then launch me into my canopy bed every night. The loss of the man who smelled my feet and then told me how stinky they were. The loss of a man who would secretly take me to the ice cream store to buy my favorite treat of strawberry ice cream with rainbow sprinkles.

He was gone.

He didn’t even hug me goodbye.

I’m crying into my pillow, sorrow wracking through my bones. The feeling of total loss engulfs me.

I’m lost in heartache when my bed dips and a large, firm hand presses against my back, rubbing it in soothing motions.

“Hey, baby.” The deep rumble of Hollis’s voice rings out. “Scoot over for me.”

I don’t even bother putting up a fight. There’s no use when it comes to Hollis. When he has his mind set on something, he doesn’t let up.

Once I scoot over on the bed, he slides in right next to me and wraps his strong arm around me. His head goes right to mine where he kisses my neck gently, in a comforting way.

“Your mom went home,” he says softly. “She told me to tell you to call her when you’re ready.”

I nod, not able to vocalize anything.

“Can I say something?”

Not like I can stop him, he’s probably going to say whatever is on his mind anyway. I nod, giving him the go ahead.

“Your mom gave me a brief overview of what happened, of what your father did. She didn’t go into detail, just said he destroyed your ability to trust men.” Of course she did. I know she wants what’s best for me, but how does she even know what that is?

“I want you to know something, Melony, and I want you to actually listen to me, to absorb the words I’m about to say to you. Can you do that?” His voice is so close to my ear, so deep, so kind, it sends ripples of goosebumps across my skin.

“Yep,” I squeak out.

He kisses my temple. “Good.” He takes a deep breath. “Your dad’s a dick. He gives men a bad name, a bad reputation. He’s a selfish prick who didn’t know how good he had it. Just from the brief moment I spent with your mom, I could tell she is strong and beautiful just like you. Any man would be lucky to call her his.” He kisses my cheek and slowly moves my body so I’m lying on my back and he’s hovering over me. Through my tear-stained eyes, I see so much warmth in his expression. Softly, his thumbs wipe away the dew from my eyes, the caress so sweet that it makes me want to cry again.

“As for you, it’s his loss for choosing not to watch you turn into a gorgeously intelligent and breathtaking woman.” He kisses my forehead gently and then looks me directly in the eyes. “I see your scars, baby. I see the worry, the reservations you feel about jumping into a relationship, of putting trust in another man, of lending your heart to another person to handle. I understand you, baby.”

Lowering himself, he presses a whisper of a kiss along my lips, and the sensation lightens the dark cloud hanging over me. I hate to admit it, but he does make me feel lighter, happier.

“I can understand how you associate what your dad did to you to every other man to walk in your life.”

I bite my bottom lip and I say, “I wasn’t good enough for him to stay.” I can feel the quiver, the tears starting to form again. Hold them back, Mel. Hold them back.

“No,” Hollis says with a hint of anger. “He was a piece of shit who took off, leaving two perfect pieces of heaven behind. Do not blame yourself for his shortcomings.”

“Why didn’t he want to stay?” Tears fall from my eyes. The expression on his face softens. Why does he have to be so gorgeous?

His hand caresses my face as he speaks. “I don’t know, baby. Some men are too insecure to face what’s wrong with them, so they leave. It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him. Do you hear me? It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him.”

I nod, trying to hear the words he’s saying.

But I still feel like I was part of the reason he left. He didn’t want Mom, but why didn’t he want me? If I was so great, then he would have stayed . . . right?

 


Chapter Seventeen

HOLLIS

 

 

 

Do my girl justice, Hollis. Make her feel special again.

Those were Carla’s parting words before she stepped out of Melony’s apartment. Before going to Melony, I cleaned up the uneaten Chinese, put it in her fridge and straightened up the kitchen, the whole time rehearsing what I was going to say to Melony.

He left them. He left her. Fuckwit.

Fuck her father.

Fuck any man that’s ever left a child behind.

As a parent, it’s your job no matter the circumstances, to be the best you can be for your child. You brought them into this world, so they shouldn’t be the ones who suffer because of your flaws and insecurities.

I grew up with two parents who loved me unconditionally, who made it their mission to teach me the value in family, in love, in what it means to spend your life with another human being, sharing in each other’s wins and losses. They showed me what it’s like to find your one true love and how to hold on to them through thick and thin.

I want what they have. I want to prove to them that despite my flaws and my mistakes, I can still be a man they would be proud of.

I want to be a man Melony would be proud of. A man she can trust. I want to be the man she can hand her heart over to, and fuck if I won’t treat it like it’s a piece of delicate glass.

“It has everything do with him,” I repeat.

Her watery eyes search mine. It kills me to see her so upset, but on the other hand, I can’t help but love seeing her open up slightly to me. She’s letting me see a side of her I wasn’t privy to earlier.

“Hollis,” she says on a whisper.

I cup her cheek and speak softly. “Let me be the man you deserve, Melony. Let me show you how much you should be treasured.”

“I’m scared.”

I nod. “I know you are, baby. We can take it slow.”

She shifts under me, her hips rubbing against mine. I stifle a groan from the intimate contact. Hold your shit together, man. She doesn’t need you poking her with your dick right now.

Timidly, her hands find the hem of my shirt and slip under the fabric, touching my skin that seems to be burning up all of a sudden. I suck in a breath when her fingers graze along the waistline of my boxer briefs.

“Melony,” I suck in hard. “What are you doing?”

Uncertainty is clear in her eyes as she says, “I need this. Please just give me this, make me feel wanted.”

Well, fuck, that’s not a problem at all. I’ve wanted her from the moment I met her. I’ve dreamt of her asking me for what she’s asking me right now. I’ve thought of all the ways I could worship her body, of the ways I could make her scream my name.

But it doesn’t seem appropriate right now. I don’t want her to have sex with me because she’s trying to fill an empty hole in her heart.

“Baby, I don’t—”

“Please.” Her eyes . . . they’re somehow shining up at me, begging me to make the pain go away.

Fuck. Me.

I can’t say no to that look. There is no way in fuck I cannot give her what she wants, especially when she’s looking at me like that.

I take a deep breath. If I’m going to do this, then I’m going to do it slow and show her how special she really is.

Sitting back, I reach over my head and grab the back of my shirt. Slowly, I pull it over my head and watch Melony’s eyes morph from sorrow to lust. I pull my shirt off my arms and toss it to the side, her eyes trained on my abs the whole time. Moving my hands down my stomach, I reach the button of my jeans and undo it along with the zipper, but I leave my pants on. She can take them off for me when she’s ready.

I straddle her legs, and lean forward. More than anything I want to strip her down, take in every naked inch of her, but this is going to be slow, and well thought out. I don’t want to rush anything.

Lowering to my elbows, I encase her face and brush her hair away along with any excess moisture from her tears. My thumbs caress her cheek softly, letting her feel my touch and the loving energy coming from me.

“You’re so beautiful, Melony. You take my fucking breath away every time you enter the room.”

Her eyes water and I take that as a good sign.

I close the distance between us and gently press my lips against hers, kissing her gently with only my lips, never going deeper, just exploring, reveling in how soft she is. Her tongue runs along my lips, wanting more, but I keep it simple. I’m attempting to reach back to the basics and let her feel the connection between two souls.

I can tell my pace is too slow for her by the way her hips move against mine, by the way her tongue searches for more, and by the way her hands explore my body. Even though I’m going slow, my dick doesn’t seem to be getting the message because just from Melony’s minor exploration, I’m rock hard and I know she can feel my erection by the way she’s moving her hips against mine.

But I have fucking willpower and will focus on one thing and one thing alone: her lips. I caress them with mine, lightly nibbling every once in a while, making out with her like I’m back in grade school. The simple act of a kiss is important; it helps you convey the emotions running through you. And I love kissing her.

Anyone can fuck someone senseless, but to kiss another human being with passion, that takes finesse, it takes patience and self-control. It takes selflessness.

Moaning, she moves her hands up my stomach to my pecs where she presses into them, her thumbs running over my nipples.

Oh fucking hell that feels good. She’s tempting me, and hell, I can’t help it, I give in a little by opening my mouth and allowing her access. Her tongue darts past my lips and seeks out mine, tangling them erotically together. Her pace is relentless, needy, a stark contrast to mine, but I hold steady as she massages my fucking nipples and attacks me with her tongue.

Fuck, she feels so perfect, so good. Everything she’s doing is feeling so damn . . .

“Fuuuck,” I moan, my head pulling away as she pinches my right nipple between her index finger and thumb. Oh fuck me, my dick just knocked on my zipper, begging to be freed. “Baby,” I say on a heavy breath. “You have to slow . . . oh fuck,” I say again as she pinches my other nipple a jolt of electricity running straight to my already throbbing cock.

Shit, when did I become a nipple man? At this rate I’ll be coming in my pants with two more squeezes. Needing to bring this girl back to my level, I lean back, grip her hands and bring them above her head where I secure them, but that doesn’t stop her hips from rubbing against mine.

“You’re so hard,” she says breathlessly, her hips moving faster against mine. Her legs spreading so I’m no longer straddling her but she’s encasing me with her legs, which wrap around my back. Her heat presses directly against my hardened length. The friction she creates is almost unbearable between the clothing we’re wearing. What the fuck would it feel like if we were naked?

Pure, unadulterated heaven. That’s my fucking guess.

Needing to slow her down, one hand pins her wrists over her head and I move the other to steady her hips, pressing them down in the mattress, away from my ready-to-burst cock.

The lack of friction causes me physical pain. I was so close. She worked me so fucking good that I was on the verge of coming in my pants.

Taking a few seconds, I catch my breath and will my cock to hang in there. Talk about fucking edging; this is edging at its finest, except where I would be the one doing the teasing, she somehow got the upper hand on me.

Slowing our pace, I go back to exploring her mouth. Her back arches up, which presses her pebbled nipples into my chest. I can feel them slightly rub against my bare chest through her clothing. I need to feel them, to see them. I want to suck on them and drive her crazy like she just did to me.

But, I spend a little extra time on her mouth, diving my tongue in and out, listening intently to the sounds she makes with each move I make, committing it to memory so next time, I know what she really likes.

Sweat slicks my skin from the heat we’re generating, our bodies igniting together with each touch, each little thrust. I move my mouth from her lips to her jaw where I nibble along the strong bone, down her neck where I kiss her, loving the way her skin feels against my lips. She’s so fucking soft everywhere. It makes me wonder how soft her breasts are, how they will feel in my mouth. What about her pussy? Fuck, I bet she tastes good.

Feeling way too eager, I decide to cave and move down her neck some more to her collarbone. Her back arches some more, her breasts pressing hard against me.

“Hollis, take my shirt off,” she demands on a whisper.

Fuck me if I can hold out any longer, I need a glimpse. I want my tongue on her nipples; I want to soak up every last inch of her.

Pushing up off the mattress, I look down at her, my erection pressing against the zipper of my jeans, my bulge quite obvious and by the look in Melony’s eyes, she appreciates the view, sending pure male pride through me.

She keeps her hands above her head, ready for me to take her shirt off. Before I completely remove anything, I decide to do a little blind exploring. I run my right hand under her shirt, palming her stomach, rubbing my thumb against her belly button. My touch causes her to wiggle below me and her breath to hitch.

“Are you wet for me, baby?”

She bites her bottom lip and nods her head. “So wet, Hollis.”

“If I checked, would you be lying?”

She shakes her head, “No, but by all means, please check.”

I smile down at her. “Nice fucking try. I will take your word for it, sweetheart.”

I run my hand up the rest of her stomach until my fingers connect with the front of her bra where I feel a clasp. Raising an eyebrow at her, I ask, “Front clasp?”

“Do you know how to work them?” she asks back with a little sass. Fucking hell, there’s my girl.

I don’t answer, instead I show her. With a flick of my fingers, her bra pops open. I plant my hand that’s not under her shirt firmly on the mattress next to her and lean forward. On a deep breath, I push one of the cups to the side, grazing her hardened nipple with the palm of my hand. She lightly moans and raises her breast into my hand, trying to get me to cup her more, but I resist and remove the cup on the other side, repeating the process.

“It’s strapless,” she says, letting me know I can remove it completely, which I do right away. She lifts her back so I can easily pull it out from under her and toss it to the side. When I look back down at her, the thin fabric of her shirt clings to her breasts in the most perfect of ways. Shit.

With my hand still under her shirt, I glide my palm over one of her breasts, reveling in the way her nipple feels. She’s got to be no bigger than a B-cup. Just a little handful but the perfect handful. I squeeze, applying just enough pressure and letting her nipple slip between my fingers. She moans as I draw my fingers together, pinching her nipple while squeezing her breast at the same time.

“Yes, more, Hollis.”

I move to her other breast, this time not taking my time but emulating what I just did, but harder, with more force. I continue the process moving back and forth, driving Melony to the brink. Her hips are thrusting toward mine, and her body wiggles for other form of contact. All I give her are light kisses on her lips.

“Damn it, Hollis,” she swears, pulling her mouth away from me. “Please stop torturing me.”

“I’m not torturing, baby. I’m worshipping.”

“Well, worship faster. I’m so fucking ready for your cock.”

Holy fucking hell. We’ve got a dirty talker. Yup, my dick is prying my zipper apart right about now.

“You want my cock, baby?”

Reaching between us, she plants her palm against my bulge and squeezes, eliciting a deep, guttural groan from me. “Fuck, don’t do that again.” She squeezes and I still her hand. “Melony, I’m not fucking kidding. Don’t do that again.” I’m on the verge of blowing my load in my jeans, one more caress and I’m done. My dick is so hard. It’s been too damn long and the fantasies I’ve had of this moment have only added to the buildup.

“Then fuck me, Hollis.”

Knowing I’m not going to last any longer, I pull her shirt off and finally catch a glimpse of those beautiful breasts I’ve been dying to see. Shit, they are perfect. Little pink nipples, pebbled and hard, ready for my lips.

Wanting her completely naked, I work her shorts off her little frame only to reveal nothing underneath. My head shoots up to a smirking Melony. “Commando?”

“More often than not.” She winks.

Fuck, I’m in heaven. Especially since her pussy is glistening. She is so wet. It’s such a fucking turn-on to know that from a few simple touches and kisses, I can have this woman so turned on that she’s willing and ready to spread her legs for me.

“You’re fucking hot, baby,” I mutter as I lower my head down to her breasts. “Grab on to your headboard and don’t let go until I tell you to, got it?” I lick her nipple just to let her know I’m serious.

“Yes,” she moans just as I take her breast into my mouth and suck hard. She lifts off the bed, a cry coming from those pouty pink lips of hers.

Nibbling, I make work of the hardened nub, working it in between my teeth, lapping it up with my tongue, assaulting it in every way possible until she’s practically crying beneath me.

“Oh God, I’m going to come if you keep doing that.”

Pulling away, I gently kiss the tip of her breast and then work my way own her stomach. “If you’re coming, you’re going to come on my tongue first.”

As if on command, her legs drop open and she sighs. I work my way down to her pubic bone. She’s completely bare, giving me a pristine view of her cunt. My mouth waters just from the sight of it. Please God, let her get off quick because my dick needs relief, it needs to be in this sweet little pussy.

I kiss around her pubic bone, down her leg and back up. She writhes and begs beneath me, impatient with my pace.

To me, the sexiest sight in the world is a woman right before she’s about to be eaten out, right before you place your tongue on her clit because she knows the pleasure that’s coming; she knows what she’s about to endure, so to see the look of pre-ecstasy floating in her eyes—fucking come-worthy.

She’s right there, giving me the most gorgeous view, so in return, I give her what she wants. I lick her very softly at first, little flicks along her clit. Tiny mews of pleasure drip out of her mouth like sweet molasses. I soak up every sound and time my licks with them, slowly pressing harder and harder and harder until, I flatten my tongue completely against her pussy and press hard, licking her entire core. Deep thrust after deep thrust, I never let up until she’s coming on my tongue, her heels digging into my back, and the beautiful sound of my name coming from her mouth. Her taste? Heaven.

Mine.

“Yes, Hollis, oh God, yes!” My long, languid strokes turn into short quick flicks, making her shoot off the bed again, another orgasm coursing through her. The feel of her hand buried in my head, pulling on my longer strands has me practically shooting my load in my pants but I hold off, thinking of anything but the fucking sexy woman in front of me.

Not able to control it any longer, I sit up and ask, “Please fucking tell me you have a condom.”

“Night . . . stand,” she says in between breaths.

Like a bolt of lightning, I open her nightstand, find a condom, and strip down. The minute I release my cock from its confines, relief surges through me. Through heady filled eyes, Melony observes my movements, watching carefully as I sheath my cock, the whole time her mouth parted in an O shape.

“You okay, baby?” I ask, wondering what’s going through her head.

“Yeah,” she says, still staring at my cock.

“You sure, because you look a little intimidated.”

Her cheeks blush from my comment. “You’re bigger than I expected.”

“Don’t let the Speedo fool you, sweetheart. Remember what I said?”

She nods and whispers, “Dude has cock.”

I laugh, a deep rumble springing from my chest. “That’s right.” I stroke my hardened length as she stares at me, the friction building up to the tip where I squeeze, torturing myself. “Are you ready for this, baby? Please say yes.”

“Yes.” She nods, spreading her legs once again.

How the fuck did I ever get so lucky to be in this position?

Persistence for the most part; that and being honest as hell.

I climb on the bed and lift Melony’s legs so they hang on my shoulders, her ass lifted in the air.

“Oh,” she says on a breath.

“Everything okay?” Fuck, please let it be okay. There is no turning back from here for me. Well, there is but it involves a pretty thorough jack-off session followed by a freezing cold shower. Two things I really don’t want.

“Yeah, I’ve never done it like this before.” Shit, she’s adorable, the way she looks so unsure.

“Don’t worry, I’ll go slow. You tell me when you want more.”

I take her nod as the go signal and press the tip of my cock to her entrance. She’s so damn wet that I slide right in, inch by inch. She arches her back and clenches her jaw shut. Fuck, she’s tight.

“Okay?” I ask. Can’t get any other words out.

She nods so I continue while biting my cheek, trying not to go too fast, but it’s as if her pussy has some kind of suction because I slide in faster than I want. She’s so fucking warm, so perfect, like she was made for me.

“Jesus, I’m not going to last long.”

She starts to move her hips a little, clenching my cock and driving me crazy. I grab hold of her hips and start moving in and out of her.

“Oh God. You’re so . . . deep.” She gasps with my next thrust. It’s slow but when I get to the end, I swivel her hips. “You’re . . .” She pauses, her breath escaping her. “Oh yes, Hollis!” she calls out with another thrust. “It’s never been . . .” She gasps. Why she’s trying to talk, I have no fucking clue. “That’s a new spot.”

She clenches around me again, her hot heat starting to fucking milk me in all the right ways.

“Shit,” I mutter, my hips stilling so I can steady myself. Slow, Hollis. Take it fucking slow. But the throbbing in my cock is almost unbearable. I need release so damn bad.

She needs it slow.

Readjusting my grip, I start to slowly move in and out again as her ankles dig into my shoulders. From my view, her breasts sway with our movement, her lips part with each hilt of my thrust, and her eyes glaze over with absolute pleasure. It’s a sexy as fuck view on my end, one I’m memorizing for a lifetime.

“More,” she calls out. “Fuck me more, Hollis.”

“Faster?” I ask between clenched teeth.

“God. Yes.”

That’s all it takes, I let loose. I know I promised it would be slow, but fuck, I’m human, I need to give in to temptation, the feeling coursing through me, so I pound into her relentlessly. I never pictured Melony as a vocal girl in the bedroom, but shit, I’m sure as hell making her scream and I love every second of it.

“Yes, fuck yes, Hollis. Oh God, I’m going to come.”

“Hold off, baby. Not yet.”

“I can’t,” she cries.

Wanting to edge her just a little, I pull out. My cock is flipping me off, ready to detach itself from my body and finish fucking her but I don’t care, I wait for her.

A flash of what the hell is going on? rushes through her eyes. She sits up on her elbows, letting go of the headboard. “Why did you stop?”

I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I want her to know how much I worship every inch of her body.

Instead of answering, I bend down, her ankles still on my shoulders and lift her hips higher until they are near my mouth, I spread her lips and suck her clit into my mouth . . . once again. Her response . . . a plethora of swear words followed by incoherent screams as I continue to suck and lick her pussy.

Glancing up, I see tears streaming from her face as she rolls her head back and forth, fucks flying from her mouth, her legs pressing hard into me as she writhes on my tongue.

That’s it. That’s all I can take. While she’s still coming, I drop her hips, slip my cock in her warm heat, and fuck her senseless. There is no rhyme or reason to what I’m doing. I’m just taking everything I’ve ever wanted when it comes to this woman. I’m just hoping she’s willing to hand it all over.

I swivel with each thrust, digging deeper, and deeper, hitting her in that one spot.

“Oh God,” she cries, as if she can’t believe she’s about to have another orgasm. “I’m coming, Hollis. Oh fuck, I’m coming.”

Her pussy grips my cock, my balls tighten, shooting a warm feeling up my spine, turning my entire body into pins and needles. With one more thrust I lose everything. I come so fucking hard I black out, not seeing anything around me besides Melony’s pink lips. Spasms rack my body, chills spread over my skin, and for the first time ever, I feel lifeless. She literally sucked everything from me.

I collapse next to her and pull her similarly lifeless body next to mine so she’s forced to rest her head on my chest. We lie in silence as we catch our breath, my cock still throbbing, my heart pounding out of my chest.

That wasn’t sex. That was . . . how do I describe the best moment of my life? Shit.

When I came over this afternoon, I wasn’t expecting to find myself in this kind of lucky situation, but hell if I’ll complain about it. I just wanted Melony to talk to me, but this is better than that. We’ve prepared a foundation of great things to come. I’m convinced of it. Our path might be slow, but it’s worth the wait with Melony. She is worth the wait. Always.

 


Chapter Eighteen

MELONY

 

 

 

Dude has cock.

Uh . . . yes. I don’t think I’ve ever agreed with something as much as I do with that statement. Hollis Knightly, Olympic Diver has cock . . . big, girthy, addictive cock.

Right about now, I want to praise said cock, give it a handshake, hand it a blue ribbon for being the best cock this side of the western hemisphere.

And then there is his tongue. I never knew a muscle could do such destructive damage to my sex life. I’m by no means a newcomer to oral sex. Men have eaten me out before and have done a fine job, but Hollis, he’s in his own league. He licked me so methodically, with a rhythm. It was like he could read my body before I knew what was going to happen. Three orgasms from his tongue. Three!

And then his cock, oh shit, his cock. I’ve never felt so full, so complete with anyone else. He’s ruined me forever.

His fingers run up and down my back with light caresses, it’s soothing. “Are you okay, baby? I wasn’t too hard, was I?”

I shake my head against his chest, my fingers playing with the contours of his abs, which can I just say should be illegal? No man should be this cut; it’s not fair. “No, it was perfect.” I sigh.

Yes, I sighed. He’s sated me.

“Perfect, huh? And here I thought there is always room for improvement,” he teases.

“I don’t know what you could improve.”

“Does this mean you’re impressed? And here you’ve been holding out on me for so long.”

I chuckle. “You were the one taking it slow, I could have fucked you a week ago.”

His hand stops moving along my back as he says, “Yeah, but I don’t want to just fuck you, Melony.”

Melony. Whenever he says my name, I know he’s starting to get serious. For some reason, the sound of my name coming off his lips sounds strange, unnatural. Am I really used to his stupid nicknames for me?

God, help me.

“Yeah, I know you want more,” I answer, grateful I don’t have to look him in the eye right now.

He strokes the back of my head as he says, “Please tell me I didn’t just screw up my pursuit by fucking you. I . . . shit.” His other hand goes to his hair where I can feel him yanking on his strands. “I needed you to feel wanted, Melony, to know that you’re so goddamn special. Please tell me I didn’t just fuck this all up.”

“I’ve never been in a relationship, Hollis,” I tell him honestly. “I don’t do commitments.”

His body tenses and I can tell he’s about to lose it. I can feel his panic.

“Listen,” he speaks softly, his voice wavering slightly. “I know this is scary, giving your heart over to someone, trusting another man in your life, but I promise you, baby, I will only care for you. I’m not going anywhere and I don’t plan on ever hurting you. You’re so fucking special, I want nothing more than to be granted the chance to cherish you.”

“It’s a lot,” I answer.

“We can take it slow.” He links our hands together and rests them on his stomach. “If things start to become too overwhelming, just tell me and we’ll talk about it. Just give me a chance to prove I can be the man you need.”

One question has been burning me ever since I met Hollis, and, if I’m ever going to think about giving in, I have to know. “Why me? You met me once at a photo shoot and decided we were going to get married. How do you even know I’m the one you’re looking for?”

He doesn’t skip a beat when he says, “It was fucking kismet the minute you turned and looked at me. Your eyes sucker-punched me, and I fucking knew you were it for me. It’s in the Knightly blood. My grandpa knew, my dad took one look at my mom and knew, and with you, it was as if everything in my life was building up until the moment I met you. Sometimes, you just know.”

“What if I don’t live up to the hype in your head?”

“Not possible.” He shakes his head, so sure of himself. “You’ve already exceeded everything I’ve ever expected. I mean, shit, baby, you keep me on my toes, you make me laugh, and you put up with my obnoxious behavior. And, you’re the perfect fit for my giant dong.” And there he is.

That makes me laugh. “Oh my God, don’t say that.”

“What? It’s true. Your pussy ate my cock. That little lady was hungry.”

“You’re ruining the moment.”

“Were we having a moment?” Hollis asks, laughter still in his voice. “Shit.”

“Why do I put up with you?”

He lifts me up and places me on his stomach, forcing me to look at him. His blue eyes blaze up at me, spearing me right in half. The scruff on his jaw darkens his features, pushing him over the edge of sexy to smoldering. But not only is he hot, like ungodly hot, but he’s sweet, caring, loving, and one cocky bastard. The combination is catastrophic. There is no way I could end this with him right here, even if I wanted to. I still want him, but not just his body. I want his soul.

“You put up with me because you can’t get enough of my witty banter. Repartee is a vital component to a healthy and successful relationship.”

“Why is that something you would say?”

“I read books, remember? My Kindle? Did you think I just found out how to edge out your pussy like a master? No, I read that shit and studied it. Romance novels are my best friend.”

Well, hell. I guess that makes them my best friend too.

“Now, answer me two things. One, what kind of praises do you want to sing to my cock?”

I roll my eyes and try to get off him but he holds me still.

“I’m serious, my dick is self-centered. He loves to hear things that boost his ego. So don’t be shy, go ahead, praise away.”

“You want praise?” He nods. “Okay, it’s not as lumpy as I thought it was going to be,” I tease, but the reaction I get from him is priceless.

“My dick is not lumpy.”

“Really? Have you shoved it up your asshole and felt it? If you did, you would feel a few lumps in the process.”

There are no lumps but it’s good to put him in his place.

“Pretty sure if I stuck my dick up my own ass, not only would I have one massive dick, bigger than what I have already, which I wouldn’t be mad about, but it would be a smooth velvety insertion. So perhaps it’s not my dick but your vagina.” He puts a finger up in the air. “I do recall thinking, wow did Melony get a few pinto beans implanted in her vaginal canal? Is she trying to make chili in her pussy? Because her meat curtains sure do have some lumps.”

“Pussy chili? What is wrong with you?”

“Wrong with me?” he asks on a chuckle. “You’re the one brewing up corn bread and chili in your vagina. Honestly, Mel, it’s called an oven.”

“I can’t handle you right now.”

“Aw, and yet, you’re still here, caressing my abs like they’re your own personal love nuggets.”

“God, do not call them that.”

“Oh, do you have a nickname for them? I would love to hear it.”

“I would love to hear the second point you were trying to make before your cock became the topic of conversation.”

“Cock talk is always a great topic of conversation.” I try to get up again but he holds me down and laughs. “All right, fine. The second thing I want you to answer is this: will you give me a chance? Will you let me try to be the man you deserve, despite your reservations?” When I glance up at him, the laughing, fun Hollis has been replaced. Serious, sincere eyes look down at me, conveying how much he means what he says.

Will I give him a chance? I think right about now, there is no option. He’s captured me and pulled me into his little world.

It’s clear; I have no choice in the matter. I still want him.

How did he know exactly how to treat me before? How? I haven't made it easy for him, yet he knew what I needed.

Just from the brief moment I spent with your mom, I could tell she is strong and beautiful just like you. Any man would be lucky to call her his.

It’s his loss for choosing not to watch you turn into a gorgeously intelligent and breathtaking woman. He does see my scars, even though they are internal. Somehow, he does understand me.

He was a piece of shit who took off, leaving two perfect pieces of heaven behind. Do not blame yourself for his shortcomings. I have never thought of my father's leaving in terms of what he left behind. My mom is a strong, amazing, and loving woman. And I was just a little girl who worshipped the ground he walked on.

“Why didn’t he want to stay?” I asked Hollis. And his answer? It somehow spoke healing to my heartbroken six-year-old soul.

Some men are too insecure to face what’s wrong with them, so they leave. It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him.

Does that also mean that by staying it has everything to do with them? What had he said? Let me be the man you deserve, Melony. Let me show you how much you should be treasured. The man I deserve. Do I deserve him?

I know with absolute certainty, if he walked out of my apartment right now and never talked to me again, I would be devastated. In a short amount of time, he’s wiggled himself into my life and become a semi-permanent fixture.

I hate to admit it, but he’s made me want more, something I never thought possible. Let’s just hope he doesn’t mess it up. I only hand out one opportunity to earn and keep my trust. Any kind of screwup and we’re done.

Knowing I have to give him an answer, I run my hand up to his face and cup the scruff on his jaw. “At this point, I don’t think I would be able to say no.” His face lights up. “But I’m going to tell you right now, I’m skittish, scared as hell, and will most likely shut down on you more than once. It will be your choice if you want to stick around.”

“And not if, but when I stick around, will you open up to me? Talk to me? If we hit a bump in the road, I’m going to want you to talk to me, not run away.”

“I’ll do my best,” I answer. He responds with a kiss, a sensual but short one. “But this has to go slow, Hollis, and I would like to keep it between us for now. Involving others at this point will just add pressure.”

He nods. “I can respect that.” Smiling brightly, he says, “You’re in for a whirlwind of romance, Hot Sex.”

“Hot Sex?”

“Yup.” Shifting our bodies, he turns me over so I’m on my back and he’s on top of me again. “It’s your new nickname. Your sex is fucking hot as hell, so you’re Hot Sex.”

“That’s terrible, don’t call me that.”

“Too late, it’s a keeper . . . Hot Sex.”

Christ, what did I get myself into?

 


Chapter Nineteen

HOLLIS

 

 

 

It’s the first official day of being Melony’s boyfriend.

Well . . . technically being her boyfriend. We didn’t talk about titles, but fuck it, in my head, I’m her boyfriend, therefore I will treat her like my girlfriend. Which is why I’m up early and a sleepy Melony is in bed—yes, I spent the night, again. Chalk it up to the multiple orgasms I delivered. She was too tired to argue otherwise.

Can you smell the rich cinnamon with a slight hint of vanilla? It’s my mom’s French toast recipe and the lucky lady with the hot-pink nails and tasty-as-fuck pussy gets to devour them this morning. It’s rare that I make French toast given my strict eating habits—well, not so much strict, but whatever—but for my girl on our first big day together, she gets it.

The pan sizzles beneath me as I stare at the toast browning. The key to a good French toast: keeping the heat on a lower setting so the center cooks through. You also have to have patience, too many people like to blast the heat and end up with soggy middles. Believe me, I’ve made that mistake.

I take another bite of my apple, loving that she has Granny Smiths in her fridge. Not many people can handle the sourness of a green apple, but I love it. And I love it that my girl does too.

The sun whips through her giant sliding glass door that leads to her balcony. Although smaller than my condo, she still has a very nice apartment. Everything is new and clean. I’m impressed Melony can afford this place actually. I know this complex isn’t cheap to live in and seeing that she lives here all on her own . . . she’s impressive. Just another reason why I like this girl so much, she is self-sufficient. No one likes a clinging mooch of a beast.

Biting my apple, I look around, my spatula in my other hand when I turn to see Melony freshly fucked and out of bed. Her hair is an utter mess, curls from yesterday’s style strewn all over, her eyes are sleepy, and the sweater she’s wearing hangs off her shoulder and comes to mid-thigh. Fuck, she’s so hot.

“Morning,” I say with a smirk. “Apple?” I hold out my half-eaten one to her.

She shakes her head and looks me up and down, her eyes trained on my ass. “Do you always cook in the nude?” That morning voice, fuck, it’s sexy.

“Not always. Don’t want to burn my peter, but given you throw your bedding around in the middle of the night, I couldn’t quite find my clothes.”

She walks closer to me, her curves shifting under her shirt, her nipples poking out at me, her lips so fucking swollen all I want to do is taste them once again. My dick starts to harden just from her approach.

She doesn’t notice . . . at first. “What are you making?” When I turn to her, she glances down and then her eyes widen in a cute-as-shit way. When she looks back up at me, her face blushes.

“Can’t blame the fella. You’re hot as shit, baby.”

She visibly gulps and continues to stare. I can’t help it. Her staring turns me on, causing me to grow right in front of her. She licks her lips and says, “That’s hot, Hollis.”

“What? My erection or breakfast,” I tease, feeling my cock start to throb from her attention.

“Your erection.” Reaching behind me, she turns off the stove, moves the pan to another burner, and then drops to her knees.

Oh shit. I back up to the counter, put my apple and spatula down, and lift her chin. “What are you doing?”

“I want to taste you.” Her beautiful green eyes stare up at me, pleading with me to let her. Hell, pretty sure if there was an earthquake right about now, I would still let her suck me off.

She doesn’t let me answer. Her small hands move up my thighs as my cock juts out at her, there is no controlling it. I grip the counter for support while her hands ride closer and closer to the prize. Shit, was this how it felt to her yesterday when I was teasing her? If so, I vow never to do it again.

Wait, that’s a lie. I would do it again, over and over because watching her lose her damn mind when I’m inches from licking her clit is a memory I’ll always keep.

When she reaches my dick, one of her hands gingerly cups my balls while the other starts playing with the length of my shaft. She uses the pre-cum as lubricant, stroking me languidly at first, exploring my length.

“Your hands feel amazing, baby,” I say, relaxing into the counter, loving the way she knows how to squeeze my balls in just the right way. I glance down and see her pink painted nails gripping my cock, a fucking fantasy come true.

Working faster, her mouth approaches my cock, and I swear I grow another inch from just the sight of her getting close to me. I groan when she licks the tip, the sensation hitting me all the way to my goddamn toes. Shit, I’m not going to last long.

Swirling the head of my cock, she continues to stare up at me, one hand on my length, the other on my balls. One swirl, two swirls . . . fuck me, and then she’s sucking me into the hot warmth of her mouth.

“Oh fuck,” I shout, my entire body twitching from the onslaught she’s causing.

Sucking hard, she works her hand with her mouth, moving together in tandem, milking my damn cock to the point of no return. I can feel my orgasm fast approaching. I try to tamp it down, to scare it away, to think of something else other than the brilliantly beautiful woman kneeling before me.

Think of your uncle, think of your uncle.

Just when I get control over my impending orgasm, Melony moves the hand that’s gripping my balls toward my ass where she pushes on my perineum, jolting my hips forward and my cock deeper into her mouth. For a second she gags until she takes me just as deep.

My balls tighten up and my legs start to go numb.

Nope, not going to happen.

Before she can tell what’s happening, I disengage her from my cock and pick her up by the armpits and place her on the counter behind me. She’s in utter shock when I push her long shirt back exposing her bare pussy.

Oh, fuck me and her no-underwear policy. She is going to be the death of me.

“Your mouth is fucking wicked,” I say, kissing her deeply while grabbing the back of her neck.

“I didn’t finish.”

“I know.” I snake my hand up her thigh and test her readiness. She’s fucking soaking wet. Moving my mouth to her ear, I say, “I’m going to finish buried deep inside of you.” I finger her clit. She moans and spreads her legs even wider as her head rolls back, exposing her neck for me. I take advantage and press kisses along the column while continuing to move my finger over her clit, loving how slick she is.

My cock is hard as fuck, bumping against her legs, begging for entrance. I’m desperate to be inside her so I ask, “Can I enter you . . . bare?”

Her hands that are running up my arms to my shoulders freeze from my question. Tilting her head down, she looks me in the eyes, studying me. Please fucking say yes.

Her eyes soften and she nods. Unspoken words of trust resonate between us and it’s the first step toward the future I want with her.

With the go-ahead, I spread her and position my cock at her entrance. This was one of my fantasies I envisioned with her—fucking her on the kitchen counter. Check that box, because she’s about to come all over her marble counter if I have anything to do with it.

One quick thrust and I’m deep inside her, low moans coming from the both of us. I move my hips back and forth, feeling the raw sensation of having nothing between us. It’s fucking incredible. She’s so warm, so tight that I start to feel my orgasm take over once again.

“God, your cock is amazing.” It’s said on a whisper as her head flies back. She sure as hell knows how to stroke a man’s ego. “Yes, Hollis,” she says a little louder. “Please, harder.”

My baby asks for it, my baby gets it. Gripping her hips, I steady her as I pump hard inside her, my hips moving frantically, trying to hit that spot that makes me scream obscenities. My balls slap her thighs, my body is coated in sweat, and my muscles feel overexerted. I keep going, pounding into her until I feel her pussy starting to clench around me. Moving one hand between us, I press my thumb against her clit and lightly massage it.

She gets off with two grazes. “Oh, fuck me,” she says, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

My balls seize up as I pump feverishly inside her, my orgasm hitting me like a fucking semi-truck, slamming me hard like I’m about to explode.

“Shiiiiiit,” I moan, my head resting on her shoulder. “Shit,” I repeat, catching my breath. I look up at Melony who must be mirroring the same look on her face as I am because we both chuckle.

“That was intense,” she admits, kissing me lightly on the lips. The innocent move jolts my heart against my chest, awakening me.

“It was,” I say on a whisper, repeating the kiss, this time adding a little tongue.

Pulling away, she kisses my jaw, “I seriously have a hard-on for your cock.”

An outburst of a laugh escapes me. “Well, fucking eat it up whenever you want, baby.” Still inside her I adjust, a slight tremor still running through my cock. She sighs with the movement. “Uh, just to be sure, you’re on birth control, right?”

Chuckling, she nods. “Yeah, you’re not tying me down that easily.”

“Nah, I have other plans of keeping you tied to me, and it doesn’t involve an accidental pregnancy, although, what a baby-daddy scandal that would be.”

“I would come after your gold medals,” she smiles devilishly.

“Take my medals but leave your tits. That’s my kind of deal, Hot Sex.”

“Don’t call me that,” she says sternly.

Not answering her, I laugh, pick her up off the counter and take her to the bathroom to clean up. Hot Sex isn’t going anywhere; Big Daddy won’t let her. *wink*

***

“So do you just climb stairs and dive in the water over and over again? Seems pretty awful.” I almost miss the question since I’m watching her mouth smoothly run over a fork of French toast. Those lips, they were only recently sucking on my cock, making me so goddamn out-of-my-mind crazy, now they are doing the same . . . but with a utensil. Fuck me. I have it bad. “Uh, Hollis . . .”

“Yeah,” I say lazily, still staring at her lips.

“Are you going to answer my question?”

“Stairs are fun,” I say, leaning forward, just needing a nibble.

“What are you doing?”

“Nothing,” I answer, leaning a little bit more forward. Just a few inches.

“Hollis, you’re coming at me with your tongue hanging out of your mouth and crazy in your eyes, so I repeat, what the hell are you doing?”

Tongue hanging out? Crazy in my eyes? Is that what I look like when I’m in lust? Shit, that’s unattractive.

Sitting up, I straighten myself and say, “Just wanted a kiss. Your lips are so damn perfect.”

“Well, looking like a drugged-out version of Shrek isn’t going to get you a kiss.”

Insulted, I push my hair back and say, “I did not look like Shrek.”

“I’m sorry, is my face a mirror?” She points to herself, a combative look on her face.

“No,” I say confused. What does a mirror have to do with anything? I pucker up and lean forward but she palms my face, stopping me in my pursuit.

“Didn’t think my face was a mirror, therefore you have no idea what you looked like. Believe me, you looked like Shrek.”

“He’s green. I’m blue,” I smile between her blocking fingers.

With a little push of my head, she sends me back to my chair. Stubborn woman “Blue? Why blue? You definitely don’t have blue balls.” She raises an eyebrow, reminding me of the little romp we just had in the kitchen.

“Baby, I will have blue balls every minute of every day I’m not deep inside that sexy cunt of yours.” I take a bite of my French toast as I watch her eyes turn sinful. “But that’s not why I’m blue.”

Clearing her throat, she sips her coffee and looks at me from over her mug. “Then why are you blue?” she asks with annoyance.

“Blue for lust and hot stuff, I’m lusting over you.” I wink and nod my head. Proud of myself, I cross my arms over my chest.

Her mouth drops open a mere inch as she studies me. Sitting back in her chair, she sets her coffee down and begins to slow clap. Fucking ball-buster. “Wow, and the award for the cheesiest dickhead in the room goes to Hollis Knightly.”

Never letting an opportunity to be a smart-ass slip by me, I stand at the table, take hold of Mrs. Butterworth, that syrupy bitch, and hold her to my chest. “I don’t know what to say.” I wave my hand in front of my eyes. “I would like to thank Boo and Bear, Melony’s tits, for being so incredibly perky all the time. Nipples, what can I say? You were on point last night. To the sweet pussy that ate up my dick last night and on the kitchen counter this morning, your clenching walls will forever be branded on my cock. And lastly, to the finger that pushed on my perineum, may your digit forever be plated in gold for making my dick grow an extra two inches. God bless you, finger, God bless you.”

Sitting down, I take a sip of coffee from my mug with a smug smile and wait for her reaction. Guaranteed eye-roll coming my way.

“Boo and Bear?” she asks, slightly surprising me from lack of contempt in her eyes.

“Yeah.” I point to her tits with two fingers. “Boo Bear. I named them.”

Lifting her shirt, exposing her glorious chest, she asks, “All right, which one is boo and which one is bear?”

“Clearly the left one is bear.”

“Why is that clear?”

“Because,” I say simply, “it’s furrier than the right.” It takes everything in me to hold back the smile that wants to blast past my lips.

Her mouth opens in shock and she drops her shirt. Lifting off her chair, she charges at me, causing me to laugh. “My boobs aren’t furry.” She tries to tickle-pinch me but all I do is pull her onto my lap that is now covered by my shorts. I may cook naked but eating naked at the table . . . I have some manners.

“I didn’t say boobs, I just said one boob was furry,” I tease.

“You’re the worst.” Her finger connects with my nipple and pinches . . . hard.

“Fucking hell,” I yell, grabbing her finger. “Damn woman.”

“Say it,” she threatens, a smile on her face and determination in her eyes.

“Say what?”

“Say I don’t have hairy nipples.”

I sigh and twist my face apologetically. “Sorry, baby, I’m not really into the whole lying thing just to please.”

Forgetting her pinching attempts, she takes a different approach, light in her eyes from what’s to come next. I don’t see it coming until I feel her warm heat starting to rock against my cock. Oh shit, she’s bringing her A-game.

Moving her hair to the side with one hand, she tilts her head to the side and pulls on the neckline of her shirt, exposing her breast, Bear to be exact, while she continues to rock on my now hardening cock.

“Say it,” she says in a sexy voice, biting her lip after.

Oh, fuck me.

I grip her hips and help them ride me, loving the way I can feel her pussy against the rigidness of my dick. For a brief moment, I stare at our connection, loving the way her hips seductively move against me and take note to have her ride me in bed.

“Say it,” she repeats.

“Babe, do you really think I like sucking on a Chewbacca nipple? Come on, you know your boobs are perfect.”

“And . . .” She shifts on my lap.

“And hairless,” I groan out.

Releasing her shirt, she pushes my chest and gets up. “That’s right they are. Don’t make that mistake again.”

What? Looking down at my lap, my dick is popping up, completely aroused. She smirks and saunters away, plate and coffee mug in hand.

“Uh, pardon me, devil woman, you seem to have left something behind.” I point down at my dick.

“I don’t believe I have.” She rinses her plate off and sticks it in the dishwasher. When she’s finished, she looks over the half wall that separates her kitchen and dining area, resting her head in her hands. “So your practices, you just dive constantly?”

“You’re really changing the subject, when my dick is practically winking at you, trying to grab your pussy’s attention?”

The smile that crosses over her beautiful face is nefarious. “I am. I would rather hear about your practice.”

“Come sit on my cock, and I will tell you all you want to hear.” I back my chair up and pat my lap, nodding my head in my direction, trying to entice her.

“Nice try.” Standing up, she rounds the corner of the kitchen and plays with the hem of her shirt, occasionally flashing me her fucking vagina as if it’s nothing. “And here I wanted to take a shower but now I’m going to have to research what divers do.”

Standing up like a bullet out of a gun, I close the distance between us and glide my hands up her thighs, under her shirt and to the swell of her hips. My erection presses against her as I look down at this little seductress. Moving my hands, I caress her soft skin, roaming around her ass and up her shirt. Her eyes glaze over and she uses my shoulders as support.

“Have shower sex with me and I’ll take you to my practice.” God, anything right about now to get inside this woman again.

“Really?”

“Really. Deal?”

Peeling her shirt off, she guides my hands up to her breasts and forces them to squeeze her. No fucking problem there.

“It’s a deal, Big Daddy,” she says on a laugh.

“Oh fuck, yes. Hot Sex and Big Daddy are about to bang in the shower.”

I chase her down the hallway as she giggles and says, “No commentary. It’s weird.”

“So announcing that penis is entering vagina inccuring coitus isn’t recommended?”

“God, no.”

“Damn. I love announcing during coitus.”

“Don’t say coitus!” She laughs.

Fuck, that sound is addicting. It took months. So many long, patient, extremely horny months, but is worth the wait. She is worth the wait. And now she’s letting me in. Thank fucking heaven.

***

What the hell was I thinking, inviting Melony to my practice? And why the hell did she say she would come? This was a bad idea, a very, very bad idea.

“Hey, asshole, are you paying attention?” Holly asks while pointing at her clipboard.

I glance down at my watch and see I have five minutes before Melony is supposed to arrive. Five minutes to convince Holly to get the hell out of here.

When I first invited Melony, I didn’t think of her meeting Holly, the thought never even crossed my mind. I thought it would be fun to show her what I do for dryland training. And then I remembered who my coach is.

My sister.

The sister whose career I destroyed.

The sister who is now in a wheelchair for the rest of her life because I looked at a text message while driving.

A text message about forgotten goggles.

Fuck!

Call me a pussy, but I can’t have Melony meet Holly yet. I don’t want her to ask questions. I don’t want her to know that side of me. I’m trying to win her over, not drive her away. One mention of how I destroyed my sister’s life and Melony will hightail it away from me, no doubt in my mind.

“Hollis! What the hell is wrong with you?”

I grab the back of my head, rubbing my skin as I try to think of a reasonable excuse to ask Holly to leave. “Uh, I think I can handle practice by myself today.”

Sitting back in her chair, she eyes me up and down, a sarcastic laugh popping out of her mouth. “You think you can handle practice by yourself today. Three days before you leave for the final send-off before Rio? Do you really think I would let that happen?”

“Uh, if I ask nicely you would?”

“Guess again.”

“Holly, please. Let me just have today.”

“Are you insane? I’m not going to let you practice alone three days before we leave.”

The door to the gym opens and Melony walks in, looking around. My heart hammers in my chest as I take her in. She’s wearing hot-pink spandex capris and a form-fitting black tank top. Her hair is pulled back, a few strands falling forward. God, she’s so beautiful.

Holly follows my gaze and then looks back at me. She catches my stare and all I can do is smile.

She pinches the bridge of her nose and shakes her head. “I can’t fucking believe you right now.”

“Holly, you don’t understand how long it took me to get this girl to trust me.”

“What does that have to do with me?”

Fuck, what do I say? I don’t want Melony to see my handicapped sister because I’m afraid she’ll hate me for life? What kind of shitty person does that make me? The absolute fucking worst. I already know that, given my past indiscretion. Shit.

“Listen,” I swallow hard, “I don’t want her to meet family. We are keeping this little thing between us right now, and you’ll scare her off with your twin stories. Please, Holls, I will come back later tonight if you want. Just give me this right now.”

Anger surfacing her features turns soft for a brief moment. “Fine, but you owe me doubles tomorrow with zero complaints, got it?”

Doubles . . . insert whiney emoji face. Melony is worth it.

“Got it. Now get out of here.”

Shaking her head at me, she leaves me but not before saying, “Work on your approach on your four-and-a-half somersault at least.”

“Done. I’ll call you after.”

Mumbling, she says, “That’s right you will.”

Thank fuck for an understanding sister. Melony is chatting with another athlete she ran into when I walk up to her. “Hey baby.”

Turning, she has a bright smile on her face. “Hey. Did you just get here?”

“No, I was warming up,” I lie. “Coach isn’t here today, but I have some things to do and thought maybe I would show you the ropes. Come one, I have my own space over here.” I nod my head toward my corner full of mats, practice platform, and bin of foam blocks.

Melony says bye to the other athlete and walks next to me. Because I can’t be close to her and not touch her, I link my fingers with hers. “How was work?”

“Dreadful. Bellini felt a pimple coming in. She thinks it’s from stress, but I think it’s the itty-bitty alien that controls her body trying to free itself.”

I laugh and pull her in so I can kiss her head. “Why does that actually seem plausible?”

“Because she is the worst human on this planet.”

“What could she possibly be stressed about?”

“No clue. She got a letter in the mail today that freaked her out. I hope it’s some hateful fan mail. Maybe someone is trying to capture Pope Francis for ransom.”

“Maybe she was caught on camera stealing a pack of Tic Tacs out of desperation,” I suggest. “And now she has to serve time.”

“Maybe someone is trying to claim Pocket as their own minion, leaving Bellini without someone to bleach her asshole every month.”

Cringing, I ask, “She bleaches her asshole?”

“So it’s like the halo of an angel,” I deadpan.

“Fuck.” I shake my head. “Moving on.” With my arms spread, I show off my area. “This is it, baby.”

Looking around, she observes my space thoughtfully, taking in the climbing rope, the foam pit, the mounds upon mounds of mats, and the practice platform.

Quirking her lips to the side in confusion, she says, “Uh, there’s no water.”

“Such an observant beauty.” I kiss her head again. “I have dryland training today. Don’t need the pool for that.”

“Dryland training. Do you do a lot of it?”

“Just as much as the pool. Dryland training is where I practice all my flips, approaches, and tucks. It’s very important.”

Nodding, she eyes the foam pit and asks, “Do you dive in that?”

A wicked idea pops in my mind. Rather than tell her, I decide to show her. Without a word, I pick her up, a squeal popping out of her, and toss her right into the pit. She lands softly on the foam just as I leap into the air, conduct two somersaults and land next to her.

“Not really dive in here but flip,” I smile at her.

“That was kind of hot,” she admits with a blush.

I raise my eyebrow. “Really? Well, in that case, I will flip my way around you from now on.”

“Not necessary.” Bouncing in place, she picks up a foam block and tosses it at my head, hitting me between the eyes. “These are fun.”

Being clearly dramatic, I fall back from the hit making sure to grip my head in the process. “Oh no, I’m concussed. I need your tit in my mouth to make me better.”

“I didn’t put my boob in your mouth the first time you faked a concussion, what makes you think I will do it this time?”

I pop up from my prone position. “Because this time you have the knowledge of my tongue making you come two times in a row.”

“Oh my God.” She looks around to see if anyone heard me. “Have you no volume control?”

“I do.” I shout, “Remember the time you took your shirt off—” A block hits me in the head, quieting me down.

“God, you’re so annoying.” She crawls out of the pit or at least tries to. I catch her before she exits and fling both of us back into the pit.

I kiss the side of her face and speak closely into her ear. “Want to dive down a little farther so I can finger you without people seeing?”

Turning to face me, she asks, “Is this your idea of being romantic? Fingering me in a pit of foam while teenagers practice on the other end of the gym? Not very Noah Calhoun of you.”

“To-fucking-ché.” I laugh. “All right, how about this, you help me practice right now and tomorrow night, I Noah Calhoun your ass so hard, you will be begging me to finger you pretty much anywhere we’re together.”

“Once again . . . so romantic.”

“Hey, it’s 2016, baby. Romance is all about dirty talk, secret rendezvous, and attentive fucking. Flowers, candies, and poems are old school.”

“You got me flowers the other day,” she points out.

I shrug. “Hell, I like to be vintage every once in a while. So what do you say? Video me for a little bit while I work on my approach and in return I will romance you so fucking hard tomorrow night.”

Smirking, she asks, “Will you buy me dessert?”

“Baby, I will buy you anything you want, as long as the beautiful pussy of yours is on the menu.”

“Can you not say pussy so loud?”

“Pussy,” I shout, drawing the attention of others.

Slapping my chest, she chastises me and laughs. “Hollis.”

I laugh out loud, holding the spot where she playfully swatted. “Honestly, Hot Sex, you should really know better by now. Big Daddy doesn’t listen very well. He’s a smart-ass at his finest . . . with a giant dong.”

Shaking her head, mirth in her eyes, she says, “Yeah, smart-ass cocky bastard.”

I wink. “Lethal combination for a randy woman like yourself.” Looking around, I say, “Want to suck my cock in the pit instead?”

“I’m leaving.”

Laughing out loud, I chase after her. “I was only kidding, you can suck my cock on the platform, last offer.”

“Noah Calhoun would be so disappointed in you.”

“Pretty sure he would high-five me. Bros stick together, baby.” Turning toward the mats, I say, “Now count off for me, I have twenty of each dive to complete.” With that, I get in position, take a deep breath and jump up into a tuck position and land on the mat. Turning to Melony, I’m instantly awarded by an awed, yet lustful look in her eyes.

Tomorrow I might pay for kicking Holly out of practice, but I’m sure as hell making up for it right now with Melony watching me. It was worth it.
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MELONY

 

 

 

Hollis: Be ready by six, Hot Sex.

Hollis: P.S. wear something slutty.

Hollis: P.S.S. don’t actually wear something slutty. I don’t feel like beating the shit out of people tonight.

Hollis: P.S.S.S. I missed you today. From now on, you must send me a picture of you at least sometime during the day so I can see your gorgeous face.

Hollis: P.S to infinity, take a selfie with me tonight? I want it as a screensaver on my phone. Can’t wait to kiss that perfect mouth of yours. XOXO

All right, so the man can text, I will give him that. With every text he sent, my smile grew. Is this what it feels like to be in a relationship with someone? Constantly smiling like an idiot at a piece of electronics? If so, we must all look like a bunch of lunatics.

I’m going to get Noah Calhouned tonight. I’ve never been romanced; I’ve never really been on a date before. Yeah, I’ve gone out to dinner with a few men, but I’ve never been picked up from my place for a date, or wooed before through text messages. And I’m sure Hollis will hold my hand the whole night because he can’t be a few inches from me without touching me somehow whether it be my lower back, or him guiding me by gripping the back of my neck. He’s not opposed to PDA; he actually thrives off it.

Something he also thrives off? Embarrassing me every chance he gets. It’s the smart-ass in him, and for some reason, I like it. He makes me laugh, puts ease in my heart, makes me feel secure about myself.

When was the last time I ever felt secure about myself?

Never . . .

Even though he seems so perfect, there is that stupid voice in the back of my head trying to insert doubt, trying to make me second-guess everything, but I push her back and tamp her down. It’s time I live in the moment.

My phone rings.

Hollis.

“Hey,” I say, putting him on speakerphone so I can finish curling my hair.

“Hey, baby. Just got out of practice. I’m sore as fuck, so I hope you plan on riding me tonight.”

“Who says I put out on the first date?”

He chuckles. “Believe me, Hot Sex, once Big Daddy is done with you tonight, you’ll be pulling my clothes off with your teeth.”

“So confident.”

“Confidence grows dicks.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Eh,” he chuckles, “made sense to me. I’m going to run home quick, take a shower, and then head over to your place. I’ll see you soon.”

“Okay, don’t be late. It will reflect poorly for you on after-date activities if you are.”

“I knew you were a hussy who put out on the first night.”

“Goodbye, Hollis.”

“Pretty sure that’s not my name, Hot Sex.”

I laugh to myself. “No way in hell I’m calling you Big Daddy.” Before he can answer, I hang up with an even bigger smile on my face now.

Honestly, I’m really excited about tonight. What does he have planned? Will he take me to dinner and that’s it? Or does he have something else special planned . . . besides his sexual fantasies.

And what kind of sexual fantasies does he have? Is riding him one of them? I think about the possibility, of me on top, my hips spread, taking him inside me, running the length of his cock against my clit in just the right position.

My body heats up from the possibility. Yeah, I could join in on that little fantasy. Hell, it’s not even a fantasy, it’s something I have to do now.

I can see his heady eyes now, barely able to look at me to peruse my body. I can feel his hands gripping my thighs, guiding me along his cock, his glorious cock.

Dude has cock.

That will forever be etched in my memory as the biggest truth I’ve ever been told . . . no pun intended.

For months Hollis has taunted and teased me with sexual proposition after sexual proposition, and if I’m honest, I’ve been left in a constant state of frustration. Yet, I’ve kept him at arm’s length. But now, now I get to experience him, and I have to admit I’m actually surprised just how good sex is with him. He worships my body. The way he touches me—electrifies me—is beyond what I expected, and I expected a lot. I had only wanted one night, but I'm amazed I get to have more. It's as if he was made only for me. And of course, that makes me want him more. After I left Bellini’s house, barely squeaking away from day two of possible pimple appearance, I decided to pamper myself. I went to one of my favorite boutiques, found the perfect emerald-green form-fitting dress that hits mid-thigh with long sleeves and no back, bought a pair of gold stilettos, and had my nails done in matching gold tones. No need for lingerie since the back of the dress is non-existent and I don’t care for underwear most of the time.

Eyeing the dress hanging on the door behind me, I try to picture Hollis’s face when he sees me in it. Pretty sure he’ll love it, especially the plunging back and the way it shows the curve of my ass and outline of my breasts. Yup, it’s scandalous at best, but I don’t care. I want to look hot tonight.

Since we’re going out in the evening, I gave myself a brown smoky-eye with heavy-lidded liner, thick mascara, and just a few individual fake lashes in the corner of my eyes to brighten and widen my eyes. As for my hair, loose waves pieced out by styling wax. And to top it all off, a peach gloss to tie in the natural gold and brown tones I used.

Looking into the mirror, I fluff my hair, pleased with how everything came out.

Eep, I can’t wait for him to see me.

Putting on my dress takes finesse as I slip it over my head avoiding any makeup smearing or messing of the hair. I shimmy it down my body, that’s how tight it is. My mom would so not approve of this dress.

My mom.

Shit, I need to call her. I haven’t talked to her since Sunday, when I told her to talk to me once she’s done airing our dirty laundry. Guilt consumes me, acting like a wet blanket on the excitement I had for tonight.

I want to give my best to Hollis, he deserves it, so I swallow my pride and dial my mom while I finish putting my dress on. Her voice rings out over my speakerphone.

“Hi, honey.”

“Hi, Mom,” I answer awkwardly. “Uh, how are you?”

“Better now that you called.” She’s always been good at getting right to the point.

“I know, I’m sorry.” I sigh and sit on the edge of my tub. “I was such an ass to you the other day. You don’t deserve that kind of treatment from me.”

“I don’t,” she says honestly, “but I understand where your passion was coming from.”

“Still not an excuse. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you for apologizing.” She pauses and says, “Can I ask if anything good came from that day?”

I knew she was going to ask that. When I agreed to seeing Hollis, I told him I wanted to keep it between us, but my mom is different. She deserves to know. She’s earned that right, being that she raised me and provided for me on such low earnings. No matter what, she always made sure I had a decent childhood. The least I could do is tell her I’m seeing someone.

“Um, yeah. I’m kind of seeing Hollis.” Quickly, I say, “But we’re not telling anyone right now. I don’t want to make a big deal about it because this is new for me, and I think if I keep it simple, just him and me, I have a better chance at making something of it.”

“I can understand that. Thank you for telling me. I promise to keep it to myself and wait for you to inform me of what’s going on.” God, she knows me so well. “But can I say one thing?”

Ha, it wouldn’t be my mom unless she tried to get her two cents in. “Of course, Mom.”

“From the few spare moments I spent with Hollis, I could tell he was genuine, thoughtful, the real deal. He’s a good one, Mel, so don’t push him away because you get scared, okay? I think he’s the perfect match for you.”

“Funny, he seems to think the same thing.”

My mom chuckles. “I could see that in him. Confident, but not too cocky.”

Too cocky . . . if only she knew how much cock he really has.

“Be kind to him, sweetheart. He’s a good guy.”

“You’re not just saying this because he is an Olympic diver, are you?”

“No.” She grows serious. “I’ve seen my fair share of poor excuses for men. What I see in Hollis is different. He’s one of a kind, honey. The kind of man you don’t ever want to lose. Cherish his heart, you will want to use it for protection over yours.”

Annnnnd now I’m getting emotional.

“Okay, thanks, Mom.” Clearing my throat, I say, “I actually have to go, he’s taking me on a date and will be here any minute. But thank you . . . for everything.”

“Anytime, honey. Have fun tonight. Don’t think too much, just feel.”

I hang up the phone with my mom just as my doorbell rings.

Just feel . . .

I slip on my shoes, grab my clutch, and walk to my door.

Just feel.

I can do that. I just hope I fulfill what he’s looking for in a partner, that I’m enough for him.

Please let me be enough.

With a deep breath and a semi-firm bravado of leaping into the unknown, I open the door to find Hollis, one hand on the doorjamb of my apartment and the other in his pocket. His hair is perfectly messy, styled but in a way that seems like he just ran his hands through it a couple times. Encasing his powerful and strong legs are tight, fitted navy chinos, clinging desperately from his calves to his waistline—very Euro looking. He’s wearing a dark grey sweater, the sleeves pushed up to his elbows showing off his impressive forearms and hanging loosely around his neck is a long necklace with a triangle at the end of it. Why does a simple accessory seem so hot? But that’s not what has my attention, igniting a flame deep within the pit of my stomach. It’s his eyes penetrating my guarded veneer, eating me up with hunger that has me quivering in my heels.

He gives me a once-over, his hand running over his chin in awe. It’s a simple move, one that doesn’t take thought to make—it’s just an immediate reaction—but it says everything a woman wants to know when she meets up with a man; he wants me.

“Shit, baby.” He steps forward and takes hold of my hand. He lifts it above my head and forces me to spin for him, his other hand lazily traveling over my body, appreciating my outfit. “This dress is sinful, Melony. Are you trying to kill me before we even step foot outside?”

“Just trying to keep you interested,” I tease, loving the way he wraps his arm around my waist and presses his arm palm against my exposed back.

“No need to do that, babe. My interest is sated where you’re concerned. Come here.” Desire. I can feel it from him as his hand runs up my bare back and cups my neck, pulling me in for a panty-melting kiss. “Mmm,” he moans, placing his forehead against mine. “I fucking missed you today, but it was worth the wait. You look beautiful, baby.”

His words cut deep, searing my heart with hope. I know I didn’t have to get all dolled up for him, but I wanted to because sometimes, a girl needs to dress up, put on some makeup, do her hair and wear a killer dress to throw her man into a tailspin of yearning.

Her man . . .

Is Hollis my man?

The way he’s eating me up right now, his hands wandering, exploring the ins and outs of my dress, his lips caressing my cheek, my jaw, my neck, I would put a safe bet down to say he’s mine.

Letting him kiss my neck just a little more, I say, “You look good yourself. I always see you in workout clothes, so I didn’t know you owned such stylish apparel.”

“You think I’m stylish?” he asks, his lips doing naughty things to my ear, his hands caressing my back. “Well, hell, I’ll always wear these clothes then, even when diving.”

“Not sure other women would appreciate the lack of Speedo,” I point out, his hand running over my ass and dangerously close to the hemline of my dress where his fingers play with it.

“Fuck other women, I only care about you.”

“If that’s the case,” his hand slips under my dress and starts traveling upward again—such a naughty, naughty man—“if I’m the one who gets to pick what you wear on the diving platform, then I pick a rainbow thong.”

Without hesitation he says, “Done,” just as his hands connect with my bare ass. A groan rumbles up through his chest and into my ear where he’s playing with my lobe between his teeth. I wasn’t expecting foreplay in the entryway of my apartment, with my door still open, but I can’t seem to stop him. “Fuck, you’re not wearing underwear, are you?”

“Do I ever?” I ask, tilting my head to the side, allowing him better access. My hands are now holding onto the belt loops of his pants, trying to steady my balance.

His breathing his harsh; his fingers dig into my ass. Erotic electricity bounces between us, and I’m instantly wet from the feeling of his hard cock against me.

“Melony.” He heaves a tortured breath. He starts to move his hand to my front, searching out my clit, but I stop him by the wrist. His eyes shoot to mine, pain and pure torture clear in his expression. “You’re kidding, right? You’re not going to let me touch you?”

Mustering every ounce of courage I can find to not let this man take me back to my bedroom, I say, “Tonight is about you romancing me, remember?”

“Yeah, I do.” He looks dead serious, with a twinge of desperation. “Let me romance you with my tongue and then we can get on our way.”

“Nuh-uh.” I shake my head, clearly destroying all of Hollis’s hopes and dreams. “Noah Calhoun wouldn’t stick his tongue in a girl’s pussy the first second her saw her.”

“Noah Calhoun was also in his prime when The Beatles were born, so licking a lady’s pussy wasn’t a way of greeting.”

“Like it is now?” I ask sarcastically. “Pretty sure I don’t see men bending at the knee to greet a woman with one swipe at the clit.”

“Like I said, men are idiots.” His smile is impossible.

Stilling his hands, I say, “Come on, show me your moves outside the bedroom. Woo me, Hollis.”

Sighing in defeat, he steps away and adjusts his pants, clearly trying to tame his bulge. Quickly, he runs his hand through his thick faux hawk and then twists the front strands ever so slightly, messing them up. So. Hot.

His soulful eyes glance up at me as he holds out his hand. “You look gorgeous, Melony. Are you ready for our date?” The dark, sinister voice he was using while his fingers pressed into my ass is gone, and a more contemplative Hollis greets me now. And yet I don’t see disappointment in his eyes.

Feeling bad that I squashed his dreams, I lean into him, pressing my breasts against his chest and speak into his ear while gripping his scruffy jaw. “If you do a good job wooing me, I might just let you finish what you had planned.”

His face morphs, his eyes burning into me. “Challenge accepted.”

Oh hell, I’m way in over my head. From the look of determination in his eyes, I know the last brick of the wall I resurrected over my heart is going to fall. Hollis is about to destroy every preconceived notion I have had of men.

And honestly, I want him to. I so desperately want him to.

***

Fun fact: don’t ever challenge Hollis Knightly. He will win.

I’ve learned that over the course of getting to understand this man. When you lay down a bet, you’re going to lose.

That’s why I’m on the verge of turning into an exhibitionist and putting on a show for all voyeurs to watch.

The night didn’t start out innocent by way of ass grabbing in the apartment hallway, but it fizzled into a regular date when we got into Hollis’s Prius. Well, I shouldn’t really say regular date. By no means has Hollis taken me on a regular date. When he said he was going to romance me, he wasn’t kidding.

In the car, we talked about the Olympics and his competition. It’s a known fact that Hollis is a cocky bastard—he doesn’t hide that—but when he spoke of his upcoming competition—that’s how he referred to it, although it seems a little bigger than just a competition—he was confident in his abilities to take home another gold. He wasn’t overtly cocky, or waving his gold medals around saying he was the best in the world. He spoke with assurance of his abilities and the training he’s put in. It was downright sexy hearing him speak of his sport.

At dinner, he pulled out my chair for me. I didn’t expect anything less on that end, but what I didn’t expect was for him to move his chair closer to mine so he could hold my thigh the entire time. Not my hand, but my thigh. His thumb gingerly stroked my skin as he spoke. It came so naturally to him, that the movement was flawless but consuming on my end. There were many times I couldn’t even concentrate on what he was saying because his thumb was distracting.

Conversation was easy. Dinner was exquisite, especially when he chose to feed me parts of his, wanting to share in the flavors. It was romantic with the view of the ocean, the candlelit atmosphere, and the sexy-as-hell man sitting next to me, giving me his undivided attention, eating up every word I spoke, never once looking at his phone that remained in his pocket. HE was engrossed in everything about me.

That to me is romance. You can make grand gestures of presents and promises all you want, but it won’t affect me. What cut through the icy chill of my heart was his attentiveness, his intrigue, the way he watched my lips while I spoke, and the way he engaged in conversation, asking me questions, really paying attention to everything I had to say. In a digital world where connections to the outside world sit at our fingertips, to have someone so solely focused on everything you have to say—that to me is sexy, romantic, awe-inspiring. And completely Hollis.

With his undivided attention, he was showing me how much of a different man he truly is, blessing me with him, and only him.

After dinner, he linked our hands together and guided me to the ocean, where we are currently sitting on the beach, watching the waves roll in one by one, indulging in the tiramisu we got to go. My back to his chest, his arms wrapped around me, his hot breath in my ear, chuckling and teasing me while he takes turns feeding both of us with the one fork the restaurant gave us. It’s intimate, different . . . utterly fantastic.

I never knew this is what a relationship could be like. It seems so effortless, uncomplicated, like we were meant to be together.

I would love to say it’s freaking me out, that I’m scared out of my mind, but for once in my life, I can say I’m not. I feel so incredibly full, so enriched by the company of another soul, it’s addicting.

I don’t feel lonely.

How I’ve been wrong for so long, it kills me to know that I’ve been missing out on companionship. But even then, I know I wouldn’t feel this way with another man. I know these feelings are because of Hollis and the way he treats me. It’s his personality, his charisma, the way he touches me gingerly, with loving affection, and the way he looks at me, as if I’m the only woman that would ever make him happy. How could I not become addicted to such attention?

It’s impossible.

A little piece of me is scared, and I don’t know how to handle this feeling overtaking my body, that he will one day . . . leave.

It’s the reason why I’m staying reserved, why I’m keeping this relationship between us, why I want to still tread cautiously. Because what if one day he sits back and realizes my flaws—my scars—are too deep for him to reach? To heal. What if we have a disagreement about something neither of us can find a common ground? Will it drive us apart? Will he take that opportunity to leave?

Will he ever leave?

“You went quiet on me.” His deep voice speaks closely to my ear. “What’s churning in that beautiful mind of yours?”

“Nothing really,” I answer, not wanting to get into my worries. “Do you ever feel like you only truly see the stars when you’re out by the ocean?”

“They’re non-existent in the city,” he agrees. “Which makes it that much more special to come out to the beach at night.” He kisses the side of my head and sets down our finished desserts. “Did you have a good time, baby? I know there wasn’t a lot of fanfare, but I wanted to keep things simple.”

I lean into him and wrap his arms over my chest so he’s hugging me tightly, my head resting on his shoulder. “I’ve had an incredible time, Hollis. I don’t need fanfare, I just need you.”

That garners me another kiss. His entire body is wrapped around me, and it’s so damn comforting. I never want to get up.

“Can I talk to you about something that’s been weighing heavily on my mind?” His voice grows serious. It’s a tone a rarely heard unless he truly wants to convey something to me so I perk up, wondering what he wants to talk about.

“Of course.”

One of his hands lazily runs along the skin on my forearm as he speaks. “I leave for Rio in a day. We go to Georgia first and then to Brazil. I know you’re going to attend the games but that gives us a couple weeks apart.”

“Okay,” I say, wondering where he’s going with this.

He sighs and leans his head closer, speaking directly into my ear, nervousness in his voice. “I’ve worked so hard at getting to this point with you, Melony. I’m worried we’ll revert back to where we were when you were barely speaking to me.” He kisses my temple and continues, “I don’t want to lose what we have because of distance. I don’t,” he pauses, trying to gather his words, “I don’t want you to think I left you.”

“Hollis,” I say incredulously, “I know you have to go to training. I’m not stupid to think you’ve left me.”

“I don’t think you’re stupid, baby. I just get fucking nervous as hell that the next time I see you, you’re going to act like we’re strangers, like I’m a thing of the past. I have no clue how to make that not happen. I would love to say I know how you tick, but I’m still learning everything about you, especially in that sealed vault of a mind you have. I need your help. Help me figure out how to keep this feeling between us while I’m gone.”

The anxiety rolling off him in waves saddens me. The beautiful, caring man. I don’t blame him though, as he’s right. I’m a flight case at best. I wish I wasn’t. I wish I was the strong, confident woman everyone wants to see, but I’m damaged, permanently scarred by a man I should have been able to trust with my life. That leaves a mark, no matter how much I try to deny it. Unfortunately, the mark he left behind has affected me well into my twenties. I’m still affected, but I do want to try.

I don’t know what to say to Hollis. This is the first time I’ve ever been in a relationship, and I don’t know what works. I have no clue how I’ll feel when he’s gone. Will I miss him? Will I be lost without him? Will I be one of the girls who’s become dependent upon her man?

No, I don’t believe I will be. I’ve been independent up until this point. If anything, I would resume my regular life . . . and . . . oh. That’s what probably terrifies Hollis.

I lean down and kiss his hand. “I wish there was some kind of magical equation I could hand you to keep me at bay but I honestly don’t have any clue how to direct you. You’re my first true relationship, Hollis. I really have no idea how any of this works. I mean . . . are we in a relationship?”

Possessiveness takes over him as he squeezes me tighter. “Fuck yes, we’re in a relationship. I thought that was clear. Have I not shown you my intentions? Melony, you’re it for me. I don’t want anyone else. Ever.” Ever? He swallows hard, a little malice to his voice. “I sure as hell hope the feeling is mutual.”

Does he think I’ve been fooling around with others? As if that was even a possibility. No one even comes close to resembling Hollis. It’s not just his build and finely cut body, but his charismatic attitude. He engulfs me, practically drowns me. There is no way I could even think about anyone else.

I turn my head and look him in the eyes. “Hollis, the feeling is more than mutual. I just, I’ve never done this before so you have to guide me step by step.”

His body relaxes and sinks into mine once again. “You’re my girl, Melony, and I want to keep it that way. This is new between us, and it’s scary to you, I get that. But to keep it going, we are going to have to put forth an effort while we’re apart. Let there be physical miles between our bodies but not between our hearts.”

Our hearts. Those words resonate deeply with me. I’ve never given my heart over to another human before. Thinking back over the last few days, I can honestly say, it is scary. I’ve been slowly handing him over broken piece by broken piece, looking for him to put it all back together.

Will he finally be able to mend it?

The thing is, I want to wait around to see.

“Then let’s work on it. What will it take? Calls, texts, video chats?”

His nose runs along my ears, sending chills down my arm. “I’m pretty sure the prescription for long-distance relationships is lots and lots of phone sex. I mean, we’re talking about getting seriously raw from diddling so much. Check your fingers, are they pruned? No, then more phone sex. Plus I will need a mold of your breast so I can stick it in my mouth whenever I want.” And he’s back to sarcastic Hollis, which makes me smile. Funny how I missed him.

“Why do I feel like you’re not going to let up on the mold?” I ask teasingly.

“Because you know my addiction to your tits. You have to feed it baby, be an enabler. It’s for America.”

“How is a mold of my boob for America?”

He bites down on my ear lobe, a moan slips out of me as I tilt my head to the side, loving the way his lips feel on me.

“Because, a mold of your boob will help ease the pressure I’m carrying from having to claim another gold medal. America is counting on your tit.”

Chuckling, I shake my head. “Well, America is going to have to think of another way to be supportive. There will be no molding of my breasts.”

He shakes his head behind me and huffs, “And here I thought you were patriotic.”

 


Chapter Twenty-One

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“I feel great, Holls.”

“Not tight or anything? You’ve been stretching like I told you? Drinking water, staying away from sweets?”

“Water and stretching for sure.”

“Hollis,” she groans. “You need to stay in prime shape.”

“I am.” I flex my muscles for Holly. In all honesty, I feel better and more prepared than I ever have for the Olympic games. I know Holly has really stepped up my training, which has prepared me to be in the best shape of my life, but I also believe it has a lot to do with Melony. She makes me happy and when I’m happy, I can do anything.

“Eating ice cream isn’t staying in prime shape, Hollis.”

“Ice cream is dairy and according to the food pyramid—”

“Cut the shit.” She laughs. “The food pyramid is a joke for the elite athlete. No more ice cream.”

I tap my finger to my chin in thought. “What about ice cream in the form of a cone rather than a cup. I have to lick it, makes me work harder.”

“No ice cream.”

“What about licking it off a body, like . . . hmm, Melony’s.”

“Ew.” Holly cringes. “No ice cream! God, how many times do I have to tell you not to talk about sex things with me? You’re my twin brother, have you forgotten that?”

I shrug. “We share everything.”

“No, we don’t.” She shivers. “We are done with this conversation.” Moving on she asks, “Have you talked to Mom and Dad?”

“Not really. Are they all packed?”

“Mom got a two-piece.”

“What?” The feeling of my eyes popping out of my head is real. “What do you mean she got a two-piece. Like, shorts and a full bathing suit?”

“No, like a bikini bottom and a bikini top. And to top it off . . . she got Dad a banana hammock.”

“You’re a fucking liar.”

Laughing, she shakes her head as we make it to my car. As I help her get in she says, “I wish I was. She sent me a picture. Dad’s suit literally has a banana on the crotch . . . lying in a hammock. She said they wanted to experience Brazil the right way.”

“By horrifying people?” I ask. I fold up her chair and put it in my trunk before getting in the driver’s side.

“Mom asked if I wanted to get a matching suit. I told her I would rather hang out with the trash pandas lounging on their property, picking through last night’s leftovers.”

“That’s a little rough, but understandable. No one wants to wear matching swimsuits with their mom.”

“Not even a little. Hey, did you catch Rollin’ in the Bacon?”

Christ, my sister and her stupid obsession with this show. “No, when are you going to realize I don’t watch it? You have so much more class than to sit down and watch that shit, sis.”

“I can’t look away. It’s a train wreck. They are only reruns, but I still watch them. Will you watch it when Reese is on?”

Hmm, I never thought about it. A part of me would rather spend the night walking up and down the diving platform stairs than listen to Bellini-the-twit drone on and on about her woes, but another part of me wants to watch just to be able to make fun of Reese. I would bet my left nut there is some incriminating material of him for me to capitalize on. Still, I would have to sit through Bellini to get through it.

“Probably not. Bellini is too much for me.”

“She’s not for everyone.” Isn’t that the fucking truth? “Speaking of Bellini, am I ever going to meet this Melony girl you ditched me for?”

“Yeah about that.” I cringe. More than anything I want Melony to meet Holly. I think they would really get along. Plus Holly is my fucking world and I want my two worlds to collide, but not in an explosive, destructive kind of way. “Not sure when that will happen.”

Looking out the window, I can see Holly nod her head from the corner of my eye. She’s silent for a passing moment before saying, “Are you ashamed of me?” What the fuck?

I nearly drive off the road. “What? Are you insane? Why the hell would I be ashamed of you?”

“Before the accident, you would have introduced me to your girlfriends, but now I’m in a wheelchair—”

“Don’t you fucking dare finish that sentence,” I say firmly. “It has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me.”

“How so? You don’t even talk to me about your girlfriends anymore. Before I became your coach, you barely talked to me about diving. So what the hell is it, Hollis? Do you feel sorry for me? Is that it? And you don’t want other people to feel sorry for me as well? Because that’s not how I’m living my life, looking for pity from others.”

“I never said that.” I feel panic creep over me. This is not a conversation I want to have with Holly right before I leave for training camp.

Are you ashamed of me?

Fuck, I’m ashamed of myself. I was the one driving, the one who foolishly looked at his phone, the one who ran into a tree, the one who ended my sister’s career.

I’m. So. Fucking. Ashamed.

“Then what is it, Hollis?”

The drive to her place is faster than expected, and I’m pulling into her parking lot when she turns to me looking for answers. Knowing she won’t even consider getting out of my car without an explanation, I capitulate.

I lean back in my chair and run my hands over my face. Fuck, I can’t believe I’m having this conversation.

“I’m not ashamed of you, Holly. Shit, I’m so damn proud of you and the way you’ve risen from the fall I caused for you. I’m . . . ashamed of myself. I feel so guilty for the loss I’ve caused you, it’s tearing me up inside. It’s not that I don’t want Melony to meet you, it’s that I don’t want her to know the kind of monster I am.”

A gentle touch grips my forearm, pulling my hand away from yanking on my hair. Holly nudges me to look at her. Like a dickhead, I have tears in my eyes. So much regret sits on my shoulders, weighs heavily on my chest, it’s fucking crippling at times.

“You’re not a monster, Hollis. You made a mistake.”

“That wasn’t a mistake. You don’t call destroying someone’s life a mistake.”

“Is that what you think you did?” She forces me to look at her, and her crystal-blue eyes meet mine. “You think you destroyed my life?”

I swallow hard, tamping down the raw agony I feel. “Of course I do. I took away your diving career, your passion, everything you ever worked for.”

“You didn’t take away anything, Hollis. We were in an accident. I lost the ability to walk, but that didn’t destroy my life, it just put me on a different path to success.” Turning away, she shakes her head. “What do you think I’ve been doing while you’ve been training? Sitting around, reminiscing on the days I could walk? Fuck you if you think that’s true.” I’m caught off guard by her tone and aggression. “I might have lost my ability to walk but I didn’t lose my heart or my drive. I didn’t lose my will to reach my goals, my new goals. While you’ve been pitying me, I’ve been making something of myself, becoming a role model for others in my position, booking speaking engagements, being a model of hope.”

This is new information to me. “Wait, what?”

Now she punches me in the shoulder. “You’re such a dick. You’ve seriously pitied me this whole time? Well, fuck you.” She punches me again, this time I soothe my arm with my hand. She has muscly arms.

“Hey, stop that. I didn’t pity you, I just . . .”

Fuck, I pitied her.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. You’re an asshole.”

Frustrated with this entire conversation, I say, “I’m sorry, Holly. Fuck, I am an asshole. I thought I’d taken away everything. I didn’t know . . . why didn’t you tell me you had so much more going on?”

“Because you just started talking to me about diving again. You haven’t been very approachable.”

“I couldn’t look at you.” The words taste bitter as they come out of my mouth. It’s the painful truth, but every time I glanced at Holly wheeling herself around, it was a steadfast reminder of what I’d done. “I’ve felt so damn guilty.”

She nods pensively. “I can understand that. I’m not going to downplay your emotions over what happened. It was traumatic for everyone, but I need you to understand something, Hollis. I’ve never blamed you for anything that happened. Yes, I was incredibly depressed for a while because my life had changed. What had been my goals were no longer possible. And for a while, that was really hard. I was in a dark place. But I’ve never once thought you took something away from me. In time I could see that this was how my life was supposed to be, and you know what? I’m happy. What I do is rewarding. I feel more fulfilled now, helping others through the same kind of trauma, than I did standing on a podium with a medal around my neck. Diving was for me, but public speaking is for others.” Holy fuck, my sister is incredible.

“You’re happy?” I shyly ask, wondering where my sister gets the strength to be so damn amazing.

“I am. So I think it’s time you forgive yourself and move on. You’re the only one blaming yourself for what happened. It’s time to let go.”

“But what if Melony asks what happened?”

“Tell her the truth,” Holly says simply. “You were a dumb kid who made a dumb mistake. You’ve paid for that mistake over time with guilt and regret. You’ve suffered and learned from it, and you’ve paid the penance you felt you deserved. Simple as that. She can’t hate you for something you did years ago. I don’t hate you, so what makes you think she will?”

“She has a hard time trusting men,” I answer.

With a serious face, but sarcastic undertones, Holly asks, “So you think hiding the truth from her about your sister is going to help with that situation? Wow, when did you become a dumbass?”

Shit, she’s right. Now that my blockhead of a brain thinks about it, not telling Melony is worse than trying to sacrifice the image she has of me that’s barely hanging on by a thread. Well, that’s not true; my image might be a little more beefed up than a week ago thanks to my awesome fucking and romanticizing skills.

“Fuck, Holly.” I lean my head against the car seat. “Why did I make this so difficult?”

“Because, in the accident, they actually removed your balls.”

“That’s why it’s so airy down there,” I counter with a smile.

Smiling back, she leans over and hugs me with one arm. “Don’t be a fucking idiot. Drop the guilt, be happy for me, and bring Melony around so we can meet her. It’s time I get to embarrass you and tell her all the times you tried to tuck your wee wee between your legs so you could be just like me.”

“And you just lost all visiting privileges with her.”

“Not if I have anything to do with it. Now fetch my chariot, peasant, I have things to do.”

***

“How can you eat such crap food and have an amazing body?”

I bite into my third piece of pizza, loving the way the cheese melts in my mouth. Holly would just about kill me right now, so it’s a good thing the next few weeks will consist of a complete detox before the games start. Looking forward to gnawing on celery twenty-four/seven. Not.

“Fat is scared of me; it’s heard I shred it, so it doesn’t even bother sticking around.” I wink.

She shakes her head in amusement. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s it.” Changing the subject, she asks, “Are you excited to go to Rio?”

“I’m excited to see you in a bikini on the beaches in Rio. There are topless beaches there. I’ll go topless if you go topless.”

She laughs, that fucking sweet-as-hell sound. “You’re always topless.”

I shrug, “I’m a bit of a whore like that. Glad you don’t leave me for my provocative nature.”

“You should be glad I don’t leave you for being a smart-ass.”

“What?” I feign horror. “And here I thought women like smart men. Well there goes that college education down the drain. Thanks, society, for steering me wrong.”

“Do you always have a comeback stored up in you?”

“I always have come stored up in me, yes. Want to help me get rid of some of it?” I wiggle my eyebrows at her.

“I can’t stand you.” She laughs as I grab her waist and place her on my lap. Taking both of our pizzas, I set them on the coffee table in front of me.

She’s straddling my lap, her humor-filled eyes beating down on me, her tank top loose and billowing away from her chest, giving me an amazing view of her breasts.

“You know, you shouldn’t say hurtful things to the man that delivers such powerful orgasms you cry for hours afterward.”

“I don’t cry,” she counters.

“Oh, then it must have been your pussy weeping.”

“Yeah, because she hates having to fake the fact that your cock just isn’t big enough for her.” Mouthy, I like it.

“Baby, if you’re faking it, I will go over to Meryl Streep’s house right now and steal one of her Oscars for you, because that is some award-winning performance.”

She starts to get off me. “Better get going. I would like the Oscar she won for Sophie’s Choice.”

“Fuck that.” I pull her back on my lap and grip her hips. “I guess I’ll just have to fuck you better.”

Her eyes light up with intrigue. I know for a fucking fact she’s not faking it, but if she wants to play this game, I have no problem making her little lie a living nightmare.

Let’s play a little game called edging.

Holding her close to me, I lift both of us off the couch and work my way back to her bedroom while she giggles into my ear from the kisses I’m peppering on her neck. This woman was so closed off, so anti everything I’ve been living my life for, and for once, I see the lightness in her features. It’s refreshing, heart-warming, fucking fantastic.

When we get to her bedroom, I toss her on the bed and take no time getting rid of my shirt. My muscles flex for her as I drop my shirt to the floor. Her eyes roam my body, her tongue wetting her lips in the most delicious way possible.

“Take your shirt off, baby.” Following directions, she does as asked. “Your shorts too, I want to see you completely naked.” I don’t even have to ask her to remove her underwear because I know she’s not wearing any.

Once she’s naked, I slip my phone out of my pocket, go to my Spotify app and select the perfect song for what I have planned.

Not pressing play yet, I set my phone on her nightstand and walk over to her little desk where I take the chair and put it in the middle of the room.

“Are you expecting a lap dance?” she asks, her voice a playful sneer.

“No.” I point at the chair. “Sit.”

“What are you going to do to me?” She crosses her arms over her chest, hiding her breasts.

Her defiant attitude is not appreciated at the moment. “Sit in the chair, Melony,” I say with a forceful voice. Her eyebrows lift in surprise, yet to my shock, she listens. Note to self, she pays attention to my commanding-Hollis voice.

“Keep your legs closed, I don’t want to see that pussy until I’m ready.”

Turning my back to her, I let me shorts ride low on my hips, knowing fully well I’m not wearing underwear either, and with the press of the button, a remix of Pony by Ginuwine starts to play.

Time for Melony to learn a little something about myself: I love to dance . . .

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

MELONY

 

 

 

Holy. Fucking. Shit.

That’s all I can think as my bare ass presses against the cool wood of my desk chair and Hollis Knightly starts pulling some kind of sexy-as-hell Magic Mike dancing.

It starts with his feet floating on the floor in all types of moonwalking ways, his hands gripping on his head, his back muscles flexing with every erotic move he makes with his body.

The beat of the song rings through the room, his motions pop-locking with each beat, his hips undulating with every pause, hitting the mark of the song.

I’m wet . . . immediately.

His feet turn together like a pretzel, only for him to twist out of it and face me. One hand is playing in his longer locks on the top of his head, his other hand lazily swaggering with his body as he works his way closer, his gaze penetrating me from under his lashes.

Just as the beat drops, he hops in front of me, legs spread, straddling my chair. His heavenly cologne assaults me, sending my head into a tailspin of lust while his shorts ride so fucking low on his hips that I’m acutely aware of the bulge starting to penetrate the fabric.

Gripping the back of my chair with one hand, he leans slightly back so I have a great view of his chest and stomach rolling right in front of me. What I wouldn’t give to lean over and press my tongue up the entire length of his torso.

I’ve never been so easily or completely turned on in my entire life. My clit is throbbing with each thrust of his, with every pass of his hand over his chest, and every glance he takes my way.

I watch in fascination as his hips start to lower to mine, moving back and forth, his cock starting to grow with each thrust. When he lands on my lap, he starts to roll his hips on top of mine, dipping his cock into my core only to roll it up with his hips. The sensation of feeling his hardened cock graze me is so intimate, sensual that I try to spread my legs to feel his tip against my heated core but he keeps my legs clamped together with his.

Leaning forward, his hips still working me, he gingerly wraps one arm around my neck, his fingers playing with my hair as he whispers in my ear. His rough, yet velvety voice sucking me in. “What did I tell you about that pussy? Keep your legs closed until I tell you otherwise.”

I groan from his demand. Doesn’t he realize how badly I need to spread them? Doesn’t he know how much I’m throbbing for a light graze? The buildup of my arousal has hit a limit and right about now, any sort of rub against my slit would be appreciated.

“Please, Hollis.” I try to press my legs against his to indicate what I want, but he doesn’t give in.

Continuing to undulate his hips, he runs his lips along my neck, sending tingling needle-like pricks up and down my spine. He’s hitting every single sense of mine, making me melt right into the chair. His spare hand grips my hip, his thumb rubbing my skin in tandem with his thrusts, slowly working their way up to my breast where he looks at the connection and in rhythm with the song, pinches the hardened nub. I cry out from the pleasure shooting to my clit. Oh my fucking God, I’m coming.

I’m pounding inside waves of pleasure rocketing straight form my core, making every limb on my body numb. I squirm beneath him but he doesn’t let up, he continues to assault my nipple, plucking it with such force that I think I might come once again just from his touch.

“Oh God.” My head falls back and my hips try to move against him but he’s much bigger than me, making it impossible.

When I think I’m about to explode from his deft fingers, he pulls away, and flips his body so now his back is to my chest. He rocks his ass into my lap, his hands on my knees now, keeping them closed. His legs are spread and with every roll of his hips, I feel his cock on my legs, heavy and ready.

Why is it such a turn-on to feel him turned on as well?

His hands move my knees, swiveling them together so my pussy rocks against the wood of the chair with each shift. I easily slide along the chair, my arousal making it easy. When I feel like I will have no relief, he spreads my legs, letting the cool air hit me, the ceiling fan above us whipping the air in the room.

You always hear that term about people getting off from a light breeze. Fuck me, I think it’s about to happen.

I try to press my hips forward, searching for any kind of friction, when Hollis closes my knees shut before I can seek any sort of relief. A tortured cry comes out of me. Hollis doesn’t care. Instead, he continues to roll his hips while slowly opening and closing my knees in time with the music. The move is just enough to make me think I might find some sort of release but it never puts me over the edge, instead it’s one fucked-up way to edge me out.

“Hollis,” I practically yell.

Turning again, he has his hands on my shoulders, his hips never relenting. “Have something to say, baby?”

“You’re torturing me.”

He smiles down at me, his scruff making him look sinister. “Good.”

Lifting up, he moves his legs in and out, thrusting his erection in my direction, the thin fabric of his shorts hiding absolutely nothing. There is a light dot of pre-cum soaking through, which makes my clit throb harder.

Muscles flex in front of me as he lowers his body down to the ground, only to hold himself up in a bridge position with one hand, the other hand in his hair as he thrusts into the air. Waves of abs contract below me. And his erection . . . Oh God.

Dizzy from lust, all I can do is stare. Want.

Moving forward, timing everything perfectly with the music, he takes hold of my knees with his hands and thrusts them open as the words “jump on it” ring through the room. His body rolls up mine, resembling a wave only for him to fall back to his knees. On the third swing, his head lowers to my pussy that’s exposed to the air, his nose running erotically on the side.

Oh, fuck me. Fuck me, I’m so gone.

On the fourth roll, he rubs his nose along the other side, my clit pounding out of control.

Please for the love of God, just lick me. End this torture.

“Please,” I beg. I’m not opposed to begging now.

On the fifth roll, his head pauses, his tongue peeks out, and my body stills. My eyes are trained on his every move, willing him to finally put pressure against my clit, and right when I think he’s going to retreat, he dives his tongue forward.

My hips fly forward, my head juts back, and I moan the loudest moan of my life. Without even thinking, my hands go to my breasts where I massage them as Hollis flicks his tongue up along my slit.

“Yes, oh God yes, Hollis. Just like that.”

I literally can’t feel my legs, I’m pretty sure they detached from my body. My lower half is actually non-existent. The only thing I can feel is Hollis’s forceful tongue greedily eating me alive.

His thumbs glide closer and closer to my center as he continues to lap me up. He makes circular motions, until he moves my hips forward to the edge of the chair, parts my pussy with his thumbs, thoroughly exposing me. When I’m ready for him to finish me off, push me over the edge, he removes his tongue and licks his lips while looking up at me. My clit is burning, seeking release, but now only being cooled off by the fan up above.

I’m on the verge of tears. I’m so desperate. “Hollis, what are you doing?” I ask meekly, so wrung out from his teasing.

“Just trying to decipher if you’re faking it or not,” he says with a smirk.

I’m going to kill him.

He must see the anguish in my eyes because he says, “Just say it, baby, tell me there is no way you can fake it with me.”

I don’t even hesitate, the words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them. “Hollis, you’re by far the best I’ve ever had. I could never fake it with you.”

That garners me a full-on grin.

“That’s what I thought.”

Stepping away, he shucks his shorts to the side, letting his cock spring forward. Staring down at me, he grips it with his strong hand and starts pumping himself. Memories of the night he jacked off in front of me coming flooding in, turning the heat up in my body one more notch.

“Stand up, baby, turn around, and stick your ass in the air while placing your palms on the chair.”

Not wanting to waste another second, I do as he says.

“Spread your legs wider.”

Once I spread them, I feel his body come up from behind, his heat pouring off him. With one hand, he runs his hand over my ass, squeezing it hard while the other rubs the tip of his cock along my soaking-wet pussy.

“Oh fuck, baby. You’re so wet for me.”

“Only you,” I mumble, blood starting to rush to my brain from the position.

“That’s fucking right,” he calls out just as he slips his entire cock inside me, not taking his time at all.

Once in position, he steadies himself at my hips, and then starts moving in and out of me. At first, it’s in time with the rhythm of the music, slow with little thrusts when he is fully inserted. It’s sexy as fuck, his body slowly dancing with the music as he fucks me from behind.

And just when I think it can’t get any sexier, Hollis starts to sing, his voice deep, rough, sensual, telling me to ride his pony.

Where the hell did this man come from? He’s nothing I’ve ever experienced before, so secure with his sexuality, making sure to keep things slow, seductive, but with a touch of domineering roughness. I’m going to combust.

Leaning over my body, he whispers into my ear, singing, and reaches around to my front to pinch one of my nipples. A burst of white-hot pleasure shoots straight through me, surprising the hell out of me. My pussy contracts and I fall over the edge, his name falling from my lips as my orgasm rips through every pore of my body.

Hollis follows right behind me, mumbling obscenities, pounding relentlessly into me from behind until he stiffens and groans, his fingers bruising my skin, but I don’t care. Rather, I welcome it.

“Fucking hell.” His arms wrap around me and pull me up from our bent-over position. He turns me around, his still-hard erection lying against me. “Baby, that was—”

“The best,” I finish for him.

“Yeah.” He sighs, pulling me over to the bed where he cuddles me into his side and leisurely strokes my back with his fingers, occasionally grazing the top of my ass.

We lie there, both staring at the ceiling, reveling in our post-sex glow. And boy, what a glow. I’ve never had a man give me a lap dance before, nonetheless one with the best set of abs I’ve ever seen on a man. Normally, someone like Hollis would scare me away, but not because of his attentiveness. I’ve just found that the men I’ve dated with good bodies tend to focus more on their needs than mine, leaving me with a great deal of unfinished business in the bedroom department. But not Hollis.

I’m pretty sure it’s his life goal to make sure I have an orgasm—or two . . . or three—and of course I’m okay with that. He can strive to please me in the bedroom all he wants. I just hope he finds me to be as adequate when it comes to satisfying his needs.

“What are you thinking about?” he asks, breaking my thoughts.

“Nothing.”

“Liar.” He lightly slaps my butt, making me jump and laugh. “Tell me what you were thinking about.”

Leaning up on my arm that rests on his chest, I look down at him, my hair falling past my shoulders. “Do I . . . satisfy you?” I’ve never asked this question before, and I’m almost terrified as the words leave my lips. But, I need to know, and I trust he’ll be honest.

A sexy grin spreads across his face as his blue eyes lazily stare up at me. He pushes my hair behind my ear and then grips my cheek. “Melony, you have no fucking clue how much you satisfy me. I would seriously eat your pussy for every meal of the day if I could. Your body makes me hard for hours. Your lips drive me so fucking insane, and those tiny hands of yours, when I see them wrapped around my cock, hell, I’m getting hard just thinking about it.”

I look down to see he’s right.

Running his thumb over my bottom lip, he says, “Believe me, you don’t ever have to worry about satisfying me. Are you worried about me leaving—?”

“No,” I say, shaking my head. Hollis would be the last person I could see ever cheating. I don’t think he has that gene in his bones. He’s monogamous, there’s no doubt about that. “I just wanted to make sure I was holding up my end of the bargain. I don’t want to be a slouch in bed.”

“What, you saying I’m a titan when it comes to sex?”

“God,” I huff, flopping back down on the bed. “I should have known I couldn’t have this conversation without hearing some wise-ass comment.”

“Oh, come on.” He laughs, positioning himself above me. “Just admit it, you think I’m a sex god.”

“I would never say that for fear of your ego exploding.”

“I’m going to take that as confirmation of my sex-god status. Don’t worry, baby, I won’t let the truth get out.”

“You’re so stupid.”

Kissing my neck, he says, “And you’re so sexy, so don’t fucking ever doubt whether or not you satisfy me. You’re everything I’ve ever dreamt of in a woman . . . and more.” And there it is. The words I love to hear. I’m everything he’s ever dreamt of. And I think he is the same for me.

His lips devours my skin as he continues to whisper sweet things about me, mainly about my boobs, but hey, I can’t really complain.

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“How the hell did I get a middle seat?” I ask Melony as I sit in the airport waiting for my flight from Houston to Rio. Tell me why it makes sense to fly from Atlanta to Houston and then to Rio. I will never get it.

“Are you having a princess moment?” her smooth, sweet voice asks. Fuck, I miss her already.

The day I left, I spent the morning worshipping her body, memorizing every beautiful curve and the way her soft skin feels against my rough jaw. I made it my mission to show her how much I care for her, how much I’m obsessed with her . . . how much I love her.

Yeah, I didn’t fucking say that. Could you imagine?

“Uh, Melony, I love you,” said in a timid nerdy voice.

She would probably throat-punch me and then take off. I’m not stupid, the girl is still very uneasy about the whole relationship thing. Doesn’t matter that I’ve been pining after her for over six months, we’ve been together for a very short time, those three words would have her sprinting for the ocean.

So instead of telling her, I showed her, and not to boast my already highly regarded opinion of myself, but I’m not going to lie, I made her scream. Combo of tongue and dick do it again. At this point, I know exactly what will get Melony off . . . multiple times . . . and I make sure to take part in those activities every chance I get.

Physically I know we’re on the same page. Mentally, I think we’re getting there. We’ve gotten to know each other, we’ve had some serious conversations, she knows where I stand when it comes to our relationship, but we’re taking it slow for her benefit.

But one thing I know. She will be meeting my family in Rio, there is no doubt about that. And . . . I will have to have that conversation with Melony about Holly. I pray she doesn’t hate me, that she doesn’t run when she finds out the truth of what I did to my sister.

Holly has forgiven me and has asked me to drop the guilt but it isn’t that easy, not when I still see what I’ve done to her. After I dropped Holly off, I swore I would do whatever it took to win gold this year, despite my age and the newbies coming up the pipeline. That gold is mine. I’m winning it for Holly and Holly alone.

“I’m not having a princess moment,” I reply. “I just would appreciate a window on such a long flight, you know, since I’m a two-time gold medalist and all.” I smile because I know what Melony is about to say.

“You’re so ridiculous.” Yup, could have placed a giant bet on that little reply.

“Do you not feel bad for me?”

“No, I don’t. I think it’s good for you to live like a peasant in the middle seat. You’re getting out of hand.”

“Speaking of hand, want to send me a picture of your hand on your boob? I miss Boo and Bear already. Do they miss, Big Daddy?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“You sure know how to chop down a guy’s tree trunk.”

“That trunk was getting way too large.”

“Blame yourself, baby. You’re the one that makes it grow to orgasmic lengths. Remember when we measured it the other night? That was fun.”

“Aren’t you in public?” she asks, her voice growing husky.

“Yeah, why? Do you want a dick pic? Let me go to the bathroom, and I’ll send you one.”

“No,” she laughs, “I can’t believe you’re talking like that around everyone.”

“Oh, does that make you shy? So I shouldn’t say very loudly that Melony has perfectly rounded tits with little pink nipples that make me hard as a rock?” My voice rises, but no one looks at me. Contrary to what she believes, I’m sitting in the corner of the gate, no one close to me.

“Oh my God. Hollis, stop.”

“Her vagina tastes like heaven too.”

“Hollis!” She laughs and chastises.

“It’s a compliment, babe.”

“It’s private.”

“Yes, it’s your private part. Good job, baby,” I say with encouraging sarcasm.

Exasperated, she sighs. “I really hope some hairy man with a touching fetish sits next to you and I hope he smells like stale broccoli.”

“Babe, why would you say something like that? You can’t put that kind of negative energy out in the world.”

“Better yet, I hope it’s a chatty twenty-year-old girl trying to hit on you the entire way. I know how uncomfortable that would make you.”

She’s so fucking right. I would hate every minute of that.

“Now you’re just being mean.”

She chuckles. “Maybe next time you will think again before shouting out facts about my pussy.”

“Sorry that it’s amazing and I want everyone to know,” I joke. “Next time I’ll talk about the pussy chili you tried to make.”

“That was never a thing,” she shouts in the phone while I laugh out loud.

***

“What happened to sending me a boob picture?”

“Not going to happen. I don’t send naked selfies.”

“What if you photocopy your boobs and then take a picture of that and send it to me? Technically it’s not a naked selfie and you can practice for when you have to get a mammogram done. It’s a win-win for everyone,” I say, unpacking my bag and putting things away in my dorm. The perk of being a veteran: not having to share a room.

“You’re impossible.”

“No, I’m horny. I haven’t seen your gorgeous body and beautiful face in a week. I fucking miss you.”

“Are you buttering me up?”

“Is it working?”

“Are you trying to get a naked pic?” she counters.

“Always.”

“Then no.” She laughs.

“Why do you hate me?”

“I’m grounding you. You can’t have everything, Hollis.”

Smiling to myself, I say, “I already do. I have you.”

I’m ready for her to bust my balls but instead, she says, “You’re sweet.”

That’s fucking right. Noah Calhoun.

***

“What do you do all day?”

“Besides buying you a pair of Brazilian-cut underwear for every day we are apart?” I ask, staring up at my ceiling.

“I hope you’re not. It would be a waste of money.”

“One of these days I’m going to get you to wear underwear.”

“Why would you want me to wear underwear? Don’t you want easy access?” she asks, settling into her pillow. FaceTime is the best thing ever. Thank you, Apple. God bless your techy minds.

“I love pulling underwear off with my teeth. You’ve deprived me of this luxury.”

“You’ll live. So what do you do?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Practice, eat carrots, and practice some more.”

“Carrots? That’s very unlike you.”

“I know.” I pout. “Baby, I haven’t had ice cream in so long. Combine that with not being able to eat you out, and I’m practically starving.”

“It’s like you’re living in squalor.”

“I am.” I hang my lower lip. “There is only one thing that can cure me.”

“I’m not sending you a picture of my boob,” she says in an exhausted tone.

“Just flash me.”

“Flashing you will lead to wanting to see my crotch, which will lead to begging for phone sex.”

She’s dead right.

“Is there a problem with that?”

Smiling, she shakes her head. “Not one bit. Start begging.”

***

“I liked NBC Olympics Facebook page.”

“Yeah?” I ask while sitting on my bed, eating a fucking salad. Holly has been my worst enemy.

“They sure do post a lot of things. I watched a clip on Reese. Did I ever mention how yummy he is?”

I’m staring down at my salad, when I say, “Care to repeat that?”

“He’s yummy. That tattoo, it’s sexy.”

“His penis is small.”

She throws her head back and laughs.

“I’m not kidding. He has to use a magnifying glass to find it. It’s a poor life he leads.”

“Is that right?”

“Yeah,” I lie.

The screen goes on pause and I ask, “What are you doing?”

“Texting my condolences to Paisley. Can’t be easy dating a micro penis.”

Shit, if she’s really texting Paisley I’ll hear it from Reese later. When her beautiful face comes back on the screen, she’s smiling brilliantly.

“I also saw a little clip about you and your previous Olympics.”

“Yeah? Like what you saw?”

“You were a little twig of a boy during your first Olympics.”

“A twig who won gold.”

“I would bet that your penis weighed more than your whole body. I think it’s the only reason why you didn’t float back and forth like a feather while diving.”

“I thank my dick every day for being my anchor.” Just then, a text comes through my phone.

Reese.

Reese: Having another inferiority complex about my dick? Thought we’ve already dealt with your issues. Do I need to call the therapist again?

Asshole.

“Did you hear me?”

“Sorry, what babe?”

“My mom has a boyfriend.”

Pulling my attention away from my salad and focusing everything on Melony, I say, “How do you feel about that?”

Joking Hollis is long gone. It’s rare Melony actually talks to me about something serious so bringing up her mom raises my awareness that she might be in a weird place in her head.

“I don’t know,” she answers, looking at her lap. “I just get nervous for her. She hasn’t had the best of luck when it comes to men. She’s always being left behind. I don’t want to see that happen again.”

“I can understand that. Have you met this man?”

“Mehi? No. She’s mentioned having dinner with him but I can’t seem to force myself to find a date. I keep brushing her off. I just feel like she’s going to get hurt.”

“Why do you feel that way?”

“Because, that’s what always happens with relationships, people get hurt.”

I’m not going to lie; her lack of faith in relationships stings. Ever since I’ve met her, I’ve tried to instill the thought that not all men are bad. That there are good ones looking to stick around, looking to make a life with someone else; not all men share her shitty dad’s attitude.

I guess I just have to work harder. Maybe my dad can help me. I plan on introducing Melony to my family when she gets here, so maybe seeing my mom and dad together, in love, will help her see a true future for herself . . . and for her mom.

Taking a deep breath, I say, “Not all relationships end badly, baby. Is that what you think is going to happen with us?” I have to fucking know. I need to know if there is any doubt in her mind at all. Her body is my biggest advocate. Her mind is my worst enemy. That has become abundantly clear.

She looks away from the phone. “I can’t predict the future, Hollis.”

And that makes me mad. She’s already put an end to what we have without fully giving it a chance.

“Well, I fucking can, Melony,” I say sternly. “And it consists of you and me, living in a house on the beach happily ever fucking after.”

***

Hollis: Has Bellini been stealing you away from me? I haven’t heard from you all day.

Hollis: Are you up for a FaceTime? Text me when you get a chance.

Hollis: Babe, I found some ice cream. I’m forcing Reese to go with me to get some.

Hollis: Are you there? If you’re consumed with work, I get it. Just want to make sure you’re okay.

Hollis: I’m about to go to bed. Would love to hear your beautiful voice before I call it a night.

Hollis: Guess I’ll talk to you tomorrow.

***

“Melony, I don’t know what the hell is going on, but it would be nice to know from my girlfriend that you made it to Rio safely instead of finding out from my best friend.” I sigh into the phone, hating that I’m now forced, not by my own will, into sharing a relationship with my girlfriend’s voicemail rather than my actual girlfriend. Calming myself, I say, “Baby, I know this is scary, you and me, but you have to talk to me, trust me that I’m here for you, despite our distance. Please just call me, put my heart at ease, and let me know you’re at least okay.”

Staring down at my phone, I hang up and toss the piece of shit at my pillow. “Fuck,” I mumble, grabbing my hair.

Radio silence from Melony for the past few days and I have no idea why. This was exactly what I feared would happen when we had to put some distance between us because of the games. I have no ability to pick up and just leave because I want to tend to my girl. Not only would I let my country down by leaving, but I would let my family, Holly, and Coach Wilson down.

Fucking great.

I’m stuck in this limbo of not being able to control anything besides my diving and that’s driving me fucking insane.

Diving is for now. Melony is forever. That has helped me understand Holly better too. She has her future in her sights, not just the now. And I do too. And it includes Melony.

Frustrated as fuck, I open my computer and connect to my Netflix account. I’m supposed to be socializing with the other athletes at the pool, but there is no way in hell I’m doing that now. Not when I’m in such a pissy mood.

I don’t even bother searching through my viewing options on Netflix, I go straight to Mad Men and pick up where I left off. With a water bottle in hand, I scrunch down on my bed, rest my computer on my lap, and try to forget about the gnawing feeling in my gut that Melony has ended things with us without my knowledge.

So glad I get to dive tomorrow. Please note: that was sarcasm.

I’m barely enjoying John Hamm’s asshole character when my phone beeps with a text message. Showing no hope that it’s the girl I want to talk to, I glance at the screen.

My stomach drops when I see the name on the front.

Melony. Thank. Fuck.

Scrambling, I reach for my phone.

Melony: I made it. I’m sorry.

She’s sorry? What the hell is she sorry about? Is she sorry for not talking to me? Is she sorry for breaking up with me without saying a word? Is she sorry for ripping my fucking heart out and stomping on it every damn day she didn’t communicate with me?

Calming myself, I take a deep breath and try to channel the caring part of me rather than the pissed-off version. Remember: she’s skittish, she’s scared, she’s been burned. She needs someone who understands, no matter how much I want to be pissed at her. No matter how much I’m hurting too.

Hollis: Thank you for texting me back. Are you okay? Can we talk?

The little bubble on the screen indicates she’s writing. I hate having this conversation through text message. I would rather hear her sweet voice, plus text messages can be so misconstrued.

Melony: Bellini has an awful schedule for us right now. She’s using the bathroom so I slipped out to text you.

Hollis: When can you talk?

Melony: Not sure. You’re diving tomorrow, so you should get some sleep.

Hollis: I haven’t slept at all since I haven’t heard from you, and I’ve made it to the finals. Doubt sleep will help with my diving now.

No response.

No response for at least ten minutes as I sit in silence, not even pushing play on Netflix.

I fucking hate this.

I hate everything about it. She’s running, and I can’t stop her.

And the worst part? I have no clue why.

I’m about to call it a night when I get another text message.

Melony: Good luck tomorrow. Wish I could watch.

I have to compartmentalize this. Because if that doesn’t fuck with my head, I don’t know what does.

Diving is for now, and I have no choice but to make it my focus and do my absolute best.

Melony is forever.

I hope.

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

MELONY

 

 

 

A few days ago . . .

 

“He sounds nice, Mom. I’m glad you had a good time.” Why do those words taste so bitter coming out of my mouth? Like battery acid. I knew she was getting serious. I told Hollis about it yesterday, how my mom has a boyfriend. His attitude toward the conversation was less than pleased. Not because of my mom having a boyfriend, but because of my comment about relationships.

And here I thought my mom was done with relationships, but Mehi has apparently wined and dined my mom for the past few weeks and now they’re seeing each other officially. I should be happy my mom found someone. I should be overjoyed that she doesn’t have to always be alone, so why do I feel like crying?

“I did.” She pauses, I can tell she’s treading lightly. “I would love for you to meet him.”

I knew that was coming the minute my mom started gushing about him. It’s the second time she’s asked me to meet him. The first time was to have dinner the other night. I blamed Bellini.

“Yeah, I leave for Rio in a few days, maybe when I get back.” Avoidance, it’s what I do best.

My mom sighs. “Honey, he’s a good man.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” My throat is tightening up, and my eyes are starting to burn. Why do I want to cry? I’m so confused.

Why can’t I find it within myself to be happy for her? Why can’t I find the happiness within myself for having an amazing man like Hollis by my side? Why do I ensure I sabotage the positive relationships I have with people?

Well, isn’t it obvious? I would rather hurt them before they hurt me. Real mature, Mel.

At least my heart is protected.

My phone beeps with a text. I quickly glance at it. It’s a picture of Hollis kissing my cheek; he took it before we left.

Hollis: I miss your face so fucking bad.

Another text that will go unanswered because I’m a shitty person who’s scared out of her mind and way in over her head.

And it consists of you and me, living in a house on the beach happily ever fucking after.

Tears prickle at my eyes. I wish he was here. I wish he was able to hold me, to tell me everything is okay. I don’t want to break down in front of him. I don’t want to hurt him again. I hurt him the other night by showing doubt, but it’s all I feel, and I don’t know how to stop it. It’s a crushing feeling that’s weighing so damn heavily on my chest that it almost feels like I can’t breathe.

“Melony, are you still there?” my mom asks.

“Yeah, sorry. I have so much going on right now with packing and whatnot.”

“I was asking about Hollis. How is he doing?”

If I had to take a guess, probably fuming but trying to act sweet because he doesn’t want to scare me away. Yup, I can be insightfully blind.

“Good, settling in well,” I answer generically. “Hey, Mom, I have to go, Bellini is calling on the other line.” It’s a lie but I need to get off the phone, now.

“Oh, okay. Call me later, honey. I love you.”

“Love you.”

I hang up and put my head in my hands. Why does everything feel like it’s coming all together just to explode in my face?

Hollis is gone.

I’m lonely again.

My mom is dating.

She will get hurt again.

My heart is beating for a man.

I will get hurt again.

I can’t be alone and hurt again.

I’m so out of my element with Hollis. I feel out of control, unable to figure out all these feelings rushing through me and worst of it all, there’s a part of me that still believes it won’t work out, that someway, somehow, he will leave me.

I’m so fucked up in the head. Thanks, Daddy dearest.

Instead of drowning myself in pity and spending the rest of the day under the comforter on my bed, I put on a pair of spandex shorts and a workout tank. I need my beach; I know it will help clear my head.

Putting my earphones in, I go to my favorite playlist, press play, and jog my way to the beach.

The cool ocean breeze hits first, slowly relaxing the migraine that wants to take up residence in my brain. Salt water and sand invade my senses while the sun sets to the west over the ocean. It’s serene, calming. It’s the main reason I wanted to live so close to the ocean.

It’s funny, how the smallest things can shape you as a person, or even the biggest.

My dad . . . God, he was a good man when I knew him. He treated my mom well; he acted like I was his world, like I was the most important thing in his life.

Just like Hollis does . . .

He was everything. And then he left without a word, without giving me a second thought, and I’ve felt utterly . . . worthless.

My breath catches in my throat from the thought.

Worthless.

That’s all I am, and it’s all I’ll ever be.

Perfectly damaged and thoroughly worthless.

Tears stream down my face blurring my vision. Damaged. Warm sorrow covers my face. Alone. Slowing down, I link my hands over my head trying feverously to catch my breath with what seems like the world spinning around me. Worthless.

I fall to the ground, the sand filling my running shoes, people walking around me on the beach, staring at the broken little girl. I remove my ear buds and scan the beach, trying to soak in as much of my favorite place as I can, trying to wash away the pain coursing through me.

From the side, I hear a little girl laugh, the sweet sound of her being chased cutting through the rhythm of the waves against the shore. To the right, there is a girl who looks about twelve, her hair in French braids, wearing a pink swimsuit. A boy who looks to be in high school is chasing her, playing the big-brother role to his finest, never running too fast so she’s caught, giving her just enough room to think she’s beating him. It’s adorable.

“She just ate, Jack, be careful with my baby girl.”

That voice.

That deep, masculine, smoke-filled voice.

Slowly, I turn to toward where it came from, the sun setting behind the man’s frame makes it hard to decipher until he steps to the side, revealing the man I last saw when I was six. When he left me. My heart catches in my chest from the sight of him.

He’s by no means the same man in his appearance. He’s filled out, his hair has thinned and greyed, but that face, I would recognize it anywhere because it looks so similar to mine.

My dad.

Standing right there, a picnic basket in his hand, a smile of adoration on his face as he watches his children.

“Daddy,” the girl shrieks, running up to him. He drops the picnic basket and scoops her up just before his son can catch her. She giggles in his arms as he kisses her all over her smiling face. “Daddy, protect me.” Her screech is surrounded with joy while Jack dodges at both of them, my dad protecting her.

My dad . . .

But is he really?

Dads are supposed to love you unconditionally. They’re supposed to protect you, to shelter you from harm, so how come I’m the one sitting here fatherless on the beach while he affectionately loves and protects another little girl? How come he stayed with them?

How come I’m the one alone?

Why the fuck did he leave me?

It’s because I’m worthless.

***

“You’ve been quiet,” Paisley says, poking me in the side. “I thought we were going to have fun on this plane ride. Gossip, trade Bellini horror stories, look at pictures of Reese on my phone.”

I smile apologetically. “Sorry, just have some things on my mind.”

Paisley wiggles her eyebrows. “Things? Or thing. You can just tell me, it’s Hollis, isn’t it?”

Well, Hollis has been on my mind, but he hasn’t been the one who’s been weighing heavily on my heart.

“No, something else,” I answer somberly.

“What is it? You’re going to have to tell me, as we are on this plane for a long time together. I will bother you until you do.” I know she’s right about that. Plus, she’s very chipper about heading to Rio to not only see Reese swim, but to actually see him. I wish I could same about the Hollis, but whenever I think of seeing him, my gut twists in my stomach. Not talking to him hasn’t helped.

Giving in, I say, “I saw my dad the other day.”

“By your tone, I’m taking that as a bad thing.”

“You could say that. I haven’t seen him since I was six, just about to turn seven. He was with his new family.”

“Really? Oh, shit, I’m sorry, Melony. That couldn’t have been easy.”

I shrug my shoulders, trying to act like it wasn’t that big of a deal. “Just odd, you know?” Not wanting to dig too deep into my daddy issues, I say, “You don’t see someone for so long and when you do, the picture you had of them in your mind is completely different.”

“Yeah, I can see how that is weird. Was he much older?”

“Much,” I answer. He was much older, and he seemed happier, as if his first daughter wasn’t good enough, but his second? Now she was who he’d hoped for in a child.

I swallow down the emotions that want to bubble to the surface.

“I’m sorry. I’m taking it you didn’t go say hi.”

I chuckle. “Not so much. He looked in my direction but didn’t even recognize me. He’s never been the best dad. I’ve always felt very insignificant.” Shit, why did I just say that?

Mustering up a pep talk, Paisley knocks her fold-down tray and says, “Well, fuck him. That’s what I think. Fuck him.”

“Yeah, fuck him,” I say with way less gusto than Paisley, but it seems to appease her nonetheless.

“Now tell me about Hollis. Are you two an item?” To my knowledge, we haven’t told anyone about our relationship. The only person that should technically know is my mom. Hollis might have told his family, who knows, but friends, they don’t know. At least I hope they don’t.

“There isn’t much to say about Hollis,” I answer vaguely.

“Oh no you don’t. There is something. What’s going on with you two?”

I shrug. “I don’t know.” She gives me a knowing look. “He really likes me.”

“And do you really like him?” Paisley is leaning forward, waiting on bated breath for my answer. Ugh, she’s one of those people. When she’s in a relationship, she wants everyone to be in a relationship. “Come on, Melony. Give me something.”

Sighing into my seat, I say, “Yes, I like him.”

She practically pops out of her seat and cheers. “Oh, this is fantastic. I knew you would. I mean, how could you not? The man is a walking piece of sex and those abs . . .” She fans her face. “Don’t get me wrong. Reese is the hottest man I’ve ever seen, but Hollis is a close second.”

Reese is hot, like really sexy, but I would have to disagree. There is something about Hollis that edges him out. Maybe it’s his charm, his cocky swagger, or the fact that he both stakes a claim in being a romantic and takes pride in it.

God, I feel so sick to my stomach.

“So what are you going to do about it? Does he know? Are you going to date? Oh, I bet he would be amazing in bed. I wonder what his dick size is, probably a grower. What do you think?”

Her onslaught of questions makes my head swim as nausea starts to settle deeply in my stomach. My mouth begins to water, a sweat breaks out on my skin, and I know if I don’t get out of this seat right now, I’m going to throw up in aisle thirty-two right now.

“Excuse me,” I say, bolting out of my chair and back to the bathroom where I make it just in time to throw up in the small compartment they call a restroom.

It’s all too much.

Looking in the mirror, I look haggard, like a complete hot mess. This is not me. I feel like I haven’t felt like me in a long time. Then again, before Hollis, I wasn’t happy either.

But, I’m not happy now.

A stray tear falls from my eye that I quickly wipe away.

I should be happy now. I should be happy in life, what I’ve achieved, where I live. What’s to come.

I should be happy because of Hollis.

So why? Why am I not happy now?

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

HOLLIS

 

 

 

Deep breath. Ignore the crowd. Focus on the target ahead. Two steps, a skip, and a leap. That’s it, that’s all I have to do and then fall into a four-and-a-half somersault.

Holly’s words repeat in my head. “Smooth start, focus on your tuck, and really push the water away from your body at entry. You need a nine-point-five average. You’ve got this, Hollis.”

I’ve got this. I’ve been on autopilot ever since I showed up at the pool with Holly by my side. We spent a great deal of time warming up, going over each dive on dryland, talking them over, and then laughing at the picture of Mom and Dad’s shirts. Not only was my face plastered across their chests, but so was Holly’s with a fake whistle attached to her mouth. How I loved seeing her face on their shirts once more. It’s only right. The shirts were absolutely ridiculous, but they are the Hollis Howlers. I’m not surprised by their antics anymore. Even better is the back of their shirt . . . The Holly Howlers.

When the competition started, I sank into my zone, blocking away the outside world and all worry about Melony. I’ve been able to get through five of my six dives for the most part flawlessly besides my third dive when I released too late from my pike position resulting in a shortened vertical entry. It’s the reason why I have to score high on this final dive in order to claim gold.

But it’s my favorite dive. Four-and-a-half somersault tuck. One of the most difficult dives, but the most thrilling because once you’re tucked in position, you fly, tumbling down into the water. If you don’t pull out of your tuck at the right time, you’re looking at a world of hurt. Believe me, I’ve smacked water before.

I wait in the stairwell, my shammy clinging to my shoulder, my heart racing a mile a minute. China’s best diver is right ahead of me, performing his final dive, giving me a run for my money. But I don’t pay attention to him. I don’t listen for how well he does. I focus on my routine, on my steps, on my arms and my tuck. I practice in the stairwell envisioning my moves and how I need to execute my last dive.

Mentally I’m there, physically I’m more than ready, but it’s my heart that’s suffering. It’s my heart that’s snapping in two from the thought of Melony not being here to watch me, from the thought of not being able to talk to her, from the thought that she might have ended what we have.

Too bad for her, I don’t throw in the towel that easily.

From a far distance, at least that’s what it sounds like, I hear the crowd cheer for China as he makes his final dive.

I’m up.

One more dive.

One more swim through the nasty green water that apparently is okay to dive in, despite its moldy color.

One more approach on the platform.

One more time to do right for Holly. Diving is for now.

I take a deep breath and step out onto the platform. I can feel the stare of the crowd on me as I dry off one last time with my shammy before tying it in a knot and tossing it down to the pool deck.

Roped off in the corner are the coaches. I glance down and catch Holly’s eyes looking up at me. For a brief moment, we exchange smiles, hers being warm and full of hope. I’m doing this for her, for my sister who’s so graciously forgiven me. This gold is for her. She gives me a thumbs up, and I smile one last time before turning my attention back to the platform and the green water in front of me.

Two steps, a skip, and a jump.

Two steps, a skip, and a jump.

I take a few deep breaths, adjust the waist of my speedo, rub my hands together, and then take off.

Two steps, a skip, and a jump. Immediately while in the air, I tuck my legs into my chest, hold on for dear life, and start counting my revolutions.

One, two, three, four . . . start to get ready to un-tuck. I spot the water, unfold, hold my breath, and when my palms hit the water, I sweep my arms to the side, sucking down my wake with me.

I don’t have to look at a replay to know I nailed it. As I resurface, there is no doubt in my mind that I won gold as I hear the crowd chanting USA .

It felt flawless, gliding through the air, and seamlessly entering the water like a needle, barely making a splash.

I kick to the top, reach the side of the pool, and pull myself out. The stands are going crazy, competitors are congratulating me, but I only have one thing on my mind. Find Holly.

Grabbing my shammy, I dry my head off and head toward the coaches’ section where I see Holly sitting in her chair, facing me with the biggest smile on her face, her hands clasped together at her chest. As I approach, I see tears of joy in her eyes, and that’s all I fucking need. When I reach her, I break down. Squatting next to her, I cry into her lap while she hugs me from up above.

“I’m so proud of you, Hollis. You fucking did it.” One hand is hugging me, the other is running through my hair. “You did it.”

I look up at her, my vision blurry, and I say, “This gold is yours, sis.”

She grips my face, her soft palms roughing up my scruffy jawline. “It’s ours, Hollis.”

This moment, this one right here is one I will never forget. I brand it into my memory, not missing one detail: pure joy and pride in Holly’s expression, the crowd chanting for my country, and the sweet smell of victory once again.

Three-time Olympic gold medalist. Fuck that sounds sweet.

I’m put into a whirlwind of interviews, congratulatory hugs, and finally the medal ceremony where I cry like a baby while my country’s flag is raised into the air. I have no shame; it’s an emotional moment, knowing you’re the best in the world at what you’ve trained for endlessly.

As I stand there with my hand over my heart, my medal draped around my neck, and a weird statue thing representing the Rio games, all I can think about is seeing Melony after this. I already have my feelers out—thanks to Reese—to find out where she is.

***

Reese: Outside the aquatics center with Jasper from production. If you hear from Paisley, please let me know.

The poor fuck. Paisley bolted and Reese hasn’t heard from her. Must be something with these women—they love not communicating. Paisley leaving has had a huge effect on Reese though. He’s always struggled with his mental game, and with his girl going radio silent on him, I’m worried how that’s going to affect his ability to swim his best. Given his last swim of his career is coming up, he better find a way to toughen up his mental game, or I might just have to bitch slap him into getting his shit together.

Luckily, I’m still at the venue. I just parted with my family after they hugged me for about an hour. I told them I would meet them for dinner in half an hour, and hopefully Melony will be with me.

Jogging out to the front, I spot Melony right away. She’s decked out in red, white, and blue and looking fine as hell in cut-off shorts and a tank top. Fuck. I love this girl.

Yup, no doubt about that. One hundred percent I’m in love with her.

My melodrama with Melony is very similar to Noah Calhoun and Allie. He’s been pining after her, she’s too scared, too afraid to commit even though we are clearly the obvious choice when it comes to lifelong partners.

Women, they can be so fucking stubborn at times and when they’ve been scarred and burned, they are drastically more stubborn, unwilling to put themselves out there again.

I get it. Men can be dicks. We can easily destroy the mental state of a woman with the wrong words. Hell, women have the same power over men. What really needs to happen is we all need to stop fucking around, be nice to each other, and just enjoy the simple things like making out in the back of a car, holding hands while watching a movie, and watching the smile you put on your partner’s face when you do something funny.

To me, love isn’t complicated unless you make it.

Not wanting to waste any more time, I walk right up to Melony, sling my arm over her shoulder, and interrupt her conversation with Bodi Banks, who is holding on to a woman I’ve never met before.

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite person.” Stunned, Melony looks up at me, clearly not happy with my claim on her. Fuck it, I don’t care. I nod at Bodi to acknowledge him. “Hey, Banks.” Turning to the girl he has in his arms, I say, “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Hollis Knightly, and you might be?”

“Ruby Hearts.” She smiles brightly past a full set of blonde bangs. She’s cute.

“Nice to meet you.” Noticing Bodi’s claim on her, I say. “I see you’re romantically involved with Bodi Banks here. How’s that been?” Bodi and I have never been the best of friends. He’s more closed off, doesn’t like to joke around that much, unlike me. I don’t think he understands my sense of humor, that or he doesn’t think I’m funny . . . nah, that’s impossible. I’m a funny fuck.

Ruby glances at Bodi and then says, “No complaints.”

“No complaints?” Bodi protests, speaking up.

“What do you want me to say? That you’re a stallion in bed and the reason you keep winning gold is because of the extra fin in your pants?”

A bark of a laugh escapes me. Fuck, looks like Bodi Banks has himself a little spitfire. I like it and from the amused look on his face, he does too. Good for him, he deserves someone in his life. I hate seeing the sorry sap walking around alone all the time.

“Oh fuck, she’s a keeper,” I say while calming down my laughter and grabbing Melony’s hand, who tries to shake it away. Too bad for her and my steal-trap grip, she’s not going anywhere. Turning to her, I smile and say, “Come on, Hot Sex, let’s get some dinner.” Nodding at Bodi, I continue, “Good swim today, dude. Congratulations. Nice meeting you, Ruby.”

With all of my pleasantries accounted for, I guide Melony away from Ruby and Bodi and direct her toward the restaurant I told my family to meet me at.

“What the hell are you doing?” Melony asks, trying to shake away from my grip. Not happening, baby.

“Good to see you, too. Thanks, winning gold today was awesome. Your support hasn’t gone unnoticed.” It’s a dick thing to say, but what the hell are you doing here? wasn’t the greeting I expected. There is only so much I can take.

Stopping in her tracks, her face falls as she looks up at me. “You won gold today?”

Feeling slightly uncomfortable, I grip my hair and nod at her. “Yeah.”

Tears well up in her eyes, and her posture deflates as she shakes her head. “I can’t believe I didn’t know that. What kind of person does that make me?”

It’s like a stab to my heart. I want to be understanding, but I’m also mad. If she wasn’t running so damn much, we could have shared this moment together. She might have bothered to watch my dives. Instead, it looks like we are about to fight about it, which is the last thing I want.

“Doesn’t matter.” It does the fuck matter. I swallow my pride and remind myself who I’m speaking with. Melony needs someone strong right now. “I want to celebrate with you, so come have dinner with me.”

I can feel the no wanting to come from her but instead, she nods. “Okay.” When I try to guide her in the right direction, she stops me, her hand clasping on to mine and pulling me toward her. “You won gold,” she says in awe, her hand gripping my cheek. “I’m so proud of you, Hollis.” Standing on her tippy toes, she presses her delicious lips against mine, right here, in the middle of the Olympic complex. I don’t say a word, don’t point out that she’s providing a huge PDA moment. No, I take what she’s giving me and kiss her back, my tongue barely grazing hers.

Fuck yes, small victory. If I have to play the gold-medal card all night, I fucking will. I wonder how long the card will actually work?

“Melony, I love you. Will you marry me? You’re going to say no? Remember when I won that gold medal . . .”

I’m going to have to really play this out.

When she pulls away, I try to comprehend the myriad of emotions running through her eyes. If only I had a translator for her eyes, life would be so much easier. What’s going through the pretty mind of hers?

I’m bound and determined to find out.

On the way to the restaurant, I hold her hand, loving the way it fits in my palm. Even though holding her hand makes me the happiest man in the world, I can’t help but notice the way she’s nibbling her lower lip with worry the entire walk.

When we reach the restaurant after a short walk of awkward silence, I decide to break the news to her about my family being in attendance.

“Hey, before we go in there, my family will actually be having dinner with us.”

“What?” She backs up but I stop her. “Hollis, I thought we weren’t telling anyone about us.” I want to point out that she wasn’t worried about that a few minute ago when she was pressing her mouth against mine, but I refrain. I try to dig deep into what’s bothering her.

“Is there even an us?” I ask, desperately trying to read her.

There she goes biting her bottom lip again, avoiding eye contact completely. I don’t fucking like that at all. Pulling her off to the side, out of the public’s eye, I grip her chin and force her to look at me.

“Melony, what the hell is going on? I left LA thinking I was sitting pretty with my girl by my side but slowly as time slipped by, you grew more and more distant. I don’t fucking understand. Is it something I did?”

“No.” She shakes her head and then takes a deep breath. “It’s just been a long trip.”

“It’s not the trip,” I point out. “You were acting like this while you were still in LA, waiting to fly here. So tell me, what the hell happened?”

Somberly, she looks up at me and says, “I don’t want to fight right now. Can we just celebrate your accomplishment?”

“It’s going to be pretty fucking hard for me to celebrate knowing there is a wall erecting up between us.”

“Please,” she begs.

Fucking frustrating woman. I grip my hair, irritated as shit and then throw my hands in the air. “Sure, let’s go fucking celebrate.” I blow up, right there, my level of anger tipping past what I can handle. “Let’s go have a jolly fucking time.” Hey, even Noah Calhoun had his moments.

“Hollis,” Melony pleads, gripping my arm.

“No, Mel, you want to celebrate? Fine let’s fucking celebrate.” Without another word, I take her hand in mine and walk through the restaurant to the back where my family is waiting for me. This was the last way I wanted Melony to meet my family, but fuck if I can give two fucks at this moment.

“Back here, son.” My dad stands and waves his hand, garnering our attention.

“Hollis,” Melony says again, “don’t be mad at me.”

“Too fucking late,” I respond right before we get to my family.

Putting on a happy face, I let my dad pull me into a hug by the back of my neck. “Come here, boy. Gosh, I’m so darn proud of you.” He kisses my cheek and hugs me again. He has no shame in showing affection, and it’s one of the many reasons why I love him so much.

“Thanks, Dad.”

Looking to my side, he eyes Melony and asks, “Who is this pretty lady with you?”

Who is she? Good fucking question. Last time I checked she was my girlfriend, but who fucking knows what I am to her? She’s putting on a fake smile. I know it’s fake by the way it doesn’t make her eyes crinkle.

Not wanting to give her any out, I say, “This is my girlfriend, Melony.”

“Girlfriend?” My dad gives me a surprised look. “Well, it’s so wonderful to meet you, Melony. I’m Al and this beautiful woman next to me is my wife, Marion.”

“Hello, Melony. It’s so lovely to meet you.” My mom then turns to me, reaches up and presses her palm to my cheek in a loving motherly way, as if she’s so impressed with what she was able to create. “Hollis, I’m so proud of you. Give me a hug.”

I pull her into my chest and kiss the top of her head just as I feel Holly’s wheelchair hit me in the back of the calf.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me?”

Smiling down at Holly, who’s wearing OUR gold medal around her neck, I say, “Melony, this is my sister, Holly.”

“You choose to hang out with Hollis?” Holly teases.

“I guess I do,” Melony teases back while looking up at me.

I wrap my arm around her shoulder and kiss the top of her head. “She loves the joking abuse I give her on a daily basis. Craves it actually. I’m thinking about taking her to go see someone. If I don’t joke around about putting her boob in my mouth at least once a day she goes into a fit of panic.”

“Oh my God,” Melony whispers in shock.

But she doesn’t need to worry because my family bursts out in laughter as we all take a seat, my dad asking me to sit next to him, so I do.

Gripping my shoulder with a shake, he says, “This boy right here, he’s amazing, Melony. Marion and I take pride in how we raised our children, and we couldn’t have asked for more amazing adults than Holly and Hollis. Working together to bring our country a gold back home, it brings tears to my eyes.”

“All right, Dad.” I laugh. “I thought we got all the sappy stuff done and over with.”

“I can’t help it,” he says, looking me in the eye. “I’m so proud of you two.”

It never gets old, hearing your dad say he’s proud of you, impressing your parents, knowing you did them right. It’s a goal I will always strive for. I’m a product of them, I want to respect the legacy they built with their love and carry it on for future generations.

“You got yourself a good one, Melony,” my dad says, winking at her.

I turn to look at my girl, and I’m instantly concerned when I see her looking down at her hands on her lap. She’s not the same bubbly girl I left back in LA. Something is going on.

With fake cheer, she replies, “He’s a wonderful man and an amazing diver.”

“He is, but I was better,” Holly cuts in with a wink.

“She was better,” my mom adds. “The Knightly women are always better than the men at everything. Aren’t I right, Al?”

“You’re always right, sugar plum.” My dad kisses my mom on the lips and then turns to Melony. “See what I did there? If Hollis is the smart man I know I raised, he will treat you just the same.”

I’ve been trying to, Dad. I’ve been busting my fucking ass trying to win this girl over. I see sparks of hope for our future every once in a while. It’s there, I know it’s there. I just have to keep pushing through the godforsaken moat she keeps encircling herself in.

“He’s a very good man, you should be proud.” Melony squeezes my leg under the table. The little move gives me hope. She then turns to Holly and says, “You were a fantastic diver, Holly. I remember watching you when I was younger. You were always so flawless.”

“Thank you.” Holly blushes and my stomach starts to churn. Please don’t bring up what happened. Please don’t bring up what happened. “I’m just glad Hollis can finally let go of all his guilt from the car accident.”

“Car accident?” Melony asks on question.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. This was not how I wanted Melony to find out. I turn to Holly who doesn’t look happy. Yup, she thought I already told her.

When the accident happened, we kept everything quiet, for the most part, as best as we could, not wanting to draw media attention for obvious reasons. So I can understand Melony’s confusion.

My worst nightmare comes true when Holly continues. “I was paralyzed from the waist down in a head-on collision with a tree. Damn thing totally branched us,” Holly jokes, getting a smile from Melony. I, on the other hand, hold my breath, hating every second of this. “Hollis over here has been harboring guilt over the entire thing because he was the one driving.”

My mom gasps and I see her hand fly to her mouth.

Shit. Fuck. Hell. Fuck. All of the above times one thousand. What the hell, Holls?

“Son, you never told us this,” my dad says.

“We don’t have to talk about this right now,” I suggest, feeling incredibly uncomfortable.

“No, we are a family, and we discuss these things,” my mom adds. “Everyone makes mistakes, honey. Some more costly than others, but Holly would never hold animosity toward you over what happened.”

“I haven’t,” Holly adds. “Just don’t ever look at your phone when driving, ever again.” I know she’s teasing but it still stings.

“You were texting and driving?” Melony asks, her voice uncertain.

My dad kisses the top of my head and leans over me to speak to Melony. “We all do stupid things, Melony, but it’s how we rise from them that defines us.” Turning to me, he speaks sincerely. “You’ve punished yourself enough. Holly is an incredible diving coach, and is changing the world with the motivation she’s able to instill in others. It’s a blessing in disguise. She’s helping others, a trait she was born to do. Isn’t that right, baby?”

“It is. I am more fulfilled now than ever. In a funny way, I kind of have to thank you.”

Melony is silent while my family shines praises me, telling me how I’m a good person, how I am an amazing brother for sharing my goals with Holly. How I am a good example of rising from the ashes and moving forward. There is so much praise, hugs, and kisses coming my way that I’m overwhelmed, so fucking overwhelmed that I don’t notice Melony slowly sinking further and further inside herself.

Fuck me.

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

MELONY

 

 

 

“It was a pleasure meeting you, Melony. When we are all back in the States, you must come over for dinner. Marion makes a wonderful teriyaki chicken with pineapple that will blow your mind,” Al, the jolly man, says.

“Sounds wonderful.”

I smile at Hollis’s family, say my goodbyes, and wave one last time as they depart from our little circle.

Without skipping a second, Hollis forces me to look up at him and asks, “Are you okay?”

“Fine.”

As a woman, you can never say fine and believe a man who cares is actually going to let you get away with that little one-worded answer. Never works, no matter how many times we try it. And shocker, it doesn’t work now.

“Where’s your hotel? We need to talk.”

That’s exactly what I don’t want to do. I feel incredibly nauseated from everything that I want to slink away, and forget this night ever happened.

They love him. They love him with every bone in their body.

They are proud of him.

They can’t stop speaking of him, of both of them, of the product they were able to create.

They cried when saying goodbye.

They said goodbye.

Holly and Hollis were enough—more than enough really. Loved. Adored. Kept.

And they made promises of getting together when they are all back in the States, wanting to invite the entire family over so they can see the huge feat Holly and Hollis were able to accomplish.

They are so fucking honored to have them as their children.

They claim them . . .

Hollis made a mistake, one that hurt his sister, one that almost took her life away, and yet, they still love him. They still shower him with unconditional love, especially his dad.

Even through their errors, they claim them.

My dad claims his new children. He loves them. He cherishes them. He’s stayed for them.

So what the fuck is wrong with me?

“I can’t,” I shake my head, every emotion in my head clashing together.

“Melony.” Hollis slips his fingers in with mine but I pull away.

“Hollis, I can’t do this.”

“What do you mean you can’t do this?” His voice grows darker. I wouldn’t expect anything less from him, not after what I’ve put him through. I’ve completely fucked with him, and I know it.

I hate myself. Anyone privy to the ins and outs of our relationship would hate me too. Hell, if this “love story” was played out on a realty show like Rollin’ in the Bacon, I would be one hundred percent chastised, ridiculed, and burned at the stake for the kind of up-and-down roller coaster I’ve put Hollis through.

Hollis, this amazing man, Mr. Romantic, best abs in the country. He deserves way more than me. He deserves someone who can offer him all the things he wants like a house on the beach, a wife, someone who has value.

He doesn’t need me, a pathetic excuse for a little girl . . .

Daddy, rocket me to my bed!

Daddy makes the best cheesy hot dogs.

Why are Daddy’s bags packed? Where is he going?

Why is Daddy leaving?

Fuck!

Not a little girl, a woman. A pathetic excuse for a woman.

“Melony,” Hollis shakes me, forcing me back into the present, “what the fuck is going on?”

Stepping away, out of his grasp, I shake my head. I can’t do this, not to him. He’s everything and I’m . . . nothing.

Worthless.

With all the bravado I can muster, I look him in the eyes and say, “I don’t want to fall in love. I don’t even want to try. I know what it brings, and I don’t want to go back there again.” I gulp down my emotions, trying to look past the pure devastation coursing through this man in front of me. “Love isn’t in the cards for us, Hollis. I’m sorry.”

Love. Funny fucking thing it is. An emotion we are all born with that consumes this world whether it be love for your family, your neighbor, or your soul mate. Love makes this world spin, and yet, there are people like me who don’t want it but still are forced to deal with the all-encompassing emotion.

I hate myself for doing this today, a day that should be his best day ever. A day of celebration. But he will be better without me. He’s too good for someone like me. He needs someone amazing like his sister. Like his mom.

Not me.

I don’t want to fall in love.

I glance at Hollis one more time. His gorgeous blue eyes are filled with pain, his shoulders slumped, and his posture completely deflated. You’re too good for me. I’m not enough. Not for you.

I don’t want to fall in love.

It’s a shame I already have.

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

HOLLIS

 

 

 

Dancing with the Stars wants me.

GQ wants me.

ESPN wants me.

Wheaties wants me.

Puma wants me.

Buick kicked Matthew “all right, all right, all right” McConaughey to the curb and wants me.

Fuck . . . every endorsement ranging from The Mattress King to Chibani to The Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon wants me.

But the one fucking person I want the most, doesn’t.

What kind of shitty luck is that?

I don’t want to fall in love.

What she was really saying was she doesn’t want to fall in love with me. I’m not a dumbass. I could see it in her eyes.

Dinner with my family keeps playing over and over in my head. The minute we started talking about the accident, her demeanor changed. I know my family made it seem like they didn’t hold anything against me, which I know they don’t, but those five words keep ringing through my head . . .

You were texting and driving?

That’s all she asked. I was texting and driving. I almost hit another car, but instead hit a tree, ending my sister’s career. My parents praised me for rising from my fall, but Melony stayed silent while my dad continued to rave about me.

What was she thinking?

Did she think I was the monster I thought myself to be? A horrible person? Did she believe I should still feel guilty? Am I the one she thinks should have lost their ability to walk and not my sister?

Does she not want to fall in love with me because she doesn’t trust me to take care of her? Hell, after that story, I wouldn’t trust myself. I believe people can find error in their ways, but what I did, what I took away, is that too much for Melony to handle?

Hell, it has to be.

It’s the only reason I can think of why I’m back in my condo, Taco licking his balls next to me, with an empty feeling in the pit of my stomach. Winning a gold medal has never felt so fucking lousy.

“How do your balls taste?” I ask Taco who lifts his head to glance my way. He licks his snout and I almost puke in my mouth. “That good, huh?”

While I was gone, he stayed with my trusted dog-sitter, and when I went to pick him up, he acted as if he didn’t know me. It was just another kick to the crotch.

“Bet you my balls taste better than yours, but I’m not into bestiality, so we’ll never really know, now will we?”

There is a knock at my door, pulling me away from the disgusting sound of my dog lapping up at his testicles. He doesn’t even bother barking, he’s too invested in the taste of his nut sac.

Hoping it might be Melony quickly vanishes. That’s been wiped away since she refuses to answer me in any form. When she wants to cut someone out of her life, she’s damn good at it.

Getting up, I don’t bother putting on a shirt. What’s the point? Everyone has seen me with it off and in way worse than a pair of sweats. The moment you step in front of a camera wearing only a pair of underwear, you pretty much don’t care what people see you in.

I open the door and Reese is standing there with his arm around Paisley. Good for fucking them, they worked everything out.

I really should be happy for my best friend; his journey with Paisley was a long and secretive one, but I can’t seem to muster the ability to care. I will chalk it up to the fucking hole blasted through my heart thanks to Melony.

Fuck.

“It’s nice to smile at people when they come to visit you,” Reese says, sarcasm evident.

“Did you bring ice cream?” Paisley holds up a bag that was behind her. I step aside, giving them access to my condo. “All right, you can come in. Grab the spoons, I will be next to my dog who likes his balls more than he likes me.”

I don’t bother closing the door, as Reese and Paisley can worry about that. Slumping in depression, I flop down on my couch, kicking my legs up on the armrest, my head on the pillow next to Taco. For some reason, the licking sound is starting to soothe me.

I can hear Reese and Paisley quietly talking to each other in the kitchen while they shuffle around in my silverware drawer, most likely trying to figure out how to handle me. They could be more discreet.

They shuffle into my living room, probably holding hands. I don’t look because I’m concentrating on the ceiling.

“Chocolate Chip Cookie Dough,” Reese says. I don’t look but hold out my hand, and a pint with a spoon is placed in my palm. “Extra chunky.”

“Just how I like it,” I reply, scooping up a large spoonful and shoving it in my mouth.

“So . . .” Reese pauses. “You look good.”

“I look like shit.”

“Yeah, but I wasn’t going to say that.” There is a slap followed by an oopf from Reese. “What? He said he looked like shit? I can’t agree with that?”

“Not when he’s hurting.”

“Guys don’t work that way, babe.”

“We don’t,” I reply, still staring at the ceiling. “But I wouldn’t smack you away if you tried brushing my hair and telling me how I will find another lady one day.”

“Want me to get a brush?” Paisley asks.

“I do,” I answer half joking, half not.

She pulls one out of her purse and sits next to me, asking Taco to move but not listening to his protests. She kicks him off his throne.

“Babe, are you really going to brush his hair?”

Tines of a comb start working through my hair, so yes, she is. “He wants his hair brushed.”

“If that’s the case, I would like a blow job.”

“Reese.”

I scoff. “He’s such a barbarian. Show some fucking class, man.”

“This coming from the man with ice cream dripping down his chin and a woman brushing his hair with a Barbie comb.”

I turn to look at Paisley. “Is that a Barbie comb?” She holds up the pink paddle. “Shit, I need to get myself one of those, that feels nice.”

“You can find Barbies at a dollar store.”

“Paisley, he just won a gold medal, pretty sure he’s not worried about splurging on a Barbie doll from Target.”

“It’s nice to get a discount,” she adds.

“I like saving money.” I was saving money to buy a house. I have plenty of it, but the one thing missing is the girl I want to buy it with. I’m so lame.

“See?” Paisley says. “He likes saving money.” She continues to stroke my hair with the Barbie comb as I eat my ice cream.

“Dude, you look seriously pathetic right now.”

“Reese!” Paisley chastises. “How is that being helpful?”

“It’s true.” I help my friend out. “I’m pathetic. I’m so fucking pathetic and very desperate at this moment in time.”

“See, baby?”

“Still, it’s not helpful.”

“Listen, I’ve known Hollis for a long time. I’ve seen him through breakups, so I know how this works. He wallows about, sulks, eats gallons of ice cream and then one day, he’s ready to find the girl he’s supposed to spend the rest of his life with again.”

“It’s true.” I nod. “But this time, it’s different.” I sigh and turn to the side, facing my best friend now. “I love her, man. She’s the one. Well, I at least thought she was the one. I was so fucking sure.”

“Maybe she is,” Paisley suggests.

“Babe, she won’t return any of his calls, she barely talks to you. Why do you think this is any different?”

It’s true, I’ve tried to use Paisley as my secret weapon when it comes to Melony, but we’ve failed on that front multiple times. Now Melony barely talks to Paisley, which I hate because I don’t want to ruin their relationship. I don’t want my girl alone.

“It might be different. I, um, kind of remember something she said to me on the plane.”

As if Jesus came by and lifted my upper half to sitting position, I spring up and look her in the eyes. “What the hell, Paisley? I thought I told you to tell me everything she says.” My tone is on the better half of asshole but I don’t care.

“Dude, watch it,” Reese warns. Just what I would expect from him.

Ignoring my friend, I ask, “What the hell did she say?”

“I’ve told you everything,” Paisley says defensively. “This was before you two broke up. If I knew at the time that you guys were actually dating, I might have thought differently of it.”

“What reminded you now?”

“You calling yourself pathetic.”

“Okay . . .” Not sure where she’s going with this, I ask, “Care to elaborate?”

Reese stands and places his hand on her shoulder. “She will elaborate when you stop being a dick to her. You’re lucky we’re even here with ice cream after the verbal abuse you left on our voicemails.”

I might have gone off the deep end earlier on in the breakup. Swearing up a storm, talking about slicing legs off, and threatening to waterboard people for information. It was an intense time in my life, one I would like to forget about.

“I already made that up to you with a romantic date at Number Seventeen. Remember? You got the most expensive bottle of wine along with steak and a side of lobster.” Smirking, Reese nods in remembrance. Sucking down my pride, I say, “I’m sorry for being a dick, now please tell me what you know.”

Paisley looks nervous as she fidgets with the Barbie comb. “I didn’t think much of it at the time because she was clearly uncomfortable talking about it, but when we were on the plane, she seemed really down, not like herself.” I think back to when she was flying out to Rio. She wasn’t returning my texts at that point, so whatever happened before then must have been the reason. “I asked her what was wrong. It took some coaxing but she told me that she saw her dad.”

“What? She saw her dad? Like she went to visit him?” My heart is starting to beat rapidly in my chest, my palms start to sweat, and a stabbing pain takes up behind my eye. She saw her fucking dad. The conversations I’ve had with Carla, Melony’s mom, and Melony start running through my head.

He left when she was six and started a new family.

I wasn’t good enough for him to stay.

Why didn’t he want to stay?

Is that what caused her to shut down?

“No, she made it sound like she accidentally ran into him. I know she didn’t say hi, just observed I guess. He was there with his new family. That’s how she put it.” Fucking piece of shit. Paisley continues. “This is the part I really remember. She said she felt insignificant. I remember that because even with my parent issues, I’ve never felt insignificant. Despite my parents not liking the path I took at first, I knew they still loved me. From the look on Melony’s face, it didn’t seem like she believed he ever loved her. He didn’t even recognize her.”

“Fuck,” I mumble while standing. I pace the room, my hand in my hair. “That’s why she shut down. Seeing him must have brought back all those awful feelings again. Shit.” I think back to the dinner we had in Rio, with my family. The way my parents loved on me, boasted about Holly and me, even after we talked about the car accident . . .

“Fuck!” I shout even louder, everything clicking in my head.

“What is it?” Reese asks.

I explain to Reese and Paisley everything I know from the way Melony has felt her entire life, to the dinner we had in Rio and how my parents were so incredibly loving toward Holly and me and the way Melony kept shrinking further and further into herself. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know she was connecting her dad’s new family with my family, and how everyone is so loving toward each other, but how she never got that from her dad.

Why didn’t he want to stay?

Shit, that little girl is wondering all over again why she wasn’t good enough.

“So what are you going to do?” Paisley asks. “Are you going to go after her?”

“Fuck yes, I am.” Energy is spiking through me now. It’s not that she doesn’t want to fall in love with me. I think she already has; she just doesn’t want to admit it because she doesn’t want to get hurt again. “This isn’t going to be a quick fix though. She needs to know that no matter what, I’m here to stay. Do you think you two could hold a party soon?”

“My birthday is coming up in two weeks. We can hold a little gathering.”

“That’ll be perfect. That gives me plenty of time to woo her from afar.” I take a bite of my ice cream, feeling energized. “Melony is fucking mine, whether she likes it or not.”

“You better buy me a good present.” Paisley smirks.

“If Melony lets me take her home that night, I will buy you whatever you want, sweetheart.”

“Don’t call her sweetheart,” Reese growls, getting territorial.

“Cool your dick, man. I’m after someone else.”

Do my girl justice, Hollis. Make her feel special again.

I will do right by Carla. I’m coming after you, Melony, whether you like it or not.

 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

MELONY

 

 

 

Life seems so black and white without Hollis in it. It’s been a week since I left Rio, and I don’t think I’ve ever been this unhappy. This is why I’ve always avoided getting involved with men, this feeling right here. This feeling of utter loss.

Yes, it was self-sabotage, I know that, but sooner or later Hollis was going to realize I wasn’t worth the time, and he was going to leave. Took my dad six years, but who knows how long it would take Hollis? He could have anyone. It was better to cut ties now rather than later down the road.

If only it didn’t hurt like this. If only it didn’t hurt worse than when my dad walked away. If only I could stop thinking about him.

It’s for the best I convince myself. If anything, it’s in Hollis’s best interest to stay as far away from me as possible. He deserves so much better.

“I’m not going to say it again, get my lawyer on the phone,” Bellini shouts to Pocket. “You godforsaken jean bag.”

Pocket scurries off, leaving me alone with Bellini. It wouldn’t be the first time I’m alone with her in a shitty mood. Something has been going on behind the scenes, but I have no clue what it is. I tried asking Paisley a while ago but she was unsure as well.

I kind of hope it’s something bad. I know that’s awful to say, but hell, the woman has been nothing but nasty to the people around her, and deserves a comeuppance. I know if something does happen to her, I will be out of a job, but with the references I have within the production company, I have no doubt I can be switched to another show. Maybe an actual sitcom or drama. God, that would be amazing. It would be so much better than doing hair and makeup for an individual who thinks they shit out gold-plated bars. At least that would hold me over until I launch my lip stain collection and become established.

“You smell,” Bellini says, looking up at me. Always the polite one. “What is that? Roses?”

“Gardenias,” I correct her.

“It’s physically choking me. You need to go take a shower and wash that flower piss off you.”

“I can do that,” I answer. “But that means you’re going to have to go without the other half of your makeup. I refuse to drive back home to take a shower for you and then drive back here.” The great thing about Paisley now being in charge of Bellini: I can say whatever the hell I want, and I know I won’t be fired.

Bellini grasps her throat and starts to cough. “You retched woman. You did this on purpose.”

If I’d known this perfume would cause Bellini to choke, I would have been wearing it every single day.

“Contrary to what you might believe, I have better things to do with my life than think of ways to displease you.” I’m really not taking any shit today. I’m not in the mood.

“Your face displeases me on a daily basis,” Bellini shoots back.

“Your breath smells like rancid oranges on a daily basis thanks to your diet of Tic Tacs.”

And that one just slipped out.

“You’re a homely imbecile with an IQ of ten. No wonder you have to do makeup.”

“And you’re a rabid bitch with dragons hatching out of your skank-infested vagina every hour on the hour.”

That right there is why I’m driving home early, without finishing Bellini’s makeup. No, I wasn’t fired, but I didn’t make Paisley’s job any easier. She told me to take the day off and she would call in a sub for the day . . . once Bellini went into a fit of hysterics, tossing tables, knocking over my makeup, and taking the blow dryer only to shove it through the wall. The hole she made was actually rather impressive. My favorite though, sticking my makeup brush down her underwear. Thankfully it wasn’t my favorite brush.

Why do I find that so funny? Because Bellini lost her cool and showed her roots.

Her exact quote after she flipped the brush back at me was, “I hope you enjoy you’re newly exfoliated pube brush, you dumb bitch.”

Class was nowhere to be found.

At least the standoff sent me home early. A Netflix binge was waiting for me at home.

As I pull up to my apartment complex, I think about breaking my lease and going somewhere else to get away from Hollis. Not that he’s tried contacting me in the last two days. But everywhere I go, I see him in my memories. It’s almost debilitating.

I pull up into my normal parking spot, grab my things, minus my newly appointed pube brush, and head to my apartment. That’s when I see a balloon hanging on my doorknob and a letter taped to the door.

The balloon is a smiley face that says “Get Well Soon.” Odd. Maybe someone put it on the wrong apartment door. I get closer to the note and see that is says my name on it, in handwriting that’s all too familiar.

My heart immediately starts to pound in my chest from the thought of Hollis being here.

Needing my privacy, I untie the balloon, take the note from the door, and walk inside my apartment, leaving everything in the entryway except the balloon and the note. I take those to the couch where I sit down and toy with the string of the balloon, gathering the courage to read his note.

Taking a deep breath, I open it and read.

 

Dear Hot Sex,

First, I miss you. Just need to get that out in the open. I miss you, from your beautiful pink lips, to your crazy sexy smile, to Boo and Bear (I kind of miss them the most).

I know what you’re thinking. Why is Hollis contacting me after I told him I don’t want to fall in love? Very good question, baby. It’s because I love you. (Yeah, I just wrote that in a letter, but come on, you’re not answering my calls.) And you know what? I know you love me, too. You’re just too damn scared to admit it. That’s okay, I can admit it for you.

*Said in Melony’s sexy little voice* Hollis, I love you.

Aw, thanks, baby. I love you, too.

And this is where we make out and then fuck like bunnies. But since we are not together while you read this, confessing our love for each other, I will give you a shortened version.

Boo and Bear get fondled, I lick the hell out of your pussy, you secrete with pleasure (secrete is such a terrible word), and then my penis shakes hands with your labia lips before entering that tight-as-hell hole of yours where I pound my hips into you rigorously until you come all over my cock. We chant each other’s names, I throw in another I love you, you do the same, and then we have pizza, because . . . why the hell not?

Wasn’t that great? I think so. But since we are still apart, I can wait for pizza, because do you know why? You’re fucking worth it, baby.

Did you read that?

YOU’RE WORTH IT!

See what I did there, put in the capital letters. It’s supposed to make an impact. Did it make an impact? I’m going to guess no, but that’s okay. I have time to convince you. I have all the fucking time in the world because I know for a fact you are supposed to be with me.

You are supposed to be with me, Melony. Get that through your beautiful head. You plus me equals forever. And don’t try to calculate something else. I may be a pretty face but I know math and our math adds up.

So once again, I’m going to Noah Calhoun your ass. Get ready, baby. I’m bringing it this go-around.

And what’s with the balloon you ask? I want you to get well soon of course. You know that hole in your heart your dad stabbed through you so many years ago? It’s about time you recovered. I’m going to fill that hole for you, baby. I’m going to show you that a man can stick around, that you can trust me, that you can depend on me, that no matter what, I will ALWAYS be there for you.

You’ve had your time to wallow, now it’s time to fill that hole with the right kind of love, the unconditional kind, the kind I have for you and only you.

Please stay tuned. You will hear from me again soon.

I love you, Melony.

Yours forever – Big Daddy.

Tears are streaming down my face as I read his note over and over again. Hope blooms inside me.

Is he right?

Is there some worth to me?

You’ve had your time to wallow, now it’s time to fill that hole with the right kind of love, the unconditional kind, the kind I have for you and only you.

Unconditional love. Love that means he will stay. For me though? Would he really stay . . . with me?

Am I truly worth it?

***

The next day when I return home from work there is another note on my door with a package right below it.

I open the letter first.

Dear Hot Sex,

I’m hoping you gave Mr. Smiley a warm welcome. He was nervous bobbing around outside your door, not sure if he would be popped when you saw him, but I reassured the old yellow face that you would be kind. You were kind, right? Fuck, I would be sad if you jabbed a knife through his jolly face. I will give you the benefit of the doubt.

(Please don’t stab him.)

Now, I figured you’re not quite familiar with love, that’s okay, baby, we learn at our own pace. But I figured I would speed up the process for you. Look inside the package, this should help you out.

I love you, Melony.

Yours forever - Big Daddy

Feeling excited, I open the package to find an eReader, fully stocked with books, and a note.

Dear Hot Sex,

It’s time to educate yourself. I’ve loaded this eReader with all of my favorite romances, starting with The Notebook. Your job? Start reading, soak up the words, the emotions . . . the love. Learn from these fictional characters that love will always prevail.

And before you scowl and say, “But it’s fiction, Hollis,” take that negativity and flush it down your toilet. Fictional characters are real, ask any book nerd. Let’s make fiction become a reality for us. I’m in, are you?

I love you, Melony.

Yours Forever – Big Daddy.

***

Tears are streaming down my face as I read the final words of The Notebook. Damn you, Hollis. Damn you Noah Calhoun and your undying love. Damn you, Nicholas Sparks.

A knock on the door pulls my attention away from my eReader, which I will admit, I’ve become addicted to.

Opening my door, I’m assaulted by the delicious smell of Italian food. I look down and see a tray with covered serving dishes. Quickly I look down the hall to see any traces of Hollis, but nothing, so I pick up the tray and bring it into my apartment.

I open the lid and sitting in front of me is a very sloppy looking plate of spaghetti and partially burnt garlic bread. I smile inwardly and read his note.

Dear Hot Sex,

I never said I was a cook. I mean, I can cook some things but that’s about it. It all really depends how the meal turns out when I’m done. Not going to lie, I outdid myself tonight. Spaghetti with garlic bread (slightly browned).

Growing up, my father taught me it isn’t the woman’s responsibility to cook and clean, it’s a shared responsibility. When you’re with me, baby, I will make you dinner, I will help clean, I will make my mission to show you that what we have together is a partnership. Everything is fifty-fifty.

I’m hoping you like to cook in an apron . . . naked. Eat up, beautiful.

I love you, Melony.

Yours forever – Big Daddy

P.S. Say hi to Boo and Bear for me. I miss them.

Smiling, I dig in to the meal he prepared me.

Not so bad.

***

It’s late, my lights are out, I’m reading—thanks to Hollis—and there is a knock at my door. Thinking today was a no-contact day, Hollis has done that sometimes, I curled up, not expecting anything.

Luckily, I was wrong.

I open my door to find a note attached to it and nothing else.

I lock everything back up, and go to my bed to read it. When I pull out the letter, a picture comes with it. It’s the selfie we took of Hollis kissing my cheek. We look so damn happy in the picture, it hurts my heart.

I read the note.

 

Dear Hot Sex,

It’s crazy that this is the only picture I have of us. It actually makes me really mad. How come I was too busy to capture moments with you? I blame it on the sex. I also blame it on wanting to soak up every single moment with you and not spend it behind my phone.

I counted on my memories lasting forever, but with my broken heart, they seem to be fading. I can’t stand the thought of not being able to close my eyes and see your smile, or smell your scent, or hear your laugh. It’s a fucking consuming fear I have because, whether you want to believe it or not, you are my everything.

You once told me you weren’t enough. Fuck, you were so wrong. You’re almost too much. You fill my heart to capacity, Melony. You make it easier to breathe, easier to enjoy life. These past few weeks without you have been utter torture but I’ve been holding on to the idea that you will finally see value in yourself.

I see it. I’ve seen it from the very first day I met you. You’re captivating, enthralling, mesmerizing. You hold your own, you’re funny, sexy, and have a beautiful heart. You’re everything I could ever ask for. I’m just hoping I can live up to your expectations.

I know one thing for certain. I’m not going anywhere. I’m yours forever.

I love you, Melony.

Yours FOREVER – Big Daddy

 

More tears. That’s all I’ve been doing lately, crying. I can’t control my reactions because it is like a floodgate has opened exposing the grief I have bottled up for years. And it hurts. It hurts so bad.

I read his note a few times, loving the way his handwriting is starting to make me feel at home, loving how he ridiculously signs it Big Daddy, and loving how he’s made me feel whole again.

You once told me you weren’t enough. Fuck, you were so wrong. You’re almost too much. You fill my heart to capacity, Melony. You make it easier to breathe, easier to enjoy life.

As do you, Hollis. As do you.

When my phone buzzes with a text message, I pray that it’s Hollis but when I pick it up, my heart falls.

Paisley: Don’t forget about my birthday party tomorrow. You promised you would come. Don’t let me down. P.S. Yes, you have to bring a present.

Shit, I forgot about Paisley’s birthday party. I told her I would go in a moment of weakness, before she was harassing me about Hollis. It was obvious she was trying to get information for him. I haven’t talked to her in a while because I was trying to avoid her barrage of questions, which makes me feel awful. Just because I’m going through a difficult time doesn’t mean I have to be a bad friend.

I text her back that I will be there and then plug my phone into my charger.

Will he be at the party?

If he is at the party, will he try to talk to me?

Do I want him to talk to me?

I think about it for a second and the answer is clear. Yes, I want him to talk to me. If anything, these past few weeks have proven one thing: Hollis isn’t going anywhere. It’s been over eight months since he started texting me and asking me to go out with him. Any other man would have given up by now; they would have called it quits.

You’re everything I could ever ask for. I’m just hoping I can live up to your expectations.

He’s worried he won’t live up to my expectations. If there is anything I don’t deserve, it is Hollis doubting he won’t be enough.

No. Hollis hasn’t called it quits; if anything, he’s become more determined. And this isn’t one of those unachievable pursuits where the man works so hard for the girl just to get some pussy and then takes off. If that were the case, Hollis would have been long gone.

No, he’s different. He loves me. He truly, from the bottom of his soul, loves me.

And I love him.

So what’s holding me back?

 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

HOLLIS

 

 

 

“Happy birthday,” I say, looking over Paisley’s shoulder and handing her a present absentmindedly. It’s an awful thing to say, but I couldn’t care less about the birthday girl right now. I have one person on my mind right and I need to know if she is here or not.

“Thanks. Can’t you even make eye contact with me when you say that?”

Annoyed, I grip her shoulders, look her dead in the eye and say, “Happy Birthday. There, does that work?”

“Not really. Your eyes are all bugged out and crazy. It’s startling actually.”

“You’ll get over it.” I look around her some more. Ever since Paisley moved into Reese’s place, some slight decorative changes have been made. It’s not as masculine in here anymore. There are throw pillows on the couch, pictures of them everywhere, and a potted flower on the dining table. “Place looks good, Paisley. Nice flower.”

“You talking about my girl’s vagina?” Reese asks, walking up behind her, blocking my view of their house.

“Yup, that’s what I like to do, walk into your condo and start discussing your girlfriend’s vagina with you. Nailed it on the head, buddy.”

“Cut it the fuck out. You’re not allowed to talk about it.”

“Christ,” I rub my eyebrows, willing away the headache that wasn’t to appear. “I wasn’t talking about her vagina.”

“It would be a great topic of conversation if you were,” Paisley adds. “I’m very proud of my vagina.”

Losing my temper, I say, “That’s great and all, but I couldn’t care less about your vagina. What I want to know is if Melony is here.”

Smiling at each other in a conspiratorial way, Reese says, “She is. She’s floating in the pool as we speak.”

“In a bathing suit?” I ask, my cock already starting to get happy over the thought of seeing her scantily clad body.

“Nope,” Reese says. “Strangest thing, she showed up in her grandma’s wedding dress and is floating in that. Something about how she doesn’t want skin cancer.”

I look Reese up and down. “You’re a dick.”

“Don’t ask idiotic questions.”

“Can I just come in already? Jesus.”

“You know, we had this party for you,” Reese points out. “If it was my way, I would be spending the day naked, worshipping Paisley’s body.”

“And getting a new tattoo,” she adds.

“Yes, what great things you could have done,” I reply with sarcasm. “But you did this instead, for me, so why don’t you both step aside so I can make things happen? Maybe the sooner I’m able to make up with the girl, the sooner we can leave, and the sooner you two can start to fuck like bunnies.”

“He has a good point,” Reese says.

“He really does,” she agrees but still not moving.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I blow past them as they laugh at their little game. I head straight to the kitchen where I put the card I brought for Paisley. It has a certificate to a day spa I’m sure she will enjoy. From the window, I look out into the backyard where I see Melony floating in the pool on a giant soft pretzel.

Shit, she looks so damn good.

“What’s your plan?” Reese asks, coming up from behind me.

“Not sure yet. I was kind of hoping she would call or send me a text about the notes I’ve left her, but I haven’t heard a fucking thing. I have no idea what she might be thinking right now. Did she say anything to you guys?”

“Nothing,” Paisley answers.

All three of us look out the window, taking her in. We look like some episode from I Love Lucy.

“Any suggestions?” Now that I see her, I’m freezing up. Noah Calhoun would be disappointed in me.

Reese shrugs and then says, “I would do what you do best and make a scene.”

I am good at making scenes.

“Fuck, why is love so hard?”

“Because it wouldn’t be worth it if it was easy,” Paisley responds before going to answer the door. Someone else is here.

I follow Reese out into the pool area, helping him carry the food he plans on grilling, making sure to keep my eyes straight ahead. I don’t want to look like a drooling lovesick puppy, even though I am one.

Bodi and his girl Ruby walk into the backyard, hand in hand. They look good together and for the first time, ever since I’ve known the man, he looks truly happy, not so haunted or scared. She must be good for him.

Turning to Reese, I say, “I think I’m just going to do it.”

“I would,” Reese replies, without turning to talk to me directly, his focus on the grill in front of him. “It will be fucking awkward if you don’t. You know, with you staring at her the whole time.”

“But what if she turns me down?”

“Then she turns you down and you keep trying. This isn’t your last chance, so stop treating it like it is.”

He’s right. “I love her, man.”

“I know the feeling, bro. It fucking kills you when your relationship is in limbo, so instead of talking to me like some lovesick jackass, go talk to her.”

He’s right. I need to talk to her.

Taking a chance, I pull my shirt off over my head, adjust my swim trunks, and then canonball it into the pool, right next to her, causing her peaceful float to be flipped over.

Like I said, I’m good at making scenes.

We pop out of the water at the same time. Her hair is now wet, her sunglasses floating next to her, and the most beautiful look is in her eyes as she shouts, “You fucker.”

Well, not the warm welcoming I was hoping for, but then again, I did dunk her.

Playing the innocent card, I say, “Oops, were you trying to stay dry, Hot Sex?”

Mirth dances in her eyes, giving me so much hope I might combust. “Don’t fucking call me that.”

“Make me.” I pull on her arm, forcing her closer, only for her to palm my face keeping me at arm’s length. Talking through her hand, my voice muffled, I say, “I love it when you fight dirty, Hot Sex.”

“I’m going to kill you.”

“Right about now, I would take any kind of attention from you. Kill away, baby.”

Her face softens and right then and there, I know I have her.

Not letting her get the upper hand, I push her toward the end of the pool that curves around the hot tub, giving us a little privacy. I pin her against the side and straddle her body with my arms.

“I’ve missed you.”

“Yeah?” she asks, swallowing hard.

“Yeah.”

“Then why didn’t you come to visit if you missed me so much?”

“I was afraid you were going to throat punch me if I did.”

“Throat punch? Never. Knife hand, possibility.”

Fuck if I don’t want to kiss her right now. This is the Melony I’ve missed. The teasing Melony, full of light in her eyes. This is the Melony I fell in love with so easily.

“I was smart then, avoiding the knife hand.”

“If you’re so smart, what are you doing now?”

I push in closer and say, “Winning you back.” She smiles sheepishly at me. Fuck, she’s adorable. “How am I doing?”

“I still think Noah has the edge on you.”

I shake my head. “That romantic bastard. What do I have to do to top him?”

She shrugs. “Something extreme.”

“I might have something extreme up my sleeve, but first, I have to know, do you love me?”

“What?” she asks, off guard.

“It’s a simple question, Melony. Do you love me?” Growing serious, I add, “Because I sure as fuck love you. I think I’ve loved you from the moment you told me to get lost. And when you told me about your dad, that just made me love you even more, because it showed me who you really are.”

“And who is that?” she asks, her eyes cast down at the water.

I lift her chin so she’s forced to look at me. I speak with all my heart. “You’re a beautifully scarred and imperfect woman. Imperfect in the way that you don’t see yourself as everyone else does, and it’s your biggest flaw. You refuse to notice how you light up the room when you walk in it, how you can easily make someone smile with just your sassy words, how you hold so much love inside of you but are scared to let people see it. You’re scarred in the best way possible, which means you have a hole in your heart.”

“How is that a good thing?” she asks, tears starting to form in her eyes.

“Because, I don’t like sharing. If you had a perfectly filled heart, then I would have to share you with another man. But you are special, and your heart is reserved for me and me alone. I get to fill it, a challenge I’ve come to love. I knew growing up, I want what my parents have, a loving relationship, a committed relationship, one that exists only in fairy tales, and I won’t settle for anything less. You are my fairy tale, baby, nobody else. So tell me, do you love me?”

Tears fall from her eyes as she nods her head, my heart swelling to maximum capacity in my chest.

“Let me hear those words, baby.”

Gazing into my eyes, she says, “I love you, Hollis.”

As much as I want to grab her and kiss the fuck out of her, I need to know if she wants us.

“Melony, are you in? Will you put faith in us? In me?”

The slow smile that takes over her face is mesmerizing. She is so beautiful. I have missed her so much. “Yes, Hollis. I’m in. I want us, too.”

I don’t give it a second thought, my hand grips the back of her neck, and I pull her in for a kiss, our mouths melding together, our love being sealed. This moment. Right here. This will forever be branded in me, the day my girl first tells me she loves me. Just like the day Noah Calhoun kisses Allie on the dock, the rain pouring down on them, this is my fucking moment, in my best friend’s pool with peering eyes watching over us.

When I pull away, I keep my eyes on Melony and shout, “She loves me!” Everyone around us cheers; even Bodi, the grumpy bastard.

“Thank fuck,” Reese shouts. “We can stop bringing him ice cream every other day.”

“Ice cream?” Melony raises an eyebrow at me.

I pat my stomach. “I eat like a woman, you should know this by now.”

“How could I forget?” She laughs and pulls on my bottom lip. “So I told you I love you, what’s your edge on Noah Calhoun?”

Oh yeah, how could I forget?

“I don’t know if you can handle it, baby.”

“I can handle it,” she counters.

“I don’t know . . .”

She pokes my stomach, “Just tell me.”

“All right, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Clearing my throat, I say, “Melony, Boo and Bear, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

Melony stares at me for a second, complete and utter shock on her face. I wait patiently for her answer.

I stare into her eyes, willing her to say yes when she slaps water right in my face and says, “You’re ridiculous.” She then floats away.

I pinch my nose, trying to get the chlorine out. “So I’m going to take that as a maybe?”

Floating in place, she turns to look at me and winks, “You can take that as a maybe.”

Well, fuck me, I better start ring shopping.

 


Epilogue

MELONY

 

 

 

“Have you seen these closets? Heeelloooooo,” Hollis shouts into the empty space. “Pretty sure you could murder someone in these closets and get away with it.”

“Do you plan on murdering anyone?” I ask, my eyes fixated on the vaulted ceilings.

“No, but if I wanted to, I could in these closets.” He pops his head out and then says, “Baby, we could totally stick a nursery in here.”

“Nursery is going in a room, not in a closet.”

“But if we wanted it in a closet, we could put a child in here.”

“You know there is more to this house than the walk-in closet, right? Like the view from the deck off the master bedroom.”

Hollis comes up behind me and puts his hand on my growing belly. A few weeks after Hollis proposed to me in Reese’s pool, I found out I was pregnant. Looks like my birth control wasn’t so effective after all. Looking back, it all makes sense to me: why I was so sick to my stomach all the time, why I was so emotional. I now tell Hollis my indecision when it came to us was all due to the baby. He doesn’t believe one word of it. He likes to think that we were bound to have our ups and downs because according to him, what is love without an epic story to go with it?

Sigh, he really is a romantic. And he really is mine.

Once I came to my senses, lowered the shield around my heart and let Hollis in, life has been wonderful. Sure, we’ve had our fights, stupid ones of course. We’ve gone to bed angry, only for Hollis to wake up in the middle of the night and demand make-up sex. I swear, sometimes he picks fights just for the make-up sex. He doesn’t think I know, but I do.

And now we’re expecting a baby girl; he’s done nothing but cater to me, making sure my every need is fulfilled. How could I have thought this man would do anything less than love me so thoughtfully and constantly? How could I have possibly thought he would leave me? That he wouldn’t stick around. I’m an idiot, I see that now. I’ve been so guarded my entire life, and understandably too afraid to let anything get by the walls I put up around my heart.

I’m so grateful Hollis spent months trying to knock them down. In some respects, I needed that. I needed him to keep pursuing me, to insist I was worth the effort. He’s taught me a lot about love. It’s worth chasing. It’s worth pursuing. And when we’ve fought, he’s become angry. But in his anger, he hasn’t left me. We’ve wrestled through some tough moments, and as a result, he’s also taught me something about myself.

I’m lovable. I’m someone worth staying for. Worth fighting for. I’m not worthless.

“What do you think, baby?” Hollis kisses the side of my neck. “Does Mrs. Knightly want to live here with me?

Yes, Mrs. Knightly. The moment Hollis found out I was pregnant, he demanded we get married at once. I think he was just using the baby as an excuse, because up until then, he’d asked me to marry him every day before we went to bed, and my answer was always maybe. When he asked me after we found out about our baby, my answer was yes. The next day he had his family, my mom, her fiancé, Mehi—who I adore—Reese, Paisley, Bodi, and Ruby down at the courthouse ready to witness our union. Afterward, we had a small reception at Reese’s house. How Hollis got everything done in such a short amount of time, I will never know. All he said was, he Noah Calhouned my ass.

Of course he did.

After finishing up with Bellini—such a shame . . . not—I started working on my lip-stain line. I had the contacts and had found people ready to work with me, but I’ve put some of that to the side to spend more time with my mom, and with Mehi. When I moved in with Hollis, since I had six months left on my lease, I offered my apartment to my mom, and having her closer has been wonderful. She’s stopped working full-time, is taking better care of her health, and is blossoming under Mehi’s love . . . just as Hollis said was possible. I think his exact words were, “See, Hot Sex? Love conquers all.” Sappy, but in our case, true.

I scan the master bedroom with its magnificent view of the ocean, and the regular sound and rhythm of the waves crashing into the sand, and I sigh. “Yes, this place is perfect. Are you sure we can afford it?”

He kisses my cheek. “Baby, didn’t you know? I’m a three-time Olympic gold medalist. I can afford it. Anything for my Hot Sex. You want the beach? I’m giving you the beach. Big Daddy listens.”

I roll my eyes to myself from the nicknames he still insists upon using.

“But do you like it?” I ask, not wanting him to pick a place just because I like it.

“Babe, did you see the closets?”

“I did, but can you picture yourself living here?” I look over at the realtor, Anthony, who is waiting in the foyer as Hollis and I make our way around the house again. It really is the most magnificent house, not in grandeur, but in the feel of the place. It’s warm, open, homey, and ready to be filled with love.

Taking my hand, he guides me back into the main living area where pocket doors open onto the backyard deck. The wooden deck is incredible with its large space for a table and chairs, a fire pit, and about a twenty-foot walk to the shoreline. It’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of.

Wrapping his arms around me completely, he lowers his head over my shoulder so we are both looking toward the ocean.

“This feels like home, Melony. That kitchen is where we’ll cook family dinners together. This living room is where we’ll play board games with our children. That deck is where we’ll have birthday parties and graduation parties. I see this as not just a home, but a place to make memories, memories with you.”

See, how can I not fall for this man on a daily basis?

Smiling, I kiss his forearm that’s wrapped around me. “Did you just Hollis Knightly me?”

“I think I did, Hot Sex. Did it work?”

“More than you will ever know . . . Big Daddy.”

“Hallelujah!” he praises and then shouts, “Anthony, we’ll take it. Big Daddy has spoken.”

The End

 


Epilogue Part Two

 

Note from Meghan: Let’s be honest, Bellini is the worst villain, ever. Because of this, I went to my fans to see how they would like to see her demise. I made it a competition and picked two fans and infiltrated their ideas in finally giving Bellini what she deserves. Thank you to Mo Phillips and Karen Jones for the great ideas. I hope I did you justice.

 

**WARNING, ONLY PROCEED if you want to read something completely over-the-top ridiculous that most likely would never happen in life but is completely justified for the blonde wench of this series. Enjoy.**

 

BELLINI

“Glad you decided to show up looking like a trash bag once again, Mauve,” I say as she approaches me with the stupid iPad she clutches to her chest as if it’s holding her tits up. I wouldn’t put it past her to use it as a bra; the woman has zero class.

“Your insults aren’t going to get you out of this, Bellini, as they are the reason why you’re in trouble.”

“I’m sorry, but when you speak, do you realize piles upon piles of rotten, mutilated remnants of trash fall out of your mouth?”

“Denial, is that how you’re going to play this? That’s mature.” Mauve folds her arms over her chest and stares at me.

“Mature? You want to talk to me about being mature?” I ask, popping a Tic Tac in my mouth. “This coming from the woman who wears man boots with ratty shorts that show off your gross clam every chance you get.”

Mauve rolls her eyes and then says, “You should know by now that whatever you say has no effect on me. Do you realize what’s going to happen to you, Bellini?”

God, she’s so annoying. Her black hair looks like a gaggle of woodland creatures decided to nestle in for the winter, her tank top is entirely too big on her, showing off way too much side boob area—Miley Cyrus called, she wants her look back—and those disgusting boots she insists upon wearing. Puke worthy. How Reese can even consider her attractive is beyond me. Apparently he loves humping a garbage can.

Ever since I received a letter about some asinine idiot, who worked with me during a photo shoot, suing me, Mauve has been harping incessantly into my ear about morals and being a kind person.

I’m kind. I tried to find her a lesbian to love. That was until she told me she’d lied about liking women. Here I was being the perfect Samaritan and trying to find a lonely, atrocious-looking troll to love and it’s just thrown back in my face. That’s what you get for being nice.

I passed off the letter as some ridiculously confused moron who drank way too much Barton’s vodka, found an old IBM computer and typed up a silly, cretinous letter full of lawyer forgery. At least that’s what I thought it was . . .

“Are you listening to me?” Of course I’m not listening to her. She’s putrid. “You’re going to lose everything.” That grabs my attention.

I snap my attention up to her grotesque face. “What do you mean I’m going to lose everything? That’s a horrid thing to joke about? Is your life that pathetic that you have to make up lies to make the pretty people temporarily have heart attacks?”

Not showing one ounce of remorse over her joke, she sets her electronic item down and says, “Bellini, I’m not fucking around with you.” Ugh, see, trash floats right out of her mouth. “Your contract with Wally Rose is terminated due to violating your code of conduct. You are being sued for millions upon millions of dollars. You will be bleeding money by the time this is all over, because not only is Sam Bidwell suing you for defamation of character and damages, but so is the production company for violating their code of conduct on multiple occasions.”

“What blasphemous code of conduct?” I screech, my mind whirling with the information Mauve is spewing at me like venom. “And who the hell is Sam Bidwell?”

Sighing, Mauve says, “Sam Bidwell is the set designer we’ve hired for photo shoots that you, on a routine basis, have referred to as Bob Vila, Fromunda cheese, Gouda guy, and charcuterie pits. He was the one you harassed when he brought a regular bench to the set rather than an African blackwood one.”

“Oh, that imbecile. He deserves the harassment. Anyone who believes oak is the same as African blackwood should be crucified. He deserved what he got.”

“No one deserves that kind of treatment, Bellini. He is a human being and should be treated with respect. That is why you are being sued by him and by production. If you’d read your contract, you would have seen that the code of conduct clearly stated unethical behavior such as harassment to others will not be tolerated. Wally has been lenient with you, but he’s had enough. He’s pulling up every offense ever committed by you, including your idiotic pet names for all of us.”

“He can’t do that! I’m the most influential person in this industry!” I pound my fist on the arm of my chair. “He’s going to lose money by cancelling my show.”

“No, he’s going to gain money. Remember, he’s suing you.” A smirk spreads across her hideous face, making me cringe.

“You’re a man beast,” I shout, clearly upset.

“And I will add that to the list of harassing things you’ve said. Wally and Jasper will be here shortly, along with your lawyer, to go over the violations of your contract. I would like to say it was a pleasure working with you, but it’s been an absolute nightmare. I’m not one to wish horrible things upon people, but I truly hope you end up being someone’s bitch in jail.” She tacks on a smarmy smirk, flips her offensive hair, and walks away.

Vial woman.

But . . .

Is she right? Am I really going to lose everything? This can’t be. I’m too valuable for them to do that to me. I’m TV royalty, right?

Feeling unsure, I call out to the one person I know will blow steam up my ass. “Pocket!” I scream, clutching Pope Francis into my chest. “This can’t be, Popey. I’m a good person, you’ve said if yourself. You chose me. Why else would God’s creature choose me? If I was so horrible, you wouldn’t be mine.” Frustrated, I scream again, “POCKET!”

Scurrying from the hallway, Pocket stands before me, holding bottles of Fiji water.

“What on earth are you doing?”

“Getting ready for company. I heard Jasper and Wally Rose are coming over to discuss your contract.”

A little perturbed that she knows this information, I ask, “How do you know that? Have you been listening to my conversation?”

She nods enthusiastically. “I listen to everything. It’s for your benefit.”

“How is your gigantic, blackhead-filled nose being in my business benefiting me?”

“So I can protect you,” she says without skipping a beat.

“So you can protect me?” I deadpan. She nods again and for a second, I wait for her to say something else, like she’s joking, but she’s not. I scoff. “How on earth would you be able to protect me? You barely know how to insert a tampon, what makes you think you can be a bodyguard?”

Leaning forward, she looks around before looking around and saying, “I know how to use a knife.”

Sitting back in my chair, Popey on my lap, I start to slow clap for her. “Well done, Pocket. You know how to hold out a pointy object. A baby could wield a knife if you gave it one. Do you really think you could defend me with a knife? You imbecile, why do I even keep you around?”

“For knife protection?” she asks, a question in her voice.

Throwing my hands up in exasperation, I say, “Get out of my sight. You are completely useless. Actually, just leave, forever. I don’t need you anymore. You’ve been nothing but a nuisance since I’ve met you, and I don’t need your annoying fire-crotch self around me right now when I’m going through such devastation.”

“You don’t mean that,” Pocket says jokingly.

I clench her jaw in my hand and force her to look at me. “Listen to what I’m saying. You’re a waste of human life, and I want you gone in five minutes. Do you hear me?”

“I’m confused. You want me to leave?”

“How is what I’m saying confusing? Yes, leave!”

“Bellini,” Jasper’s voice calls out. Letting go of Pocket, I see Jasper, Mauve, Wally Rose, and their lawyer walking down the hall.

I immediately put up my walls. Was Mauve serious about me losing everything? Over some stupid carpenter who couldn’t decipher between oak and African blackwood? How is that my godforsaken fault? Why should I be punished? If anything I was looking for a certain service to be delivered and when it wasn’t, I made it known. There is nothing wrong with that. Nothing wrong with getting what you want.

“Bellini, you know Craig, our attorney,” Jasper says, waving his hand toward Craig.

“He’s the man with the giant mole you couldn’t stop talking about,” Pocket cuts in. For heaven’s sake what is she still doing here?

“Pocket, I told you to leave. You can either vacate the premises yourself or I can have security remove you.”

“But . . .” she pauses, “who’s going to brush your hair?”

Exasperated and not in the mood, I flair my arms and say, “Anyone. Any other person can brush my hair. It’s not your privilege anymore. Get that through your pea-sized brain.”

“But, I brush your hair.” Her voice is meek as she backs away. I think it’s finally starting to hit her, thankfully. “I’m supposed to help you.”

“Help me by removing your dilapidated body from my home.” She starts to walk away as I realize I’m being a terrible person. “Hold on.” Hope beams in her eyes as I turn to my unwelcomed guests. “Would you like some water?” They nod their heads so I direct my attention back to Pocket. “Pocket, get us all some Fiji water and then leave this house. If I hear from you again I will be pressing charges. Do you understand?”

With a resounding nod, she goes off to get us water.

“Now, where were we?” I ask, trying to put on a brave face.

“You’re being sued for over fifty million dollars in damages,” Jasper says, cutting straight to the chase.

Did I hear him right? Fifty million dollars? Do I even have that much money?

“Fifty dollars?” I ask, thinking I heard him wrong.

“No, Bellini,” Jasper says with a serious tone. “Fifty million dollars.”

How can that be? Over a carpenter? My mind starts to whirl turning into mush, my body feels faint, and the urge to start praying with Pope Francis is overwhelming.

Fifty Million dollars.

No.

Noooooo!

“Water anyone?” Pocket asks with a cheery look on her face.

“Daddy!” I scream.

Fifty million dollars . . .

 

POCKET

I stare down at her while I prepare the plastic bristles of my brush. I’ve saved this hair brush for this exact moment, when I finally was able to take her in, when I was able to make her my very own life-size Barbie doll.

Fitting her into the dress I made was rather difficult, but I made it work after taping her breasts down with duct tape. If I were to be honest, her boobs were weird looking. Where was all the hair around her nipples? I don’t understand why she didn’t have any. And they were more round, no flat against her chest like mine. It was off all around.

Getting her here was easy. I was able to taint the Fiji water with laxative, giving me plenty of time to remove Bellini while everyone else was in the bathroom. Naturally, I roofied her, because otherwise she would have argued with me.

What she doesn’t know is that I am doing this for her own good. I saw those lawyer’s papers, I knew they were going to suck her dry, so I commenced my emergency action plan I’ve always dreamed of engaging.

For one, I got to ditch that damn dog of hers, Pope Francis. I don’t care how godly he is, he was hurting my ability to get close to Bellini. But not anymore, I made sure to drop him off at a nunnery before I brought Bellini back to my home. The nuns were quite excited about receiving a dog in a roman cassock and rosary. I’m sure he will have a nice life. Thankfully it’s not with me.

Then I took Bellini to my studio apartment in Harlem. I know she’ll love it. It’s six-hundred square feet, fully decorated in pink and Bellini-head wallpaper, along with my vast collection of Barbies that take up all my living space. It’s why I sleep like a curled ball in the corner of my apartment.

But I made room for Bellini. I duct-taped a chair to my kitchen counter, it took some precision, but I made it work. It looks like a beautiful silvery throne. And then I propped Bellini up in the chair and secured her with zip ties. It’s for her own benefit so she doesn’t slide out of the chair.

As for me, I have a little beanbag chair on the counter as well so I can sit next to her and watch her whenever I want. I get to change her and feed her and brush her hair. It’s a dream come true.

She starts to stir, her head moving from side to side. Oh goody, she will finally get to see her new home.

“Where am I?” she says in a groggily voice.

I brush her hair with my oversized Barbie doll brush and coo in her ear. “Don’t worry, you’re safe with me, poppet.”

She jerks to the side and looks me up and down, then she proceeds to take in the entire apartment. My chest is held high as I beam with pride over the sanctuary I’ve provided for both of us.

“What the hell is going on?” Bellini demands. “Why the hell am I in a ten-year-old’s dream land?”

“I saved you,” I say. “They were going to take everything from you. So I did what I had to do. I drugged them, drugged you, and brought you to my place where you will stay forever.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” She looks down at her body and gasps. “What is this preposterous outfit I’m wearing? Is it polyester? I can’t possibly be wearing polyester.”

“It’s a replica of Birthday Barbie’s dress, because being with you every day is like my birthday. It looks beautiful on you.”

“What kind of drugs are you on?”

“None. This has been my dream for a long time, being able to take care of you like one of my dolls.”

“What do you mean take care of me? Unhand me at once.”

I shake my head. “Can’t do that. By the time the lawyer and everyone else is finished in their respected bathrooms, they will see that you’re gone. Of course they will think you fled the country and probably transferred some of your money into an offshore bank account never to be seen. When in fact, you’re with me, in my small apartment in Harlem, where we will talk Barbies and stare at pictures of you on my wall. It’s a dream come true.” I comb her hair thoughtfully as I say, “Don’t worry, Bellini, I will take great care of you. Just as you took care of me.”
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Prologue

 

“Marley, put the axe down and step away from the flannels,” Porter says, hands extended, as if he wants to help.

“You’re not in a good frame of mind. This is not who you are. You’re not an axe wielding psychopath looking to make a pile of long sleeved cotton into your very own plaid colored mulch,” Paul tries to convince me.

“Buttons, please put the axe down. We can talk about whatever is bothering you. Please don’t chop up Daddy’s Americana flannel shirt.”

Let’s pause for a second; do you see those three men standing to the side, fear in their eyes, sweat at their temples, with their hands clutched at their waists and their asses tight enough to pop open a bottle of beer?

Yeah, those three, they’re the reason why I’m foaming at the mouth, gripping an axe three sizes too big for my body with my heels dug deep into the wet and muddy ground.

That’s me, Marley McMann, the brunette in the “rustic” orange bridesmaid dress with a bouquet sticking out of my hair and a pile of multi-colored poly-blend barf rags resting in front of me, waiting to be minced into my very own personal hamster shit shavings.

I’m not usually threatening to slice the buttons off of men’s clothing with a lead shiv big enough to cut down a knotty vagina-looking sycamore tree. But I’ve had my limit.

There comes a time in a girl’s life when she has to reach deep down into her soul, clear the pathways of her inner goddess, and let out her nuclear Satan. You know what I’m talking about.

The crazy.

Don’t try to act like you don’t have it; every woman does.

Let me paint you a picture. It’s that time of the month; its shark week, as some may say. The civil war is being reenacted by your ovaries and death is scatted over your fallopian tubes. You’re crippled over in pain on your couch, half a Snickers bar hanging out of your mouth, a heating pad pressed against your innards, and a blanket wrapped around you as if you’re a cocktail wiener in a Pillsbury croissant. The Hallmark Channel is airing that Mario Lopez movie you’ve been dying to see and not because the plot looks good, but because you want to reminisce on your Saved by the Bell days. Mario is the only thing getting you through this time of need, that and the chocolate drool slowly dripping into the back of your throat.

You’re content, minus the battlefield in your uterus, when all of a sudden, out of nowhere, the mister in your life flops on the couch, causing a ripple within your cocoon. Your heating pad shifts and your Snickers bar falls to the ground, a travesty in itself. The swoon-worthy shot of Mario with his shirt off gets rudely switched to some stupid sporting game just as the mister lifts his ass in your direction and blasts two large farts.

Can you feel the monster start to awaken?

You try to remain calm; you tell yourself it’s going to be alright, you’re life isn’t spiraling out of control into the depths of hell…until one simple crack of his knuckles rings through the room.

One single pop.

You lose it. Your eyelids flip inside out, fire shoots out of your vagina, and your toenails grow to exponential pterodactyl lengths. You’re at his throat, scratching his jugular with your toes until you’re satisfied enough with the human carnage you’ve turned him into.

That moment right there, that’s where I’m at.

In all honesty, I’m a pleasant human. I have my own beauty blog and live in sunny Los Angeles, where I pay an ass ton of money to live in a two-bedroom apartment the size of a walk-in closet, but I make it work. You know those hidden Murphy beds? I have one; be jealous. I get to work from home, test out different cosmetics, and write about them. I’ve got a pretty easygoing life, or at least I did.

It all started when Paul, my older brother, decided to get married. No, this isn’t one of those stories where I talk about the evil soon to be sister-in-law and how she’s ruined my life. I actually adore Savannah; she’s perfect for my brother, minus the big eyes. I swear she blinks three times less than the average human.

This is about the week leading up to my brother’s wedding…the week that I now refer to on my blog as the journey of three beards and a mascara brush.

Confused? Don’t be; you will understand very quickly where I’m coming from.

 

 

Chapter One

MARLEY

 

“Your foot is your root and your arms are your limbs. With conviction in your hearts and purpose in your spirit, plant your root, sink it into the soil of your life, and let your limbs blossom to the sky, where your spirit will soak them in tranquility. That’s right…breathe in two three and out two three. Feel the rhythm of your heart beat with the rhythm of Mother Nature.”

“Why do I let you drag me to these things?” Marisa grunts from the side of her mouth.

My roots are planted and my limbs are blowing in the breeze, and I’m paying no attention to Marisa grumbling next to me.

“And how am I supposed to let my heart beat with Mother Nature when that bitch ruined my new suede pumps during her pissing match yesterday? When does she ever let it rain here?”

“It’s called the Weather Channel,” I breathe, letting the negative vibes Marisa is shooting in my direction to roll off my body. “Try watching it.”

In a calming voice, the instructor says, “In two breaths, I want you to swan dive into a front fold. On your count.”

I take in two deep breaths, extend my arms out, and then dive forward until my chest is pressing against my knees. I grab the backs of my calves and feel the stretch deep within my hamstrings. I try to channel Mother Nature, speak to her mossy-like soul, but can’t seem to get on the same wave length as her.

“The people in here are weird,” Marisa shout whispers, drawing attention to us.

The instructor hovers near us, her magenta leggings coming into view. “Ladies, let us clear our minds. We are here to feel our auras open like a lotus flower to the power of breathing.”

“The only lotus flower opening that will be happening for me is if Johnny stops by tonight. Did you see his latest Instagram picture? The boy is trying to kill me.”

Every Tuesday I bring Marisa to my yoga class with me, and every Tuesday she complains about the instructor, the LuLu Lemon wrapped attendees, and then spends the rest of the class talking about Johnny, her pleasure pal.

Johnny has a six pack, did you know that?

Johnny is an underwear model and doesn’t stuff his briefs—believe me, I know.

Johnny can munch you out like he’s a ravenous pot head seeing a box of SnackWells for the first time.

Every freaking Tuesday, I am forced to hear the homage to Johnny. I get to listen about his curly cat-like tongue – sandpaper and all – his veiny penis and giant nut sac, and I mean giant, I saw a picture. Think of a three week old cantaloupe, shriveled up with a carrot poking out the top, that would be Johnny’s nut sac. He has some giant baby making balls, waiting to squirt on any lady egg that floats in his direction.

“On your next breath, step your right foot back and then your left, positioning yourself into downward dog.”

Like clockwork, my body does what the instructor asks on demand. Soft dripping water and birds chime over the speakers while my mind tries to drift off, compartmentalizing Marisa’s comments to the back of my brain.

“What’s that smell?” It almost feels like Marisa is sharing my mat with me, she’s so close.

I peek over to see her inching closer to me, finger walking inch by inch.

“Get back to your mat,” I chastise.

“It smells over there, like someone ate a year old burrito and secreted it out their lady business.”

“Marisa…,” my lecture is cut off by the low rumble of someone’s loins.

Hanging upside down, Marisa’s eyes bug out. “See.”

Lifting my head, I look around to see which yoga pant clad ass is offering the offensive odor.

Being the girl that I am, I want to blame it on the petite blonde whose downward dog is so on point I want to drop kick her in the tail bone, but I know it’s not her; life isn’t that lucky.

Pffffttttt…

Marisa inches closer to me, making it seem like we are in the midst of a couple’s yoga session.

“Marisa, you’re going to get us in trouble.”

Pfffftttt…

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mumble, looking up again to see the lady who is directly in front of Marisa’s mat adjust her legs, shaking her butt in the air, as if she’s trying to air out a bubble that’s been trapped in her spandex for days.

Marisa bumps my elbow with hers and gives me the stink eye. “I told you. Lady’s got the toots.”

“Be cool,” I say under my breath, not wanting to make the poor elderly woman with the saggy spandies and large panty line self-conscious. Yoga is a place to relax, not judge.

Pffffffftttt.

“Hey,” Marisa walks closer to the farter and whacks her ankle. “Lady, can you stop with the toots? I’m trying to breathe back here.”

“Marisa,” I hiss.

“Is there a problem, ladies?” The instructor comes up next to us, clearly unhappy with our disturbance.

Being the obnoxious person she is, Marisa releases from downward dog and sits on her butt, legs crossed. “This one right here, she keeps farting, and frankly it’s ruining my aura.” Marisa tosses her thumb at the poor elderly lady, calling her out.

“You have no aura,” I chastise her, humiliated for myself and Tooting Tanya.

“Edith, are you having some gastral issues today?” the instructor asks.

I prefer to call the lady Tooting Tanya. Alliterations make my tongue feel sparkly, but I accept the name Edith.

With a thump, Edith falls to the ground and looks up at the instructor, an impish look on her face. “I had the California Burrito from Alberto’s last night. Carne Asada never sits well with me.”

“I knew it was unprocessed meat I was smelling,” Marisa accuses, making me throw up a little in my mouth.

Edith shoots a death glare at Marisa. “It would be best if you mind your manners, young lady. When you get old, you will find it much harder to hold things in. Let this be a lesson to you.”

“I’m not worried,” Marisa leans back on her hands. “I’ve already started my Kegel exercises.”

Edith sits on her knees, inching closer to Marisa. “Flatulence gas comes from your butt, not your vagina.”

The threatening stance Edith displays doesn’t scare Marisa at all; it only encourages her. Getting up on her hands and knees, she positions herself in front of Edith’s face.

“No worries there either, Memaw. Unlike you, I don’t plan on partaking in anal orgies in my twenties like I’m sure you did. Things will keep tight, which is more than I can say for the wild roast beef that sits between your wrinkly thighs.”

The horrified look on Edith’s face matches mine as I break my pose out of pure shock.

“How dare you!” Edith roars, her hand rises to slap Marisa.

Being the ninja she is, Marisa rolls to the side, out of slapping range, and rips the yoga mat out from under Edith, causing the elderly woman to flip to her back with her legs in the air and camel toe of epic proportions on display. Marisa tosses the mat to the side, brushes off her hands, and says, “You’ve completely destroyed the ambiance in this class for me, mammy. I can’t even feel my bean sprouts or whatever the hell you call them.”

“Roots,” I subconsciously help her.

“Yeah, I can’t feel my roots, and you know what, Edith?” Marisa sneers her name. “I was feeling rather tree-like today. Thanks for wilting my branches with your sour carne asada puckered prune of an asshole. I hope you have diarrhea…”

“Okay,” I stop Marisa and grab my yoga mat as I stand, not even bothering to roll it, but instead wearing it like a veil to avoid eye contact with my classmates. “I think it’s time we leave.”

“And we would appreciate it if you don’t come back,” the instructor says, standing next to Edith, clearly choosing a side.

Mortification sets in as I dodge raised tailbone after raised tailbone and seek the exit while hiding my face from any onlookers. In the background, I can hear the instructor tell everyone to clear their minds and seek understanding for Edith.

Once we’re out of the class, Marisa goes off. “This is bullshit. We’re not the ones who were disturbing the class.”

She can be so dense sometimes. I give her a pointed look and grab my keys from the locker that sits just outside the room. “You were talking the entire time, you never once tried to communicate with Mother Nature and you called an elderly lady’s butt a puckered prune, she should have kicked us out sooner.”

“What? Are we not allowed to talk? What’s a gym if you can’t socialize?” We walk out the front of the gym and head toward our favorite smoothie bar. Marisa grabs my arm and says, “The only reason she wanted us to leave was because she is so obsessed with people listening to her perverted porn voice that she was threatened by our conversation.”

I check my phone while Marisa continues with her rant. A picture from Paul, my brother, pops up on my screen. He’s wearing a neon trucker hat that says McMann Clan across the top. I laugh to myself as I remember the days we used to wear such hats while traveling around the country with our mom and dad. I text him back.

 

Marley: Neon might be in, but that hat is just asking to be crucified by all fashion gods.

 

“I’m going back there. I’m going to secretly put a recorder in that classroom and record the instructor’s voice and then sell it to the internet. Horny bastards around the world will get off on her voice. It’s the perfect scheme. Money will be rolling into my bank account in no time.”

We turn into the smoothie shop and I hold the door open for Marisa. The smells of blended juices, frozen fruit, and wheatgrass greet us.

“You know ‘the internet’ doesn’t make purchases. You have to actually sell the porn voice to a buyer or actual porn site.”

“We’ll see,” Marisa mutters with a devious smile. She steps up to the counter and orders for us. “Two wheatgrass shots and two small kale smoothies, extra kale. We like it thick.”

Correction, she likes it thick. I drink the grassy crap because it’s the thing to do in California. My diet has changed drastically since I’ve moved to Los Angeles and my body has finally become accustomed to the overconsumption of chewy greens. Now, everything is organic that goes into my body. I stay away from red meat as much as I can, as well as gluten, soy, and a lot of chicken products. I still eat things with faces, but try hard not to, given the guilt trips I get from my vegan friend, Marisa.

“Here’s to Edith!” Marisa hands me my wheatgrass shot, which I have to plug my nose to drain down my throat. “May her farts propel her home and straight to the toilet.”

I shake my head and clink my plastic cup with Marisa’s, secretly hoping Edith is not utterly humiliated. She seemed like a nice lady.

****

 

“I swear to you, it was as if angels were singing the minute his mouth touched me…”

I hold my hand up before Marisa can finish her sentence. “Seriously, Marisa, I don’t need to hear about every orgasm Johnny gives you with his tongue.”

“But I have to tell someone about them. It’s an out of body experience.”

It’s not that I’m not into sharing, because I am, it’s just that every time Marisa talks about her sex life, it reminds me of just how nonexistent mine is. It’s so nonexistent that when I was at the grocery store on Monday, I found myself stroking the cardboard cut-out of the 49ers quarterback, Colin Kapernick next to the display of soda packs. I only stopped cuddling the cardboard because a store clerk asked me kindly to stop fondling Colin’s crotch in front of the children.

In my defense, the ribbed cardboard felt nice against my fingers.

Moving to Las Angeles was a great move for my career because it exposes me to the core of the beauty and fashion mecca, but when it comes to men, I’m living right in the pinnacle of all egotistical, blond-tipped, douche bags. Don’t get me wrong, there are some fine specimens out here, sometimes too fine. I have a problem dating a man who’s prettier than me, or takes longer to get ready for a date, or asks to borrow my bronzer—it happened. My dating repertoire revolves around rugged, more earthy men—please don’t mistake the word earthy for smelly; all men I date must delight my uterus with an attractive scent.

I grew up on a farm in Upstate New York, where I used to have hay bale throwing contests with my brother and dad. I used to walk pigs around at the country fair, showing off their size and girth, and then I would barrel race on my horse, Polly, working the crowd with our theatrics. If you haven’t guessed it, I’m a born and raised country girl who turned into an eyelash curler wielding fashionista.

That being said, I need a man who is rough around the edges, has a license to grow a beard, and doesn’t ask me to go in on a monthly tanning package with him.

In all honesty, the men out here are decent. Maybe I’m being too picky…or maybe I’m just hung up on one particular man who broke my heart four years ago, but we won’t go there.

“I told you I would hook you up with Johnny’s friend, Manny,” Marisa breaks through my thoughts. “He has a Lamborghini.”

“You also told me he has a thick nest of neck hair that makes it seem like he’s constantly wearing a turtleneck in sunny California,” I point out.

“But he has a nice car…”

Sarcasm drips from my mouth. “Oh, then by all means, let me meet this man and his nice car.”

“You don’t have to be snide with me.” Marisa tosses her empty smoothie cup in a trash can on our walk back to our apartment. “You really need to get laid. When was the last time you had an orgasm? And twiddling yourself doesn’t count.”

“I don’t twiddle myself.”

“Okay,” Marisa laughs. “Drop the nun act, sweetheart. I know you try to give yourself carpel tunnel on a daily basis.”

She is so off, more like an every other day basis. Daily would just be obscene.

“Fine, it’s been a while, but it’s kind of refreshing not having to deal with the drama of a relationship.”

We turn the corner to our street and I halt in my tracks, horrified by the sight that stands before me.

“Who cares about a relationship? I’m just trying to get you fucked…” Marisa trails off on her last word as she looks up to see both my dad and Paul standing outside of our apartment with Tacy.

Who’s Tacy? The question is more like, what’s Tacy? You see, back in 1987 my parents made the investment of their lives—according to them. They purchased a 1987 Signature TravelMaster, equipped with a kitchen, bathroom, dining area, and three beds. Decorated with a mauve interior and fake wood paneling, it was the glory of RVs in its day. Being from Jamestown, New York and a huge fan of Lucille Ball and the movie, The Long, Long Trailer, my parents named the RV after the lead female character, Tacy.

Back in the day, Tacy was in the prime of her life, all shiny with her built in overhang adding an extra bed into the mix and her spare tire hanging off the back, she could do no wrong. But now, in her twenty-eighth year of age, she is rusting; she’s lacking in her luster and it almost seems like her back end is drooping from having to hold up that damn tire for so long.

Tearing my eyes off Tacy, I turn to see my dad with his arms crossed over his burly chest, a bushy beard sprinkled with grey gracing his face, and a look of hostility in his eyes. Paul is the complete opposite; his hands are in his pockets, he’s relaxed, and laughing over Marisa’s comment.

“Uh, Dad, Paul, what are you doing here?”

It’s a surprise to see them in California, since they both live in New York. My dad still lives on the farm we grew up on, raising goats and milking them every morning, nothing’s changed with him besides the grey in his hair. When I was still back home, we used to raise pigs and goats, and we grew some vegetables as well, but now my dad can only take care of the goats on his own and some corn. Paul lives up in Watertown, New York with his fiancé Savannah. He’s been in the Army for the past four years, but has been hired by the government to do some kind of computer coding crap that I never pay attention to. Paul is a certifiable know-it-all and loves to bore people with his computer knowledge and random facts about mindless things no one cares about. He can be annoying at times, but he’s still one of my best friends.

“Good to see you too, Marley.” Paul pulls me into a hug. I press my cheek against his chest and smile to myself when his Old Spice deodorant fills my senses. If Paul is anything, he’s consistent.

Both my father and Paul are over six feet tall, ruining me for any short man that might want to date me. I’ve spent my entire life hugging men who tower over me and I can’t imagine dating someone I can dance cheek to cheek with. No, I prefer cheek to nipple; it’s more comforting.

“Sorry, I’m just surprised.” I turn to my dad and he opens his arms to me. “Hey, Dad.”

“Come here, Buttons.” He pulls me into a hug and kisses the top of my head five times, like he always does, his wiry beard messing up my hair. Sometimes he switches up the count of kisses, depending on his mood. If he has to say goodbye to me for a long period of time, he’ll kiss me on the head eight times, my lucky number.

When I pull away, I see Marisa clasping her hands to her chest, happy for the family reunion. “Oh, you McManns, you’re so loving.”

“Marisa, nice to see you,” my father says with a clipped voice, clearly still not happy with her earlier comment about my untapped libido.

Picking up on my dad’s temper, she says, “Yeah…um, I’m going to take off. I have some…uh, walking to do.” Marisa gives me a quick hug. “I’ll catch you later, Marley. Paul, congrats on the wedding.”

Quickly, without skipping a stride, Marisa walks her little Asian-self past our apartment building and around the corner, her phone pressed against her ear, probably trying to call Johnny.

I turn to the two men in my life and ask, “Alright, what’s going on?”

Paul, the blond-haired, blue-eyed heartthrob of Jamestown—that’s at least what my friends called him—smiles brightly at me, mischief in his eyes.

“Aren’t you going to say hi to Tacy?”

There is a sick obsession in my family where we treat inanimate objects like they are humans. They have feelings just like us and we must pay them the same attention someone in the family would earn. It’s gotten to the point where I can’t drink out of the same water glass twice unless I’ve used all water glasses in my cabinet, or else I feel guilty for not spreading the love. Thanks to my dad’s encouragement, almost every large object on the farm has a name and is treated as a family member. If the tractor’s acting up, we don’t yell at it, we talk to it calmly, trying to solve the issue. That is until Dad loses his short-fused temper and starts swearing like a banshee, kicking and screaming. Picture Ralphie’s dad from The Christmas Story times five. That’s the Bern-Man. The only time he will swear is when he’s in an epic battle with the tractor.

“What up, Tace?” I nod at the pile of junk and then turn back to the two most important men in my life. “So, why are you two here, and please don’t tell me you drove out here in that.” I point at Tacy and take in her bumper that’s hanging on by a screw, strike that, hanging on by duct tape, my dad’s cure for everything.

“Of course we did.” Paul wraps his hand around my shoulder and we all turn to face the Signature TravelMaster. “Marley, it’s time to finally conquer The Mother Road.”

“What?” I pull away. “But, I thought we weren’t doing road trips anymore.”

Before my mom got sick, Dad would sign up a couple of friends to take care of the farm for a two week stint and we would go on a family road trip during the summer. We spent countless hours in Tacy, mindless miles on the road, and unforgettable memories making each other laugh so boredom never got the best of us. But those days were brought to a halt the moment my mom received a devastating call from the doctor.

The day my mom got cancer was the day we hung up Tacy’s keys. I was in middle school, Paul was a junior in high school, and my dad was just scraping by on the farm, trying to pay off Mom’s medical bills. The cancer was quick and it took us all by surprise. Life was never the same after that.

Instantaneously, I became the lady of the household, a responsibility I wasn’t ready to carry. I was forced to grow up quickly, learn how to cook, clean, and take care of my dad and brother. We traded in our family traditions for survival tactics, spending our time on the farm and making sure we didn’t lose our home as well.

Our once goal of eating a hot dog in every state together and taking Polaroids at odd landmarks became a distant memory, and in its place, we pushed through the loss of our beloved mother and worked night and day until our hands were raw.

Dad downsized the farm once Paul went to the Army, and when I left for school, he sold even more land, giving him a solid savings he could put toward retirement.

We all went our separate ways, forgetting about the childish goals we strived for, so we could obtain new ones that focused more on our future. Since Mom’s death, I haven’t thought about our final road trip we’d been planning to take before she got sick.

“Marley, I’m getting married in a week and a half. My life will be changing soon. I’m going to be responsible for a wife, for a family, and I have some unfinished business.” Paul pulls a folded up piece of paper from the back of his pocket and hands it to me. “Mom planned this trip for us. It’s about time we take it. Let’s finish what we started.”

Tears well in my eyes as I look down at the map Mom drew years ago. The map has yellowed with age, but her pen markings are still clear to this day. Starting from Santa Monica, California, she mapped our trip across Route 66, traveling through Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Missouri, and then Illinois, where she circled in red the city of Chicago.

“The mother of all hot dogs,” I say softly, remembering my mom’s dream to eat a Chicago dog along Lake Michigan. I run my hand over the map, wishing she was still with us.

We were the perfect little family of four, with Paul looking like our mom and me looking like my dad. We wore matching sweaters at Christmas and posed for my mom’s incessant Polaroid taking. The memories rock me harder than I expect as a tear falls down my cheek.

My dad pulls me into his brawny chest and kisses my head once again. “It’s time, Buttons. Let’s finish your mom’s dreams.” My dad pulls out a picture from his shirt pocket and hands it to me. “We’re bringing her with us, one more final trip as a family of four. What do ya say, kiddo?”

Uncertainty washes over me. “I don’t know,” I shake my head. “I have my blog and products I have to test.”

“You can do that on the road,” Paul encourages me. “Come on, sis. If anything, do it for Mom and do it for Tacy. The old girl has one more trip in her.”

I laugh-snort, snot bubbling out of my nose. I wipe it away and grab my boys by their waists. “I guess we’re going to Chicago.”
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