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Prologue

BODI

 

Bodi at age twelve . . .

 

“Turn away! Turn away!” my mom screeches as Tom Cruise starts humping a woman on the TV. “Sweet Saturn. Thomas, turn the TV off!”

“I don’t know where the remote is,” my dad says, chuckling to himself while he looks around his recliner, clearly hiding it.

Eva and I giggle from our perched seat on the ground in front of the coffee table. It’s movie night and we are watching Jerry McGuire, a movie my mother apparently didn’t know had a sex scene in it. Eva is four years older than me and despite my younger age of twelve, I know what a sex scene is, thanks to the perverts on my swim team. I’ve seen my fair share of boobs in the boy’s locker room, but my mom doesn’t know that.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” My mom stalks over to the TV cabinet, an old converted jelly cupboard, and swings the door shut, closing off the view of our forty-five-inch tube TV. In forgetting to actually turn the TV off, the moans of the woman echo through the new surround system my dad installed last weekend.

I roll over into my pillow and laugh into the plush softness while my mom freaks out some more and shoves her body in a small crack of the cabinet to turn the TV off. Once the sounds evaporate from our family living space, my mom sighs.

With her hands on her hips, she surveys the room and says, “Midnight aerobics for those two. Interesting way to exercise, wouldn’t you say, Thomas?”

My mom is a firm believer in deniability. She’s mastered her skill.

“Mom, we’re not five; we know what sex is.” Eva huffs and flops down on her pillow next to me.

“They did teach us about ‘midnight aerobics’ at school, but I’ve never seen it standing up before, have you, Eva?” I ask, laughter in my voice.

“No, that was interesting. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Any position really is possible with an imagination,” my dad cuts in just as my mom glares at him, a scolding about to rip through her.

“Thomas!” We all laugh. “Do not tell your children about creative sex positions.”

My dad holds up his hands in defense. “I thought we were talking about midnight aerobics.”

Rolling her eyes, she grabs the empty bowl of popcorn off the coffee table and walks to the kitchen. With the house’s open concept, she’s able to continue to talk to us from the kitchen that overlooks the family room.

According to my dad, my mom has kept a modest house for us to grow up in. Family pictures grace many walls, neutral tones in the furniture, and the honorary apple-print wallpaper in the kitchen. She doesn’t experiment much with color, but what she lacks in hues throughout the house she fills with unconditional love. It’s the perfect house for a family of four. Grandma once told me that we are the all-American family with our two-story home, a boy and a girl, a German Shepherd named Fritz, and a loving family dynamic that keeps us close together during the good times and the bad. I’m not completely sure what family dynamic means, but she assures me it is a good thing.

Although Eva is my older sister, she is one of my best friends. She still sits with me at the dinner table as we complete our homework before Mom pulls out some kind of homemade masterpiece from the oven. Since she got her license, she’s driven me to and from my swim practices, and cheered me on at meets. Our family operates like clockwork. We’re not rich, but we’re not poor. We go on vacation once a year, take family Christmas sweater pictures, and sit around in a circle during the Fourth of July, playing cards until fireworks start to erupt in the sky.

My dad works for an investment firm, and my mom, well, she volunteers at the local Boys and Girls Club and takes care of Eva and me. We’ve had it pretty easy our whole life, little blips here and there, but Mom and Dad give us the best life they can afford. I’m grateful.

“Now, everyone pick up your stuff and go brush your teeth and don’t forget to floss those kernels out. I want another year of a no-cavity report from the dentist.”

“But the movie isn’t over,” Eva points out.

“Yes, well, your father’s movie choice for tonight has been put on hold until I’m able to view the rest of it for myself. We don’t want any more wee-wees and hooeys touching on screen again, now do we?”

“I’m okay with it,” I say, raising my hand for a vote. Renee Zellweger is hot.

“Me too,” Eva chimes in.

“Seems fine to me,” my dad says, right before my mom raises a scary eyebrow at him. My dad clears his throat. “I mean, seems fine to me that movie night is over. Go ahead, kids. Listen to your mother.”

Huffing and grabbing her pillow, Eva says in an annoyed teenager voice, “We’re not kids, Dad.”

“Just because you have your driver’s license doesn’t mean you’re not my little girl still. Now come shake my foot and kiss me goodnight.”

You heard that correctly. My dad shows affection in three ways: kisses, hugs, and shaking his foot. It’s weird, it’s strange, but it’s our family.

Gladly, Eva shakes my dad’s foot, giving it a good hard jolt, before leaning over and kissing him on the cheek. Standing in line, waiting to hold his callused toes in my hand, I move in when Eva steps aside. My dad smiles up at me as I grip his foot and then pulls me in for a hug.

“Love you, son,” he says into my ear before pushing me away. “Now brush those chompers.”

Eva and I race up the spiral staircase of our house, fighting each other the entire way, while Mom and Dad clean the downstairs. We share a bathroom, which Eva HATES, but I don’t mind as she always cleans it. Makes my life easier. The good thing about our bathroom is it’s a Jack and Jill bathroom, both of our rooms connect and we have our own sinks. It’s convenient because all of her hair, which falls out on a daily basis, stays on her side, leaving me to my toothpaste-encrusted sink.

With a mouth full of foaming toothpaste, Eva turns to me, her hip leaning against the bathroom sink and says, “You didn’t take out the trash.”

“Crap,” I mutter, toothpaste foam coming out of my mouth. “Why do I always forget?”

“Because you’re a teenage boy with zero regard for responsibilities.” She spits out and rinses her brush while I do the same.

The creak of the stairs indicates my parents coming up to bed as well, so I rush out to catch them in the hallway.

“What are you doing?” my mom asks. “Your bed is in the other direction.”

Sheepishly, I toe the carpet and say, “I forgot to take out the trash.”

“All right,” my mom steps aside, “take it out, lock up, and then go to bed.”

“Okay.” I smile quickly and run down the stairs, taking them two at a time. I rush out to the back door that leads to the side gate, give Fritz a pat on the head, and open the wooden gate to the front. Running back to the giant garbage cans the HOA provides, I wheel them out to the curb, listening to the big plastic wheels crunch against the cement. Following the garbage can, I pull out the recycling as well and head back to the house. Fritz is waiting next to his doghouse, and before I go back inside I grab his head, scratch the sides of his face, and let him give me a giant lick.

“Have a good night, boy.” With one last pat, I head back in the house, shut the door, and sprint up the stairs.

“Night, everyone,” I shout as I hop into my top bunk, sinking into the plush comforter of my Oakland Athletics bedding. I love baseball, but I’m not very good at it; that’s why I swim. I’m a natural. But for a guy my age, there isn’t much swimming paraphernalia, so I cling to other sports to decorate my walls. Going to baseball games with my dad is one of my favorite things to do.

Even though I love baseball, I love swimming more. Above my bed there is a poster size picture of an Olympic pool from the Atlanta games. I stare at it every night before I go to bed, envisioning myself being on that athletic stage one day. With my determination, I know it will happen.

Drifting off into a dream-filled sleep, I’m unaware of the time when Fritz starts barking, a kind of bark I’ve never heard before. My body starts to sweat as I sit up and look down at the clock on my desk.

One in the morning.

What’s going on?

My heart races as Fritz barks louder and faster then noticeably quiets down to a whimper, increasing my heart rate even more. I listen for Fritz, for anything, but hear nothing but the sound of my own heavy breath until . . .

The sliding glass door opens. I recognize that high-pitched squeak. My mom hates it and has asked Dad to fix the door many times.

My stomach bottoms out as I wrack my brain, trying to remember if I locked the door or not. Did I lock it and put the bar down in the track?

I didn’t. Shit. I didn’t.

Bringing the blankets up to my chest, I whisper to myself, “Please be Dad. Please be Dad.”

The stairs creak as someone comes up to the second floor at an even pace, never really taking their time, as if they know the layout of the house. Must be my dad.

My throat grows tight, my body heats up, and sweat breaks out on my upper lip.

“Please be Dad. Please be Dad.”

The footsteps go toward my parents’ room and I hear their door open. Thank God. It was my dad. I wonder if he was checking on my trash cans? Maybe he forgot to throw something out.

Exhaling, I lean down on my mattress just as I hear, “What the fuck?” and then two unmistakable gunshots ring through the air. My mom screams, only to be followed by two more gunshots.

A cry escapes me as I hop off my bed, run through the Jack and Jill bathroom that connects with Eva’s room, and right into Eva who is crying. She guides me back into the bathroom, my mouth covered by her hand, and takes me into the shower where we both hunker down in the tub.

We hold each other and try to keep our cries silent as we wait for the footsteps to near us, but they never do. Instead, they retreat back downstairs, leaving us alone.

I don’t know how long we wait in the tub, how long we hold each other crying, waiting for our parents to tell us it was all a joke, for them to come see us, to let us know everything is going to be okay.

But they never show up.

Instead, Eva slowly stands up and says, “We need to call 911.”

“But we don’t know what’s going on,” I say nervously.

She looks at me sadly, her eyes conveying all her worries. “You stay here. I’ll g-go check things out.”

“No,” I stand up quickly. “I’m the boy, I’ll go.”

What I really want to say is: I’m the one. I didn’t lock up properly. This is my responsibility.

“Bodi, you’re too young.”

“I’m not!” I shout, pushing past her and storming to my parents’ bedroom, hoping to see them on the phone with the police.

Without even thinking, I walk through the double doors that lead to their bedroom and stop in my tracks.

I see my dad’s arm lifelessly hanging off the bed.

White sheets covered in red.

A roar of a cry rips through me as I fall to my knees.

Both of my parents are covered in blood.

“Bodi!” Eva shouts as she comes up next to me and cries herself, falling to her knees, her shoulder bumping with mine.

Her arms wrap around me and her head buries into my neck, tears falling onto my skin. She holds me tight, gripping me in her warmth, but I don’t feel it. I can’t feel it. I’m completely cold. Everything in my body freezes over.

This is all my fault.

I didn’t lock the back door. I didn’t lock . . . the back door.

This is all my fault.

I feel like I’m in a dark tunnel with only a small light at the very end.

This is all my fault.

I killed my parents. I killed my parents.

I’ll never hear her laugh.

I’ll never feel her hugs.

I’ll never shake my dad’s foot.

I’ll never hear his husky voice telling me he loves me.

This is all my fault.

They are dead . . . because of me.


Chapter One

RUBY

 

 

“Charlie, I know you’re excited, and you’re two cookies over your sugar intake capacity right about now, but I suggest, before anyone gets hurt, that you put down the glue and glitter and step away.”

An evil grin stretches across the face of the shaggy blond-haired boy I’m squatting in front of, willing him to hand over the craft supplies.

Sticking my finger in the air, trying to reason with the five-year-old, I say, “I know what you’re thinking, Charlie. You like to make messes—gluey, gooey, glittery messes—and honestly, who doesn’t?” I shrug my shoulders, trying to pal around with him, gain his trust. “Personally, I like to swim in a vat of glitter and glue every night before I go to bed. It’s a sparkly way to exfoliate. You end up feeling like a magical unicorn.” He frowns from the mention of a unicorn, and I panic that I might be losing him. “Did I say unicorn?” I back pedal. “I meant a fire-spitting dragon. Grrawww—”

My pretend dragon roar is cut off by the squirt of the glue bottle followed by a puff of glitter dust, covering my face completely. Before I can retaliate, Charlie drops the bottles, giggles like a crazed hyena, and takes off toward the building blocks.

“Little rat bastard,” I mutter under my breath, removing my thick-rimmed brown glasses to glance at them. I see the definitive coating of teal glitter over my lenses. “Perfect.”

When I applied for the local art instructor job at the Boys and Girls Club, I didn’t know it was actually a glorified babysitting job while parents got their jog on in the cardio room. Having a master’s in art history wasn’t my best idea. Did I enjoy every single one of my classes? Of course. Do I know what I’m doing with my life? Not even close.

Can you imagine no jobs for art history majors coming out of school? Weird, right? Thankfully, my friend, Eva, had some connections at the local Boys and Girls Club and helped me find this job. Unfortunately, we were both unaware of the glitter bombs that would be thrown at me on a day-to-day basis. One would hope I’d get a clue and put the glitter away—seems like a smart and educated decision—but I’m not that intelligent.

It’s just so . . . sparkly. Everyone needs a little sparkle in their life.

For me, I apparently need it in my face every day.

“Got caked again?” Lola asks from the sink where she’s cleaning glue off paint brushes. She’s in high school and volunteering with the club. She’s a big help, but I also sense her annoyance with my need to spread the glitter around.

“A little,” I answer, brushing my bangs to the side but failing miserably due to the drying glue. It’s just one of those days.

“Should I say, I told you so?”

“I think you should keep that to yourself this go around,” I answer with a smile.

Glancing in the mirror, I look at the glitter perfectly circling my eyes, thanks to my glasses. Whoever thought of using spray glue with glitter is a genius! Whoever thought of giving said spray glue and glitter to a five-year-old is an utter moron.

“Ruby, may I speak with you?” Rita Harrington pops through the door, my boss and the center’s director. She pauses and shakes her head with laughter. “Still letting the kids play with glitter?”

“I don’t think I can ever make it stop.” I shrug. “I will forever let those kids sparkle.”

She motions to my body with her reading glasses. “And looks like they feel the same way about you. Do you have a minute?”

“Yes, of course.”

She guides me to the side, out of the way of all the energetic children. Energetic is the politically correct way to describe them. Demon children is not.

“I’m aware you’re friends with Eva Banks.”

“Yes, is she okay?” I ask, a little worried.

“Of course.” Rita waves her hand in front of her face, dismissing my worry. “She’s done very well for herself and made quite the donation to start a foundation in honor of her mom, who used to volunteer here.”

“Oh, how wonderful.”

Eva and I know each other from school. When she was getting her master’s, I was completing my bachelor’s, but we were part of the same dorky art clubs and became good friends. Something tragic happened to her parents when she was young, but I never went into great detail about it with her, because frankly it’s none of my business. But I do know she and her brother donate as much time here as possible.

Yes, her brother . . .

Sigh.

Bodi Banks, Olympic royalty, masterful swimmer, gorgeous human being, and the most closed-off and quiet man you will ever meet.

The man is incredible.

I’ve spoken two sentences to him the entire time I’ve known Eva, and they didn’t generate much conversation.

One being: “You’re Bodi Banks, the swimmer.”

Well, duh, Ruby, he knows who the hell he is. You try coming up with something intelligent to say when a beast of a man is standing in front of you, his denim blue eyes staring through you.

Second time: “So you like swimming, huh?”

Another classic question coming directly from a bumbling idiot.

He politely grimaced at me, yes, grimaced, and walked away. It was humiliating. But, I always tell myself, it could have been worse. I’ve been known to throw a little fun punch here and there, so the fact that I held my fist at my side instead of saying, “So, you like swimming, huh?” while tapping his shoulder is a feat in itself.

Point to me!

But yeah, Eva’s brother is one of those mythical men you read about and follow on Instagram, wondering if he really does exist or if someone is Photoshopping your average Joe to make all women salivate over a little IG newsfeed.

Let me state for the record: he’s real. He’s so real I may have accidently poked him during my first encounter when I pointed out who he was . . . to him.

“You’re Bodi Banks, the swimmer.” *Pokes finger to chest*

I’m awkward as hell. At least I didn’t poke his nipple and then make it hard. Lord knows if that happened, I would have laughed and pointed at the hardened tip while restraining my fingers from flicking it once more.

“Do you think you’re up for it?” Rita asks me, pulling me out of my Bodi Banks-induced reverie.

Shoot, what did she ask me? I think back to a few moments ago. Foundation, something to do with Eva, and then all that comes to my mind are images of Bodi’s abs. Miles and miles of delicious, contoured, deep, succulent abs. Like a pack of buttered biscuits sitting on his stomach, waiting to be licked up by any willing and capable person.

“Sure.” I smile, not wanting to disappoint Rita, hoping I didn’t just sign myself up for crayon melting in the hot sun kind of fun. It’s on the schedule for next week and I’m dreading it.

“Fantastic. Come with me.” Rita pulls on my arm and guides me out of the arts and crafts room and straight into an empty classroom next door where Bodi is sitting on a counter, his feet dangling just inches above the floor, his head down, looking at his phone.

When he hears us come in, he looks up and his blue eyes penetrate me once again. Hopping down from the counter, he adjusts his hip-clinging jeans and walks toward us, a confused look on his face.

I ignore his facial expressions and take him in. He’s wearing a forest-green Henley shirt with the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His grey jeans are modern in their fit, clinging to his body all the way down to his white Nikes. His hair is covered by an Oakland A’s baseball cap, the brim barely curved. He’s casual, but mouth-wateringly sexy.

Plus . . . he smells like heaven. As if God cried into a pail, blessed it with every magical and mythical creation, and swirled it altogether with His mighty finger only to douse it all over Bodi. He’s blazing sex, and those dark, soulful, clouded eyes spur on my need to get to know him better, despite my failed and pathetic previous attempts.

“Bodi, you know, Ruby, correct?” Rita asks.

Please God, let him remember me. My days and nights will be made if he acknowledges my presence.

In a deep, incredibly masculine voice, full of rasp, he says, “Yeah, Eva’s friend.”

Eva’s Friend! Yes! For some reason, I am more than elated to be known as Eva’s friend. I can’t help it. I go all Ruby on him.

Placing a finger on the top of my head, I twirl myself one full 360, stop in a jazz-hand way, shoot him my fake guns, and then hold out my hand. “Ruby Hearts at your service.”

Yeah, it might be a little much but memorable for sure . . . as a crazy person.

Slowly, scanning me up and down, he grabs my hand, shakes it, and politely says, “Good to see you again.” I hold back the drool that demands to fall out over his hand connecting with mine. I’m in utter glory, reveling in the way his skin feels against mine, fighting the impulse to hold my hand in the air and shake it about, claiming Bodi Banks touched it. “I don’t remember the, uh, glitter last time,” he adds, pointing to his eyes with two fingers.

Glitter?

Oh yeah . . .

Damn you, Charlie, you little rat bastard!

My hands quickly go to my face where I try to cover the glitter mess, parting my fingers just enough so I can still look at Bodi.

Pay attention. This is what they call making a good impression with another human being. Take lessons, I know what I’m doing.

“Ever have a glitter fart blast you in the face?”

He cringes, and I realize Bodi is in his late twenties; he’s not a child, and he wouldn’t appreciate a good glitter fart joke.

Casually shrugging it off, my hands still covering my eyes, I say, “Yeah, me either.”

Clearing her throat next to us, Rita steps in, a few seconds too late. Damn you, Rita. “Shall we discuss the foundation?”

“That would be lovely,” I respond, bumping my hip against the counter to strike a casual pose . . . glitter face and all.

“Thanks to Eva and Bodi’s donation to the center, we are starting a new foundation to raise scholarship money for kids who want to pursue a degree in the arts and athletics.”

Complete waste of time, but I don’t say that out loud. Much help it did me. Then again, Eva majored in art and look at her. Apparently you just need to do anything but art history.

“That’s very commendable,” I say to Bodi who just nods his head, his hands stuffed in his pockets.

“It is, but we are going to need more of a backing, and that’s where you come in, Ruby. We need help developing a campaign through the art department that will resonate with big donors. We need to tie both sports and art into this program. Bodi will work closely with you on this initiative. He has some great ideas already, so I will let you two get to it.”

“Great. Thanks, Rita,” I respond with a cheery voice as she retreats. I turn to Bodi and smile shyly. “Where do you want to start?”

Pulling out his phone, he scans his schedule, “Do you mind meeting up at night?”

“Not at all. I’m flexible.” I stick my leg out and start stretching my hip flexors, showing him just how flexible I am . . . in a massively dorky way.

He just nods and gruffs as he continues to look at his schedule, ignoring my minor stretch. Not much of a talker, this one. That’s okay, I do plenty of talking for everyone.

“This is so exciting. How fortunate that you and Eva are able to give back to the very place your mom used to volunteer. You must be very proud.”

He glances up, a quizzical eyebrow directed toward me. “Do you have tomorrow free? I would like to get this going before the games.”

“Games? What games . . .?” I pause and then say, “Oh, the Olympics. Gosh, you say it so casually, as if it’s some weekend cricket match you plan on participating in out in Napa while sipping wine. You know, yucking it up with the sweaters and talking about argyle and all those important things.”

The room stills as his gaze is pulled away from his phone and he studies me, a slight tilt to his head. Blinking rapidly and turning away with a shake to his head, he says, “Um, so tomorrow. Just come to my place. I like to stay private. Put your number in my phone.” He hands me his phone abruptly and pulls on the back of his neck while I type in my number.

Just because I am the way I am, I create a new contact for him, putting my name in as Ruby *heart emoji* followed by an “s”. So clever.

When I hand him back his phone, I expect him to smile, maybe grin at me, but there is no change in his stone-faced façade.

“I will text you a time and my address. Please don’t share my number with anyone.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. You can trust me, Bodi.”

Curtly, he nods and steps aside. I watch his retreating back when he stops and faces me again. He points to my face and asks, “Are you going to have that cleaned off by tomorrow?”

“What, you don’t like raccoon glitter eyes?” I do a little side-to-side head dance for him while moving my body up and down and snapping my fingers at my side. “I think it’s very becoming.”

No response, just a nod, and he’s off toward the door. It’s mesmerizing the way his shoulders flex under his shirt with each movement as he walks away. I would say I’d love to see him without his clothes on, but almost everyone in the world has seen that body. It’s hard not to. He’s all over the Internet as best swimmer’s physique.

There’s a dispute between who’s hotter: Bodi or Reese King. Yes, Reese has the dark smoldering look going for him, but Bodi? There is something about his light brown hair, dark blue eyes, and damaged soul that calls out to me.

There is no contest where I’m concerned.

Not that it really matters though. Bodi is a business associate I’m now working with on a project that actually might be a lot of fun. At least it will get me out of the babysitting job for a little bit and get me into something a little more unique, something of higher caliber then teaching kids how to properly wash paint brushes.

Tomorrow night can’t come soon enough and not because I will be going to Bodi’s house, but because I will get the chance to start something new and refreshing. Maybe I can put all my skills to use.

Returning to the classroom, I take a quick peek at my phone because I’m that excited about starting this project, not because of Bodi or the way I could see his six-pack through his shirt. There is a text from a strange number. I know it’s him because he tells me.

This is Bodi. Tomorrow, 8pm, no dinner just work. 8 walnut dr.

Well, he gets to the point, doesn’t he? Just because he said no dinner, that doesn’t mean I can’t make dessert.

As I gather the rest of the paint supplies and clean them out, I think about all the desserts I can make for Bodi. If anything, I know how to paint, draw, sew, organize ribbon, scrapbook, and bake. I’m a regular fifties housewife. Time to turn that fifties charm on Bodi. Just so I can make him smile.

 


Chapter Two

BODI

 

 

Doors locked.

Floors cleaned.

Carpets vacuumed.

Bathrooms bleached.

Doors locked.

Windows locked.

Dishes in the dishwasher.

TV dusted.

Garbage taken out.

Doors locked.

I go over my nighttime ritual in my head, over and over again, repeating my checklist, double-checking my precisely laid out list.

Scanning my open-concept condo that overlooks the ocean, I take in everything. Chairs are lined up along the back of the rug, remotes are perpendicular to the TV, throw blankets are rolled and organized by color in the basket, counters are completely clear, and all the doors are locked. I double-checked them along with the windows. Three times. Reiterating in my head their strength and the alarm system I have in place, to let me know if there is a lock out of place.

Now I just have to wait . . . for her.

Ruby Hearts was not my first choice when it came to working on the foundation with another person but Eva didn’t have time, Lauren wasn’t interested, and no one else at the club was deemed trustworthy enough to work closely with. Eva assured me Ruby would be sweet and able to keep things confidential.

It’s not that I don’t like Ruby, I do. She’s nice and quirky in her own way, but I don’t know her like Eva does. I choose not to expose others to my demons and insecurities. Who would want that anyway?

I’m flawed mentally, and my personality doesn’t shine like it should, given my stature and position in the sports community. There is a high demand for my time and attention in the public eye, for my assistance in raising money, in teaching camps, but I’m jaded, skittish, barely able to function in social settings other than ones I’m already comfortable with.

I swim, train, lift weights, volunteer at the Boys and Girls Club, eat, and sleep. I don’t have a social life; I don’t have friends, and the only people I talk to are my coach and my sister.

But the insistence of my person is demanded outside that comfortable little square I’ve put my life in, thanks to my sister and her idea to start a foundation. How convenient she can’t head it up herself. At first, I told her I couldn’t do it, I wouldn’t do it, but then she threatened to put someone else in charge of it, someone I didn’t know or trust, therefore I caved, but I can’t do it on my own. That’s why I’m sitting on my couch, staring at the wall while my knee bounces up and down as I wait for Ruby to show up.

A wave of nervous internal sensations rolls through me. My stomach quivers, my mouth goes dry, and the palms of my hands are extremely clammy.

Ding dong.

My doorbell startles my heart, sending it into overdrive as I look at my watch. Eight o’clock exactly. She’s right on time.

Giving my palms one last swipe over the thighs of my jeans, I stand and straighten my T-shirt, fidgeting with it just to give my firing nerves something to do.

You can do this, Bodi. It’s just an hour or so talking about the foundation. Nothing more.

But what if she wants to get to know me?

My hand stretches for the doorknob just as my mind thinks of all the things she could ask me.

Why is it so clean in here?

Why are all the blinds shut?

Why are you adamant about your security system? I grip my hair and pull on the stands, retreating from the door, just as she knocks.

“Fuck,” I mutter, trying to steady my erratic breathing, my fingers twirling in my hair, pulling tightly enough to cause pain to radiate through my skull.

Steadying myself, I look at my reflection in the entryway mirror, taking in my appearance. My eyes are heavy with fear, my hair is volatile, and my jaw is tense with anticipation of what stands behind my front door.

It’s just Ruby, Eva’s friend. She’s not a reporter, she’s not a super fan, she won’t probe, and she is not here to dive deep and explore your demons.

I repeat that sentence a couple times in my head, take a deep breath, and open the door.

“Hi.” She smiles at me brightly with Tupperware in her hand.

The glitter that graced her face yesterday is no longer circling her big brown eyes, but instead, she is wearing brown-framed glasses that are modern but look vintage. Her long blonde hair frames her face and her thick full bangs cover the top of her eyebrows, draping her forehead in golden splendor. She’s wearing a red sundress paired with a green belt and a navy cardigan. She’s a kaleidoscope of colors, but it works for her, unlike me, who’s wearing gray jeans and a black shirt. There are no bright colors in my life. Besides grey, black, and white, I will wear green on occasion to support my A’s, but that’s pretty much it.

“Come in,” I say, stepping aside and quickly shutting the door and locking it. I then disarm my alarm system to make sure it doesn’t go off. After I type in my code, the itch to unlock and lock my doors again to make sure they are truly secure is overwhelming, to the point that my entire body feels itchy. I refrain from rechecking them to avoid embarrassment in front of Ruby. But that doesn’t mean I don’t take a look back at the door to make sure everything is in place.

Everything is locked.

“Wow, what a great space,” Ruby says, looking around.

“Uh, thanks,” I reply, grabbing the back of my neck with one hand while the other one goes to my pocket, trying to hide the nervousness shaking through my bones.

Turning and holding out her Tupperware, she says, “I made my famous oatmeal raisin cookies. They’re famous because they’re soft and chewy on the inside with just the slightest crunch for texture on the outside. Don’t even try asking for my secret ingredient.” She winks and pauses, waiting for me to say something, but I don’t, so she carries on. “I know you said no dinner, but you never said anything about dessert. Whenever I am invited to another person’s house, I always like to bring something. It’s proper etiquette. Here you go.”

“I don’t eat sweets. It’s not in my diet plan.” The words slip out of me before I can be a gracious host and accept her gift.

Her face falls flat as she lowers the Tupperware full of cookies. “Oh, I didn’t consider that.”

Great. Not only do I feel like my skin is about to crawl off my body from nerves, but now I feel like the biggest dick on the planet.

“Um, I actually will take one,” I say awkwardly, holding out my hand. God, Banks, could this be any more uncomfortable and stiff?

“That’s okay.” She waves me off. “You don’t have to eat one. I should have asked before making them.”

“No, I would like one.”

Placing her hand on my forearm, she gently says, “Bodi, don’t worry about it. Just means I get to take them home and gorge on them while binge watching Unbreakable Kimmy Schmidt.” Sighing, she looks toward the living room. “Shall we?”

Studying her, wondering if I should make one more attempt to eat one of her cookies, I see that her eyes ring with sincerity, so I drop it. “Sure.” I motion to the dining table where I’ve set up notepads, a pen for each of us, folders, and some reading materials, all precisely organized and straight where I made sure to line them up horizontally with the edge of the table.

“It’s so . . .” she pauses, and for some reason I wait with bated breath for her next sentence, “it’s so clean in here.”

Clean is a good thing; I pride myself on being clean. Clean and structured is the kind of life I strive for, one with repetition and order.

“Thanks.”

“I like the white walls.” She says this with no sarcasm or humor in her voice. I glance over at her to see if she’s smiling, but all I see is her observing her surroundings, taking in my home. “But where are your curtains?”

Thrown off by the question, I ask, “Curtains?”

“Yeah.” She sits down on one of the metal chairs that rests under the dining table and places the tub of cookies in front of her. “Don’t you know, Bodi? Curtains are the heart of a home. They make or break a living space. They can turn any ordinary living room into a homey one. They also feel like a protective shield from the outside world to me.”

“Curtains?” I fidget in place, uncomfortable with this conversation. Did my childhood home have curtains? Fuck, I can’t remember. “Um, I don’t need them.”

She shrugs. “I couldn’t live without curtains.” Clapping her hands together, she looks up at me, a bright smile on her face. “Where do we start?”

“Can I get you a drink?” I ask. Tried to ask. It sounded like a demand. My mom used to sound so kind when she asked house guests . . .

“Sure, what do you have?”

I walk to the fridge and hold it open while I call off my drink options. “Water, fat-free milk, protein shake . . .” I cringe as I realize I don’t have anything really to offer her. I don’t do this. I don’t do well with people.

“I was kind of looking forward to a protein shake, but water sounds great.” She chuckles and I start to feel insecure at my lack of finesse when it comes to being social.

“Sorry. I haven’t gone to the store.” Grabbing two water glasses, I fill them with ice from the fridge’s icemaker and go for a water bottle when Ruby steps up next to me.

“I love tap water, no need to open a bottle.” Taking charge, she fills both glasses with water from the faucet, snags napkins from the napkin holder on the counter, and then heads back to the table.

A little perplexed, I shake my head at her and head back to the dining table behind her. Popping open the lid to the cookies, she takes out two and places them on napkins. Sliding one of them over to me with my water, she winks and says, “In case you get a wild hair in you.” She takes a sip from her glass and then scrunches her nose. “Ooo, that’s cold. The ice knocked against my front teeth. Ever get a brain freeze from ice hitting your front teeth?”

“What? No,” I say, confused.

“You know what a brain freeze is, right? Oh wait, you don’t eat ice cream because it’s sweet.”

I can’t help it, I chuckle. “I’ve had ice cream before, Ruby.”

She claps her hands and sits up in her seat, vibrancy pouring off her. “Awesome! So you know what a brain freeze is. Ever get one from ice on your teeth?”

“No.”

“Me either, but what a story that would be, right? One knock from the old ice cube sent my head into a fit of panic and froze everything over. The only cure? Tongue to the roof of one’s mouth and prayers to Elsa from Frozen to end all pain. Am I right?” She elbows my arm and wiggles her eyebrows.

“Uh . . . sure,” I drawl out, a little intimidated by her ability to talk about pretty much anything without a worry or care. “Maybe we should get started on the foundation planning.”

She’s in mid bite to her cookie when she nods her head, crumbs falling to the table. I make a note to vacuum once she leaves. “Great idea. No more nonsensical chit-chat. Let’s get down to business. What are you planning to accomplish with this foundation? What is the money going to? What would you like me to do? Do you have anything done yet? Do you have marketing or promotions or a Facebook page, or a board of directors?”

Her questions come flying at me a mile a minute and I can’t comprehend all of them. Her multiple and diverse questions spin around in my head, sending me into a pit of confusion and frustration. She’s going too fast, and it’s making it hard for me to concentrate.

“Wait.” I hold my hand up and squint, trying to comprehend everything that’s coming out of her mouth. “Just give me a second.” I take a deep breath and open my notebook. I have notes with boxes next to each of them so I can check off the topics I want to go over.

“Wow, your penmanship is on point.” She leans over and looks at my notes. Feeling a little suffocated, I pull away quickly, and she catches on. “Oh, sorry. Am I invading your bubble?”

“My what?”

“Your personal bubble.” She motions a circle around her. “I get it, I can be a little much at times; you just have to tell me if I’m going too fast for you. You’re not going to offend me.”

I nod and swallow hard. Even though I am extremely uncomfortable, surprisingly, she is not making this hard. She is reading me somehow. If this is going to work, she needs to know a little bit about my working process, that way I can make sure I don’t end up freaking out on her, which I can already feel starting to build up.

I pat my pens and notebook and then look up at her. She’s patiently waiting for me to answer. “I’m, uh, a little particular about things.”

“Say no more.” She holds up her hand to stop me from continuing, saving me from having to expose a side of me I try to keep hidden. “Let’s go at your pace. You lead, and I will wait for your cues to proceed. I don’t want to step on your toes or make you feel uncomfortable. So lead the way, Bodi.” Taking another bite of her cookie, she smiles brightly while she chews and waits for me to lead our meeting.

“Okay.” My chest eases and my breathing becomes less restricted. “I’ll give details of what I want to accomplish, and then we set goals for today. We can go into other things at a later date.”

“Sounds great to me.”

Handing her a pamphlet, I start telling her about the idea of the foundation, how we want to develop scholarships for kids interested in art or swimming who can’t possibly afford the right kind of education or coaching they need to succeed. We want to bring arts and athletics together, creating a harmonious connection, rather than having the two things separated. One can support the other. One thing Eva’s passionate about is ensuring kids who are interested in art are given just as much of a chance at a future as those who are very good at athletics. She believes our society sometimes focuses too much on athletic prowess, and she wants to make sure artistic ability isn’t left behind. I support her one hundred percent on this because, even though I’m immersed in sports, I’ve seen how art has been therapy for Eva and how she’s able to live a normal life . . . unlike me.

“This is fantastic, Bodi.” Ruby’s eyes sparkle with excitement. “We can have a fundraiser gala where we incorporate—”

Doooooong. It’s eight thirty.

I grab my phone and head to the living room.  “Excuse me.”

I don’t have to search for the number in my phone, it’s the first one. I make my routine call.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in a meeting with Ruby right now?” Eva answers on the second ring.

“It’s eight thirty.”

“Yes, I’m aware of the time. Are you being rude, Bodi?”

“No.” I pace the living room, feeling Ruby’s stare on my back, and speak softly into the phone. “I just need to make sure you’re okay.”

She sighs on the other side of the phone. I know this is annoying to her, my need to call her at eight thirty every night to make sure she’s in for the night, locked up, alarm on, and safe. But this single phone call, to hear her voice and make sure everything is okay, allows me to be able to close my eyes and sleep. Eva is everything to me.

“Bodi, when is this going to stop?”

I grip my hair and try not to pull on it too hard, hating the way my stomach is in knots right now.

Ignoring her, I ask, “Are you in for the night?”

There is no use fighting with me, she knows the routine. “Yes.”

“Are your doors and windows locked?”

“Yes.”

“What about your alarm system, do you have it set?”

“Yes, Bodi.”

The tension coiling inside of me releases just a shred. “Will you send me a picture of your alarm panel?”

“I do every night.” She does; that’s not a lie. She puts up with my demands, my idiosyncrasies that would drive any other person insane, but not Eva. She understands where my panic comes from; she was there. That night. That night. She’s my everything.

“Is Lauren home?”

“Yes, she says hi, and she wants to know what you think of Ruby.”

“What does that matter?” I ask, turning away from Ruby a little more so she can’t hear the conversation.

“Come on, Bodi. She’s pretty, she’s funny, and she has a beautiful personality.”

“So?”

“So . . . you should ask her out.”

I pinch the bridge of my nose from my sister’s relentless attempts at setting me up. She wants me to find someone like she’s found Lauren but I’m not interested in opening up that part of my life to anyone. I’m content with my routine, with who I am.

I don’t want to be looked at as a . . . freak.

“Not interested, so drop it,” I answer sternly.

“Bodi . . .”

“Eva, I’m not getting into this right now with company. Now send me the damn picture and have a good night.”

She huffs, clearly not happy with her little brother dismissing her. “Fine, I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

I hang up and stare down at my phone, waiting the expected thirteen seconds it takes until the photo I need comes in. The ding indicates she has done what she was told, and I check the picture. Everything seems to be in order; I can rest easy.

Turning back to Ruby, I stuff my phone in my pocket and say, “Sorry about that. Just had to check up on some things.”

“No problem. Have to check in on the missus? That’s cute.”

“Missus?” My eyebrow raises in question.

“Your girlfriend, it’s cute.”

“What? No.” I shake my head and sit back down. “I don’t have one of those.”

“One of those?” She giggles at me, causing my head to shoot up to meet her eyes. Her laughter is all in good taste, I can see it in how soft her eyes are as she observes me. “Sorry, but the way you phrased that was funny.”

I shrug. “Never had a girlfriend, don’t plan on ever having one.”

Why did I just say that? I squeeze my eyes shut from my confession as my hand rubs across my forehead. Enough, Bodi.

“That was Eva.”

“Oh, I adore your sister. She’s amazing, such a beautiful and talented artist.”

“She is.” I clear my throat, feeling uncomfortable and feeling a loss of momentum in the meeting. I search my notes. “Where were we?”

“You wanted to go over goals.” Without skipping a beat, Ruby falls right back into her professional role, guiding me ever so slightly through this meeting. Thank fuck.

In her notebook, she takes down our top five goals and structures them to show our top priorities and each step to make them happen. It’s helpful and puts me at ease. She relaxes me so much that while she’s writing something down, I reach up to the cookie in front of me and break off a little piece. Her eyes lift from her paper and watch me place the cookie in my mouth. The corner of her mouth lifts as her long lashes flutter over those bright brown eyes in amazement.

I quirk my lip. “I didn’t want to be rude.”

She winks. “Your secret is safe with me. I won’t tell your coach.”

I just nod, not taking another bite despite how good it tastes. I don’t detour from my diet . . . ever, so I don’t plan on finishing the cookie in front of me. I feel out of sorts from the little bite I had.

“I think we have a good plan set up. Don’t you think?” She sits back in her chair right after she breaks off more of my cookie and plops it in her mouth.

“Yes. The gala is a good place to start, not only to raise money but to raise awareness.”

“Agreed.” She looks me up and down and crosses her arms over her chest; there is wonderment in her eyes and I can feel she’s about to ask something personal. “Are you excited about the Olympics?”

“Yes.” That’s all I say. I’m excited, end of story. Not much more to talk about.

“It’s obvious in the way you elaborate,” she teases.

“Not much of a talker.”

“I sensed that.”

She’s about to ask me another question but I cut her off. “Um, it’s late, you should probably go.”

She stammers for a second, sitting back in her seat from my abrupt end to the night. “Oh, I’m sorry.” Shit. A quick intake of breath. I’ve offended her. I think.

She quickly starts gathering her things.

I cringe, hating that I have no ability to censure what comes out of my mouth. Why am I such a dickhead?

“I didn’t mean it like that.” No eye contact again. My hands twist on my lap. “I just meant that it’s late, and you must be tired.”

“No worries.” She brushes me off. When she stands from the table and packs her things in her bag, I stand as well, trying to think of something else to say. It wasn’t the best night, but it wasn’t my worst, so I’m upset at myself for not being able to end it properly.

“Can I help you?” I ask, looking at her empty place at the table.

“I got it, thanks though.” Rushing, she places her bag over her shoulder and carries her tub of cookies toward the door.

She reaches for the handle, but I stop her by placing my hand on the door. My heart is beating a mile a minute as I try to figure out how to bring that smile back on her face. She’s been so nice to me this entire time, and then I practically tell her to get the fuck out of my house.

I fucking hate everything about me.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to be rude.”

“It’s cool, Bodi. Like I said, no worries.”

My eyes are cast at the ground, so I can’t tell if she’s serious or not. I’m too afraid to look her in the eyes so instead, I unlock the door and pull it open while stepping to the side.

“Have a good night.” She brushes by me, and I catch a hint of lavender.

“Night,” I respond, shutting the door quickly and locking up when she’s out of my condo.

I check the locks three times, review my alarm panel and then go back around through the house, making sure everything is in order. I throw the leftover cookie in the trash. I clean the table with surface cleaner, making sure to scrub hard. Then, I take the vacuum and run it through the house again, spending extra attention near the dining room where cookie crumbs could have fallen.

I place the dishes in the dishwasher, clean the counters, check my food in the fridge—just to make sure it’s prepared for tomorrow—and then head to the shower where I wash my hair three times, shave, and lather up, cleaning every crevice of my body with precision.

After I’m dried off, I walk naked to my bed. I like how the cool fabric differs from the heat still coming off my body after my shower. As I sink into my mattress, I think about my night and how impossibly uncomfortable I was most of the time. Ruby thought my house was clean. I liked that. But, she wasn’t dismissive. Weird. What would she think of my bedroom? My empty room bar the bed, dresser and nightstand. It’s . . . clean. Of course.

There is no doubt in my mind from my conversation with Eva, that she set the entire thing up. “Come on, Bodi. She’s pretty, she’s funny, and has a beautiful personality.” She hopes Ruby and I click, that maybe something will spark between us. She’s right. Ruby is pretty, very funny, and probably has a beautiful personality. Poor Eva, she’ll never give up until she thinks I’m settled. What she doesn’t realize is that my life right now is as good as it’s going to get. I’m able to function normally for the most part under the watchful eye of the media. I’m able to go out without having a mental breakdown like I used to, and my home is just the way I like it: quiet, peaceful, and secure.

I don’t need anything else in my life. It’s all I deserve.

 

 


Chapter Three

RUBY

 

 

“Hey, sweetie. How are you?” Eva pulls me into a big hug then sits across from me at a little table in the popular coffee house Eva wanted to meet at. “You look fantastic.”

“So do you,” I reply, taking in her skin-tight black jeans and white shirt that is tucked in the front like a cool kid. Eva has always been the epitome of casual style. She might have a loose-fitting boyfriend tee on, but her killer black heels and dangling silver jewelry make up for it, not to mention her long brown hair that reaches past her middle back. I’m not into the ladies but hell, Lauren, her girlfriend, has one hell of a catch. “I swear you get skinnier every time I see you.”

Eva passes off my comment with a wave of her hand. “Same old girl you know.” She leans over and puts her hand over her mouth as she whispers to me, “But I might have stepped up my Pilates routine. Got to stay limber.” She winks at me and then picks up the drink menu. “What are you getting?”

“Green tea. I was thinking about getting one of those Rice Krispy treats but now I’m second-guessing my decision.” I sit up and suck in my gut elaborately.

Eva peers over her menu and raises an eyebrow at me. “Are you kidding me now? You have the body of a goddess, all curvy and beautiful. If I could obtain your kind of curves, I’d be a happy woman. Instead, I was blessed with a twelve-year-old boy’s body: flat everywhere. Did you know that Lauren actually makes fun of me for the lack of ass in the back of my jeans?”

I’m by no means overweight. I’m healthy and thankful for my flat stomach, but Eva is right. I do have curves—big ones—hence the reason I wear dresses.

“If you want, you can have some of my ass. It’s impossible to find jeans that fit around my rear end that can still cinch around my waist without falling off.”

“Do you tailor your own clothes?”

“I don’t have much of a choice. I usually get dresses because it’s easier, but when I do buy jeans, I’m left with having to tailor each and every pair, which is such a huge pain.”

She shrugs and lifts the menu back up to look at it. “Hey, at least you can fill your blouse. If I wore a bra, no one would be able to tell the difference. I only wear one so you can’t see my nipples through my white shirts.”

“Nipples are fun,” I tease.

Laughing, Eva sits back and nods. “They really are. Lauren has the best nipples, all small and pointy all the time.”

“You know I love you, Eva, but I don’t want to talk about your girlfriend’s nipples.”

“You don’t? That’s odd. I thought you’d like to discuss how when she’s lying down they fall to the side, so far that I think they are trying to crawl up her arm pits.”

I laugh out loud and shake my head. “Nope, not on my list of things to talk about. Maybe next time.”

“For next time.” She points at me.

“What can I get you two ladies?” the waitress asks.

Eva orders for the both of us. “The minx across from me will have a venti green tea and one of those Rice Krispy treats, and I’ll take a venti of your dark roast with one of those cake pop things, red velvet.”

“They come in threes.”

“Perfect, I will take all three in red velvet.” When the waitress leaves, Eva turns her attention on me, places her chin in her hand, and leans against her side of the table. “Tell me, how did your meeting with Bodi go?”

“Good,” I answer, thinking back to three nights ago. It was an odd night for me. He’s VERY particular about things, like the distance of his pen from his notepad, or the way his glass of water had to stay perpendicular to the cookie he had one nibble on. Could that stem from his childhood? Maybe it’s just him. Or the fact that his house was completely devoid of anything warm or welcoming. There wasn’t one knickknack out, no curtains, not even a throw pillow in sight. Just a basket of throws organized by color. Every square inch of his home was white, with square furniture, cool surfaces, and not one single touch of a human being. It was a complete contrast to my tiny studio apartment, which is full of life.

Then there’s his attitude. I knew he was closed off, but at times he was almost so abrupt that it startled me. I’ve never met anyone like him, so unwilling to hold a conversation, so uncomfortable all the time. It almost looked like he was going to break down from how nervous he looked. The man I’ve watched preparing for a race—okay, drooled over while watching—I never would’ve thought could be the same man I spent an hour with in his condo.

“Uh oh, by the look on your face, it seems like it didn’t go as well as I hoped.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, eyeing her.

“You know what I mean, with the foundation. I thought you would be the perfect fit, someone he could trust.”

“I think that part went all right. When we spoke of the foundation, our conversation was flawless, it was the moments in between that were incredibly . . . awkward.” I cringe, hating to bash her brother. “I don’t mean to be rude about it. I enjoy his company very much, but I just don’t think he gets me. I can be a little much at times.”

“Don’t blame yourself.” Eva waves me off. “It’s not you, it’s him, and I mean that.” Eva pauses and looks to the ceiling, contemplating what to say next. “Bodi’s had a pretty hard life, and the things that happened to him when he was younger affect him to this day. He’s sought out help and sees a therapist every week, but he still has his quirks.”

“I can relate to the quirk part.” I laugh. “Look at me, I’m wearing a purple dress with a green cardigan and a red belt because it reminds me of Ariel from The Little Mermaid. I’m more likely to do a little jig and sing you a song than sit still and shake your hand.”

“But that’s what I love about you. You’re unique, unlike anyone I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah, I sure did a great job introducing myself to Bodi the other day in front of Rita. I had a circle of glitter plastered on my face, and I’m pretty sure when I introduced myself, I gave your brother my jazz hands.”

Eva claps her hands together, throws her head back, and laughs. “Oh, that’s fantastic.”

“He looked at me as if I had five heads,” I counter, remembering his horrified face.

“Does that upset you? Would you want him to look at you differently?” Eva leans closer, looking for some dirt.

I point at her with a knowing finger. “I know what you’re doing; you’re trying to hook me up with your brother.”

“Well, duh!” She rolls her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious? He needs someone like you in his life, Ruby. And let’s be honest, you can’t sit here and tell me you don’t think he’s a looker.”

“Eh.” I wave my hand, trying to hold back the snort that wants to erupt from my blatant lie.

“You are such a liar; it’s written all over your face.” She pushes my arm from across the table. “Come on, admit it. He’s hot.”

“It’s disturbing you’re saying that as his sister, his lesbian sister.”

“Hey, just because I have a woman at my side doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate the male form. Not that I’m checking my brother out, but I know a good set of abs on a man can tip the scale for any woman. So just come clean and talk to me.”

Sighing, I cross my arms over my chest in defiance and lean against my chair. “Fine, he’s hot.”

With a loud slap to the table, Eva sits back, glee plastered all over her face. “I knew it!”

“Here are your drinks, ladies,” the waitress says, interrupting the embarrassment I’m running through.

“Thank you.” Eva hands her a fifty and tells her to keep the change. The waitress gawks for a second and then thanks her profusely.

Once the waitress is gone, I say, “Thank you for my drink and treat, you didn’t have to pay. You’ve already done so much for me.”

“Please, I know what you make over at the Boys and Girls Club. I’m sorry it’s the only thing I could hook you up with, but this foundation stuff should give you some good experience, especially putting together a gala. That will be great for your résumé.”

I nod and take a sip of my coffee after I blow on it. ““I agree. I’m excited to get started—”

“Oh, no you don’t, we were talking about Bodi, let’s go back to that.” Eva holds up her hand to stop me while her lips are on the rim of her cup.

Of course she wouldn’t let me get away with skipping over the Bodi talk.

“What is there to say?”

“You said he’s hot, let’s talk about that.”

My forehead rests in my hand. “This is so embarrassing.”

“Why? Because I’m his sister? Oh please, you won’t believe the amount of times I’ve had to hear other women talk about Bodi. The only difference is I like you. Now spill.”

I bite a chunk out of my treat and talk while I chew. “I don’t know what you want me to say. He’s hot. He has the whole package. The beautiful eyes, the gorgeous messy hair and very light stubble, the body that is only developed in romance novels, and the demeanor of a sexy, yet distraught man. He’s attractive to me in every way possible, especially when he’s in one of those tiny bathing suits.”

“Am I interrupting something?”

I’m mid bite when I freeze and look to Eva, who has a giant smile on her face, literally stretching from one ear to the other.

That deep, husky voice. I would know that from anywhere. Swallowing hard, I look up and see him hovering over our table, wearing his A’s hat, a plain white T-shirt, and dark wash jeans.

Awkwardly, I raise my hand, twiddle my fingers in greeting, and say, “Oh no, just talking about, uh, Reese King, right, Eva?” My eyes plead with her. Why I chose Reese King, I have no clue, but I wasn’t sure how much Bodi heard, and I didn’t want to make this situation more awkward than it already is.

“Yeah, we were talking about Reese King,” Eva says with a smirk. I have a desperate itch to punch her non-existent boob.

Bodi nods and says, “I can wait while you two finish up.” Bodi starts to step aside but Eva stops him.

“No, I wanted to talk to you both about the foundation since I’m in town. Grab a seat, Bodi. Can I get you a drink?”

He shakes his head and pulls a water out of his back pocket. “Got a water.”

“Of course you do.” Eva points her thumb at Bodi. “The boy doesn’t go anywhere without a water.”

Feeling uncomfortable, I can sense my “Ruby” starting to break out and it’s evident in my response. “I like water. Gosh, I can’t get enough of that clear stuff. Guzzle guzzle, that’s me. Just hook me up to the reservoir.”

Bodi gives me a strange look as Eva tilts her head and studies me.

“I know I’m not drinking it now, but in order to have green tea, you have to start with water, am I right? Green tea is actually a very beneficial drink to the human body, not just because of the water, oh no, there is actually a plethora of benefits from drinking it.” I point my finger in the air and continue, “Fun fact, green tea reduces plaque and bacteria in your mouth and prevents bad breath, so look out, I’m in the running for make-out queen with this spic-and-span mouth. I don’t drink green tea for just the hell of it, I drink it for the opportunity to be a good partner in the act of tonsil hockey.”

Bodi doesn’t acknowledge my lunacy, he just stares down at his water bottle as Eva shakes her head. “I forgot how you love to ramble on about random things. I missed you.”

I take that as a compliment. I have to in order to avoid self-hatred. “Yeah, it’s a real treat for all.” I hold my snack out to Bodi. “Rice Krispy?” Scanning the marshmallow and cereal object in my hand, he then looks up at me, his eyebrow slightly raised.

“Trying to get me to eat sugar again?”

Oh God, was that a joke? Did he just joke with me? Would anyone else consider that teasing? I hate that I want to paint a rainbow across his face in pure joy.

“What’s this, did you offer him sugar the other night?” Eva asks.

“I made oatmeal raisin cookies,” I answer for the both of us. “He had one small nibble, smaller than a mouse. It was like he was an itty-bitty baby and took an itty-bitty baby bite, smaller than one whole raisin. I think it was the size of a pea.”

“It was bigger than that,” he says softly, retreating back into his shell.

“But he had a piece!” Eva raises her fist in triumph. “That’s more than I’ve ever been able to do.”

“I didn’t want to be rude,” he offers.

“Such a good host.” Eva pats his arm. “But you should know, Ruby, since you will be working closely with Bodi, he doesn’t eat anything that will put an ounce of fat on his body.”

“So that’s a no on the Rice Krispy treat then?” I smile shyly.

“No thanks.” He then turns to Eva and says, “Want to get to the reason I’m here?”

I want to believe the way he phrases his sentence isn’t meant to be insulting, but his dismissal and urge to get this meeting over with does hurt the old ego just a little.

“You don’t need to be rude,” Eva chastises him, causing him to stare back down at his water bottle like a bruised puppy dog.

And there goes my heart. It is torn out of my chest and flopped on the table, willing and waiting for Bodi to grab hold of it. With one deflated pose, he has me wanting to reach out and hug him. How is that possible?

He rubs the back of his neck and peels the label on his water bottle. “I actually have some things to get done. Can you just email me the details?” Bodi starts to walk away but before he can get far, Eva is out of her chair, halting him with one hand to his arm.

They step aside, out of the way of others, and Eva speaks softly to him while he continues to stare at his bottle. I can’t hear what they are saying, but I’m sure it has something to do with what just transpired. All I see is Eva speaking softly and Bodi nodding his head in agreement. I observe the way she speaks to him, her hand carefully touching his arm with comfort, the way her posture isn’t commanding, more welcoming, and how even though he’s not looking at her, she looks at him, bending just a little to try to catch a glimpse of his eyes under the brim of his hat.

Leaning over to her ear, he whispers something that causes her to shake her head. She proceeds to grip his hand in hers and squeeze it while speaking softly. To be a fly on the wall, to hear what she’s telling him, to know what drives him to be so softly spoken, so isolated. I want to know. I don’t know why, there is just something about Bodi that drives me to get to know him, to see what makes him tick and what makes his heart stutter.

“Come on,” I hear Eva say, pulling on his hand. She addresses me as they near the table. “Sorry about that, Ruby. Bodi has a really busy schedule; we should get to the point of the meeting so he can be on his way.”

“I can schedule for a different time if you would like,” I offer. “I’m pretty flexible.”

“Not necessary,” Bodi answers, taking a seat. “Go ahead, Eva.”

Clasping her hands together, she rests them in front of her. “Yes, so I wanted to let you two know I won’t be around to help out with the foundation. I have a pretty tight schedule as well with my art shows and then will be traveling to Omaha for trials and also to Rio.”

“We aren’t sure I will make it.”

Eva gives him a “get real” look.

“Please, Bodi. Reese might beat you at trials, but you always get a slot, and you always take home the gold, so don’t give me that shit. I have a condo already booked in Rio, to hell if I will be staying in some hotel while I’m there. I will be living in luxury. I owe it to Lauren. She deserves a good vacation.”

“Sounds wonderful. Rio will be beautiful to visit. I heard it’s such a richly cultural environment. And that giant Jesus statue. Man, I would love to see that fella in person. Actually, did you know their giant Jesus is struck by lightning several times a year? Which is odd because God controls the lightning, you know, throwing bolts up there when he’s feeling frisky. You would think he would avoid striking his stone son with shards of electric energy.”

“Not sure a lot of people know that.” Eva smiles at me. “Anyway, I saw your notes on the project and I agree, the gala is the way to go for raising awareness and funds. I would like to see incorporating swimming and art together.”

“What do you mean?” Bodi asks, avoiding eye contact with me.

“Well,” Eva thinks for a second before answering, “both art and swimming are so important to us; I would love to see art depicting swimmers for sale. I’m sure we can invest in some artists around town to help us out and, of course, have the kids paint a few canvases for us.”

“Might be cool.” Bodi shrugs.

“Here’s an idea,” I say, feeling a little nervous from what I’m about to say. “Why don’t we use Bodi as a model.”

“I’m not comfortable with that,” he says quickly before I can finish. “I don’t want to pose or anything.” His voice is rough with a hint of flaring anxiety. Eva notices and puts her hand on his shoulder casually to calm him down.

“I didn’t mean for you to model in front of people,” I respond quickly, waving my hands to avoid any misconception. “I meant you can be the artist, in a way.”

“How so?” Eva asks.

Bod turns to me, and his eyes meet mine. Those blue irises cut deep with the soulful look they carry.

“Well, it might be cool to have him swim against the canvas, do different strokes with his arms covered in paint.”

Eva rapidly claps her hands together in excitement while she squeals. “That is a fantastic idea! Oh God, we have to do this, and I want one of the paintings for my own collection.”

“I don’t know anything about painting,” Bodi states, clearly not as excited about the idea as Eva.

“You don’t need to know anything,” she counters. “You just need to know your different strokes. God, I can’t believe I didn’t think about this. We can use the stroked pictures as high-ticket items to really generate some profit. Hell, right about now I would pay a decent price for Bodi’s swimming to be plastered against a canvas. I’m sure long-time fans with heavy pockets would feel the same way.”

Bodi turns to Eva and says, “What would I have to do? Would you help me?”

Cringing slightly, Eva says, “I will be out of town, Bodi, but I know Ruby wouldn’t mind stepping in. Literally, you would just make swimming motions against a canvas while your arms are painted.”

“It will be really simple,” I step in. “We can even do different variations based on how you feel.”

“What kind of variations?” he asks, his eyes peeking up at me past the brim of his hat.

“Well, we can paint the upper half of your body, position you in a swim pose and then press you against the canvas. We can paint you, lay you on the canvas, and have you make motions, maybe using different hues. Or, we can even give you paintbrushes that are dripping with paint, lean you over a canvas and have you stroke above it, making splatters of paint on the canvas.”

“I like all of those ideas!” Eva cheers. “The last one would be a fun one to do with the kids. We could use those canvases for the gala as well.”

“Fantastic idea,” I say, feeling really invigorated about this idea.

Eva and I are discussing color schemes when Bodi chimes in by clearing his throat. We both stop our chatter and turn to him. “We could call it Pennies for Paint STROKES. Keep the word stroke all capital.”

Eva and I turn to each other just in time to see both our faces light with glee. “Brilliant!” Eva shouts, drawing attention to our table.

I’m impressed, really impressed actually. I turn to tell Bodi what a fantastic name it is, and I’m surprised to see him looking at me. His face is still half hidden beneath his cap, but I see just the smallest of grins on his face. If I hadn’t looked at that very moment, I would have missed it, because he barely made a motion with his lips. Stunning. And he was looking at me. Smiling. That little tweak I was able to catch makes all the difference in my day. It has gone from humdrum to extraordinary. Bodi Banks smiled at me.

 

 


Chapter Four

BODI

 

 

“How’s your week been?” Dr. Auburn asks, holding his pen over his notepad, poised and ready to take notes.

“Eventful,” I answer, staring at my hands in my lap.

Therapy, even though it’s the right thing for me to do, is awful. I hate the sessions. Every time I talk to Dr. Auburn, a wave of anxiety takes over my entire body and all I want to do is flee, run for my damn life until the pain eases in my chest.

But that’s not an option.

I go to therapy not because I want to, and not because I feel like it’s helping, but because Eva has begged and pleaded with me to go.

Has there been a change in my behavior over the past ten years of seeing Dr. Auburn—yes, ten years? Maybe. I still feel the pain of my parents’ death every day. I still carry the weight of their murder on my shoulders, and even though I’ve controlled some of my tendencies to help me function on an everyday level and compete in swimming, I still have obsessions that are not going anywhere anytime soon.

“Eventful? Well, that’s a different word that I’m used to you saying.”

Pinching my palm with my right hand, a nervous tick I have, I answer honestly, “We are starting a new foundation for the Boys and Girls Club. Eva has put me in charge along with someone else.”

“A new journey, how does that make you feel?”

“Nervous, anxious, out of control,” I answer. It’s the same feeling I have every time something new comes around. The unknown is the scariest feeling I will ever face. I know I can’t predict the future or see too far into it, but if I was given a superhuman strength, that would be mine, so I could prepare for the battle I’m about to face. Nothing makes me shiver more than facing something new and unfamiliar.

“All the regular trepidations you face. Are you writing it down in your journal? How you’re feeling?”

“No.” I fucking hate that piece-of-shit journal. It serves no purpose other than make me want to chuck it against the wall.

“Why not?”

“I don’t see how it helps. I just end up writing the same sentence three times in a row because I’m fucked up in the head.”

Threes. It’s how I live my life and when I’m stressed and anxious, the way I conduct my life in threes weighs heavy on me. Unlock my car three times, pat myself dry after I get out of the pool three times, change in and out of my suit three times, do an exercise three times. It’s delayed my life but I’ve learned to accommodate, my coach has helped with that.

“What have we talked about when you start doing repetitions? Have you assessed your mental status when you start doing everything in threes?”

I’m not fucking stupid. I know when my repetition kicks in, when I’m stressed, anxious, and scared of the unknown. Jesus, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure that out. But what’s killing me recently, all three have weighed heavily on me thanks to the upcoming games and this new project Eva started, causing me to pick up on repetition.

“I know when I do it. I’m aware the kind of anxiety I have right now, but there is no way I can calm it. The games are coming up and working with someone else on this project is new. It . . .” I pause for a second as I try to think about my feelings. I continue to pinch my palm, now doing short bursts of threes. “It terrifies me.”

Dr. Auburn makes a note as he nods his head. “Does the new endeavor terrify you, or does working with someone else terrify you?”

Does a quirky blonde with brown-rimmed glasses and the inability to stop talking terrify me?

More than I care to admit.

“Working with someone else.”

“Okay.” He nods. “Have you met this person yet?”

“Yes.”

Dr. Auburn lifts his head and looks at me over his glasses. Pushing them up his nose and then carefully folding his hands on top of each other, he gives me a questioning once over. “Care to talk about this person? Is it a girl?”

He gets straight to the point. I should have known better.

“It is a girl.” I clear my throat, reminding myself I’m in a safe place and talking to Dr. Auburn is a good thing, and he’s not here to judge. “Her name is Ruby Hearts. She’s friends with my sister.”

“Friends with Eva? Does that give you comfort?”

“More comfort than if it was a random person that has no connection to my family, but I still feel . . . uncomfortable.”

“Why are you uncomfortable?”

I sigh and pull on the brim of my hat, trying to not lash out at Dr. Auburn. “I’m not comfortable working closely with people I don’t know. I don’t want them to notice . . .” I trail off, not wanting to admit the rest of what I was about to say.

“You don’t want her to notice your ticks?”

Bingo!

It’s bad enough I have poor social skills. I don’t need Ruby seeing all the little idiosyncrasies that make me who I am.

There are characteristics in every human that make them unique, that separate us from all being the same person in this world full of life. For example, Ruby is quirky, smiley, excited about every new adventure. At least she seems like she is. Those are all positive qualities. Me? I count, I clean, I become paranoid over every little thing. To me, those are ugly characteristics, ones that drive people away, not closer.

Why would I want someone to get close enough to find that out?

When it first happened, my friends tried to be kind. Their parents were kind. My teachers were kind. Everyone was fucking kind. I didn't deserve kind. It was all my fault. They all should have been angry at me. I was angry. I couldn't talk to them. And eventually, they weren't kind anymore. I would hear their words about me. Freak. Loser. And when I just got better and better at swimming, those taunts grew more vicious. Arrogant. Bastard. Self-righteous. Asshole Bodi Stoneman Banks. Frozen heart. Made sense. I didn't deserve their kindness. I still don't. It was all my fault. Why would anyone want to get close to that?

“I’m not really a prize to be won or anything,” I say honestly.

Yes, I might be one of the most decorated Olympic swimmers in history, but by no means am I a normal functioning human behind the façade the public thinks they know. I’ve been able to train my mind for situations such as interviews and training kids at the pool because it’s a scenario I’m used to. I just put my brain on autopilot and do what I need to do, but new scenarios, new people, new . . . feelings, those are things I can’t possibly handle without showing my true colors.

“That’s not positive self-talk, Bodi,” Dr. Auburn reminds me. “Is Ruby someone you want to impress? From your inflection, it sounds like maybe she is.”

Feelings for a woman? Now this is territory I most definitely don’t want to get into. It’s actually something I don’t ever really want to think about; I can’t mentally afford to think about such a thing. To bring someone else into my life, to worry about them just as much as I worry about Eva and Lauren, I don’t think my heart could take it.

But then . . .

I can’t keep those big brown eyes out of my head.

“What do you think about curtains?” I ask, ignoring Dr. Auburn’s question.

“Pardon me?” he asks, a little thrown from my question.

“Curtains.” I rub my palms on my jeans. “Are they a necessity?”

Dr. Auburn takes off his glasses and studies me, probably trying to read my train of thought. I glance up quickly but then look back down, not wanting to give anything away.

Pointing at me with his glasses, he says, “You’re deflecting. I’m going to take it that Ruby means something to you but you’re not quite ready to admit it.”

My heart starts to beat faster in my chest, my breath hitches in my throat, and I can feel panic start to ensue me. “She means nothing,” I say quickly, rubbing my palms harder on my jeans. “She’s just someone I have to work with.”

Sensing my anxiety, Dr. Auburn sets his notepad down and leans forward, his elbows on his thighs and kindness in his eyes. “Breathe through this, Bodi. Take deep, long breaths. Steady that racing heart and calm your nerves. I don’t want to upset you, but I want you to notice and learn from your reactions right now. Your heart rate is elevated, your breathing is heavy, your palms are sweaty; what is that telling you?”

“That I’m about to have a panic attack.”

“Good. Now, I’ve known you for quite a long time,” he talks in a very soothing voice, a voice he only uses when I’m on the verge of teetering into a panic attack. “Whenever you’re like this, it’s because I’ve hit a soft spot with you, a topic you’re not comfortable talking about just yet, one you’re not ready to open up about. I get that. Talking about someone new is hard, quite difficult for you actually, but it’s important to recognize that Ruby does seem to be a trigger for you. Can you agree with me on that statement?”

Hating that he’s right, but knowing I need to acknowledge him, I nod my head.

“May I ask a few very simple questions to help with talking about her? If you start to get anxious again, we can stop, but I would really like to work through this with you. Is that okay?”

I nod again, my breathing starting to even out.

“Thank you. Tell me, what color is her hair?”

“Blonde.” It’s a simple question to answer, one that eases me some more.

“What color are her eyes?”

“Brown with some gold.”

“Sounds pretty. What does she do?”

“Um, works at the Boys and Girls Club.”

“Nice. How are you feeling?”

“Okay.” I shrug. Not really sure where he’s going with this line of questioning.

Can he just get this over with so I can leave?

“Is she nice?”

“Yeah.”

“Funny?”

“I don’t know,” I answer, starting to get irritated. I shift in my seat, and Dr. Auburn must notice my nervousness because he sits back and takes a quick note on his pad.

“Can I ask one more question?”

“Sure.”

“The curtains. Does that question have anything to do with Ruby?”

I think back to when Ruby was in my condo, surveying my space. She wasn’t judgmental, more observational than anything, taking in her surroundings. I’ve never been one to decorate a house. I use it as a space to live in. You know that saying: a house is built with boards and beams, a home is built with love and dreams. I have a house, not a home.

But there is something that stuck with me when Ruby was visiting, something I haven’t been able to get out of my head. Curtains are a “protective shield” to her. Protection, safety, invisibility, that’s what I strive for when I’m in my condo. She struck a chord with me.

Should I have curtains?

Would she appreciate my place more if I had curtains?

What would she say if she saw them?

Why do I care?

“Bodi,” Dr. Auburn presses, catching me from falling too deep into thought.

“Um, yeah. Sort of. Just thinking of doing some remodeling.” The lie is so blatant, Dr. Auburn starts chuckling as he shifts in his seat, causing a very light smile to tickle my lips.

“Okay, good to know.”

***

This is way too complicated, and I’m pretty sure people are taking pictures of me. Or maybe that’s just me being paranoid.

Probably the latter.

I have three different kinds of curtain rods in my arms, all different sizes because I came to Target on an impulse and didn’t measure any window in my condo. After I left Dr. Auburn’s office, I told myself I needed to get toilet paper so I drove to Target, knowing in the back of my mind I had no intention of picking up toilet paper thanks to the stockpile I have in my linen closet. I always have three stacks of three waiting to be used.

I traipsed around the store for a short amount of time, my hands in my pockets, perusing the Blu-ray discs for longer than I should have but then finally gave in and headed to housewares where I’ve been stuck for at least half an hour.

Why are there so many options?

Do I really need curtains?

Ruby says they’re a protective shield, that she couldn’t live without them. Why does that keep repeating over and over in my head? It’s been on replay ever since she came over, and when I saw her in the coffee house, it only made the voice in my head stronger as I watched her laugh and joke with Eva. Even though her eyes were bright with excitement as she talked to my sister, they were nothing compared to when they looked at me.

From under the bill of my hat, I could see the intrigue in her gaze, I could see the spark in her pupils when I came up with the name for the gala we will be hosting, and I saw the gold of her irises sing with joy when I shook her hand goodbye.

For some odd reason, this girl is starting to get under my skin, and I’m not sure I like it at all.

“Fuck,” I mutter, looking down at my collection of curtain rods and then turn to the curtains.

White, grey, or black?

Squatting down, I rest the curtains rods on the ground and pick out three different panels; the first is plain white that looks like a gauzy material. The second one is plain grey in a heavier material that looks like it would block out all the sun, and the third is black and white zigzag print which seems almost too fucking girly for me.

Squatting to the ground, I lay them all out on the ground next to the curtain rods and examine them next to the brass. I study the textures and how they mesh along with the multiple combinations I could make with the panels and the rods.

“I have no fucking clue.” I sigh in frustration, scoop everything up and turn to purchase them because I can’t decide just as I run into a cart, knocking me backward, curtains and rods scattering to the floor in a loud clash.

“Geeze oh petes!” a lady says as she comes around her cart. “Bodi?”

Looking up, I see those big brown eyes staring down at me, a kind, yet humorous look in her face.

Ruby.

“Hey,” I say, scrambling around to gather my things. The heat of embarrassment from being plowed over by a shopping cart caresses my cheeks.

“I didn’t even see you there. I’m so sorry.”

“Not a problem.”

She’s squatting next to me, trying to gather my items as I turn to kneel to accomplish the same thing, clean up the spill of curtain assembly everywhere.

My items finally register in her mind because she stills and sits up, looking at a panel in her hand. Turning to me, she asks, “Are you getting curtains?”

“Sort of,” I gruff out, more embarrassment washing over me. Does she remember suggesting them to me in my condo?

“It seems like you have a lot of options here.”

“Couldn’t make up my mind.”

“Need help?”

I’m reaching for a small tension rod when I still from her offer.

Need help?

Yes, I need so much fucking help, but I don’t want to ask for it. I don’t want to show vulnerability, and I sure as hell don’t want to welcome her into my brand of crazy.

“Nah, I’m good.”

Taking the remaining items from her, I situate them in my arms, feeling clumsy as fuck, and give her a curt nod.

“All right. Well, if you need help, let me know. I’m excited for you.”

Excited about curtains? That seems odd to me, but I brush it off and start down the aisle.

“Oh you dropped your wallet,” she calls out, chasing me down. “Can’t get all those items without a form of payment. Doubtful you can get away with paying with that winning smile of yours.”

I don’t smile. What is she talking about?

She snaps her finger in disappointment. “Darn, I was hoping I would get a peek at it. You’re a tough shell to crack.” She holds up my wallet and wiggles her eyebrows. “Want me to slip it in your pocket for you?”

My eyebrows shoot up from her suggestion, causing her to throw her head back and laugh.

“Oh Bodi, you’re awesome.” Fuck does she have me pegged wrong.

She continues to laugh and, even though it’s at my expense, the joyful sound echoes through my ears and registers as an almost angelic noise.

I fucking like it.

Placing the wallet in my hand, she steps back and points at one of the rods in my arms. “The tension rod will never work for the kind of curtains you seem to be looking at, and watch out with those white plastic things. They seem inexpensive and like a good bargain, but the minute you hang them up on the wall, they are going to look very cheap in that nice and pristine condo of yours.” With a sweet smile, she adds, “Good luck,” and then goes back to her cart.

Shit. I don’t want the curtains to look cheap.

“Hey, Ruby,” I call out before I can stop myself.

She spins on her heel, hand on her hip, with a knowing smile. “Let me guess, you want my help?”

I gulp and nod just as she clasps her hands, her dress swaying like a bell with her movements. Is it weird to think she looks adorable in those dresses? I’ve seen at least seven of them already, all colorful with sleeves and prints. I don’t know anything about fashion, but what I do know is the dresses she wears frame her body perfectly.

“Let’s start from the beginning. We need to put this all back; it’s not what you want.” She brings her cart in front of me and makes me drop everything in it. “We will put it back as we walk along. Now tell me, Bodi, are we just going to start you out easy? Maybe do one window and see how you like it? Or do you want to go all out?”

“One window,” I say quickly, still unsure if I want to go through with this.

They’re just fucking curtains, don’t freak out.

“Smart choice.” Looping her hand through my arm, she guides me to the curtain panels where she starts looking through the plethora of options displayed. Still holding on to me, she sifts through the ones on display, touching every one of them and talking about their texture and opacity.

Not one thing she is saying registers in my mind because I’m only focused on the way her hand is holding on to my forearm.

Human contact.

I know it sounds stupid and very elementary, but I don’t get much of it, and there is something to say about another human connecting with you, especially when they are as beautiful as Ruby.

Shit.

I’m finally fucking admitting it. She’s beautiful. That wall has crumbled. I try not to show my emotions, let alone acknowledge them, but there is no denying Ruby’s beauty. She has a heart-shaped face with pouty lips and big chocolate eyes, eyes that have not vanished from my mind’s eye since they were circled and encrusted with glitter.

“What do you think?” she asks, turning those coffee irises on me.

In front of me, she’s holding out a muted blue-green plain curtain. The fabric looks like it belongs on a couch and the color is way too vibrant for me. So not my fucking style.

“No.”

“Really?” She raises her eyebrow at me. “It’s the color of water in a pool, I assumed that would be comforting to you.”

“Too bright.”

Studying me, she scans my face and I feel the heat of her gaze of her perusal. “You know, you don’t have to speak like a caveman. It’s not required around me. Full sentences work.”

I don’t acknowledge her teasing. Instead, I fixate on the curtains, wondering if this is a good idea.

I sound like a giant pussy, but fuck, I don’t change anything. I don’t like change. I have a routine, and I stick with it, anything outside of that routine, that norm, is not easy to adjust to. I’m out of my element, and my heart is about to explode in my chest with how rapidly it’s beating.

“Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.” Her grip slips on my arm as I step away, pushing my hands in my pockets. The space between us grows as I back up, unsure of how to respond to her confused look.

“Bodi, watch—”

Her words are cut off as my heel connects with a solid object behind me, sending my body backward and into a shelf of curtains. Metal rods poke my back, splintering my muscles with pain as I fall on my ass. My hands search out something to grab hold of but come up short when I connect with the bottom of the shelf behind me. Thanks to my broad frame, tripped-up racks collapse around me, and packaged curtains blanket me like a downpour of rain . . . but in the fabric sense.

“Oh my God.” With a hand to her mouth in shock, she kneels in front of me and searches my eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Fuck,” I mumble and try to get up, but I’m tangled in all the metal that’s fallen over me.

“Let me help.”

“I’ve got it,” I snap, more from embarrassment than anything.

“Clearly you don’t,” Ruby says, not caught off guard by my temper. Rather, she ignores me and pulls on my arm.

Reluctantly, I allow her to help me up. Packages of curtains tumble off me and onto the floor, as well as all the displays I ran into. It’s a lovely mixture of metal and tiled floors clashing together, ringing out, causing everyone around to stare in my direction. I’m fucking mortified.

“Hey, you’re bleeding,” Ruby points out, looking down at my arm.

Scanning my forearm, I see the scrape where a burning sensation started to develop the minute I crashed into the shelf—fucking idiot. “It’s nothing.”

“You need to get it cleaned out,” she insists.

“I’m fine. I just need to get out of here.”

Panic rises in my chest, everything around me seems to be heightened in my senses. The lights are brighter, shoppers’ voices are louder, the smells of fresh fabric seem overwhelming. Everything is so fucking overwhelming.

“Hey,” Ruby places her hand on my chest. She must be able to feel my rapid heartbeat. “Bodi, take a deep breath.” Concerned eyes stare at me, those big pools of chocolate catch my attention as her hand gently rubs the spot right above my heart. “Can I clean up your arm quickly before you leave? I would like to help you, if that’s okay.”

Her voice is calm, sweet, fucking hypnotizing. Glancing around, my big disturbance doesn’t seem to be as big as it is in my head, because no one is around, it’s just the two of us.

All she wants to do is make sure you’re okay. Give her that for not running the minute you freaked the fuck out.

I nod, letting her lead me to her cart where she opens her purse and pulls out a first aid kit. I can’t help the smirk that graces my face. She carries around a first aid kit?

“Do you always have that with you?”

Looking at me, she notices my smirk, which sets off her smile like a giant bright light bulb. She is so fucking beautiful.

“I do. You never know when you will need a Band-Aid. Target can be a hot bed for accidents.”

“Sure,” I respond, my smile fading.

My forearm is twisted in all different directions as she examines the abrasion. “Hmm, looks like you are going to need stitches. Is that going to affect your swimming?”

“What?” I practically shout, turning my arm to look at it. Stitches? No fucking way.

I’m examining the cut when Ruby starts laughing next to me, slapping her knee as if she just told the funniest joke ever. “Oh man, the look on your face was priceless.” Imitating me with a deep voice, she replays my movements and says, “What? Nooooo! Olympics!” Dramatically, she raises her fist in the air and crumbles to the floor, still holding up her arm. As if I acted like that.

I might be a freak, but she’s fucking weird too.

“That’s not how I reacted.”

Using the cart to hoist herself up, she stands tall and straightens out her dress. “Pretty sure that was a very accurate reenactment. Spot on, actually.”

“Not even close.”

“Debatable.”

I shake my head at her, as the tension in my body starts to dissipate. Funny how she can so easily do that to me.

“But seriously, let me get this cleaned up. Can’t have your arm fall off from infection. Can you imagine saying you got an infection from picking out curtains? Not your best day.”

Could be worse, I think, watching her gently clean my arm.

***

“Curtains? What do you mean you got hurt picking out curtains? I didn’t think you liked that frilly stuff.”

Why did I bring this up? I have one task at eight thirty, to check in with Eva and make sure she’s all locked up. Instead of getting off the phone after I hear her confirmation, I start to talk about my day and how I ran into Ruby. Fuck was she happy to hear that. She has too much riding on Ruby and me making a match; it’s starting to get annoying.

“I just thought I would take a look at them.”

“Why?” she asks, her voice completely confused.

“Because.” I don’t want to tell her because Ruby mentioned them, she would never let me live it down.

“Great explanation, bro.”

“It doesn’t matter why I was looking at curtains.”

“It does matter if you almost triggered a panic attack in the middle of Target. Were you thinking about Mom and Dad?”

“No,” I answer promptly.

To be honest, I haven’t come that close to having a panic attack in public for a while. It was frightening at how close I was to full-on debilitating fear. She held me while the police came into our house, looking for answers. I could barely breathe. She had held me. Cried with me. We’d been crying. So much crying. When we first lost our parents, panic attacks were an almost everyday occurrence. I could have them anywhere, and they would bring me to my knees, having no control over my breathing or the convulsions to my body. It was humiliating, causing me to hate everything about me. It took a lot of therapy to get me to the point of no longer breaking down in panic. Many, many years of therapy.

So why the hell did the tight grasp I had on my panic slip today in Target?

One word: Ruby.

She does something to me. She terrifies me. I don’t allow anyone to see the real me. The weak me. No one has ever seen my true colors besides Eva and Lauren. No one should ever see my sick brand of fucked-up crazy. I have nothing to offer.

“Bodi, just talk to me.” Frustration rings clear in her voice, making me feel guilty that I’ve laid this burden on her. But fuck, I needed to talk to someone.

“I don’t know. I was trying something new, and I lost my shit. It was too much.” I rub my eye with the palm of my hand and lean back on my couch. “Shit, Eva. It was fucking curtains, and I couldn’t pull it together. I lost it in front of Ruby.”

“Is that what you’re really worried about? Losing it in front of Ruby?”

Yes. Desperately worried.

“No. It’s just . . .” I pause, trying to figure things out in my head. “Will my life ever be normal?”

She sighs, not out of frustration though. “I love you, Bodi, and I believe it can be normal for you, but you have to step outside your comfort zone to get there.”

“Much help that did for me today,” I scoff.

“Don’t let today deter you from trying new things. Today was a minor blip in the radar. I mean . . . what were you doing getting curtains? If you’re going to step out of your comfort zone, try doing something you’re somewhat familiar with.”

“What do you mean?”

“Instead of going to Target to get something you’ve never even considered before, something that would change the ambiance of your sanctuary, why don’t you try changing up what time you swim with your coach, or not washing your hair three times in the shower, or swimming in a different pool? Those are all things you are familiar with, but you can change without throwing yourself into the unknown. Make sense?”

Just the thought of changing any of those things makes my entire body itch.

“I don’t like the idea of changing any of those.”

“That’s what stepping out of your comfort zone is, Bodi. You’re not going to do things you like, you have to do things you normally wouldn’t do, things you don’t like to do, to experience more. If you really want to move on, you have to put yourself out there.”

“I’m not strong enough,” I answer honestly.

“This coming from the man who’s medaled in every Olympic race you’ve swum in. You’re strong, Bodi, you just don’t know it.”

“That’s easy for you to say; you’re not fucked up like me.”

“Bodi,” she replies, her voice heavy. “I was in the room next to you that night. I held you in the tub of our shower, shaking from pure fear. I’m fucked up, but I’ve chosen to live, not crawl in a hole.”

“Yeah, but you weren’t the one who left the door unlocked.” A knot in my throat forms, tightening with every word I speak. Tears prick my eyes as memories flood my mind of that devastating and life-changing night. I can still see the blood. Hear Eva’s screams. Because of me.

I hate remembering her face when we buried our parents, when we said out last goodbyes.

“He would have found a way in the house no matter what. He was a psycho with a vendetta, Bodi.”

“Yeah, but I made it easier for him.”

“Don’t,” Eva says firmly. “Don’t fucking start with the pity party. We’ve moved past this with Dr. Auburn. We’ve made progress from the past and we’ve moved forward. Do not start blaming yourself again. Do you understand me?”

That night will forever be branded in my brain as my fault. No matter how many times I talk about it with Dr. Auburn. I might act like it wasn’t my fault to move forward in therapy, but deep down, I harbor the feeling of failing my family, of taking responsibility for everything that happened that night.

Without my mistake, there’s a huge chance my parents could still be alive today. No doubt in my mind.

 

 


Chapter Five

RUBY

 

 

“Gah, this thing is so tight. Why do they make them so tight? I don’t understand. I don’t have any room in here.” Struggle is my middle name right about now.

“Because it’s a bathing suit and most people like to make sure they stay on when they’re swimming around,” Lauren calls out from her stall. “And you are the only person who insists upon getting dressed in the bathroom stall.”

“Sorry that I don’t like to have people watch me shimmy into my bathing suit. I kind of like to keep my private parts to myself.”

“How hard is it to put a two piece on? You would think my one piece would be more difficult.” Her stall door unlocks, and her feet rest at the front of my stall. “Come on, Ruby.”

“You’re so im . . . patient,” I grunt. “Screw you, bottoms.”

“Why are you having such a hard time? Isn’t it just a pair of undies and bra you have to put on?”

“It’s more than that,” I answer, a loud snap sounding in my stall. “Jeeze,” I huff, resting my hand against the wall, boobs still out and about. “I’ve worked up a sweat already.”

“I’ve got to see this bathing suit.”

“It’s adorable.”

“Adorable isn’t really what is conducive to swim lessons.”

It is when you’re taking them from Hotty McHotty Pants with the destructive blue eyes and sixteen-pack of abs. Yes, sixteen. Each individual ab has its own set of abs. He’s devastating with his shirt off.

After speaking with Eva, since Bodi wasn’t taking my calls, I will blame his ignoring tendencies on the Target incident, I realize I know nothing about swimming and to make an impact on the foundation, I need to get to know the sport a little more. Therefore, I signed up for one of Bodi’s classes . . . swimming with a bunch of kids. Even though I will be floating around with a bunch of booger-eating earthlings, I felt it important to buy a new bathing suit.

Am I trying to impress Bodi? Uh, yeah.

That’s why I’m putting on my vintage-inspired, high-waist two-piece I purchased off ModCloth two days ago. That speedy shipping just about broke the bank, but it was an important investment. Too bad I didn’t try the sucker on until just now, something I probably should have done before I showed up at the pool.

Please look cute, please look cute.

The model in the photo couldn’t have been more adorable in the navy blue polka-dot bathing suit with matching sweetheart top and red pipe stitching. It’s so nautical and adorbs. Ahoy mateys!

The soft fabric gathers at the back of my neck where I tie it off with a secure double knot. Just because I want to do my boobs some justice, I lift them up individually and situate them to look more perky. Smoothing my hands down my bodice, I appreciate the high waist of the bottoms that shape my curves into a Jessica Rabbit-type figure.

I guess it’s a good thing the bottoms are tight.

Feeling pleased, I make my debut and do a little spin for Lauren who stands to the side, hip jutted out and slow clapping for me, complete sarcasm rolling off her.

“You done? I want to catch the end of Bodi’s practice. Come on.”

Bodi’s practicing? Well, why didn’t she say so beforehand? That lights a fire under my ass.

“Well then, let’s get going,” I say a little too energetically.

The pool is closed off for Bodi; he likes to practice without people coming up to him, but Lauren is on the VIP list—she has access to the pool—and directs us through the secret hallways to the pool deck where Bodi’s coach’s voice booms through the four walls, counting off seconds. Stepping through the door, my eyes immediately fixate on Bodi’s arms propelling him through the water.

“Three, two, one.”

On one, Bodi’s feet hit the end of the pool to form a perfect flip turn, sending him back down the length of the pool.

“Earth to Ruby,” Lauren calls out from a bench on the side of the pool. “Come sit down.”

Yikes, I was totally staring. Acting casual, I traipse to the seat next to Lauren, acting as nonchalant as possible.

“Five, four, three, two, one,” his coach yells, a stop watch in his hand and a whistle around his neck.

Once again, Bodi hits the wall and turns back around. I’m mesmerized.

His broad shoulders span across the lane, his powerful arms all muscular and perfect move him forward, and his back flexes with every flutter kick. As if my body is connected to a furnace, everything heats up from my fingertips to my cheeks.

“He’s so fast,” I whisper.

“It’s all he’s known,” Lauren says back. “It’s all he ever does.” There is a hint of sadness to her voice, like she wishes Bodi had a life outside the pool. From the few interactions I’ve shared with Bodi, I can tell he doesn’t do much beside swim. And it all comes back to the one question that’s burning inside me. Why?

“Kick it up, Bodi,” his coach says. “Three, two, one.” Water splashes and Bodi executes another flip turn.

“What are they doing right now? Why is his coach counting?”

“I think he’s doing some sort of endurance thing. Sprinting in the pool. I’ve seen him do this before. Bodi has to hit the wall before his coach finishes his count.”

“At that pace? I would drown.”

“Tell me about it. I barely swim as it is, so be grateful I’m here with you.”

“I appreciate it. I think swimming by myself would have been embarrassing.”

“Yes. Yes, it would have been.” Lauren pats my leg and then cups her mouth to project her voice. “You got this, Bodi.”

His coach looks up and winks at Lauren, appreciating her cheer.

“You can cheer him on?” I ask. “I would think his coach wouldn’t want any distractions.”

“Not Coach Ed. He’s always welcomed Eva and me to his practices. His parents used to go to almost all his practices so to keep things familiar, we try to come as much as possible, shout some encouragement here and there to show our support. He doesn’t show it, but we know he appreciates it.”

Why does that hurt my heart so much? There is something about Bodi that runs deep in my bones, that causes me to feel the pain he’s feeling, or the panic, or his awkwardness. It’s as if our bodies are spiritually connected, or at least mine is to his.

In Target, when he started to panic, I felt every overwhelming ache he experienced—as if experiencing it for myself—and I tried to dispel them with a calm voice and a teasing tone. It seemed to work, especially when I was cleaning up his cut. He didn’t take much time to ditch me once everything was taken care of with his boo-boo—he hated me calling it that.

“He’s still bleeding from what happened to him years ago,” Lauren adds, sensing my silence. “The only thing driving him forward is his swimming, but that’s going to end soon. He probably has one more go around left in him after this year’s games. But what happens after that? What happens when his routine is flipped upside down? Eva has many sleepless nights about it.”

“Does he . . .?” I pause. Should I pry? There is so much I want to know about him, maybe I can gather a general idea of the man I’m dealing with. Lord knows he won’t tell me. “Does he have some kind of obsessive behavior?”

Lauren nods but doesn’t elaborate. My cue to shut up. I think that’s all she’s going to say on the subject, which I respect. Looks like I will have to wait to hear it from the horse’s mouth. So, that would be never, given how much he likes to talk.

“One more. Go, Bodi. Push it.”

“Come on, Bodi,” Lauren cheers and claps.

It warms my heart to see Lauren so eager and happy to cheer Bodi on, as if they are brother and sister from blood. Their tight-knit family is endearing. I’m actually kind of jealous. I want to be part of their intimate little circle. I want to be one of the elite who is allowed to cheer Bodi on. I want to be in.

“Three, two, one. Done.”

Water splashes around the pool and onto the deck as Bodi’s body pops up from his horizontal position, and he lifts himself out of the water to sit on the edge of the pool, a full-on smile gracing his face as he looks up at his coach.

Kick me in the nipple! That smile is vagina-clenching good.

Why is that smile reserved for his coach? What I wouldn’t give to have that smile directed at me, caused by me, brought on by something small I did. It would be the greatest reward.

From the light crinkle in the corner of his eyes, to the smile lines next to his lips, it’s intoxicating.

“God . . .” I sigh.

“Hey, stick your tongue back in your mouth. You’re embarrassing to look at right now.”

“What? Oh.” I sit up and shut my mouth, blushing from being caught gawking. “I’m just impressed with his pace. What a rigorous workout.”

“You’re such a bad liar.” Lauren chuckles. “I’m not stupid. Bodi’s hot, but you could at least show a little class when you’re staring at him.”

Is that even possible? To be a classy gawker around a hot man? Please show me one woman who doesn’t get all gooey around a man in a Speedo with unbelievably defined abs, pecs, shoulders, and arms. Not to mention his boyish charm, often hidden behind his dismissive façade. It’s a combination that is bound to explode any ovaries in sight.

“I just don’t understand how he can act so casual when he’s not wearing anything.” Standing in front of his coach, Bodi is talking about his workout and pointing to something on his coach’s clipboard. Everything about his body is tight, defined, brawny. Well everything is beside the miniscule scrap of spandex wrapped around his crotch.

“He’s been wearing practically nothing all his life. He’s pretty used to it.”

“Does he have to wear the smallest one ever? I mean, I think I can see his butt crack.”

“And you’re complaining because . . .?” Lauren asks.

I hold my hands up in defense. “I’m not complaining, just pointing it out.”

“Thanks, coach,” Bodi’s voice booms off the walls.

Turning, he spots Lauren as he wraps a towel around his neck. Coming toward us, with purpose in every single step, he stutters slightly when he recognizes me next to her. The hitch in his step makes my stomach flip with nerves. I might have forgotten to tell him I was coming to swim camp today. But then again, even if I told him, he probably wouldn’t have listened because he refuses to answer my phone calls.

“Looking good today, Bodi,” Lauren says as Bodi steps up to us.

Power flows off him. Internally, I know he’s struggling, and he’s putting on a brave façade, trying to mask the struggles he faces on a day-to-day basis but outwardly, he looks strong, confident, put together.

He must be so tired. Tired of hiding who he truly is.

“Thanks.” Nodding his head in greeting, he says, “Hey Ruby.”

Oh God, the way my name rolls off his lips makes my toes tingle.

“Hi Bodi,” I reply nervously. I hate that I’m practically trembling in front of him right now. “Good workout today, not that I really know anything about swimming workouts, but it looked hard. Was it hard? Of course it was hard, you looked like a dolphin in there. I would look like a fin-less seal trying to figure out how to roll out of the pool. Not much of a swimmer, but that’s why I’m coming to camp. To get my swim on.” Silence. “Do you like my bathing suit?” I hold my hands out but quickly put them down when I realize my hips are thrusting in his direction. Not the best model pose. “You don’t have to answer. It’s new. I mean, no, it’s not.” I quickly backpedal, not wanting Bodi to know I got this bathing suit just for today. “It’s old. So old I had to blow mothballs off it today. Not that I smell like mothballs. I bet that’s what you were thinking, weren’t you?” I point my finger at him, hand on my hip.

“You can shut up now,” Lauren interjects.

“Yup.” My lips thin and flames of embarrassment envelop me.

“Ruby and I will be joining camp today. She feels in order to understand the foundation and the money it will be raising for the scholarships, she needs to gain first-hand experience when it comes to swimming.”

“You don’t know how to swim?” Bodi asks me, his emotionless mask firmly in place.

“Oh no, I can swim. I just am not one with the pool like you are.”

He nods. “Typically we don’t allow two-piece bathing suits at camp since they aren’t practical for training.”

Well, isn’t that a kick to the clam? And here I thought I couldn’t feel any more embarrassment just as another tidal wave of heat drowns me.

“Hmm, well that’s inconvenient,” I answer. “But, this bathing suit is barely a two-piece. I can wear it as one. Watch.” Scrunching my torso down, I yank on my bottoms and pull them up as high as possible to cover the scrap of skin between my bottoms and top. It works! “See, one-piece. Guess this little fella is multi-purpose. Boy, didn’t I get a good bang for my buck? Wouldn’t you say?”

“You look like a seventy-year-old turtle trying to show off your camel toe,” Lauren points out.

And yet, another level of all-time embarrassment. This is where I want to crawl into a hole and bury my head in sand for days on end, wishing and hoping this moment is erased from my memory. And Bodi’s for that matter.

“Uh, I’m going to go rinse off and change.” Without another word, Bodi takes off toward the locker room while I’m left with Lauren, the traitor.

Once Bodi is out of sight, I slap Lauren’s arm out of pure irritation. “I can’t believe you said that in front of him? Oh my God, that was so embarrassing.”

“I can’t believe you showed him the definition of your labia. That’s what you should be embarrassed about.”

“I did not.”

With a smarmy look on her face, she points at my crotch. “You sure did. Nice flaps, Ruby.”

No way.

With a snap of my head, I look at my crotch, and sure enough, defined in all its glory is my lady parts. “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” I shimmy my bottom half down as more heat rises to my cheeks. I’m surprised they haven’t disintegrated off my face. “Okay, so I gave myself a camel toe in front of one of the most decorated Olympic swimmers, that doesn’t mean you had to point it out to him.”

Lauren cups my face, sympathy directed at me. “Oh sweetie, I didn’t have to point it out, your curtains were pulled up and back for everyone to see. I just helped you realize it.”

“You so don’t understand girl code,” I huff just as kids start to filter into the pool area, guided by their parents.

Shuffling in one by one, kids are decorated in colorful bathing suits—all one-pieces, damn it—sporting floaties on their arms that range from rubber duckies to frogs. The oldest kid in the program doesn’t seem older than six, making me a good eighteen years older than the gang I will be swimming with.

My question for the day . . . are some of these kids still in diapers? Please tell me their parents made sure they went to the bathroom before hopping in the pool. Knowing my luck, I will be swimming in a lot of warm water today.

“Awe, they’re so cute,” Lauren coos. “Good thing you put away your clam before they came in. You would have terrified them with that sea monster.”

“Why did I think having you come was a good idea?”

“Because you get all nervous and sweaty around Bodi, and you need a buffer in the pool with you to make sure you don’t drown.”

“You’re full of sass today. I’m telling Eva when I get home.”

“Yeah, and what is that going to do?”

I think about it for a second. “She’s going to withhold sex, simple as that.”

“You’re cute, Ruby. My girl would do no such thing, but nice try.”

Tapping my cheek, she secures her towel under her arm and walks toward where the class is gathering. This is going to be . . . fun.

***

“Ruby, Ruby, Ruby!”

Have you ever been in a position where you think: Is this what rock bottom feels like? That’s me right about now.

Surrounding the sides of the pool are the little pool pee-ers, chanting my name, their floaties waving in the air, a prismatic compilation of parading blow-ups thrown in the air as I struggle my way through the murky chlorine-filled water.

At the end of the pool stands Lauren, bent over and holding a doughnut out, shouting to me that I can do it, I can make the trek from one end of the pool to the other by myself without touching the bottom.

Beside her, standing with his arms crossed over his decadent chest in a pair of long, navy blue swim trunks is the man of the hour, the man who’s made this swim lesson a living nightmare. Not because he’s a terrible instructor but because he challenged me—in front of the class—leaving me no other option than to sac-up and take his challenge.

Okay, he didn’t technically challenge me. It was an indirect challenge, but a challenge nonetheless. His comment I believe was, “It’s hard for beginners to swim from one end of the pool to the other.” Mind you, I’m swimming with a bunch of preschoolers, but still! I was insulted and determined to make the trek myself with my mean doggy paddle, which I now realize is a very inefficient way of swimming.

But dogs make it look so easy . . .

“Come on, Ruby. Get the doughnut, it’s waiting for you.”

Lauren is literally going to be crucified when this is over. She is dead to me. Where did she even find a doughnut to entice me? Hell, I will eat the shit out of the doughy roundness when I get it, but where did it come from?

How did I get to this point? I mean, really? We were all having fun in the pool a few moments ago, twirling in a circle and learning how to blow bubbles under water. We were a harmonious little group and then little Jimmy shark-trunks goes and opens his mouth about swimming across the pool without taking a break and the competition was on thanks to Bodi saying it’s hard.

“You got this, Ruby!” girl with clear goggles chants for me, her tiny fist raised in the air.

If not for the doughnut, then I must do this for girl with clear goggles.

My end is near. My limbs are on fire, my lungs are expanded to full capacity trying to suck in as much air as possible.

It’s hot in here!

Too many kids, parents, spectators, and a heated pool. This girl is about to pass out. But not before the doughnut rests securely in my mouth.

“Just a few more feet,” Lauren chants. “You can do it, Ruby.”

If she didn’t have a shit-eating grin on her face, I would actually think she was being sincere, but I’ve known her long enough to know this is all a joke to her. Her nipple will be twisted off later.

Water slashes around me, my feet propel me forward, my arms barely doing anything. I can feel Bodi’s heavy stare. Kind of wish he wasn’t here right about now.

“Almost there . . .”

Like a drowned rat seeking land refuge, my claw-shaped hand performs a Stretch Armstrong move and grips the edge of the pool as little cheers from around the deck shout into the air, reverberating off the cinderblock walls of the enclosed pool area.

Gripping the wall for dear life, I breathe heavily and look up at a grinning Lauren. “I . . . did . . . it.”

Out of breath and entirely too tired to care what I possibly look like, I hold out my hand and wait for Lauren to place the doughnut in my grasp.

“Sorry, sweet cheeks. No eating in the pool,” Lauren says, motioning to the ladder for me to get out.

“You’re the devil.” I heave, dragging my carcass along the pool’s edge until I get to the ladder. I hoist myself out, apparently too tired to lift my legs properly because they scrape along the edge.

From a distance, I hear Bodi wrap up class, his deep voice reminding me why I came to the class in the first place. My brain is telling me to stop flopping around on the pool deck, but my muscles have other ideas, instead forcing me to twitch like a freshly tasered criminal.

“Are you going to be okay?” Lauren asks, squatting down next to me. Terrycloth appears as she holds a towel out to me, her eyes full of mirth.

“Give me my doughnut.”

“You sure you want to eat it here?”

“Lauren, I just swam fifty meters without touching the bottom in front of a bunch of chicken-nugget fiends and the hottest Olympic swimmer—”

“Ah, admitting your sexual feelings now?”

Sitting up, I point my finger at her. “Don’t interrupt me. Just give me my damn doughnut and let me rest in peace.”

Shaking her head, a smile still on her face, she hands me my well-deserved bakery delight and walks away. I don’t bother to watch her retreat, instead, I lie flat on the pool deck, the towel from Lauren carelessly draped over my exposed stomach, and eyes trained on the treat in front of me. Lying like a starfish fresh out of the water, I consume my reward, reveling in each chocolate morsel.

Some might say I’m out of shape due to my embarrassing effort as I swam the length of a pool, but that’s not true. I very much enjoy a Zumba class, but swimming, yeah, I don’t do that. Pools are for playing Marco Polo, peeing in, and sunbathing.

“Are you staying for water aerobics?”

I don’t have to open my eyes to know Bodi is standing over me, probably questioning my sanity at the current moment.

With one eye open, a grimace crossing my face from how I must look, I answer, “Didn’t plan on it. Are you?”

His brow creases, a common look I get from him. If only it was his smile instead. “No, but class is starting in five minutes and if you’re not going to participate, then you’re going to have to get up.”

Well, if this isn’t embarrassing, I don’t know what is. Embarrassment. My theme for today.

Time to peel your flaps off the pool deck, Ruby.

“Oh, I was unaware of the next class.” Wanting to be as graceful as possible while I get up and refraining from any unwanted skin making an appearance, I roll over on my stomach, get on all fours and then lift myself up. When I stand tall in front of Bodi, I throw my hands up in the air like an Olympic gymnast sticking their landing and say, “Nailed it!”

Hoping for a smile, I’m not fortunate enough to be rewarded so kindly, instead, his brow is still creased as his eyes study mine.

Shaking it off, I pick up my towel and wrap it around my waist to cover up. I’m entirely too self-conscious at the moment to be standing in front of Bodi in a two-piece. Yes, I’m proud of my body and have nothing to be ashamed of, but right now, I can’t stand to be brave while being so exposed. I need some kind of armor to throw up against his devastating good looks.

“Why did you come today?”

His question catches me off guard. Not because of its content, but because he’s actually interested in initiating some form of conversation.

“Because I wanted to learn more about the sport for the foundation. Lauren told you that earlier.”

His eyes don’t let up; they’re brutal in their gaze, like two icy stones trying to crack my cheerful façade. Little does he know, it’s going to take a hell of a lot more to make me crack. He might put on a strong front, but he will be much easier to crack than me.

“You should have just asked for a private session instead of coming today. You distracted everyone from the lesson.” His voice is gruff, almost agitated, an inflection from him I wasn’t expecting.

Did I distract everyone, or did I distract him?

Caught off guard, I try to gather my words. “Um, well, if you’d actually answered your phone when I called, maybe I wouldn’t have had to come to class today.” I cross my hands over my chest and stand my ground. Not the route I wanted to take, but I’m not about to be lectured when he’s the one who could have avoided me coming today. Put in perspective, it was not the kind of distraction he’s making it out to be. I took up the last five minutes of class.

Grabbing the back of his neck, he looks down at the ground and mutters, “I’ve been busy with training.”

“Busy with training? Or so embarrassed you took out a rack of curtains in front of me at Target you refuse to talk to me now?”

He doesn’t meet my eyes; he doesn’t even answer me. Slowly, I watch him start to retreat from our conversation. His shoulders slightly slump, his head aims toward the ground, and his hands withdraw into his pockets. If you were observing our conversation from a distance, his dodging of the question wouldn’t be evident, but from up close, and having spent time with him, my question struck a nerve. I’ve come to understand his social cues when he’s uncomfortable.

But how do I react?

A part of me wants to apologize, to show him I didn’t mean what I said. I’m that person who wants to please everyone. But the other part of me, the part who talked to Lauren about some of Bodi’s personal quirks? That person wants to stand my ground, to help him grow, to not always coddle him.

It’s time to test the waters.

“You know what? I don’t think this is going to work. I don’t think I can help with the foundation.” The minute the words exit my mouth, I start to sweat and rethink my approach. Do I want to stop tiptoeing around our work together? Yes. But I also don’t want to seem like a bitch. I’m about to take back what I said when Bodi’s head pops up and his eyes meet mine, deep concern reflected in them.

“What? Are you going to quit?”

Oh God, the look on his face is crushing. Big mistake. Huge! Way to go, Ruby.

“You can’t,” he adds, once again looking down.

I can’t help myself, I ask, “Why not? It doesn’t seem like we have a very good working relationship. I tried calling you all week to move forward with our planning and didn’t hear a word from you. If you don’t like me or don’t trust me, just tell me, Bodi. I can handle anything you have to say. I’m a big girl.”

“Shit,” he mutters to himself, turning away from me. He’s very uncomfortable. “Can we have this conversation somewhere else?”

Scanning down at my towel-covered body, I ask, “Can I get changed quickly?”

“Meet me by my truck in ten.” He doesn’t wait for my answer.

Will I ever get used to his abruptness?

It takes me no more than six minutes to sprint to the locker room, pee, change, and check my damp hair in the mirror. Yeah, I threw that wet mess up into a tight bun. With my bag tucked under my arm, I head out to the parking lot to see Bodi sitting on the hood of his truck, forearms resting on his legs, his hands clasped together.

Light flutters take place in my stomach.

He’s so handsome.

He’s so broken.

He’s so tempting.

“Hey,” I say, pulling his attention from the heated asphalt.

Scooting off the hood, he stands, hands in pockets, a look of defeat sitting heavy in his stance. “Listen, I don’t want you to quit.” Boy, he gets straight to the point. “I know I’m difficult to work with; it’s something I need to improve on. I was embarrassed after leaving Target. I avoided your calls. I’m sorry.” Running one of his hands through his hair, he looks me in the eyes and says, “I don’t trust anyone else to work with the foundation. Will you reconsider?”

It’s an awkward apology. Choppy in his words, almost slightly robotic, like he’d been practicing it for the last six minutes while I changed. I guess I wouldn’t expect anything else from him. I don’t trust anyone else to work with the foundation. I feel as though I have actually made a little headway. He was embarrassed. He did avoid me. But, he trusts me. And I can’t throw that back at his face.

I sigh and nod my head. “It was never my intention to bail on you, Bodi. I just wanted to see how much you actually wanted and needed me. I don’t want to be a part of a project where I’m not valued. After not hearing from you, I started to rethink my position in the foundation.”

“That wasn’t my intention.”

“I understand that.” Now. I nod. “And I’m thankful for your apology and letting me know you’d still like me to be a part of this. It means a lot to me.”

“Really?” he asks. The pinch in his brow is adorable.

It’s almost like he’s never had a productive conversation before. Like he can’t believe an apology went so easily. Are his social cues really that far off?

My hand presses against his forearm in reassurance. “Really. All I need is a little communication, Bodi.” I wink and pull away. “So, you’re coming over to my place tomorrow to work on the foundation?”

“Am I?” Confusion laces his features.

“You are.” I smile. “I’ll text you my address.” With a wiggle of my fingers, I take off to my car.

 

 


Chapter Six

BODI

 

 

“Why would I take flowers? This isn’t a date, Eva.”

“It would be if you pulled your head out of your ass. Come on, Bodi, she’s perfect for you. Why won’t you just open up and ask her out?”

“Because I have no intentions of ever dating,” I say while I parallel park into a spot right below Ruby’s apartment. “Eva, I’m fucked up and fucked sideways. I have nothing to offer another human besides paranoia, unnecessary stress, and annoying tendencies.”

“Why do you do that? Talk so badly about yourself.”

“Because it’s true.” I throw the truck into park and get out, making sure to grab the grocery bag I brought with me. “Do I have good qualities? Yeah, but I’m smart enough to realize my bad qualities outweigh the good ones.”

“Don’t you think you could meet someone who understands you? Ruby could be that person.”

“Eva, stop. She’s a colleague, that’s it. Nothing more. So drop it.”

She sighs into the phone. I hate disappointing her more than anything, but this is one of those situations where she will never be able to convince me otherwise.

I’m complicated.

I’m particular.

I’m broken.

I don’t want to bring someone into my kind of crazy. It wouldn’t be fair to them and if I tried to hide it, I know it would come out at some point. And then what? They stick around because they feel bad for me? No fucking thank you. I don’t need anyone’s pity. I don’t want to be another person’s burden like I am to Eva.

“You can use that stern tone with me all you want, but you know I will never let this go. I want you to have what I have with Lauren. I will be damned if you spend your life alone, checking the locks of your windows and counting things in threes.” It’s a little stab that doesn’t go unnoticed. She’s frustrated with me.

“I’ve got to go. Send me a picture.”

“You don’t have to remind me every night,” she says angrily before hanging up the phone.

Little does she know, if I don’t say it, I will have a full-blown panic attack.

Fuck.

I run my hand over my face out of frustration as I ride the elevator to Ruby’s apartment. I’m not in a good place. My head isn’t on straight. I can foresee this night turning sour quickly. Then what do I say to Ruby? She’s already dealt with my moodiness at the pool.

I could murder Lauren for bringing Ruby to that class. I could not focus one minute on what I was doing with Ruby traipsing around in that two-piece. Was it ultra-revealing? No, but fuck, it was more than I’ve ever seen of her. Considering the images are burnt in my memory, I won’t be able to forget those curves for quite some time.

Then there was her swimming. She’s one hell of a shitty swimmer. Doggy paddling as an adult should be a crime. It almost looked like she was going to drown every time she let go of the edge. But then again, I found it . . . enchanting.

Christ, when have I ever thought of anything as enchanting? That’s not the kind of term a guy uses, but hell, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. With every single scraggily stroke she made through the water, she captivated me, pulling my attention away from what was important: teaching the kids the basic technique.

During my session with Dr. Auburn today, I talked about Ruby at the lesson, and he couldn’t stop smiling. The fucker. He and Eva could easily team up against me if they ever got together. Luckily, Eva stopped coming to therapy with me a long time ago.

Usually when I leave Dr. Auburn’s office, I feel a little relief but not today. Instead, I feel more tense than ever. He made me think about my feelings, made me address them, resulting in a realization I wasn’t ready to face.

I fucking like her.

FUCK.

I want to spend more time with her and that terrifies me because more time means more exposure to the true monster I am.

Second-guessing my choice to meet tonight, I contemplate going back to my car and my safe haven when the elevator dings and the doors open, revealing Ruby hunched over, carrying a bag of trash over her shoulder. Out of instinct, I run to her side and snag the bag from her.

“Where does this go?”

A little surprised, she points to a trash chute behind me. “Thank you. I almost got it there.”

“It’s too heavy for you,” I gruff out. “You should have waited for me to take care of this.”

“Now why would I do that? I was trying to avoid making you an accomplice to my murder but due to your chivalry, you are now an accessory to my crime. Look what happens when you try to be a gentleman? It just smacks you in the balls with a life sentence. Hope you can handle prison. My suggestion, bow down to the hierarchy, you’re too pretty to not be someone’s bitch.”

Where the fuck does she get this stuff?

I blink at her, not quite sure how to respond to that. Does she really think I would be someone’s bitch? No, that’s not what I need to focus on right now. But for the record, I can hold my own.

“I’m just kidding.” She nudges my shoulder and waves her arm in the direction of her open door. Just the sight of her unlocked door, open and welcoming any stranger has my heart rate picking up. “Come on, let’s get our paint on.”

“Paint?” I ask, not sure what her plans are for tonight.

“Yes, paint. I want to make sure my idea of stroking on canvas is going to work before we invest in it. And who better to test it out than you? Lord knows if I tried it, there would be little mini doggy paddle strokes in the middle of the canvas and no one wants to hang that on their wall.”

“You’re right about that.”

She pauses on her way to her apartment and turns to me, her eyes lit with glee. “Oh my goodness. Bodi Banks just joked around with me.” She waves her hand in front of her face. “Be still my heart. I can’t believe it.”

“Yeah, and that’s the last time I do that,” I mumble and continue to walk forward, grocery bag in hand.

“What’s in the bag?” she calls from behind me. “Is it for me? Did you buy me lube and Chicken in a Bisket crackers? How did you know I was out?”

The pitter-patter of her bare feet run behind me just as her arm links through mine, sending the beat of my heart into overdrive. She’s warm, soft, welcoming. I want to believe she’s non-judgmental, that she would understand me, but I can’t be sure.

“I’m just kidding; I have plenty of lube.” She winks and escorts me into her apartment. “But Chicken in a Bisket, now you can’t have too much of that.” With a sweep of her arm, she shows off the small studio apartment she lives in. “Welcome to my lovely abode.”

Holy fuck.

This girl likes patterns and colors. My eyes have no clue where to focus. If a textile shop and a rainbow had a baby, it would be this apartment.

A purple couch rests in the middle of the room with a colorful throw perched over the back. In front of the couch on the floor is a pink shag rug with a rather large vintage trunk as a coffee table. There is a television, but I’m pretty sure it’s from a second-hand store because there is depth to it in the back. It’s a tube.

To the right is a little alcove in the wall that she converted into a bedroom and to the left her kitchen is decorated with bright green cabinets, making quite the statement in her already bold space.

“What do you think?” She beams up at me, a mischievous grin on her face.

“Uh, it’s bright.”

It’s bright? Jesus, you couldn’t even come up with a fake compliment. You always have to tell it like it is.

I’m chastising myself when Ruby starts laughing and shuts the door behind us. “Man, I have you pegged so perfectly.”

Slightly confused, I ask, “What do you mean?” She doesn’t answer me, instead she picks up an envelope off her small kitchen table and hands it to me. “What’s this?”

“Just open it.”

Curiosity wins out and I open the envelope. Inside is a white folded piece of paper. I glance up at her to see her smile stretch from ear to ear and then unfold the piece of paper. In bold red marker, two words stare up at me.

It’s bright.

The melodic sound of her laughter echoes through the tiny space.

“The look on your face is priceless. Come on.” She grabs me by the arm and pulls me to her couch where I’m forced to sit. “Are you thirsty? I have water. I know how much a fish like you lives by it.”

“Water is fine,” I answer briskly, still a little perplexed over her little envelope trick. “How did you know?”

Reaching up into a cabinet, her dress riding high on the back of her thighs, she retrieves a glass in the shape of Gumby’s head. I wouldn’t expect anything less from her.

While she pours water into the glass from a filter in her fridge, she says, “You’re just easy to read. Visiting your apartment just once and the type of clothes you wear, I knew you would think my apartment is too bright.” She turns to me, a genuine smile on her face. “But there is nothing wrong with a little brightness in your life. I’m just glad I’m the one who gets to expose you to it.” With a wink, she hands me my glass.

“Thank you.”

“So what’s in the bag?”

Glancing down at my bag, I feel embarrassed. “I brought some fruit salad, in case you were hungry.”

With her hands on her hips, she gives me a surprised look. “Well, look at you being super sweet. I love fruit salad. Is there cantaloupe in it?”

“Yeah, and honey dew.”

Disgust is now replaced on her face. “Ugh, gross, the cancer of fruit salad. I will pass but why don’t I put it in the fridge for you?”

“Okay . . .”

That was fucking weird.

Feeling slightly uncomfortable, I peer around her place some more, taking in the interesting art hung on her walls. There is no rhyme nor reason to any of it, they’re just canvases with a variety of paint strokes. I should compliment her on the paintings. That seems like something normal to do. I sip my water, swallow, and then say, “I like your paintings.”

She brightens immediately, more than I thought was possible. “Thank you. I painted them myself. I know what you must be thinking: ‘wow a bunch of strokes on the canvas, way to go, Picasso.’”

“I wasn’t thinking that—”

She holds up her hand to stop me. “It’s okay, I think the same thing. It didn’t take me very long to paint them and all I did was toss my brush around, not really caring how it came out.”

“Why paint it then?” I ask, not really sure if it’s a rude question. I’ve lived my entire life, putting my heart into what I’m working on. So why half-ass something?

She smirks at me. “Sometimes the beauty in the art piece isn’t about the strokes, Bodi. Sometimes it’s about the colors and how you mold them together. It’s really about taking a dark, mysterious color and mixing it with something bright and cheery. It’s the contrast that makes them so beautiful together.”

Why does it seem like she’s not just talking about the paint colors?

Before I can look too deeply into her meaning, she claps her hands together and says, “Let’s get started, but first . . .” she holds up her finger and then snags a Tupperware container from the coffee table, “how about a little treat?” She pops open the top and holds out the container to me. “Peanut Butter Protein balls. I got the recipe from Eva. She said it’s the one treat you indulge in because it serves a purpose to your training.”

Fuck. That’s considerate.

“And I have to be honest with you, Bodi, they actually taste good. I was a little wary at first, given I had to buy whey protein to put in them. I mean, honestly, who puts artificial protein in a cookie? It’s just weird. So when I went to try one, I shut my eyes and just stuck it in my mouth, as if it was some kind of sardine. Thankfully, it wasn’t and I was delighted with its nutty flavor. I might even make them again for myself.”

“They’re not for everyone,” I comment. Shit, I’m awkward. I don’t know how to react to thoughtful gestures. “Um, thank you for making these. They’re my favorite.” No shit, that’s why she made them. Christ.

I hold my breath to see her reaction. I’m rewarded with another bright smile. Despite being awkward as fuck, I did good.

“Anytime. Now, let’s take our balls out to the balcony and get our stroke on.”

I can’t help it. “I hope you’re talking about painting.”

“What if I wasn’t?” She wiggles her eyebrows suggestively, throwing me completely off. It must be the shocked look on my face that sends her into a fit of laughter. “Joking around with you has to be one of my favorite things, just to get a reaction out of you.”

I shake my head and follow behind her. “Excuse me, but I don’t expect such things to come out of your mouth.”

A swoosh of her body stops and she faces me. Doubt crosses her features. “Please, Bodi. By now you should know that you can never expect what’s going to come out of my mouth.”

That’s one hundred percent accurate.

Out on the balcony there is a sheet strewn across the floor, protecting the stone pavers that cover the floor. Erected next to the half wall is an easel with a blank canvas resting on its ledge. On a plastic crate next to the easel is a selection of brushes and paint and one of those things Bob Ross would hold in his hand as he painted, you know, the thing that holds the paint.

“Looks like you have everything set up,” I acknowledge, looking around. The balcony is also a fire escape, the perfect invitation for any intruder. Looking back into the apartment, I notice she never locked her front door after we entered. This realization creates a reaction within me and I start to itch with anxiety. “Um, don’t you want to lock your door?” I ask, trying to hide the gulp in my throat.

“What?” she asks, slightly confused.

“Your front door, you didn’t lock it.”

“Oh, that’s okay.” She waves my suggestion off as if it’s nothing.

But it isn’t nothing. It isn’t nothing at all. In fact, it’s as if the entire world is pressing down on my chest, so you can’t tell me that’s nothing.

Fuck.

My breathing starts to get heavy, my anxiety is rolling in my stomach, and all I want to do is go to her front door and lock it . . . three times just to make sure. The urge to do so is so powerful that I don’t hear Ruby talking to me until she places her warm hand on my clammy forearm.

“Bodi, are you okay?”

Grabbing the back of my neck, I close my eyes tightly and beg myself to calm down, to ease my breathing, and to act fucking normal for once.

But it doesn’t work. Knowing I’m embarrassing myself in front of Ruby only makes it worse.

“Hey, you know what? I think I will go lock the door. You never know about creeps, right?” Her voice is calming, reassuring.

Without another word, she enters the apartment again and takes a few steps to her entryway where she locks the door. The click of the lock instantly eases my heart, despite the self-hatred flowing through it.

It’s obvious she knew I was about to lose it, and she accommodated me. Fuck, she must think I’m the biggest pussy in the world.

But you are.

“All right, are we ready to get started?”

I study her as she begins to pour out paints and pick brushes. She doesn’t even address my minor freak out; instead she invites us to escape the moment, as if the awkward moment never happened.

Why?

She’s different. She’s compassionate, empathetic, non-judgmental.

“Here.” She stands up and hands me a pink cloth.

“What’s this?”

In that cheery voice that is starting to become engrained in my brain, she answers, “It’s a smock, of course. You don’t want to get paint all over those nice monotone clothes, now do you? Heaven forbid you put a little color in your wardrobe.” The wink she adds lets me know she’s teasing.

“But it’s pink.”

“Yeah, well I don’t have fire truck smocks big enough for you so you’re going to have to settle for what I use. Go ahead, don’t be shy.” She nods at the smock, encouraging me to put it on.

“What makes you think I’m going to fit in your smock? I’m much larger than you.”

She rolls her eyes. “Bodi, we are all aware of the muscles you have under that shirt of yours, no need to rub it in.”

“I wasn’t—”

She holds up her hand, a smile gracing her face. “Save it for the jury, muscle man. I wear an extra-large smock in men’s.”

A crease in my brow forms. “You’re not an extra-large.”

“Awe, look at you being all sweet. Yes, I’m aware I’m not an extra-large, I just like to swim in my smocks. It’s comfortable, especially when I wear nothing underneath.” She bends over and fixes the drape on the floor, acting as if her last statement should have no reaction and was just casual conversation.

She wears nothing under this smock? Fucking hell, the thought of her naked in this smock has my dick hardening. Where the fuck did that come from? Well, I know where it came from, but fuck! I can’t get hard around Ruby.

“Well, are you going to put it on or risk getting paint all over those pristine grey jeans of yours?”

Pulling my mind away from dirty thoughts, I put the smock on and roll up the sleeves.

“Oh, you look so pretty.” She claps her hands.

“Not the look I was going for.”

“Oh yeah? What kind of look were you going for? I wasn’t aware you were Mr. Fashionable.”

“I know some fashion,” I say quietly, adjusting the sleeves.

“Enlighten me.” Her smile is so damn big, I can’t help but engage in this conversation and feel somewhat . . . normal.

Leaning against the exterior of her apartment, I say, “Eva was always into fashion when we were growing up and I remember her distinctively saying ‘black and brown make her frown’ and to never pair them together.”

She nods, understanding the rule I still apply today. “A good concept but so out of date. Black and brown actually can be a good combination when done in the right way.”

“What?”

“Yeah, you can pair black and brown together. I actually saw your sister in black skinny jeans the other day with brown suede pumps. She’s misled you, Bodi. Black and brown is in now, especially with all the leopard-print trends. Although, you can really wear leopard print with anything. I have these cute leopard print flats that I love pairing with bright dresses. Do you have any leopard print?”

“Can’t say that I do.” I chuckle, shaking my head.

From the corner of my eye, I can see her head tilt to the side and a long sigh eases out of her lungs. I catch a glimpse of what seems like . . . lust in her eyes.

Is that lust? I have no fucking clue. It seems like it.

Clearing her throat and straightening, she says, “Okay, let’s get a move on. Are you ready to paint?”

“I guess so.”

“Do you need to warm up or anything? I don’t want you pulling something and then you can’t go to the Olympics because of me. Oh God, that would be devastating. I can’t have that hanging over my head.”

“I’m fine.”

“I really think you should do some arm swings,” she suggests.

“I’m good.”

Desperation laces her features. “Bodi, do some arm swings so I know at least I warned you. I can’t have this project hanging over me if something happens to you.”

To appease her, I move my arms back and forth, knowing full well I will be fine. Visibly she relaxes and hands me the brushes once I’m done.

“All set?”

“Yup, all warmed up.” I try not to roll my eyes. She’s looking out for me, which is something I’m only used to from Lauren and Eva.

“Good. Now I figure we start with the easiest stroke, your freestyle.”

“What makes you think that’s the easiest?” I ask, curious to her reasoning.

She pauses and thinks about my question. “I’m not sure. Just seems like the more natural one. Butterfly looks painful and breaststroke by far can’t be the easiest. Backstroke seems difficult to do right now so I figured we would go with freestyle.”

“Not doggy paddling?” I quirk an eyebrow at her.

“No.” She playfully pushes my chest, surprising the both of us.

Fuck. It feels as though the weight of the world isn’t resting on my shoulders. I feel . . . light? It’s a feeling so unfamiliar I can’t really label it. I don’t know how to express myself, but right now, Ruby is making it a hell of a lot easier with her easy-going, accepting personality.

“Freestyle works.”

“Good. Now I picked a few colors for you to play around with, it’s your choice what to paint with, but I will say, I only chose bright colors for you.”

“I can see that.”

“Oh, don’t get your Speedo in a bind. It will be healthy for you to add some color in your life. Before you dip your brushes in the paint, why don’t we do a few practice strokes so you know how you’re going to hit the canvas.”

“Fair enough.” With the brushes in my hands, I stand in front of the canvas, bend over into position and slowly move my arms, barely grazing the canvas with the tips of the bristles.

“Good,” she coaches. “Now I think you can go a little faster than that.”

“Faster?”

“Yeah, just slightly, that way we get a crisper paint stroke.”

A strange sensation rolls through my body and for the first time in a very long time, I feel the urge to joke around. So I pick up the pace for only a few strokes before I drop the brushes and grip my shoulder, acting as if I’m in pain.

“Holy fuck,” I shout, playing it up.

“Oh my God!” Ruby’s eyes widen to saucers, and she starts running in place. “Oh my God, oh my God, you hurt yourself. I knew this was going to happen. This is all my fault. Your coach is going to kill me. Lauren and Eva will disown me and make sure I’m fired from the club. Oh God, and then I will be kicked out of my apartment because finding a job with an art degree is like trying to find a carrot at a doughnut convention.” Her hands are in her hair, pulling on the strands while her eyes search me out. “And now you can’t swim at the Olympics. Oh my God! Not only will your coach, Lauren, and Eva hate me, but all of America will hate me. I’m going to be deported and sent to some shoe factory in Bora Bora where we make moccasins for misbehaving mallards who have no interest in purchasing them. I’m not good in humid heats, my hair gets crazy, and I know I won’t be a good salesperson to the duck community when it comes to footwear. This is horrible.”

Yikes. Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

“Um, Ruby—”

“No, don’t move. I need to get you ice. I’ll massage you until it’s better. Do we need to go to the hospital? Let’s keep that as a last resort; the press can’t hear about this just yet. Ugh, I can see it already: NBC Olympics on Facebook is going to crucify my face. The end of Bodi Banks’s career, taken down by an art major with no solid savings in her bank account.”

“Ruby—”

“I’m going to have to sell my story and throw you under the bus to the tabloids just to feed my Pop Rocks addiction, and I’m not talking about crackling cocaine. I really mean Pop Rocks, you know the little shards of sugar that explode in your mouth? Of course you don’t, you eat whey protein as a ‘treat.’ But let me tell you, I can’t get enough of them.” She drops down to her knees, fists in the air. “Oh Pop Rocks!”

“Ruby!” I bend down and grip her shoulders so she’s forced to look at me. “I was only kidding.”

“You were what?” Her eyes light up with fire.

Fuck, here I thought joking around was a good idea, maybe not.

“Uh, I was kidding. I’m fine.”

“Why would you joke about something like that?”

“I’m not sure.” I grab the back of my neck, uncomfortable now because Ruby truly looks upset.

Shaking her head, she stands and crosses her arms in front of her chest. I know that pose: that’s a don’t fuck with me pose. Shit.

“Yeah, I was going to really try, but I don’t think I can do this anymore. I’m sorry, Bodi, but you’re going to have to leave.”

Standing tall, I search her eyes for the truth, but they are cast to the ground. Is she serious? All because I joked around? Fuck, if I knew that was going to happen, I never would have tampered in the joke department.

That’s what I get for stepping out of my comfort zone.

“Okay.” I nod and begin to take off the pink smock. “For what it’s worth, I’m really sorry, Ruby. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

I hand over the smock but she doesn’t take it, instead she grips her stomach and starts laughing so hard tears fall down her cheeks.

What the fuck is going on?

“Oh Bodi, do you really think I would be afraid of being deported to Bora Bora to make footwear for ducks? It sounds like an absolute dream to me. And the hair, well, there are things called ponytails.”

Confused as fuck, I ask, “So you were just playing around with me?”

“Of course.” She nudges my shoulder. “Please, I would know if you really hurt your shoulder. I’m sorry to say, Bodi, but acting isn’t in your near future. I would stick to the pool.”

“Christ.” I wipe my hand over my face and let out a long breath.

“But you’re so cute for trying.” Out of nowhere, she steps up to me and wraps her arms around my waist, pulling me into a hug. Her head rests against my chest and her warmth spreads through me as she squeezes me tight. I stand there like the Tin Man, unable to move and not sure what to do. Something in my brain is telling me to hug her back or to at least pat her on the head, but I’m frozen.

Everything about her feels so damn good pressed up against me.

Before I can reciprocate, she removes herself and points at the smock. “Put that back on. I need to get some ridiculous pictures of us painting. I’m going to use them in a pamphlet. Good thing you did your hair all sexy like.”

Sexy like?

“Go on,” she encourages with a smile, “I don’t have all night, Bodi.”

For some reason, I’m wishing we did, which surprises the fuck out of me.

 

 


Chapter Seven

RUBY

 

 

“And I made you cookies. Your favorite. Butterfinger with big chunks. Maybe you can share them with your swimming friend, Bodi.”

“He doesn’t eat candy, Mom. Or cookies for that matter. He’s kind of a health freak, and we are just work acquaintances.”

“Is that why his picture is front and center in your living space?”

The canvas Bodi stroked on two nights ago is sitting in the faux fireplace in my living space, hiding all the knick-knacks and decorations that occupied the space previously. I initially put it up there to dry but I can’t seem to take it down now.

I don’t think I’d ever had as much fun as I did the other night with Bodi. He was awkward, testing his limits, obviously stepping out of his comfort zone when it came to joking around, but it was endearing. From the way he pulled on the back of his neck to how quickly he retreated his hands to his pockets when he got a chance, everything about him reminded me of a little boy stuck in a man’s body . . . a very hot man’s body.

And then that laugh. Holy goat nipples, it sounded like some erotic melody coming from his mouth. It’s deep, with a touch of husk, and a whole lot of sexy. The type of laugh that will drive any woman to her knees, begging to hear it one more time.

“It’s just drying, Mom.” I dig into her cookies and plop one in my mouth. I’m not an Olympian. I don’t care what goes into my body, as long as I work it off in a step aerobics or Zumba class later then I’m good to go.

“Is that so? Seems to me like you used basic acrylic paint which would have dried easily within hours.”

Damn it, sometimes I forget my mom is an artist as well. “What do you want me to do with it? Throw it in the trash? Toss it on the ground and use it as a floor mat?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you take it to bed with you as a cuddle buddy,” my mom teases. She’s an artist and also a sassy mom who doesn’t ever let anything go. Can you tell?

“Why would you even say that?”

I don’t know why I ask that question because all it does is spur her on. Sitting up straight in her chair at my two-person dining room table, she prepares her speech. I can see it in the way she cocks her shoulders back, ready for battle.

Fanning her face with one hand and using the other as a pretend phone, she says, “Oh Mom, Bodi is such a good man. He’s funny, yet shy, and he’s so strong. You should see his muscles. What a swimmer. And he’s helping me with this foundation thing, and I actually heard him laugh the other day—”

I hold my hand up to her. “Okay, you’ve proven your point. And for the record, your impersonation of me is rather horrid. I do not sound like that.”

Polishing her nails on her shirt, she examines them and says, “I thought it was rather uncanny actually, if you ask me.”

“It was absolute piss.”

“Oh sweetie, you always fail to remember that you came out of me, through the birth canal and straight out of my vagina. As much as you want to deny it, you are a mini-me, and if I want to do an impersonation of my daughter I will nail it every time. It’s far too easy for me.”

Mini-me is correct. I look just like my mom from my blonde hair to my big brown eyes and share her quirky, artistic personality. I only have one trait from my dad: a terrible driver and road rage. Oh shit. That’s two traits. Living in Los Angeles has not been healthy for my temperament when driving, pretty devastating actually. The pounding my steering wheel has taken is unfair to the old thing.

“But that’s beside the point. Tell me you don’t like Bodi. Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t like him one bit.”

She’s got me. She knows I won’t blatantly lie to her face. A little denial here and there, maybe, but when she tells me to look at her and make a statement, yeah, I can’t lie.

“Fine,” I concede. “I like him—”

“I knew it!” My mom claps in glee, happy with her ability to read the obvious.

“But it’s not that easy, Mom.”

“Why not? He’s an eligible man, and you both have some things in common. Have you tried flirting? You know, flip your hair, put your finger in your mouth kind of stuff.”

“As appealing as that sounds, Mom, I have not. I don’t typically like to present myself as a salami-eating ditz.”

“Then why do you always wear short dresses?”

“I do not!”

Throwing her head back, she laughs and grabs another cookie. “Oh sweetheart, you’re too easy.”

“For the record, my dresses come down to a respectable length. Just above the knee is nothing to scoff at.”

“Yes, I know, dear. But back to the main topic. Tell me about Bodi. Why isn’t it easy with him? I would think since you are a brilliant and beautiful young woman he would want nothing more than to enter into a courtship with you.”

I roll my eyes and shift my seat on the couch. “No one calls it a courtship anymore, Mom. And it’s not that easy because Bodi is a little darker than he seems on television.”

Shifting in her seat as well, my mom leans forward, clearly interested in the conversation. Whispering and looking around, as if there are other people in my tiny five-hundred-square-foot apartment, she says, “What kind of dark?” She pauses and leans forward just a little bit more. “Like . . . drugs?”

Of course my mom would go there. She’s quirky and open about practically everything. But drugs, oh boy, don’t even talk about drugs around her. Pretty sure if she had the opportunity, she would team up with McGruff the Crime Dog and take to the streets to end drug use.

“No, Mom, not drugs. He’s an Olympian for Christ’s sake.”

“Athletes lead secret lives sometimes.”

“And Olympians are constantly drug tested, so him doing drugs is not even something you should be considering.”

Sitting back, she exhales loudly and pretends to wipe sweat off her brow. “Whew, that’s good. You don’t approve of drugs.”

“Does anyone approve of drugs?”

Casually she answers, “Druggies.”

How can anyone argue with that?

“Fair enough. But no, it’s not drugs. He had a troubled childhood.”

“Oh, that’s so terrible,” my mom answers, her hand over her mouth. “What happened?”

“I don’t really know the details. All I know is he lost his parents when he was young. You can tell when interacting with him that the loss still affects his day-to-day routine. There’s been a few times I’ve noticed he’s on the verge of a panic attack. Interacting with others, being social doesn’t come easy to him. Actually, most of the time it’s very awkward to talk to him.”

“You don’t make fun of him, do you? Ruby, if you dare tease him—”

“Mom, why would I ever make fun of him? That is absurd. I actually try to help him out as much as possible.”

“How so?” Taking a sip of her lemonade, she settles in for my explanation. And that is why I appreciate my mom. She listens actively. Attentively.

“For instance, the other night when Bodi was here painting his canvas, before we got started he noticed I didn’t lock my front door. Someone else wouldn’t care as much, but he seemed fixated on the door being locked, to the point that he zoned out on me, and his breathing started to become erratic.”

“Interesting. I wonder if it has anything to do with his childhood. What did you do?”

“I locked it before he could fully retreat from the night we were just starting to have. Once the door was locked, he seemed to enjoy himself. He actually joked around for the first time since I’ve known him.”

Placing her fist under her chin, my mom smiles and says, “Oh really? And how did you like this joking around? Did it make you weak in the knees?”

“No.”

Yes, oh my God yes. That little chuckle of his, the slight quirk of his lips, yes, I was very weak in the knees. I’m surprised they didn’t boil over into noodles.

“I thought you didn’t lie to your mother.” I hate when she’s right.

“I would say it’s more denial than lying. I’m not ready to voice my infatuation quite yet. But if you must know, everything about him is gorgeous, Mom. Not just his looks, but his mind, his soul—no matter how torn apart it might be right now.”

With a smarmy look, my mom replies, “Lucky for him, you’re really good at sewing.”

We spend the rest of the night searching the Internet for pictures of Bodi. It’s massively inappropriate, and if Bodi ever found out I was ogling over his abs with my mom I would be absolutely mortified.

Before my mom leaves, she pulls me into a hug and says, “I’m proud of you, sweetheart. You seem to be doing well.”

“Emotionally I am, but fiscally I’m going to have to figure out something else. I have one of the smallest apartments in the city, and I can barely afford it. I need a little side job to supplement my income while I search for a career, not just a job.”

The loving warmth of my mom’s hand pats my cheek, her face endearing as she speaks. “I have faith in you, Ruby. I know you will figure everything out. But you will let us know if you need help with rent; we will not have our daughter living in squalor, you hear me?”

“Yes, Mom.”

Little does she know, I would never take her up on that offer. I want to make it on my own, even if that means doing weird side jobs to get my bills paid. Oh, Los Angeles, why do you have to be so expensive?

With a quick clean up in my living space, I get ready for bed and sink into my mattress, thoughts of Bodi clouding my mind. I so desperately want to know what happened to him when he was a little boy. Not because I’m nosey, but because I truly want to know how to make his life better, how to make it easier, how to remove the pain that taints those beautiful eyes of his every day. But could I? He’s what he is today because of what happened years ago. How would I have the skills to help him heal?

The urge to talk to him is overwhelming. The need to see how he is takes over and before I know it, I send him a text as I lie in bed and stare at the ceiling, images of his sweet face running through my mind.

Ruby: Hey Bodi, how was your day?

I don’t expect an answer; I don’t really expect anything from him in return. The purpose of my text message is to show him I’m thinking of him; he’s not entirely alone in this world. I know he has Eva and Lauren, but sometimes he makes it seem like he doesn’t even have them, like he’s completely alone.

But, he’s not. I’m here and I want him to know it.

My diarrhea mouth wants to commandeer my phone and take over my text messages. It wants to manipulate the conversation and go bat-shit crazy on him. But I don’t let it. The last thing I need is to have my ramblings recorded; hearing them in person is bad enough.

Sleep eclipses me, and I start to drift into slumber when my phone beeps at me. Startled and anxious, I shoot up, my sheets falling to my lap as I grab my phone.

As if my stomach is at the Olympic Gymnastic Trials, it somersaults with nerves as I read his text.

Bodi: All right. What about you?

Oh God, Oh God, Oh God. He texted me back! I received a text from Bodi.

Will this feeling ever dissipate? Will I always get giddy inside whenever I see or hear his name? Probably. He’s unattainable, a shattered human I so desperately want to get to know on a more personal level, despite his need to keep his distance.

Calming my inner fangirl slash crush, I text him back, keeping it simple.

Ruby: Good, had some cookies and painted it up at the club with the kids.

I steer clear of talking about my mom. I don’t want to rub my good fortune in his face. I’m not quite sure how he feels talking about other people’s parents, and since he’s texting me for the first time, I don’t want my first text back to him to be about someone he lost too early in his life.

In no time, he texts me back and for once I realize, we are having a text conversation. Lame I know, but it’s the little things with this man. The little accomplishments, the little milestones, that are making this journey of getting to know him that much more enjoyable.

Bodi: What kind of cookies?

Inwardly I smile and turn toward my nightstand, getting in perfect texting at night position.

Ruby: The kind of cookies you wouldn’t approve of.

Bodi: Indulge me.

Why am I smiling like an idiot right now?

Ruby: Peanut butter cookies with chopped-up Butterfingers. They are my favorite. You have whey protein balls and I have these.

Bodi: Yours sound better.

Ruby: I’m not going to lie, they are. Are we still on for tomorrow?

We have plans to meet up about the foundation tomorrow night at Bodi’s place this time. Even though I believe Bodi had a good time at my small apartment, I’m almost positive he’s more relieved to be meeting at his condo. For one, it’s familiar to him; for another, there is more space and an actual living room, unlike my living/dining/bedroom space.

Bodi: Yeah. I’m making pizza. That okay?

Ruby: Pizza, I’m surprised you even know the word.

Bodi: It’s made with romaine lettuce as the crust, tofu for the meat, and tomato slices as the sauce. Really good.

Lettuce for crust? My entire body convulses from the mere thought of gluten-filled fluffy crust being replaced by water-saturated lettuce. I’m surprised he didn’t talk about using kale as well.

Not wanting to be rude about his gross pizza, I text back.

Ruby: That’s a different kind of pizza.

I make a mental note to eat before going to his place. Tofu, tomato slices, and lettuce will not do it for me.

Bodi: Would you eat it if I made it?

Thank God this conversation is through text message so he can’t see the cringe and disgust on my face.

Ruby: Of course. I love trying new things.

This is true, but I normally like my new things to have some sort of fat content in them.

Bodi: Do you really think I would make that kind of pizza?

What? Was he not serious?

Ruby: I guess it would surprise me more if you ate a normal pizza from Pizza Hut.

Bodi: That won’t happen. I’m making a regular pizza, just homemade. That good?

Thank you, Thor!

Ruby: Perfect. Do you want me to bring anything? I can bring you a head of lettuce just in case you want to use it for crust.

Bodi: I’m good.

Hmm, not even an “LOL”? He’s a tough cookie to crack.

Ruby: Okay, see you tomorrow.”

I don’t really want to end our conversation, but I don’t know what else to say. I would love to play the “What’s Your Favorite” game, but I don’t think we are at that level yet. Plus, he might have an early practice tomorrow. I don’t want to keep him up.

Bodi: Have a good night, Ruby. Sleep well.

And sigh. Those two last words I can hear in his husky voice and like a pathetic lonely lady, I use it as a lullaby to put me to sleep.

Until tomorrow.

 


Chapter Eight

BODI

 

 

“Thanks, Coach. I feel really good.”

“You’re the best I’ve seen you in a while, Bodi. You’re loose, not so tense, making your strokes more fluid through the water. Can I chalk it up to the girl who was watching practice the other day with Lauren?”

“And here I thought these end-of-the-week phone calls were supposed to focus on the pros and cons of the week.”

“If there is an outside source making my practices with you easier, then I believe it’s something we should talk about.”

He’s prying, and it makes me uncomfortable, but I would never disrespect him by changing the subject. He’s been a father figure in my life since I lost my parents. He’s a role model, someone I’ve come to count on, so the least I can do is answer his question.

“Soo . . .” he urges.

“Her name is Ruby and she’s just a friend. We are working on a project together for the foundation Eva and I are starting. She’s been very helpful and insightful. She’s come up with some amazing ideas.”

“And . . .”

Yeah, I didn’t think he would let me get out of the Ruby conversation that easily.

“And she’s different.”

Fuck, how do I talk about Ruby without exposing all my cards to my coach? Firstly, I don’t have a firm grasp on my feelings for the vibrant and eccentric, blonde-haired, beautiful woman. And secondly, there is no way she will want to stick around once she opens my box of crazy, so is it worth going down that road with her? We might be better off as only acquaintances.

“Different how?”

I run my hand through my hair as I lean back on my couch. The smell of lemon Pine-Sol drifts into my nose, a scent I’ve come to know with aching familiarity. Gleaming hardwood floors, pristine tabletop surfaces, and crystal-clear windows surround me. There is not one speck of dirt in my condo, just the way I like it. I’m in control, I’m secure, I’m comfortable . . . except for this conversation.

“She doesn’t necessarily run away when I have a panic episode.”

“Has she seen one?”

I think back to each of my encounters with her. She’s seen some of them—Target and at her apartment—and I think I’ve hidden some, like when I met her at the club and she had glitter stuck to her face. Being social, meeting people, having to put on a “normal” face sends panic through my brain. I don’t want to slip up; I don’t want to show my true colors. Being on guard around the clock is never easy. It’s actually pretty fucking tiring.

“She’s witnessed two almost panic attacks but I’ve been able to control them.” I pause and think why I was able to control the panic from taking over my being. “Somehow, she’s known what to do or not to do, and the panic hasn’t overwhelmed me.”

Coach is silent for a second; it’s obvious he’s mulling this over.

“Say something,” I cut in, hating the silence.

“Are you interested in her romantically?”

And there it is, the question Eva keeps asking me.

Am I? Obviously there is an attraction I can’t seem to put behind me now I’ve let myself accept my feelings for her, but I believe I would be a toxic addition to her easy-going, happy little world.

“No,” I answer.

“Are not interested because you don’t think she’s beautiful, inside and out, or because you’re too scared to let yourself be happy?”

Why does this feel like a session with Dr. Auburn?

“With all due respect, Coach, what does this have to do with swimming?”

Without skipping a beat, he responds, “What do I always tell you about your mental game?”

“That swimming can be eighty percent mental.”

“Exactly.” He sighs. I can imagine him squeezing the bridge of his nose. “Ruby is a new addition to your daily life, and I can already see the positive way it is affecting your swimming. I need you to acknowledge this, to realize she’s had a positive impact on your sport, despite not seeing it right away.”

“I see what you’re talking about, but you need to know it’s not going to be an everlasting thing. She’s just working with me on the foundation for now.”

“And what will be your mental state when she’s no longer working with you?”

Fucking good question.

Last night when she texted me, a little piece of me—a piece I’ve never felt before—got excited from the prospect of talking to her sooner than expected. Presented with a rare opportunity, I concentrated on being a lighter version of myself, the same man who joked with her at her apartment. Unfortunately, our text messaging wasn’t very long. Was it me who made it awkward first? I’m damn good at doing that.

Not sure what to say, I answer honestly. “I don’t know, Coach. All I know is I enjoy her company when she’s around.”

“Fair enough.” Being the man he is, he asks, “This isn’t going to affect your swimming in a negative way, is it?”

A laugh escapes me as I relax. Inquisition over. “No. Have I ever let anything bother my swimming?”

Coach and I both know I haven’t. I’ve maintained a steady mental game my entire life. Even when my parents died I showed no difference in my swimming. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or if it’s some kind of early warning sign of a sociopath. When I’m in the pool, I zone out. It’s my one and only place where I can feel complete calm.

“You haven’t, so don’t let this be the first.” His voice is light and teasing.

“Nothing you have to worry about.”

There is a knock on my door, and just like that, I can feel my entire body stiffen, knowing Ruby is on the other side.

“Hey, I’ve got to go.”

“Okay, you’ve got tomorrow off; use it wisely.”

“Thanks, Coach.”

Quickly I hang up. Standing, nerves shaking my bones, I feel the normal anxiety associated with holding a conversation.

There is no need to do another sweep around the condo; I cleaned it three times before coach called making sure it was spotless. Everything is locked up for the night, I only have to worry about the door, and my nightly call to Eva has already been conducted. I called early, shocking the shit out of her and me. The only reason I broke my rule was because I didn’t want to have to talk to Eva when Ruby was here. Eva did promise to send another pic of her alarm at eighty thirty though to keep me at ease.

Pizza is in the oven, table is set, water is chilled, and I even bought a six-pack of root beer, hoping she likes it. It’s the one and only soda I will indulge in every once in a while, and to top it off, I bought the ingredients to make a chocolate mousse out of coconut milk, topped with fresh raspberries. Those are chilling in the fridge as well.

I have all my bases covered. Would my mom be proud?

Crossing the apartment, I stick one hand in my jean pocket and open the door. Standing on the other side is Ruby with a bright smile on her face and a drenched yellow raincoat covering her head and body. The shoes she’s wearing are soaked and there is water all over her exposed legs.

“Apparently the clouds decided to lose their bladders on my walk here. How are you?” Shaking off her coat, she holds it in one hand, stands on her tippy toes and wraps her free arm around me, embracing me in a small hug. Then without another word, she lets herself in.

Fuck, my heart is hammering in my chest. The inability to move from her embrace is overwhelming, and I find myself staring into the hallway, trying to hold on to the warm feeling of Ruby wrapped around me.

“Where can I hang my jacket? I don’t want to get water all over your place. It smells delicious in here. You really can cook. I can’t wait to have this pizza you spoke of.”

Pulling my head out of my ass and back into the conversation, I shut the door, carefully stare at the lock as I maneuver it shut, and take a visual picture of me performing the act so I don’t panic later on.

You locked the door, Bodi.

It’s locked, you’re safe.

Be present with Ruby, don’t retreat to a darker place.

“Why did you walk here?”

Fluffing her blonde hair with one hand, she smirks at me. Fuck, she’s so damn beautiful. “I didn’t walk from my apartment, just from the bus stop. My car is in the shop right now getting some part replaced. Who really knows what’s going on in that clunk of junk?”

“You should have called me. I would have picked you up.”

She waves me off. “Oh please, I would never bother you like that. The bus was fine, I only had two people offer me heroin and three men stick their hand up my skirt.”

I don’t realize I’m grinding my teeth until she starts laughing and pats my cheek. “Ease up, I’m only kidding. But seriously, the bus was fun. There are so many different people out there.” Looking down, she frowns and then gives me a sheepish grin. “I’m getting water all over the place. I’m so sorry. It’s so clean and here I am, dirtying it up.”

I couldn’t care less about the water dripping on the floor. Wearing only a red dress and yellow cardigan, I’m concerned if she is warm enough.

“Are you cold? You’re drenched.”

“I’ll dry. No biggie.”

I shake my head. “You’re going to catch cold.” Not giving her a chance to answer, I leave her in the entryway and go back to my bedroom where I pull out a pair of USA Swimming sweatpants and a Team USA T-shirt.

Just as I walk into the entryway again, a large bolt of lightning lights up the sky followed by a giant boom of thunder, making Ruby startle and cower.

“Here you go,” I say, making her scream and hold her heart.

“Holy penis on a pineapple,” she exclaims. “You scared the crap out of me.”

“Me or the thunder?”

“Both of you. You tag teamed the shit out of me, causing me to wet myself even more.”

Scanning the ground, I look for evidence only for her to swat me playfully at my chest. “I didn’t really pee. Honestly, I’m not some eighty-year-old woman with a vagina the size of Kentucky who can’t hold her bladder.”

“Okay,” I respond awkwardly. Real fucking smooth, Bodi. “Get changed, pizza will be ready soon.”

“Get changed?” She quirks an eyebrow at me. “You expect me to change into your clothes? How do I know you washed these?” She sniffs them and it almost seems like her eyes melt. “Besides the mountainy fresh smell coming off them, how do I really know these are clean? You might have sprayed some Febreze on them.”

“Look around, Ruby. Do you really think I wouldn’t have clean clothes? Now get changed; I won’t have you sitting wet all night.”

“Valid point.” She nods, not saying another word and going to the half bath that’s just off the entryway. Could she really think I don’t wash my clothes? Was she teasing me again? Shit, I wish I understood more.

“Hang your coat in there to drip dry,” I call out, heading to the kitchen. Checking the oven, the pizza is a golden brown, just the way I like it, so I don oven mitts, lay out the ceramic trivet my mom used when making pizza, and remove dinner from the oven.

Steaming sauce bubbles up over the vegetables and cheese as heat radiates from the pie. It’s perfect. Just like mom used to make.

“I have to admit, that smells delicious,” Ruby says, interrupting my silent thoughts. When I turn to thank her, I’m caught off guard by the gorgeous woman drowning in my clothes. The shirt she’s wearing is entirely too large, the sleeves pass her elbows, and the sweats I gave her are rolled numerous times at the waist and the ankles.

A foreign chuckle rips through me and I cover my mouth, not wanting to insult her.

Looking down at her clothes, she curtseys, pulling the shirt out like a dress and says, “What? Do these clothes you lent me not fit? How strange, I would have thought a man of your six-foot-two stature would have clothes that would easily fit me.”

“Sorry, my intention is not to be mean, but those clothes don’t fit.”

“But I make them work, right?” she encourages me.

“Yes,” I smile, “you make it work.”

“Eep! A compliment, giggle, and smile from Bodi Banks. The world is flipping on its axis.”

Scrunching my brow together I respond, “I did not giggle. Men don’t giggle.”

“Pretty sure I heard a giggle.” She places her finger on her chin and looks to the ceiling in contemplation. “Or would you refer to that as a chortle?”

“Definitely not a chortle.” I laugh again, getting used to the sound coming from me.

“One day I will get a chortle out of you.” Leaning over my frame, on her toes, she eyes the pizza, her hand pressing against my back. I hide the quick intake of breath that shoots through me from the touch of her palm. “Wow that’s a lot of vegetables.”

“Is that okay? It’s how my mom used to make it.” I say the words before I can stop them from coming out. Fuck, I don’t want to talk about my mom with Ruby, not tonight, not fucking ever.

The usual Prying-Ruby retreats to my side and wafts the smell up to her face, ignoring my statement completely. She then turns to me and says, “Looks perfect. Can I get us drinks or anything?”

And that right there, that’s why she’s digging her little heart-shaped face under my skin. She can read me like a book, even when I’m uncomfortable and want to sidestep something that comes out of my mouth.

“I can grab them. You go sit down. We can work and eat if that’s okay with you.”

“Fine with me.” She smiles and goes to the dining room, giving me some time to collect my thoughts.

Nervous and anxious, I run my hand over my face, hoping to gain a little courage to get through this night.

She doesn’t want to know the true you. She would be disgusted. Keep it together, Banks.

With an exhale, I cut up the pizza and bring it out on the trivet followed by two root beers. I set the brown bottle in front of her, which makes that bright smile shine back up at me.

“I’m not going to lie, you’re making me swoon a little here, Bodi. Pizza and bottled root beer. You’re the hostess with the mostest.”

Swoon? If only she fucking knew the thoughts and foreign feelings running through me every time her big brown eyes focus on me, as if I’m the only man on this planet. Want to talk about taking my breath away? She’s fucking gold-medaling in that department.

“Just wait until dessert.” I wink while handing out the pizza.

Wink? I fucking winked? Who the hell is this winking person? Whoever he is, he’s charming the fuck out of Ruby, who can’t seem to stop smiling.

Shit, she’s so damn beautiful.

Her lips are full, plump, glossy. Her eyes speak her truth in bold brown waves and the slight crinkle of her nose when she’s unsure of something is so fucking adorable all I want to do is kiss it.

I want to kiss her.

Fucking badly.

I want to know what it feels like to be intimately entwined with someone so pure and true as her. I want to feel her warmth against my frigidness, get lost in the soft, silky feel of her skin and hold her as if she’s mine for the keeping.

Lifting a slice of the pizza, she pushes it toward me and waits. Confused, I ask, “Everything okay?”

“We need to cheers.”

“Our pizzas?” I ask, never once cheers-ing my food. Drinks, yes; food, no.

“Well of course, what else would we cheers?”

“Our drinks maybe?” I suggest with a shrug.

“And how boring is that?” Rolling her eyes, she picks up her root beer, cheers mine and takes a sip. “Ugh, so boring. No, we cheers our food.” Holding up her pizza again and encouraging me with her eyes, I do the same. “To good friends, good pizza, and . . . hmm, I feel like there needs to be three things we cheers to.” A girl after my own heart, three is such a great number. “To . . .”

“To not cheers-ing our drinks,” I add, hoping I don’t sound like a complete dipshit.

“Yes, to not cheers-ing our drinks.” She smiles broadly. I love her smile, especially how it lights up her whole face when she appreciates something I’ve done.

Carefully and very strangely we tap the tips of our pizzas together and then both take a bite at the same time. Once again, nerves flutter in my stomach as I wait for her reaction to the one and only creation I used to make for my mom so many years ago.

A low moan escapes her as she closes her eyes. She’s clearly enjoying the bite she took. Pride surges through me, once again. Mom would adore Ruby’s bright personality. It’s times like these I wish she and Dad were here. I really hope she would be proud of me.

“This is so good, Bodi. At first I was nervous about all the veggies but this crust is amazing, really crisp with a cheesy flavor. Where did you get it?”

And here is my little secret that will blow her mind.

“It’s actually ground-up cheese and cauliflower.”

“Cauliflower?” she asks in disbelief. “There is no way that is cauliflower.” She takes no time in turning the slice in her hand over to take a look at the crust. “How could this be cauliflower?”

“Veggies can do weird things.” I take another bite, loving my cauliflower pizza.

“Typical Bodi Banks. Skips the carbs for some kind of magical cauliflower crust. Where do you get your discipline?”

I shrug. “I guess I’ve just become accustomed to it.” More like obsessed but she doesn’t need to know that. My obsessive-compulsive personality has fixated on certain things: eating healthy, training, keeping the house impeccably clean, and locking the fucking doors . . . three times.

Taking another bite, she talks with her mouth full. For some reason, I find it adorable. “I wish I could become accustomed to eating veggies like you, but my body seems to enjoy a doughnut over a carrot.”

“Ah yes, I remember your love for doughnuts.”

“How do you . . .?” Her voice trails off as recognition falls over her face. “Ugh, that damn Lauren tempting me with a doughnut. I could still punch her tuna box. How humiliating. I’m sorry you had to see me sweat over a pastry like that.”

“It was impressive.” I chuckle.

Her mouth flies open in shock, the corners of her lips tipping up in mirth. “Are you making fun of me?”

“No, I’ve just never seen someone work that hard for a doughnut. Quite the accomplishment.”

“Oh my God.” She laughs and shoves my arm. “You’re making fun of me.”

“And showing up to a swim class in a two-piece?” I tsk her with a shake of my head.

“Hey.” She holds up her finger. “I showed you how it could be a one-piece.”

“Yes, who can forget the moose knuckle?” The horrified but fun-loving look on her face makes me laugh out loud, not just chuckle or *gulp* chortle. No, I laugh.

“I don’t know if I like this Joking-Bodi. He seems to remember too many incriminating things only to use them against me later.”

“Regular-Bodi would remember the same thing. At least Joking-Bodi is more fun to be around.”

Shit, why did I just say that?

“I like both Bodis,” Ruby says without skipping a beat and finishing off her pizza, putting me at ease once again.

The big question is, would she like the Bodi who left the door unlocked that eventually got his parents killed? Would she like the Bodi who obsesses over minute things? Would she like the Bodi who is emotionally detached?

My guess is no.  Up until now, she has been patient and kind toward me. She is probably like this with everyone, so I can’t think any more about it. But this is the first time I’ve made so much effort for someone. I’m not sure it is sustainable. Her acceptance or my effort.

The rest of dinner we discuss the foundation, our next steps, connecting with the national governing body for swimming to set up some paint stations while at training camp, and where we want to hold the event. Ruby has taken time out of her days to scope out some facilities and has narrowed it down to three places we will visit when I get back from trials. My schedule is too jam packed with training and scheduled appearances to fit them in before. Ruby talked Eva into getting her yuppy artist friends involved as well.

Overall, I’m really excited with what we have in the works. I’m pretty proud of what we’ve been able to come up with, and Eva seems to be just as proud.

After dessert—yes, I got to hear her “ooo” and “ahh” over my homemade healthy chocolate mousse—we headed into the living room where we both sat on the couch to finalize the last details of the gala.

“Champagne has to be served,” she counters.

“It doesn’t have to be served. We could save some money by not serving it.”

“Have you ever been to a gala before?”

Is she serious? “Ruby, Eva is my sister; of course I’ve been to a gala.”

She leans forward on the couch; there is a good four feet between us as I made it that way. I’m fucking self-conscious as hell when she’s too close, I don’t want her to see how nervous she makes me. Plus, if I was closer, I don’t know what I would do, probably something stupid like kiss her. “Have you ever seen—?”

A loud boom interrupts her sentence followed by two flashes of lightning and another boom, shaking my condo. Before Ruby can finish, a downpour of rain hits the roof, making conversation difficult.

“Jeeze.” Ruby cuddles into herself. “That was kind of scary.”

I want to tell her she can come hold my hand, maybe rest her head on my chest for comfort but I refrain. How fucking weird would that be if I offered her comfort? Pretty sure she would flee the condo straight into the eye of the storm. And I couldn’t bear that thought.

“I didn’t think the storm was going to be this bad,” I say, pulling my phone from my pocket and opening the weather app. The deafening alert sound coming from both our phones interrupts me.

“Flash floods and mud slides in the hills,” Ruby says, reading the alert. “Shoot. I should probably go so I can make it home before it gets really bad.”

Boom. Thunder erupts, putting an exclamation at the end of her sentence, scaring her even more. Hard rain pelting the windows and deck echoes through the room over the constant beat of the heavy downpour.

Turning to Ruby, I say, “You’re not going anywhere. You can stay here tonight.”

“Don’t be silly.” Boom. She flinches. “I will be fine.”

She stands and so do I. She’s not going anywhere, not in this storm. I would never forgive myself if something happened to her, and Eva would straight-up slaughter me if I let Ruby leave in this weather.

“It will ease up. I don’t want to put you out.”

Pulling up my weather app again, I look at the forecast and flip the screen in her direction. “It’s one hundred percent rain until two with a severe weather advisory.”

She bites on her index finger. “Uh, they always say that but it means nothing.”

A flash of lightning followed by a giant boom. The lights flicker, only to falter, turning the condo and all surrounding areas pitch black.

“You still going to go?” I ask her.

I can’t see her but I can hear her heavy breathing. “Uh, maybe I should stay here.”

Thankfully I have a small generator to maintain the alarm system and make sure it’s always on, especially in blackout situations like this. Blackouts are a thief’s Christmas. The generator also warms my water and that’s about it.

“Might be a good idea. Here, let me get a few candles. I will be right back.”

Before I can move, Ruby is at my side, holding onto my arm for dear life. “Please don’t leave me.”

She’s actually shaking. She’s scared. Fuck, what do I do? Do I put my arm around her? Pat her head and tell her it’s going to be okay? Ask her if she wants to make out in the dark? Option three she most definitely won’t want to do even though it’s my number one choice.

“Uh, okay. Do you want to come with me?”

“Pretty sure wherever you go right now, I will be right by your side.” Boom. She shudders, making my heart ache a little more.

What would my mom do right about now?

When I was younger, I was terrified of storms, especially big ones like this, where you feel like your house is going to fall apart from Mother Nature’s downpour. I would run into my mom and dad’s room, tug on her arm, tears in my eyes, and she would scoot to the middle, lift up the covers, and snuggle me into her chest.

How would Ruby feel about snuggling?

No, that’s massively inappropriate. We work together. She’s not your girlfriend. You don’t even want a girlfriend.

“Um, Bodi, are we just going to stand here in the dark or are you going to go get candles?”

“Yeah, sorry.” Perfect, fucking awkward again.

Guiding her with my phone’s flashlight, we walk down the dark hallway while lightning flashes illuminate the condo and thunder booms rattle the walls through the storm’s ferocity.

“This is fun.” She chuckles nervously. “Why do things always seem scarier in the dark during thunder storms?”

“Maybe it’s a feeling we never lose from childhood.”

I have a lot of those feelings, thunderstorms not being one of them.

“Maybe. Someone should make a movie about how beautiful thunderstorms are rather than trying to scare the bejeezus out of us with spinning doll heads, dark hallways, and lightning. Thunderstorms could be lovely if paired with a smiling cupcake. Can you picture it? A movie of a dancing cupcake full of rainbow sprinkles celebrating in a thunderstorm? Now that might change my mind.”

“Until the cupcake is zapped and barbequed on the spot.”

“Hey!” She laughs. “You can’t help but destroy all sugary confections, can you? A little frosting never hurt anyone.” She pokes my side and then shakes her finger. “Good Lord, man. What do you have under that shirt? Cast-iron muscles?”

“Definitely not frosting.” I grin and open the linen closet to pull out my emergency kit of candles. Los Angeles has occasional blackouts so it’s always good to be prepared.

I light a couple, hand one to her, and take her back to the living room where we both sit on the couch. Carrying the box forced me to miss the warmth of her touch, a touch I so desperately want back.

In the box there is a box of raisins—I have no clue why—a flashlight, and a pack of cards. Trying to not make things uncomfortable, I open the pack of cards and sheepishly look at her. “Want to play some cards?”

“Yeah!” Automatically she faces me on the couch, crosses her legs, and claps her hands together. “What do you want to play?”

“Go Fish?” I really have no depth when it comes to card games. I don’t even know poker, sad I know, but I was busy being a recluse growing up, only spending time in the pool and watching baseball.

She grimaces. Clearly not a fan of Go Fish. “How about Slap Jack?”

“What’s that?”

“You’ve never played?” Her eyes are wide, complete wonderment floating in them.

“Nope.” I shake my head.

“That’s a crime.” Grabbing the cards, she starts shuffling the deck. “It’s all about having fast reflexes. Think you can handle that?”

“Pretty sure.” I grin.

Tilting her head to the side, she studies me and then pokes the corner of my mouth with her index finger. “Hate to say it, Bodi, but your smile is crippling to all uteruses.”

“What?” I laugh, not sure how to take that comment.

“And that laugh too.” Without answering me, she shakes her head and starts dealing cards.

Was she flirting with me just now?

No, you idiot, she was paying you a compliment since you’re probably scowling like an angry bastard most of the time.

“The object of the game is to not be the first person to run out of cards. I’m going to divide the deck in half and once all the cards are dealt, we trade off putting cards down. If we see a jack, we have to slap it. The first one to slap the jack wins the pot of cards underneath.” With a prideful smirk she says, “As a warning, I’m very good at this game.”

“So it’s just slapping a jack, no skill?”

“There’s skill,” she says as if offended. “You have to have quick reflexes in this game, Mr. Banks. You might be able to stroke long through the water and propel yourself faster than others, but in this game it’s all about cat-like reflexes.” Like the adorable dork she is, she demonstrates said cat-like reflexes, moving her hand out real fast and then retracting it. “Think you can beat that speed? Check this out.” She does it a couple more times but now with sound effects, adding to the fucking adorable sweetness that radiates off her. “Huh, good right?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me.

“Devastatingly fast,” I tease.

“Just you wait, Banks. You’re going down. You have no idea who you’re up against.”

Looking at the sparkle in her eyes that hits me straight to my core, I know I’m up against a force too great for me to comprehend, too grand to undertake.

It fucking terrifies me.

 


Chapter Nine

RUBY

 

 

“You can’t do that.”

“Do what,” I ask, grabbing my pile of cards to add to my collection.

“Listen, I’ve been pretty lenient up until now with your cheating ways—”

“Cheating ways,” I scoff. “What on earth are you talking about?”

Facing me completely on the couch, Bodi looks so serious in the dim light of the lit candle. The only reason I can tell he’s accusing me in a teasing manner is by the slight quirk of his lips. The entire night has been almost a one-eighty from our first hang out in his condo. He’s more talkative—not nearly as talkative as me, I still have to drag things out of him—and he is joking. And . . . oh my God, that smile and laugh has made my stomach flip so many times. It’s truly a beautiful thing to see this complex and broken-down man look so relaxed . . . and light. Makes me want to ensure that light never extinguishes.

“You’re kidding, right? When you put your card down, you don’t move your hand, you just keep it there. How am I supposed to slap the jack if you’re not even giving me a chance?”

“I move my hand.”

“Does this look like moving your hand?” Imitating my card playing, he lays a card down and hovers his hand over it, never moving it away. Yes, that is my move and it’s very incriminating, but after seeing Bodi take the first handful of jacks with ease, I had to come up with something to save my drowning self.

Living in denial, I say, “I see nothing wrong with that.”

His eyebrows shoot up. “You don’t see how that’s cheating?”

“Cheating, no, smart tactics, yes.”

“Is that right?” Moving his head from side to side, stretching out his muscles, he shakes his arms and leans forward, cards propped up and ready to be laid down. “Two can play that way, Ruby.”

Oh God, he looks so serious, so intense; what was I thinking? He’s an Olympian, competition runs thick in his blood. I am seriously scared for my slap-jack skills.

“What are you waiting for? Put your card down.”

It’s almost as if he’s salivating over this game. Why do I find it so cute? Is there something wrong with me?

“You’re looking a little intense and—”

A flash of lightning brightens the room, followed by a roar of thunder, scaring me once again. “Maybe we should call it a night.”

Leaning back, he tosses the cards to the center and smirks. “I see how you are, quit while you’re ahead once I call you out. I get it. Well played, Ruby.”

“That’s not it at all,” I backpedal, even though he sees right through me. “I don’t want to keep you up. I’m sure you need to rest to take down the pound of kale you have in your fridge.”

“Half a pound,” he corrects with a grin. Fainting, yes. I’m practically fainting. “Let me get you a toothbrush so you can get ready for bed. Do you need water or anything?”

“I’m good.”

“All right.” He’s standing now, sticking his hands in his pockets as the rain pelts against his expansive wall of windows. “I’ll take the couch. I washed my sheets today, so my bed is clean.”

I pack up the cards and shake my head. “You can’t take the couch.”

“Ruby, I’m not the kind of guy who’s going to make a girl sleep on the couch. I might be socially unaware of some things, but I know it’s not proper to make a girl sleep on the couch when there is a perfectly fine bed in the other room.”

Not liking the way he puts himself down, I say, “You’re not socially unaware. Don’t say that.”

Shrugging it off, I see that light in his eyes start to fizzle as he backs away from me. He’s retreating; it’s plain as day. He can be warm. I bet not many get to see this kind, gentle warmth, and I’m thankful I have tonight. But I don’t want it to go yet. I want him back.

“I’ll get that toothbrush for you.” He starts to walk away, but I quickly grab his hand and spin him around.

I want to lecture him about how amazing he is, what a kind and soulful person he is, but I know the compliments will roll off him like the rain rolling down the windows of his condo. He needs to be in a better frame of mind, a more accepting frame of mind when I compliment him. Instead, I put myself out there.

“You can’t sleep on the couch.”

“Ruby . . .”

“No.” I press my hand against his chest and search his face. My palm is against his heart, and I feel his fast heartbeat. Is he nervous because of me, or because he doesn’t like to be touched? He isn’t pulling away, and if he didn’t want me touching him, he would pull away. So I hold strong. “Look, this is going to sound really stupid, and I have absolutely no ulterior motives, but I’m in a strange place with a storm that doesn’t plan on going anywhere. Please don’t make me sleep alone in there. I promise to keep my distance. I just . . .” I pause, biting my bottom lip. “I’m scared.”

The crease in his brow unfurrows from my confession. There is agony in his eyes as he weighs his options. I can tell by the way his eyes search mine this is a tough decision for him, and I can’t figure out why. Am I so repulsive that he’s horrified about the mere idea of sharing a bed with me? Does he think I’m going to be super clingy and try to spoon him all night?

That’s embarrassing if that’s what he thinks. If only I could be privy to his innermost thoughts.

“Okay, yeah, I don’t want you to be scared. Here.” He takes my hand, grabs the candle, and takes me back to his room.

Did you see that, he grabbed my hand. MY. HAND.

“Let me get you a toothbrush and a hand towel. Do you need soap for your makeup?”

“That would be great, thank you.” For someone so closed off to people, he is one of the most considerate men I’ve ever known.

“While you get ready for bed, I’ll clean up the living room. Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah.” Another loud clap of thunder booms off the walls, making me shrink. I might be a baby but I can’t help it. When thunder is that loud, to the point you’re afraid your home is going to fall apart, that’s scary, I don’t care who you are.

“I’ll be quick.”

And quick he is. I finish washing my face when he appears at the bathroom door. Taking in my freshly washed face, he grins but says nothing. Instead he reaches over me, takes his toothbrush, and carefully applies the perfect amount of toothpaste. Capping the tube, he puts it back exactly where he found it, parallel with the counter. Interesting.

Wanting to give him some privacy, I dry off the wet counter, check my teeth in the mirror one more time, and leave him to his bathroom. I want to see his ritual. I want to watch his meticulous movements and his calculated placement of his possessions.

Instead I sit on the edge of the bed, not quite sure if he has a particular side preference.

The candle that was once in the bathroom is now carried to his walk-in closet where he shuts the door. I’m assuming he’s changing, and I’m kind of giddy to find out what kind of jam jams he plans on wearing.

Please let them be American flags. Please let them be American flags.

Popping out of the closet, I nearly choke on my own saliva from seeing him in nothing but a pair of Nike shorts that ride low on his hips.

Now, I really shouldn’t be so turned on by his body. Hell, I can look at it whenever I want thanks to the Internet, but there is something about being in the dark with him, in his bedroom with only a flickering candle lighting up his abs. Yup, I am in full-on lust mode.

Cringing slightly, he says, “Shit, I didn’t even think about what to wear to bed. Are you okay with this?”

I wave him off, totally light and breezy, not wanting to mess with his routine, which I know is important to him. “As long as you don’t mind me taking off these sweatpants. They’re comfy and all but they’re a little bulky for bed and this shirt is big enough to be a nightgown on me. Is that okay?”

He actually looks pained from my question but he nods.

Jeeze, it’s not like once I take my pants off dragons are going to pop out of my vagina and start biting at his ankles. Oh God, what if he’s afraid my moose knuckle is going to whack him in the middle of the night?

No, I don’t have a moose knuckle. That was just an unfortunate coincidence.

“Do you have a side you like to sleep on?” The rain is starting to come down harder and thunder continues to roll through the sky.

“The right side,” he says curtly.

Fun-Bodi has retreated, and Mr. Cranky Pants is back. What a joy. Is it really because I asked him not to leave me alone? If that’s the case, I would rather be alone than anger him. I like fun, joking-Bodi, not this cold, stand-offish Bodi. I shouldn’t think that, because I was attracted to him even when he was reticent and aloof. But having seen a warmer side of him, his terse rejection stings. Is it because I was scared? Or is he simply so repulsed by me?

“I think I might take the couch. Seems like you need your space. I have taken up your night, and you must be sick of me by now. Sorry about that.”

My confession brings his eyes to mine, the dark of the night reveals nothing on his stoic face. “No, just take the left side.”

Wow, so warm and welcoming.

Treading carefully, I answer, “Listen Bodi, I don’t want to step on your toes. I know you have your routine, and I don’t want to mess that up. I can tell you are a little tense right now, and despite feeling grateful to stay the night, I don’t want to overstep my boundaries.”

Tension rests in his shoulders as he runs his hand through his hair, making it stick up on all ends. “I’m not tense.” He breathes out a heavy breath and stares at the floor as he speaks. “You’re good to stay with me. I don’t want you to be scared.” He pauses and takes another deep breath. I know that look. It’s like the look I saw in my apartment when he was worried about the door being unlocked. My heart reaches out to him. I can tell this is hard for him. “Please get in bed. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable.”

“Oh gosh.” I go to his side of the bed and take his hand in mine, capturing it. “You didn’t make me uncomfortable at all. I really didn’t want to step on your toes but if you’re okay with it, I would really like the company. I’m such a wuss.” I try to laugh it off, but he’s still in his retreating mode.

“Climb in then.” He nods at the bed.

Simple as that, just climb in, as if he’s not just standing in front of me, shirtless with his toned and shapely shoulders that lead to the nicest arms I’ve ever seen, followed by his rock-hard chest and valley of abs.

Don’t mind if I do.

Smiling awkwardly, because that’s what this has become—a very awkward moment—I climb in on his side but work my way to the left to give him his space, making sure not to give him a view of my boy-short clad ass.

Cool sheets cover my legs and the pillowy soft top of his mattress sucks me in. Is this what money gets you? A bed made by pink unicorns who pluck only the finest materials from the clouds?

“What’s that?” Bodi asks, lying down and facing me. One of his hands rests under his pillow while the other rests in front of him and his eyes are intent on mine.

My rapid heartbeat is making it difficult for the air in my lungs to escape. He’s so gorgeous, yet so destructive at the same time.

“Did I say something?” I ask, getting in the same position so now we look like two gossiping girls at a sleepover.

“Sounded like you muttered something about unicorns.”

“Did I say that out loud?” My face flames with embarrassment. Thank God it’s dark and he can’t see the color change in my face.

“I guess so. What were you saying?”

“Just that your bed feels like it was made by pink unicorns plucking fluff from only the most pristine clouds.”

He chuckles. “So you like my bed?”

“It’s very comfortable.”

“I’m glad you like it.” His voice is low, almost like . . . he’s embarrassed from the compliment. Has he hosted many lady lovers in this bed?

“Do you have practice tomorrow?” I ask, wanting to continue this conversation, this moment in the dark where I catch glimpses of his handsome face from flashes of lightning.

“Day off.”

Uh-oh, short-answer Bodi is in tow. I’m going to have to break that.

“Day off, huh? That must be nice.” Shifting just a little closer but not making it noticeable, just a little more intimate, I ask, “What does Bodi Banks do on his day off?”

Silence fills the room as the subtle creak of his bed sounds and the mattress dips slightly. Did he . . . did he just move closer?

Warmth threads through my veins from the proximity of his free hand next to mine. He’s close, so close that if I reached out just a little, we could be holding hands in bed while looking each other in the eyes. Would he want to hold hands with me? He’s given me zero indication if he actually thinks I’m attractive or just an annoying coworker he has to put up with.

A part of me wants to believe he finds me somewhat attractive. I mean, I brush my hair and teeth, so that should give me some points in the attractive column, right?

BOOM

The windows above Bodi’s bed rattle, the condo shakes once again, and my heart jumps in my throat from the powerful storm that refuses to let up.

“It’s okay,” Bodi says, just as his free hand connects with mine. Before I can consider the soft touch of his fingers on my skin, he grips my hand with his, matching our palms together, his thumb running along mine in a gentle, soothing stroke.

Every inch of my body tingles, becoming well aware of the effect he has on me. He makes me want more, he makes me yearn for something I’m not sure he wants.

Needing a conversation so I don’t hear my beating heart roar above the storm, I ask, “Are you excited about the upcoming trials?”

He seems a little shocked from the question, and I fear he might pull his hand away. But he doesn’t. He continues to hold it, leaving me with a feeling of absolute peace.

“Trials are the worst,” he confesses. “No one really likes them. They are a hump you have to get over to get on the team. You could be the best in the world but one bad day can hand you a ticket back home with no Olympic rings set for your future.”

“So I take that as a no.”

“That’s a no. I will be happy when they are over.”

“Does that make you nervous?”

He doesn’t answer right away. What could he possibly be thinking? Is he mad I’m asking too many questions? He has his limits, and I’m trying to find out what they are. I pray I didn’t hit one.

After a moment of silence, he says, “I don’t think nervous is the right word. I’m confident in my skills, in my training, in my mental game; those are all factors I can control, but there is always something I can’t control, which doesn’t sit well with me.”

There is so much I want to know. I want to ask about his need to control, about his parents, why he’s so adamant about keeping things a certain way, about his obsession of locking everything, but I haven’t earned that privilege yet and if I ask too early, he will distance himself for good. He’s already teetering on the brink of accepting me into his little world. I don’t want to do anything to jeopardize my chances of being accepted.

“That’s frustrating. At least you have a grip on what you can control. You will do great. I know you will.”

“I believe so.”

It’s one of the first times I’ve actually heard him talk positively about himself, and it’s refreshing.

“So you never answered my question.”

“What question is that?” His voice is low, almost sultry, but I know he’s not doing it on purpose to entice me. He sounds more relaxed, which I can relate to thanks to the little thumb strokes he’s making on my hand, easing the tension in my body from the storm.

“What do you do on your days off?”

“Nothing spectacular. I’m pretty boring actually,” he admits. “Pay bills, do laundry, catch up on anything I’ve missed during the week, answer fan mail, and hang out at the club offering free lessons to whoever is there that day.”

“You don’t have a personal assistant?”

“I don’t trust anyone to do my things for me.”

And right there, that’s a little window into his world. He doesn’t trust anyone besides the ones closest to him. I know the only reason he trusts me to work on the foundation is because of Eva. Am I in his inner circle? I don’t think so, but I’m getting pretty damn close.

At least I hope I am.

“What do you do?” he asks, pulling the attention away from himself.

“I don’t pay bills and answer fan mail if that’s what you were wondering.”

Chuckling quietly, he says, “Oh yeah, fan mail is answered on Mondays for you, right?”

“Only with my pink gel pen. If I don’t have my pink gel pen, then no fan mail.”

“You’re ruthless.”

“I have my standards,” I joke.

“Do you ever think about selling your art?”

I cringe. “Would anyone even want to buy my art, is the question. It’s not much. I play more with color than anything.”

“I think it’s something,” Bodi replies, still caressing my hand.

Seriously, my heart is about to explode in my chest.

“Thank you, but I don’t plan on having my own gala. I paint more for therapy.”

“Eva did the same thing growing up,” Bodi says almost absentmindedly.

“The reason for the foundation—art and sports—outlets that shaped who you both are today.”

“Yeah,” he sighs, not fully agreeing with me.

It’s obvious I struck another chord with him, one I don’t want to cross so I switch gears again. “If you could cheat on your little lettuce and kale diet, what would you eat?”

“I like lettuce and kale,” he says, brightening up again.

I look around the room, and then whisper, “You know it’s just us, you don’t have to lie, it’s okay if you hate eating shrubs every day.”

He laughs and I commit the sound to memory. “Honestly, I really do like kale and lettuce, but if I had to go outside the crisper in my fridge, I would say Double Stuf Oreos. Well, any kind of Oreos really but Double Stuf are my favorite.”

For some reason I thought he was going to say something manly like buffalo wings, or a five-pound burrito, but Mr. I-Don’t-Eat-Sweets has shocked the hell out of me with his little Oreo answer. Why do I find it so adorable? Why does the image of Bodi with a package of Oreos in front of him make me melt inside? I can picture it so vividly, him twisting the two cookies apart and eating the filling. It’s so cute it sends a pang straight to my heart.

“Oreos, huh? That’s kind of adorable, Bodi.”

“Adorable?” he lightly sneers. “How is that adorable? I said Double Stuf, that’s a manly cookie.”

Reaching up, I pat him on his stubbled cheek. “Oh Bodi, Double Stuf Oreos are not a manly cookie. Double Stuf Oreos were specifically engineered by Nabisco for raging pregnant woman and for those of us riding the red tide into Crampsville, but you’re cute for thinking otherwise.”

He ponders that for a second. “But they’re double stuffed.”

“With frosting. It’s not like they are double stuffed with a half-pound of bison meat.”

“So they’re not manly?” His lips quirk up as he asks.

“Not so much.”

“Damn.” He chuckles quietly. “Despite being labeled as a hormonal woman, I will stick with my answer. What about you? What’s your diet breaker?”

Frowning, I answer, “Bodi, come on, the only reason I work out is so I can have my daily intake of doughnuts, pie, or cookies. But if I have to pick one thing I hypothetically would eat to cheat on my so-called diet, I would have to say Funfetti cupcakes with Rainbow Chip frosting.”

“Good choice. I remember having those as a kid.”

“A kid? I call that my Friday night, but you have to use the Betty Crocker Rainbow Chip frosting, not the Pillsbury crap.”

“What’s the difference?” Bodi asks the same time lightning flashes through the room followed by a burst of thunder. I’m too upset by his question to be too startled. Still, he grips my hand tighter.

“What’s the difference? Oh my God, Bodi! That’s like asking what’s the difference between a regular Oreo and a vanilla one. There is a huge difference. Betty Crocker, that magnificent bitch, put the sprinkle chips inside the icing while Pillsbury, the lazy asshole, separates the sprinkles for you to put on yourself, giving you absolutely no wonderment if you’re going to be delighted with a little sprinkle chip or not.”

Cringing, he says, “I think I’ve only had the Pillsbury kind.”

“That’s obnoxious. Absolutely obnoxious. What kind of man has never had rainbow chip frosting on a Funfetti cupcake? You know what? I can’t stay here.” Joking, I start to get up but Bodi stops me with one pull of my hand, bringing me even closer to his heat.

“You can’t go; you might drown in the flooding waters. We all know you can’t swim your way out of a gutter.”

“Hey,” I say with a mocking horrified look. “I can doggy paddle just fine.”

“Doggy paddle will get you nowhere, Rubes.”

Rubes.

Yup, that little nickname just made my heart thump harder, my toes tingle faster, and a deep ache take place down below. Not to mention how close we are lying. So close that if I stretched just a little more with my body, I would be able to easily lean in and kiss him.

What would he do if I kissed him? Would he kiss me back? Would he palm my face and put an arm-length distance between us while dry heaving? The latter would literally force me to become a nun.

I want to ask why he’s still holding my hand, why we are so close right now. I want to ask, like the little school girl I am, if he likes me. Not just as a friend, but if he likes me as a lover.

Lover? Is that the right word? Sounds so Madge and Ken like. Hello, this is my lover—said in creepy seductive voice.

Let’s not go with lover, let’s say if he likes me as a lady. Hmm . . . nope, don’t like that either. How about if he feels as though I’m worthy enough for him to stick his tongue in my mouth. Yes, I like that. Is my mouth worthy of your mouth? Does your tongue want to play house with mine? How about your penis? Is it looking for a home in my vagina?

Maybe that’s going a little far.

Bodi’s long yawn pulls me out of my thoughts. “Are you getting tired?” I ask. It’s kind of obvious; he is if he’s yawning.

“Long day. What about you?”

“Yeah, I guess so.”

Silence falls between us and just when I think he’s asleep, he says, “Ask me another question.”

I smile to myself. What he doesn’t know is I can play this game with him all night, so he has no clue what he’s asking of me.

“Another question? Okay, what’s your favorite sport other than swimming?”

“Easy.” He smiles, his knee connecting with mine. We are so close to cuddling that I almost can’t breathe. It’s taking everything in me not to throw my body at him and bury my head in the nook of his neck. “Baseball.”

“Oh duh, I knew that. The Oakland A’s, right?”

“Yeah. Growing up, my room was decked out in Oakland memorabilia. I still have some of it packed in storage. I can watch baseball all day.”

“It’s such a shame,” I say, shaking my head.

Confusion laces his face. “What is?”

“That you’re an A’s fan.”

“Why?” He sits up slightly, his face hovering over mine. God, even in the dark of the storm I can see his muscles ripple in his chest as he moves to get a better look at me. “What team do you like?”

I smirk and say, “If my hand was free right now, I would be flapping my Angels wings.”

And just like that, he releases me and grips his head as he falls flat on the bed. The warmth from him dissipates and leaves me feeling cold inside, but I’m not too bothered by it because for one of the first times ever, I get to see an animated Bodi. A Bodi who actually is enjoying himself, who’s showing his true colors, and I love every second of it.

I feel honored I can bring that part of his personality out.

“No. You are not an Angels fan. Please tell me you’re kidding.”

I prop myself up on my elbow to get a better look at the agony in his face. “I’m afraid so.”

“Why?” he asks through his hands, muffling his voice.

“It was 1994, Tony Danza and Danny Glover graced the big screen in one of the most epic sports movies of all time.”

Sitting up to meet my eyes, he gives me an incredulous look. “Are you trying to pass off Angels in the Outfield as cinematic brilliance?”

“I am. Do you not agree?”

It’s obvious he doesn’t agree but I love playing around with him. Actually, I’ve come to crave that with him. To see that smirk, to hear that chuckle, to see the change in his facial expressions—it’s addicting. And I suspect not many others see this side of Bodi Banks. So, I also feel privileged.

“Rubes, that movie is fucking embarrassing with the wing flapping and horrible baseball playing. Joseph Gordon-Levitt should have shame for partaking in that film.”

I study him, really give him a once-over and place my hand on my hip. “Bodi, do you believe in angels?”

“Are you quoting the movie?” His grin is turning into a full smile.

Drool worthy!

“I don’t know, can you hear inspirational music in the background and see a poor little foster kid flapping his arms in the stands, a look of pure determination on his face, hoping and praying that the manager, George Knox, believes his story about angels guiding his team to win the pennant?” I poke his side. “Well, do you?”

“I can’t handle you right now.” A full-on laugh escapes him as he turns to face me, rolling his eyes and gripping my hand in his once again. “An Angels fan. Just my luck.”

Just my luck.

Those three words give me hope, hope that he might actually like me, that he might open up to me more and give me an exclusive spot in his inner circle. And right now, I crave that.

Tonight may have started with intentions of working on the foundation, but instead, it’s ending with the development of something more than a friendship. At least that’s how I feel.

Friends don’t hold hands in bed.

Friends don’t stare you in the eyes with such a powerful force that flip your insides.

Friends don’t inch closer and closer to you during a thunderstorm, so close that your knees touch.

He might be closed off, and he might be short with me, but his body language is telling me an entirely different story. His body language is speaking loud and clear; he wants more than friendship.

***

The pitter-patter of rain against a skylight wakes me from a deep slumber. A grey dim of light fills the room, morning barely poking through the continuous storm that hasn’t stopped overnight. Feeling out of sorts, I take in my surroundings.

Soft bed.

Cool, silky sheets.

Monotone colors.

Behemoth of a man wrapped around me.

Bare hand spanning the width of my stomach.

Wait, what?

Catching my bearings, I carefully look down and see Bodi’s body wrapped around mine, his hand barely up my shirt—just enough to be gripping my stomach—and his wonderfully handsome face is buried in my hair.

Bodi Banks is one hundred percent spooning me. Not only is he spooning me, but his hand is up my shirt, and he’s glued to my back, to the point that it almost feels like I’m his lifeline.

I’m not going to lie. I’m a cuddler. It’s intimate, it soothes the soul, and it’s a way to connect with another human being without pulling down your pants to let your privates meet up and have a party.

The question is, where do I go from here? Does he know he’s cuddling me? He looks at peace, which seems to be something he doesn’t find very often.

Before I can get too comfortable, the distinct sound of his alarm starts to beep and I hear his front door opening.

What was once a comfortable cocoon of Bodi muscles and warmth has turned completely cold as Bodi shoots out of bed, bare chest heaving in panic, his eyes wide with absolute terror in them.

He looks down at me but doesn’t quite register what I’m doing in his bed.

Instead, he looks frantic with his hands gripping his head, his eyes wide and wandering, and his chest falling heavily as he sneaks around the bed, tiptoeing to his door.

“Bodi, I let myself in. Hope you don’t mind,” Eva calls out.

A tidal wave of relief washes over Bodi; he visibly relaxes hearing his sister’s voice.

“Are you still in bed? I brought your favorite bran muffins. You know the ones that have zero taste at all. Rise and—”

Her words are cut short when she bursts through his door, a pink bakery box in one hand and a Styrofoam cup of coffee in the other. Frozen in bed, I lie there, clothed in Bodi’s Team USA T-shirt, with a bare-chested Bodi only a few inches away from the bed.

“Oh dear.” Quickly turning around, she says her apologies and retreats, giggling.

Yes . . . giggling.

I’m mortified. Completely and utterly mortified. And we didn’t do anything. Yes, we held hands and yes, Bodi’s hand was under my shirt at one point in time, but nothing happened.

“Fuck,” Bodi mutters, taking a quick glance at me and then sprinting after his sister.

Oh, this is awkward. This is so very, very awkward. What do I do? Lie here and wait to be called out to join the party of tasteless bran muffins? Do I call from the bedroom that nothing happened and how awkward I’m feeling—that seems like a Ruby thing to do. Or do I slip on the oversized sweatpants and sneak out quickly?

Right about now, the last option seems like the best idea. I would like to save face and sneaking out seems like the best way to do that.

Needing to act on my plan, I quickly retreat from the most comfortable bed ever and head to the bench where I folded up the sweatpants from last night, but I pause when I hear Bodi and Eva talking.

“What the hell are you doing?” Bodi practically yells, jolting me upright.

“What the hell am I doing? Better question is what the hell are you doing?” Eva says in a more even tone, stern, but controlled. Not frantic like Bodi.

“It’s not what you think,” Bodi says. True, very true. I can only imagine what Eva might be thinking.

“Kind of looks like you slept with Ruby last night.” I wish I could see Eva’s face right now. From what Eva and Lauren have hinted at, I wouldn’t think they would be opposed to something happening between Bodi and me, so it would be nice to read Eva’s features rather than only the tone of her voice. Is she mad?

“I didn’t sleep with her,” Bodi responds, aggravation clear in his voice.

“Shall I go back in your room and double-check? Pretty sure I didn’t see a Ruby mirage in there.”

She must be walking toward the bedroom because I hear Bodi’s bare feet pad across the floor, followed by him saying, “Don’t fucking go in there. Yes, she stayed the night but nothing happened.”

“Oh really?” Now Eva’s pressing him, pushing his buttons, buttons I wouldn’t dare push because I think she’s over his threshold and treading on dangerous explosive territories.

“Yes, really,” he grits out. Yup, he’s not a happy camper. “You can’t just walk in here whenever you want without letting me know. You . . .” he pauses, and in my mind I see him wracking his brains for the right words, “you scared the shit out of me, Eva.”

My heart splits in half, splinters right down the center from the almost boyish way Bodi admits his fear.

“I sent you a text, Bodi. Maybe if you weren’t in the middle of getting frisky with your foundation partner—”

“Jesus,” Bodi roars. “Nothing fucking happened between us. She came over to work on the foundation. She was soaking wet from the rain. I let her borrow clothes and since the storm was so bad, I did the gentlemanly thing and told her she could crash here instead of waiting in the rain for the bus that was never going to show up.”

“Then why were you sharing a bed? There is a perfectly good couch in your living room.” Eva doesn’t sound mad now, more amused than anything, as if she’s trying to get Bodi to admit something.

“She was scared, so scared that she was trembling at one point. I wasn’t going to make her sleep in a strange place by herself. Believe me, nothing happened and nothing is going to happen, Eva. Ruby is not my type. She’s just an acquaintance, a coworker, someone who’s helping with the foundation, nothing more. So, drop it.”

Ouch.

Just an acquaintance, a coworker? Someone he’s working on the foundation with? Is that all I really am to him? Nothing more? Not even a friend? I would at least consider us friends if nothing else.

I guess my perceptions of last night were completely off-base, leaving me feeling humiliated and embarrassed for thinking someone like Bodi Banks would be interested in me.

What little hope I had for Bodi and me has now been taken away and replaced with a ball of emptiness. Not wanting to be here any longer than I have to, I secure the sweats, tying the drawstring tightly, and head to the main living space.

I don’t make eye contact. I don’t even say hi to Eva who stopped mid-sentence when she saw me walk out of the bedroom. The condo is silent, as neither Bodi or Eva make a sound. All I feel is their eyes watching me. In the half-bath off the entryway, I retrieve my clothes, which are still damp, and my rain jacket. In the entryway, my purse and foundation papers are perfectly placed on a side table, typical Bodi. I pick them up, take a deep breath, and without turning around say, “I will be sure to return the clothes during our next meeting.”

“Ruby,” Eva calls out, but I ignore her because for some reason, there is a big ball in my throat.

I can’t stay any longer without making a scene so I let myself out, not caring about triggering his alarm system. The faster I can get away, the better.

“Ruby,” Bodi calls from his doorway, still shirtless. “Wait.”

I don’t turn to look at him, I can’t. He will see my eyes watering, and I don’t want him to see what a pathetic mess I am right now. I need to stay strong. I need to be the coworker he sees me as.

“I will call you about our next meeting,” I say just as the doors ding and open.

“Ruby,” he calls one last time but I’m instantly pressing the close door button, willing it to shut before he can stop the doors from closing.

Lucky for me, he doesn’t catch up.

Leaning my head against the elevator wall, I look up at the ceiling as tears fall down my cheeks. I had finally felt I was connecting with someone how I wanted to. I know he doesn’t adapt easily to new people in his life, but I had felt so much closer to him last night.  Not only does he not see me that way, but he was very insistent he would never see me that way. Was that me or was that him? Right now, I think it is all me. He’d been horrified when he’d looked down and seen me in his bed. What was such a wonderful night has turned into one hell of a crappy morning. Not sure how to come back from this one.

 

 


Chapter Ten

BODI

 

 

Fuck.

FUCK!

A slow clap starts up behind me as I lock up my apartment door. “Well done, asshole. I’m really impressed. Not only did you insult her, you most likely jabbed her in the heart with your perfectly sharpened knife. And then, you didn’t even chase after her.”

“Shut the fuck up, Eva,” I snap, unsure what to do.

This is all new to me. Every last second of it. I’ve been intimate with women. I’ve had sex but it’s always been physical, just something to do. I’ve never once been emotionally intimate with someone until Ruby came along.

Last night, fuck, it was so unexpected. I was very apprehensive at first, not sure if I would be able to handle having her in my condo while I went through my nighttime routine, but instead of her following me around, watching me double-check everything, she tended to herself in the bathroom, giving me just enough time to get my anxiety on an even keel so I could act normal around her.

As if normal is easy for me around her. There is no normal, really. I’m a ball of nerves whenever she’s in the room, always wondering if I’m going to show my true self, the battered man that I am. I’m calculating every one of my moves, preparing myself for the worst, making sure I’m always on guard, never once letting one of my idiosyncrasies slip. It’s tiring and last night, being with her for so long, I was just waiting for that moment when I let down my guard, where I slip up and freak the fuck out over something so minute and small that any other person would think I was losing my goddamn mind.

But it never happened. I never lost control. It was quite the opposite. I was able to relax and enjoy myself. I felt free, liberated, as if I’m not hiding this dark secret, this all-consuming hatred for myself and every obsessive-compulsive trait I possess.

This morning, waking up to her in my arms—which astounded me as I have no recollection of moving closer to her during the night—fuck it was priceless, a feeling I would never be able to get again. Her body was warm, welcoming, trusting, addicting. From the press of her ass against my stomach to the sweet smell of her hair, she doesn’t make me feel afraid. She puts me at ease, makes my heart even its erratic behavior.

I’m a total fuck-up.

Gripping my hair, I sit on the couch and rest my elbows on my knees, facing total defeat.

The couch dips next to me. “What’s going on, Bodi?”

Twisting my head just enough so I can see my sister—whose timing was epically bad—I say, “You should have called.”

She sighs. “Bodi, you know I don’t call all the time. You can’t rely on a phone call all the time. You have to know the people who are entering your condo are the people you trust. And I love you, Bodi, but you can’t blame this on me. This isn’t the first time I’ve brought you muffins in the morning.”

“I know.” Fuck I’m so aggravated and at a loss right now. “I just, fuck, I just got caught off guard with everything.”

“Want to start from the beginning?”

“Not really.”

“Can I ask you something and you not get all brotherly mad and irritated at me?” I know what her question is going to be so I nod. “Do you like her, Bodi?”

I don’t even have to think about it, and there is no way I can hide it anymore. She’s flipped my entire process, my tightly controlled world, upside down. “I do.”

A little, and I mean little, giddy squeal comes from Eva, who then quickly calms herself. I’m waiting for the “I told you so” but apparently she has gained some self-control and holds back. “Does she know?”

“Obviously not after what transpired this morning.” Leaning back on the sofa, slouching in my seat, I grip my forehead out of pure hatred for myself. “She’s more than just a coworker to me, Eva. She’s a friend, someone I feel comfortable talking to, someone I trust. But she doesn’t fucking know that because I was so flustered and out of my mind this morning I flipped and made an ass of myself.”

“You sure did.” She doesn’t sugarcoat it as she crosses her legs and sips her coffee. “I mean, you really did a number this morning. I don’t think I’ve ever seen something so disastrous in person. It was quite impressive.”

“Will you shut the fuck up? Christ, Eva.”

That garners a laugh from her. “Come on, you have to kind of laugh about it, Bodi. You can’t go about your life so serious all the time.”

“How the fuck do you expect me to laugh about this? I hurt Ruby, and I didn’t mean to. She sprinted out of here, never making eye contact. It’s gutting me that I did that to her. So you can’t blame me for not being in a laughing kind of mood.”

“I can understand that, but this is fixable, Bodi.”

“How so? She barely tolerates me as it is. This was probably the final nail in the coffin for me.”

“She doesn’t barely tolerate you, Bodi. If she barely tolerated you she wouldn’t have stayed last night.”

“She didn’t have an option last night. The roads were flooded. Fuck, Eva. Almost every time I’ve been around the girl I’ve been on the verge of having an episode, of freaking out about something, and she notices. There’s no hiding it when I’m around her. She knows I’m not normal—”

“No one is fucking normal, Bodi, so stop using that as an excuse.”

“Don’t give me that shit, Eva. You know what I mean when I say normal. Someone who can live comfortably in their house without obsessively cleaning and checking everything to make sure it’s all in place. Someone who can have a thoughtful conversation with another human being without constantly trying to remember social cues. Someone who doesn’t have to live so rigidly by a day-to-day structure.”

“We all do that. We all possess those behaviors, but it just depends on how extreme they are in each case. Do you think it’s easy for me to carry on a conversation with strangers at an art showing and explain why I always have a heavy hand when using the color red? I have the same issues as you, Bodi. I’ve just put myself out there more. You’re still living in this dark hole—”

“You weren’t the one who fucking killed them,” I shout. “It’s easier for you to move on.”

“You did not kill our parents, Bodi. You were not the psychopath with a gun. No matter whether the door was locked or not, he would have found a way in.” She has told me this over and over, but it isn’t true. It’s my fault. It’s my fault. It’s my fault.

“Yeah, and I gave him a golden ticket to our parents’ room.”

Eva stands and shakes her head. “I can’t keep fucking doing this with you. When are you ever going to forgive yourself for what happened?”

“Never,” I say softly, shutting my eyes to ward off the tears that threaten to spill over.

Releasing a long exhale, Eva picks up her purse and plops the box of muffins on my lap. “Have a good day off, Bodi. I will talk to you later.”

Fuck. Now I’ve upset Eva. Have a good day off. As if I could have a fucking good day. Fuck. Me. I feel so desperate, so unsure. I don’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do with the grief of my parents’ death. No, I can never forgive myself. I don’t know what to do about Ruby. Rubes. I’ll never get to call her that again. I’m a fucking asshole just like Eva said.

Clenching my eyes shut, I call after her just before she reaches the door. In a near whisper, I ask, “What do I do about Ruby?”

“What do you want to do about her? Do you actually want to live the life you’ve been blessed with or do you want to continue to throw it away?”

Not wanting to get all philosophical with her, I say, “I want to make sure her feelings aren’t hurt. I want to apologize.”

“Well then, apologize.”

“It’s not that easy for me. Please, Eva.”

Those two little words said in my rough, regretful voice has her turning around and sitting back down on the couch.

“You’re not being fair. You know I can’t walk out on you when you’re like this.”

Through my hands, I tilt my head to look at her. I know I look like a ragged fuck right now, a desperate man, and that’s why I’m hoping she will school me in apologies. I’m not an idiot, I know how to say sorry, but not in this kind of context to a woman I’m actually interested in.

“What do you want to accomplish with this apology?”

“Shit, I don’t know.” I rub my head and open the muffin box. The bran and wheat smell is overpowering. I must be the only one who enjoys it. “I want her to not be mad at me. I want her to talk to me, to maybe be my friend.”

“Do you want anything more than that?”

“Of course I do.” I bite into a muffin, not really enjoying it, but if I don’t eat something my metabolism is going to eat my own damn stomach. “But there are so many complications that come with extending any kind of relationship with Ruby beyond friendship. I have so much fucking baggage, Eva, and I don’t think she would be willing to stick around when she sees it all. And fuck, I’m awkward.”

“She is aware.”

“She is?” My head snaps up. “She told you I was awkward?” Shit, that’s embarrassing. Like I do with all people apart from Coach, Eva, and Lauren, I have developed an effective and practiced façade of cool and calm. And with Ruby, I’ve tried even harder so she doesn’t see me as some awkward piece of crap who doesn’t know how to talk to a girl.

“No.” Eva chuckles, not helping the rapid increase of my heartbeat. “But she’s been around you long enough to know you’re awkward. Come on, you were awkward at the coffee house. I know you try hard not to be, but there are times you show it and that’s okay. It’s endearing, makes you seem human and not like some uptight Olympian who has no desire to talk to anyone.”

“Does she think that of me?”

“NO!” Eva answers, exasperated. “I will not be your little messenger. If you want to find out how she feels about you, then you’re going to have to ask her yourself.” Holy. Fuck. No.

“Yeah, I can’t do that.” I rub my palms on my pants. “I’m a pussy, I know, but I have to work this slowly. Baby steps. It’s all new to me, outside my comfort zone, so I think I’m going to tell her I want to be friends.”

“Aww, something every girl wants to hear,” Eva says sarcastically.

“Come on, Eva.”

Placing her hand on mine, she smiles up at me. “You know I’m kidding. I think that’s a good idea. Friends first . . . lovers later.”

“Don’t say lovers.” I laugh.

“Aww, that makes my heart feel better, hearing that laugh of yours. She’s working at the club today; I say you pay her a little visit.”

“This isn’t going to be easy, is it?” I ask, already starting to feel the nerves rolling around.

“For you, no, but I’m pretty sure Ruby will let you off easy. She’s cool like that.”

“Yeah.” I exhale. “She’s pretty damn cool.”

***

My palms are sweaty; my anxiety is at an all-time high; and I’m so fucking nervous I’m two seconds from retreating. I’m sitting in the classroom next to the one Ruby teaches in, leaning against some cabinets while holding a bouquet of daisies—Eva’s idea. One of the girls who works at the club is pulling Ruby out of the classroom right now and what should be a two-minute task seems like an hour as I wait impatiently, running my apology over and over in my head.

Just as I’m about to give up and leave, the door to the classroom opens and Ruby enters, looking confused and asking, “What’s going on?” over her shoulder. When she turns toward me, her face falls and her cheeks redden. Shit. She doesn’t look happy. Is she embarrassed?

From behind, the girl who helped me shuts the door, giving us complete privacy.

“Hey,” I say lamely.

Looking around, Ruby asks, “Um, can I help you with something, Bodi?” She’s being professional. I have to hand it to her; she’s much stronger than I am.

Extending the flowers out to her like a robot, I say, “I got you flowers.”

A little finesse, Bodi. Christ.

She doesn’t move so I realize I have to make a better attempt at this apology. I can’t be Robot-Bodi; I need to use my feelings. I sound like Eva.

Stepping forward, I hand her the flowers, and she graciously takes them. What I think is going to warm her up, only confuses her even more. Her brow is furrowing.

Sticking my hands in my pockets, I shift in place and take a deep breath. “I was an ass this morning. I know you heard what I said to Eva, and I want you to know I didn’t mean any of it.”

“Bodi, you don’t need to explain,” Ruby cuts in. “We’re colleagues, I get it. Last night I overstepped your boundaries and asked too much. I apologize and promise it won’t happen again. From now on, we act strictly professional toward one another.”

Fuck that and fuck me. This is not the same Ruby I’ve grown to know. Like. Feel safe around. There isn’t a spark in her eye, a smirk to her pouty lips, or energy in her beautiful voice. She’s lacking her sparkle, and it’s slowly splintering me in half. Because I caused this.

“I don’t want that,” I say honestly. “You are more than someone I work with, Ruby.” I grab the back of my neck, feeling unsure of my footing, and then choose to speak to her honestly. “I’m not good with this kind of stuff, and I really have no experience, but you make me want to try. Maybe we can be friends.”

“Friends?” There is a slight twitch of her lips that makes me think my Ruby is coming back.

My Ruby? Shit.

“Yeah, friends. I, uh . . .” I clear my throat and look her in the eyes. “I like talking to you. And even though you try to get me to eat sweets, I like hanging out with you as well. You make my days fun.”

Now there is a full-on, mega-watt smile gracing her beautiful face. The flowers in her hand are now pressed against her chest in a hug, and she’s moving toward me.

“I would love to be friends with you, Bodi.” Opening her arms, she steps into my space and pulls me into a hug. Her face rests against my chest, and smelling the sweet scent of her shampoo instantly puts me at ease.

Wanting to reciprocate the affection, I wrap my arms around her and pull her small body closer into mine. That’s bullshit. I want to hold her because I like holding her. Not because I want to reciprocate. “I’m sorry for being an ass this morning, Ruby. Sometimes I react before stopping to think. And poorly at that. I enjoyed last night.”

“It’s okay, Bodi. I could see you were under duress.”

“You don’t have to forgive me that easily.” I chuckle. Eva was right. I’m pretty sure Ruby will let you off easy. She’s cool like that. Yeah, she is cool like that.

“Eh, what are friends for?” Pulling away, she fixes her hair and says, “As a friend, I have to ask, when do you leave for the Olympic trials? I need to know when I can come over to celebrate with Double Stuf Oreos.”

I wouldn’t put it past her to do just that, although I could envision her doing so with party poppers, those annoying whistle things, and a bundle of balloons. It would be a bitch to clean up afterwards.

“The day after tomorrow. And I’m not on the team yet so don’t get too excited.”

“Please.” She pushes my shoulder. “We both know you are a shoo-in. Which means, I will be buying some Double Stuf Oreos and when you return, we shall cheers our Oreos and celebrate, because you will celebrate with me, won’t you?”

She stares up at me with her big brown eyes, making my chest tight. I would pretty much give this girl anything she wants right about now, not just because of how beautiful she is, but because of how she makes me feel. It’s been a long time since I’ve been able to enjoy someone else’s company or laugh, or even joke around, and the mere fact that Ruby has been able to achieve that so easily lets me know I need to keep her around.

There is something about her I can’t let go.

Pushing my hands back in my pockets and rocking on my heels, I answer, “Of course I will celebrate with you.”

“Yes,” she cheers, throwing some fake guns my way and spinning in a circle.

So strange, yet, so fucking adorable.

 


Chapter Eleven

RUBY

 

 

“Are you really coming over, or is this one of those things you say you’re going to do but then you end up calling me five minutes before you’re supposed to arrive and tell me you decided to board a plane to Bora Bora instead?”

“That happened once. It was a hell of a deal, and I couldn’t pass it up,” my friend Andrea says into the phone. “I promise, I’m coming over.”

“Good, because I’m not going to go all out and make red, white, and blue Jell-O just so I can sit on my couch and eat it by myself while watching the Olympic trials on TV.”

“Oh please, don’t act like you haven’t done that before. I specifically remember in college you taking down an entire box of those Lofthouse frosted cookies in one sitting.”

Those cookies are deathly addictive. I had to do step aerobics for five days straight afterward to make myself not feel so chunky.

“In my defense, I was riding the crimson tide.”

“Ugh, gross. Ruby, don’t say that. You’re not an eighty-year-old woman. Just say you were bleeding out of your vagina.”

I push my cart around a huge display of chips in the grocery store and say, “Yes, because saying I’m bleeding out of my vagina is so much more appropriate.”

“Watch it,” an elderly woman says as she bumps into my cart. “And watch your mouth, you harlot.”

“Gosh, I’m so sorry,” I apologize profusely, but the little wrinkle sac doesn’t even give me a second glance as she continues to bump into other shoppers on her way to the Poise Pads.

God help me if I ever accost people while trying to buy products for my leaking bladder.

“What was that?” Andrea asks.

“Some old bird needing Poise Pads. Remember that time you tried on a pair of Poise Pads underwear and peed in them?”

“Can we not bring up my past indiscretions? I’m trying to make it as a kindergarten teacher here. I don’t need people knowing I would get drunk, pull on some Poise, sit on the toilet, and pee.”

“But those are some of my fondest memories of you.” I laugh, throwing some shampoo in my cart.

“And that’s why I’m coming over tomorrow, so I can create some new memories, ones that won’t have me committed.”

“I wish I could say everyone was doing it, but you were the only one brilliant enough to want to pee your pants.”

“It was for science!” she shouts in the phone, making me laugh.

“Thank God for science or else we would never know the capacity of pee a Poise Pad could hold.”

“You’re just having too much fun with this, aren’t you? How about you tell me why you have a need to watch the Olympic trials, huh? Does this have anything to do with the sexy Bodi Banks?”

She knows me all too well. Normally, I would have no need to watch the trials. The Olympics, yes of course, I’m an American, but the trials, eh, I could take it or leave it. But with being Bodi’s friend now, I want nothing more than to see him succeed. It has nothing to do with seeing his sexy, wet body emerging from the pool. Nope. Not. At. All. Liar!

His friend. The thought makes me giggle. How cute was he, giving me flowers and asking me to be his friend? It made my heart melt into a puddle. He does that quite often actually with his boyish charm. Here is this two-, soon to be three-time Olympian, with the most amazing body I’ve ever seen, a voice so husky it makes your toes curl, and a smile that will make you orgasm right on the spot, toeing the floor shyly and asking if I can be his friend. Holy hell, how is someone supposed to say no to that?

Do I want more? Uh yeah, I really want more between us, but I will take friendship right now because now more than ever, it looks like he needs one.

Not wanting to confirm or deny my obsession with the reigning gold medalist, I say, “I’ve just become very interested in swimming lately. I took a class the other day, and I’m fascinated with the sport.”

Andrea guffaws into the phone, not accepting my blatant lie whatsoever. “Okay, Ruby. Whatever makes you sleep better at night.”

“I really am . . .” Everything in my brain shuts off as I turn the corner and make eye contact with the one and only Reese King. Three time Olympian, Reese King. Underwear model, Reese King. Voted as the Sexiest Man Alive, Reese King. Man with gorgeous tattoo, Reese King.

Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.

“Uh, hello? Are you there?”

In a wave of one sentence, I say, “Can’tTalkGotToGoReeseKingHereHotTattooInMyFaceCallLater.” I press the end button and stand still as he walks past me, not choosing to acknowledge my gaping mouth.

Because I’m a nosey creeper, I glance in his cart and see shaving cream, dial soap, Swedish Fish—at least he eats sweets—and some naturally roasted almonds.

Fumbling with my phone, I pull up Bodi’s name in my contacts and text him.

Ruby: You will never guess who I made eye contact with at the grocery store.

Putting my phone on top of my purse, which rests in the front seat of the cart, I wait for him to text back while I contemplate stalking Reese behind a stand of pickles.

I don’t have to wait long because as I’m scooting closer to the next aisle to see if Reese is down there, Bodi texts me back.

Bodi: Madonna?

What? I laugh out loud, by myself, next to a shelf of dill pickles.

Ruby: Why would you say Madonna? How does that even come to your mind?

Bodi: I heard she was in town.

Ruby: Yeah and I’m pretty sure she has assistants do her shopping for her.

Bodi: You never know; she seems down to earth.

Ruby: Well it’s not Madonna, sorry to blow the wind out of your sails.

Bodi: And here I was going to ask you to have her autograph something organic for me.

Ruby: I would have had her sign Oreos. What a treat that would have been for you.

Bodi: Can’t let the Oreo thing go, can you? Okay, I give, who did you make eye contact with?

Ruby: Reese King!

He doesn’t respond right away which makes me nervous. I’ve always heard about their rivalry but I didn’t really buy into it. Whenever you see them on the pool deck together, they seem to act normal around each other. No glaring eyes, punches to the face, or kicks to the shin. But now I’m second guessing that thought.

Making my way slowly down the aisles to see if Reese is still in the store, I stop abruptly when I see him standing in front of a stack of coloring books, hands on his hips and a scowl on his face.

Does he like coloring? Adult coloring books are all the rage right now, and I have about five in my apartment at the moment. Maybe he wants to have a coloring party with me.

Disguising myself next to a pile of two-liter Coke bottles, I stare at him, wondering which coloring book he’s going to choose, when my phone vibrates with a text.

Bodi: I thought he would be here in Omaha already but his schedule doesn’t call for him to arrive until later. Go say hi.

Ruby: Are you insane? I’m not going to go say hi.

Bodi: Why not? He’s chill. Tell him you’re friends with me.

Ruby: Yeah, because I’m sure people don’t lie about that all the time.

Bodi: Why are you so nervous? You’re outgoing. Just say hi.

Ruby: I don’t want to disturb him. He seems to be in deep thought.

Bodi: Over what? You’re at the grocery store, what can be so consuming?

Ruby: Coloring books. He can’t seem to choose one he likes.

Bodi: Even more perfect. You know about art things. Just go say hi.

Ruby: I can’t.

I feel a blush creep up my cheeks from the mere thought of going up to him. I can fangirl—believe me, I know how to fangirl like a professional—but I fangirl like a professional to myself, never outwardly. I’m too much of a coward and honestly, I’m too concerned with bothering people. I don’t want them to get annoyed with me. If it were me who was famous, I would wear a sign that would say, I don’t mind, come hump my leg. That way no one would ever feel nervous to approach me.

Looking over the soda, I scan Reese’s body for any kind of “hump my leg” sign but don’t see anything. Damn. Would he get mad if I approached him? Would he think I was insane if I ran up and said I was friends with Bodi Banks?

Scanning my outfit, which is a purple dress, red cardigan, yellow flats and a green belt cinched around my waist, I can almost guarantee he would slink away, praying to the gods that I don’t try to pluck a hair from his head for a Voodoo doll.

My phone beeps.

Bodi: Are you really not going to say hi? I’m going to text him.

That little comment shoots panic straight through my fangirling body.

Ruby: DON’T YOU DARE BODI BANKS!

Bodi: Lol.

Lol. If only I got to see that in person. Did he really laugh out loud? A part of me thinks he did. And why do I find it so cute that he wrote “Lol”? Do guys usually write that?

Ruby: Seriously, did you text him?

Bodi: No, do you want me to?

Ruby: NO! God, that would be humiliating. I’m trying to get a picture of him for you.

Bodi: I know what he looks like.

Ruby: Yes, but you’ve never seen him contemplating the multiple options in the coloring book world.

Bodi: Something I’ve always wondered . . .

Bodi Banks is a smart-ass in text messages. I kind of like it. Actually, I’m pretty sure I love it. Seeing him come out of his shell little by little is a small victory in my book.

Angling my phone over the cap of a diet coke bottle, I zoom in on Reese who is running his hand through his hair, that distinctive tattoo bright as day, and I snap a picture.

Ugh, it’s blurry.

Trying for a better angle, I scoot a little closer. I lean on the bottles and poise my camera just as the bottles tilt, shooting me forward and straight onto the floor. Two liter cans whiz around me, one of them spurting out dark liquid and coating the floor, me, and to my horror, Reese.

“Bloody hell,” I murmur as I scramble to find my feet, trying to get away from the screaming Coke bottle twirling around on the tile.

“Hey, are you okay?” Reese asks from afar, dodging the Coke vomit with precision.

“Good.” I wave him off, hiding my face and cowering next to my cart, trying to push it out of the way. But, of course, it’s stuck on the corner of the display.

“Are you sure? Want me to call someone?” he asks, coming closer.

“Not necessary,” I call out. Humiliation must be written all over my face. “Just getting some soda and, uh,” I look around at the displays near me and toss some Matchbox cars in my cart as well, “and some Matchbox cars. Can’t get enough of the little things. Zoom zoom,” I say with a shake of my fist. Stupid coloring book section. Not only am I creeper, stalking Olympic swimmers around the store, but now I’m a creeper with toy cars and a bottle of soda drenching my dress.

“Can I at least call for a clean-up on aisle five?” His voice is jovial and all it does is make me blush some more.

Waving him off, I ignore his question as well as his chuckle and take my cart to checkout. That’s what I get for creeping on a celebrity in the grocery store.

I blame Bodi.

Once I’m checked out and sitting outside my car, which was recently fixed, I pull out my phone and see a few texts from Bodi.

Bodi: Did you do it? Did you say hi?

Bodi: I’m assuming from your delay in response you must have introduced yourself.

Bodi: Please tell me you steered him toward a My Little Pony coloring book. Knowing you, I have no doubt you would be able to convince him.

The last text makes me smile. He’s right. Out of everyone, I’m pretty sure I would be the person who could sell a My Little Pony coloring book to a rugged, tattooed, and very handsome man.

Well . . . not as handsome as Bodi. When it comes to the looks department, there is no doubt in my mind that Bodi Banks, oozing sumptuous man meat, takes the cake. Because, ha-cha-cha-cha *cue shimmy*.

I don’t answer his question about My Little Pony. I do take a selfie of my drenched outfit which clings terribly to my body. Crap. I look like a used condom. A grape-flavored, or maybe cherry-flavored used condom. Well, that’s at least how I feel. Wet, deflated, and floppy.

Pressing send, I wonder why I feel so comfortable with the man that I don’t mind sending him a picture of myself portraying dick plastic? Hmm . . . either I have no self-respect or I’ve come to the point in my relationship with Bodi that I believe he won’t run away screaming from my quirky behavior. I think it’s a little bit of both. My self-respect quota is lower than the average human, after all.

Just as I start my car, a text beeps back from Bodi.

Bodi: Should I even ask?

I smile to myself, connect my phone to my Bluetooth and dial Bodi’s number. He answers on the first ring.

“Do I even want to know?”

“Depends. Are you interested in hearing a story about how I embarrassed myself so much I may never be able to show my face to Reese King ever again?”

“I’m very interested.” There is lightness in his voice, causing my heart to leap in my chest.

Baby steps. All it takes is baby steps.

“Remember how I said I wanted to get a picture of him for you?”

“Yes,” he sighs. “You know I see him all the time, right? I’m well aware of what he looks like.”

I switch my blinker and turn right out of the grocery store’s parking lot. “Yes, but do you know what he looks like in his street clothes? Have you seen him in anything other than a crotch-hugging piece of Spandex?”

“Nylon and Lycra.”

“What?” I ask, slightly confused by his response.

“Most suits are made of nylon and Lycra, not so much Spandex.”

“Ugh,” I breathe into the phone, exasperated. “Technicality. Who is going to say nylon and Lycra when Spandex sounds so much better?”

“Swimmers.”

“You can be a real smart-ass when you want to be, you know that?”

“I do. Want me to continue?”

“No.” I chuckle. “Back to my story. Have you seen him an anything other than,” impersonating Bodi, I say, “nylon and Lycra?”

“I have.”

Blowing up my reasoning, I start to get slightly annoyed. “Of course you have. I’m going to assume you’ve seen each other’s penises as well. Tell me, have you kneeled in front of a bench with him, pant-less, cocks out, and laid them on top of the wood to compare girth and size?”

There is silence on the other end and I wonder if maybe he hung up. I mean, asking someone if they’ve laid their dick on a bench with another naked man might be going a little far, but if I was to be honest, I think it might feel nice. A little dick shelf while you examine your skin flute. Who doesn’t want that? Add that to my list of things I would do if I ever grew a penis. Lay dick on wooden bench. What a delight.

Bodi finally clears his throat and answers. “Can’t say we’ve ever benched our dicks together.”

“Have you done it alone?”

“Not so much.”

“Are you thinking about doing it now?”

A pause and then, “Kind of.”

A deep laugh bursts out of me from Bodi’s confession. Never in my wildest dreams could I ever envision Bodi letting his dick loose and resting it on a locker room bench just for the hell of it. First off, it would never be clean enough for Bodi. I mean, would any normal person do that? I can hear him chuckling.

“I would say take a picture for me but that crosses the line of friendship and goes into porno pals, and even though being porno pals sounds exciting, I don’t think we are there yet.”

“Yeah, not much of a sexter.” Clearing his throat, he says, “So, we’ve covered porno pals, penises on benches, and seeing Reese in his normal clothes, but how did you get soaking wet?”

“Oh right.” I stop at a red light and check my mascara-smeared eyes in the rearview mirror as I recollect my travesty in the market. “So I was trying to get a picture for you, you’re welcome by the way, when I leaned forward just a little too far and knocked over a display of two-liter bottles. Then they exploded all over me. The worst part, while they were whizzing carbonated liquid all over me, Reese had a front-row seat to my misery. He offered to call for a clean-up but I blew by him and ended up buying a box of Matchbox cars. You don’t happen to play with them anymore, do you?”

“Matchbox cars?”

“Yeah, you know, the little cars that are practically indestructible, the ones that are second to Legos in the old feet-crushing department.”

“I know what they are. I’m just wondering why you bought them.”

“Why else? Pure panic. I didn’t want it to look like I was staring at him. I had to keep my creeper status on the down-low.”

“You destroyed that status the minute you tumbled over the soda display. He no doubt knows you were creeping.”

“Why do you think that?” I ask. There is no way he knew I was creeping. I bought Matchbox cars, for crying out loud. If that isn’t a good cover-up for being in that aisle, I don’t know what is.

“Because he sent me a text about some girl who was creeping him in the grocery store.”

My stomach drops and my entire body heats up. I can feel my cheeks blazing with embarrassment as I swallow the notion of Reese texting Bodi about my idiocy. Shit. No. Shit!

“Are you kidding me? Oh my God! What did he say? I feel like puking.”

A low chuckle starts on the other end of the phone, but it’s so low I almost don’t hear it.

“Bodi? What did he say? Did he call me a freak? He did, didn’t he? I’m very colorful today. Oh God, he thought I was some kind of clown practicing their soda whizzing act, didn’t he? Was he waiting for me to pull a bouquet of flowers out of my sleeve after? Maybe do a card trick?”

“None of those.” Bodi laughs some more. “I was only kidding; he didn’t text me.”

“What? Bodi Banks, that’s not even funny.” From his laughter—that sweet, sweet sound—I can tell he thinks it’s funny.

“Pretty sure it was funny.”

“Pretty sure that was really low of you, Mr. Banks.”

“Pretty sure you’re going to forgive me.”

“Pretty sure you’re going to owe me big time.”

“We will see about that,” he answers. Even though I can’t see him, I know there is a smirk on his face. And how I wish I was by his side right now. Just talking to him, having fun with him, being laughed at by him . . . it makes me yearn for him. More than I already have.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

BODI

 

 

I’ve never felt like this before, like I’m missing something. I can’t quite put my finger on it. It’s day two out of six of the Olympic trials and I’m lying in my hotel room, staring up at the ceiling, trying to pinpoint the empty feeling that’s coursing through my stomach.

Coach and I did some stretching and massage this morning in preparation for my heats; my muscles are feeling loose and ready for my upcoming races. Eva called this morning, letting me know she and Lauren would arrive tomorrow, and to let me know how proud she is of me. Despite my sordid past, she’s still proud of me for being the goal-driven man I am today.

Goal-driven doesn’t seem like the right word to describe me. More like obsessive compulsive.

I need to swim.

I need to win.

I need to feel the thick ribbon of a medal wrapped around my neck.

Without those in my life, I would feel more than empty. I would feel absolutely worthless. The least I can do for my family is paint them in their deserved shining light with my athletic abilities.

The cool rush of water floats down my throat as I sip from my water bottle, trying to stay as relaxed and hydrated as possible. Pre-race rituals, I’m damn good at them because they’re rituals. I fucking rock at doing the same thing over and over again. It’s why I excel at swimming. Muscle memory has become my best friend, one of the factors keeping me sane all these years.

Still . . . despite checking everything off my list of pre-race to-dos, I can’t pinpoint why I feel off. Why I feel like I’m missing something.

Then, Ruby sends me a text.

My heart rate starts to pick up, my breathing hitches, and just from the sight of her name on my phone, I feel at ease.

Ruby: Taco or burrito?

A smile crosses my face. Typical Ruby text. It’s rare I get a “Hey, how are you?” from her anymore. She’s always asking questions, giving me scenarios to answer, trying to put me on the spot.

I fucking love it.

Bodi: Tacos.

Ruby: Reasoning? And don’t say something perverted that refers to a lady’s vagina. I will disown you.

A sharp laugh pops out of me as I relax in my bed some more.

Bodi: Didn’t even cross my mind. 

Ruby: Liar. Did you know National Taco Day is October 4th? I make sure to eat a taco every year.

Bodi: I bet you do.

Ruby: Are you being crude? I should be able to talk about tacos without someone bringing up female labia lips.

Bodi: You were the one who brought it up, Rubes.

Ruby: I can tell you were thinking it.

Bodi: You can read minds now? Impressive. Okay, what am I thinking right now?

This should be interesting.

Ruby: Easy. You’re thinking about how much you wish you could be lounging on the back of a camel while sipping chai tea and indulging in a strawberry-frosted doughnut while said camel walks across the Sahara, giving you a personal tour of the arid and barren desert.

The water I’m drinking dribbles out of my mouth as I snort from her answer. What a fucking ridiculous text. Where the fuck does she come up with this stuff?

Bodi: Shit, you’re good.

Ruby: Point, Rubes.

***

Ruby: What does it feel like when thousands of people cheer you on as you step out of your little jumpsuit and down to your skivvies only to stand on a block for everyone to stare at you?

Bodi: I’m assuming you caught the trials tonight?

Ruby: Pretty sure I would bow and curtsy for days if I got that kind of welcoming.

Bodi: It comes with the territory.

Ruby: Boo, such a boring, diplomatic response. Give it to me straight. You pop a little chub when girls scream your name.

Bodi: Not in the slightest.

Ruby: Maybe a little weenie poke?

Bodi: Nope.

Ruby: Not even a little howdy from your sea monster?

Bodi: Sea monster?

Ruby: Sea monster = penis, the thing dangling between your legs.

Bodi: Is that what that is? And here I thought it was a third arm.

Ruby: Tsk, tsk. I thought you were so much better than that.

Bodi: I might be an introvert, but I’m still a man. Dude has to have pride in his cock.

Ruby: . . . you said cock. *fans face*

***

Ruby: I can’t sleep. Are you awake?

Bodi: I shouldn’t be. I have a final tomorrow.

Ruby: But you’re awake . . .

Bodi: Nope, I sleep-text.

Ruby: Wow, really? You’re so accurate. If I sleep-text you wouldn’t be able to decipher what I was trying to say.

Bodi: agaks akjaksfjs aksd

Ruby: What’s that?

Bodi: shaownf akwifna wpfen

Ruby: Are you trying to say something, Bodi? Is it Jimmy? Is he stuck in the well?

Bodi: woeooe wben, riemf

Ruby: Tell him I will be right there and to take his hand out of his pants. No one wants to rescue an ass picker.

***

Ruby: GAHHHH!!!!! You’re going to Rio! One race down, just a few more to go. You rock my pink polka-dot socks, Bodi Banks.

Bodi: Thanks, Rubes.

Ruby: That’s it? No happy dance? No celebratory fist pump?

Bodi: I’m fist pumping right now just for you.

Ruby: Oh you’re so kinky!

Bodi: Fist pumping the AIR. Damn, you’re always thinking of my dick.

Shit. Shit. I can’t believe I text that again. She fanned herself last time, which did great things for my ego. But it’s because it’s Ruby. She was right. I am a smart-ass when I text. But, only with her. Only with my Rubes. Weird.

Ruby: Am not.

Bodi: You kind of are.

Ruby: Am not!

Bodi: Just ask me.

Ruby: Ask you for what?

Bodi: The dick pic you’re just salivating to get.

Ruby: Last time I congratulate you.

Bodi: Ah, so you can dish it, but you can’t take it Rubes?

Ruby: Precisely. Glad we cleared that up.

***

Ruby: Have you laid out your penis on the locker room bench yet? I bet it would feel so good after you let it out of the tight confines of your NYLON/LYCRA jammer.

Bodi: Told you, you are obsessed with my penis.

Ruby: I hate you.

***

Ruby: Would you rather eat a piece of German chocolate cake, or do another one of those inspirational Olympic interviews they are always showing in between races?

Bodi: Cake. ALL. FUCKING. DAY.

Ruby: And this coming from Mr. Shrubbery Eater himself.

Bodi: Spotlights are a fucking nightmare.

Ruby: It doesn’t show. Maybe that’s why you’ve captured America’s heart.

Bodi: It’s all about perception.

Ruby: I feel lucky then.

Bodi: Why’s that?

Ruby: Because I’m one of few who gets to see the real you.

I don’t think she really understands the significance of that, but she is. One of a very small list of people I trust. Even more so than Coach to some extent. Ruby has seen some of my strange, inescapable idiosyncrasies, and she hasn’t run. In fact, she seems to want to stay. My friend. My Rubes.

Bodi: One of three . . .

***

Bodi: Did you really just send me a picture of a package of Double Stuf Oreos?

Ruby: You talked about them too much. You’re to blame, you made me crave them.

Bodi: How can you eat those knowing they’re my favorite?

Ruby: Easily, with a quick twist and a scrape of my teeth against the cookie to get the filling.

Bodi: You scrape the filling off? Do you even eat the cookie?

Ruby: I’m not a barbarian! Of course I eat the cookie part, after I lick it clean.

Bodi: *gagging*

Ruby: Judger! You are a judger! Shame on you.

Bodi: By the time you’re done licking, is it soggy?

Ruby: Are we talking about Oreos or something else . . .

Bodi: Classic Rubes, mind always in the gutter. And here I thought you were a lady.

Ruby: Ladies know about flaccid penises after an oral orgasm. We’re not prudes you know.

Bodi: Flaccid penis and oral orgasm should never be in the same sentence.

Ruby: Sensitive topic for you?

Bodi: Fucking sass is going to get you in trouble.

Ruby: Ooo, one can only hope.

***

Ruby: Have you ever wondered why Madonna went the pointy boob route for so long?

Bodi: Can’t say that I have.

Ruby: Death by boob, could you imagine?

Bodi: Could be worse.

Ruby: I guess so. Like death by ravenous centaur.

Bodi: Centaur?

Ruby: Yeah, half man, half horse. How do you even compete? You can get donkey kicked to death or punctured by a horse man’s bow and arrow.

Bodi: What a conundrum.

Ruby: Good thing we are going to leave this earth from death by boob.

Bodi: Good thing, now if only we can guarantee Madonna stabs us with her breasts.

Ruby: Hold that thought. I have connections . . .

***

Ruby: You come home tomorrow!! Should I expect a heavy chlorine smell and pruney skin when I see you?

Bodi: Yes, and goggles and swim cap permanently glued on my head.

Ruby: Ugh, they make every swimmer look like a penis with glasses.

Bodi: If that’s the case, it must be fun watching a bunch of penises flopping around in the water.

Ruby: I always cheer for the crooked ones, they have to get love from somewhere.

Bodi: Some might say a crooked penis is the best penis.

Ruby: Bodi . . . do you have something you want to tell me?

Bodi: Rubes, are you obsessing over my cock again?

Ruby: *sigh* you said cock

Bodi: What is with you and that word?

Ruby: Penis = elementary, dick = juvenile, cock = throbbing man meat

Bodi: Once again, why do I even ask?

Ruby: You should know better by now. So do I get to see you tomorrow?

Bodi: Do you want to see me tomorrow?

Ruby: Pretty sure you owe me a celebratory Double Stuf Oreo party.

Bodi: Ah, that’s right, you’re going to make me eat sweets.

Ruby: You can bet your Nylon/Lycra covered ass I am. Get ready, Bodi Banks, non-organic food is coming your way.

Bodi: I don’t eat all organic.

Ruby: pfft. Nice try, I saw your shopping list on your fridge.

Bodi: So you enjoy trolling around people’s places. Noted.

Ruby: It’s sad you’re just figuring this out.

***

Why am I so fucking nervous? I feel like turning back around, getting in my car, and fleeing to the safe confines of my condo. I’ve texted Ruby all week from trials. We talked about random crap no one cares about, and I let my sarcastic side show. She is moving up the scale of people who are closest to me. Hell, she’s up there with Lauren and Eva right about now. Kind of surpassing Coach Ed because, fuck, I would never talk to him about “benching my cock.” Shit, the man would slap me across the head and ask me what the hell was wrong with me.

But Ruby does that to me, she plucks me out of my shell every chance she can get.

Fuck if I don’t like it.

That’s why I’m standing in front of her apartment door, fresh off the plane from Omaha, and tired as fuck from a long week of trials. I should be home, resting, unpacking, getting my life figured out, but instead I’m standing in front of Ruby’s door, gaining the courage to knock so I can see her beautiful face.

A week.

I’ve only been gone a week, and even though we talked every day, I’ve fucking missed her. I missed her quirky way of asking questions, of celebrating with her fingers pointed as if you just made her day, and the genuine look of interest in her eyes when you talk to her. I missed her crazy color combinations, the way her bangs fall just above her eyes, framing those bright blue eyes perfectly, and I even missed the way she loops her hand through my arm.

Her touch.

Her smile.

Her fucking everything.

Shit. I just missed her.

Just the thought of not seeing that smile for another day has my hand rising to the wood of the door and knocking. Quickly I stuff my hands in my pockets and look at the floor, the bill of my hat shielding me from everything around me.

The telltale sound of locks echo against the wood of the door, easing my heart from knowing she’s being safe. Lifting my head slightly, I catch the look on Ruby’s face when she sees me standing at her door.

“Oh my God, Bodi!” Without a stutter in her step, she throws her arms around me, and I do the same to her, bringing her close to my chest for a hug. Her head rests against me and I catch a whiff of her shampoo. It’s sweet and clean, a scent I can easily get used to.

Lifting her head to look up at me, she smiles and says, “You’re back. I thought you wouldn’t be back until later tonight.”

I wink. “I can be deceiving if I want to.”

“This is the perfect surprise.” Once again, she rests her head on my chest and grips me around my waist.

She’s so fucking warm. Everything about her is warm: her smile, the look in her eyes when she saw me, the grip she has on my shirt, as if she doesn’t ever want to let go.

For the first time since I left for trials, I feel full.

“I’m so glad you came to visit. Come on in.” Pulling away, leaving a spot of emptiness, she replaces it by linking her hand through my arm and guiding me into her apartment.

“Well, I thought I owed you a celebration.”

“You do.” She perks up even more. “Good thing I went to the store yesterday.” Like a little pixie, she prances into the small kitchen area, opens a cupboard, and pulls down a package of Double Stuf Oreos with a bow secured around all the edges and tied at the top. I raise a questioning eyebrow at her and watch as her creamy white cheeks turn into an adorable blush. “I had to put the bow on there so I didn’t eat them myself. Believe me, it’s been a difficult twenty-four hours.”

“Didn’t you have some the other night?” I ask, remembering our conversation about her licking the filling off the cookie. And right now, I shouldn’t think about that. Not after what I did after reading that text that night. I had been so hard, and it hadn’t taken long to beat off to that vision. Shit. Down, boy.

“Are you judging me?” Her hands on her hips, Oreos resting on them as well.

“No.” I raise my hands in defense.

“Good.” Her chin sticks in the air as she says, “Andrea and I might have eaten a whole package the other night, watching your trials.”

“Andrea?”

“My friend. She was in town and came over to watch phallic-shaped men flop around in the water.”

“Flop around? Almost positive we did more than that.”

Rolling her eyes in a sweet way, she says, “Oh yeah, you stroked your way to victory. Does that sound better?”

“It does.” I smirk. If only she knew what other way I stroked myself to victory that night. “So are you going to hand over the Oreos or continue to hold them hostage?”

“Depends. Are you going to share?”

“Doesn’t seem like I have a choice.”

“You really don’t,” she says matter-of-factly. “Would you like a drink?”

“Water is fine.”

“How did I know you were going to say that? One water for the health nut and a beautiful chemical-filled soda for this girl.” With drinks and Oreos in one arm, she links the other with mine and sits on the couch next to her.

Turning, she lays one leg across the couch while the other dangles to the ground. That’s when I notice what she’s wearing: a pair of pink plaid pajama pants and a lime-green tank top. My eyes should be offended by the color bouncing off her, but instead they’ve become accustomed to her outrageous color combinations. It’s almost . . . soothing now.

How fucking weird is that?

Placing the drinks on the coffee table, she practically bounces in her seat when she says, “So tell me, how excited are you about going to your third Olympics?”

“Yeah, it’s cool.” I nod my head.

Tilting her head to the side, she studies me with those gorgeous inquisitive eyes of hers. In a monotone voice, she replies, “Wow, calm yourself, Bodi. You don’t want to lose control with excitement.”

Chuckling, I snag the package from her hands and undo the ribbon. “I’m not much of a celebrator.”

“That’s kind of obvious.”

“But I’m making an exception tonight.” Holding out an Oreo to her, I hold up one for myself in my other hand. She takes it, her head slightly tilted to the side and a smile caressing her endearing face. “To Rio.”

Bumping my cookie with hers, we cheers, and then both twist the Oreo in half. She watches in anticipation as I bring one half up to my mouth and pop it in. She squeals and bounces in her seated position with glee.

“You ate a cookie. I regular old cookie.”

Quirking my lip to the side, I reply, “It’s a Double Stuf Oreo, Rubes; of course I ate it.”

Shaking her head in mirth, she starts licking the filling from the cookie. Don’t watch, Banks. Do not watch Ruby lick that filling . . . Fuck.  “If only I knew the first night I came to your place. I would have brought Double Stuf Oreos instead.”

Still probably wouldn’t have eaten it. I don’t tell her that, better to keep her hopes up about me indulging in treats, but in reality those indulgences are few and far between.

Scanning her space, I notice her computer propped open on the coffee table, a job website on the screen, and a notepad next to the computer with notes. Her TV screen is paused, and all I can see are two brunette women in a diner. Even though I’m curious about what she’s watching, I’m more concerned why it looks like she’s looking for a job.

Splitting apart another Oreo, I nod at the computer and ask, “Are you looking to leave the club?”

“What?” Her eyes focus on where I nodded and instantly her face flushes. “Uh, no.” Before I can ask another question, she slams the computer screen shut and hides the notepad she was scribbling on.

“Oh really?” I press because she’s pressed me before and I figured it’s my turn. “Kind of seemed like you were, and by the way you not so nonchalantly hid your notepad I’m going to assume I’m right about this.”

Sighing, she scrunches down on the couch and leans her head against the back of the cushion. “I’m looking for some part-time work right now. I love working with the kids at the club, but I also like to eat and live under a roof, so I need a little extra cash flow.” She covers her face with her hands. “This is so embarrassing to talk to you about.”

“Why?” My brow furrows.

“Because.” She lowers her hands and grabs another Oreo. “You’re Bodi Banks. You don’t have to worry about cash flow, people are practically licking your neck to get you to endorse them.”

“That’s not true, no one has licked my neck.”

“You know what I mean.” She pushes my thigh.

“You shouldn’t be embarrassed in front of me, Rubes.” It’s not the most eloquent thing to say but fuck, I’m bad at awkward situations like this. I’m usually good at making them awkward, but I’ve never been one to pull the conversation away from awkward and into normal. That’s what Ruby does.

“It’s about to get a whole lot more embarrassing.” She plays with the packaging of the Oreos, avoiding eye contact with me when she says, “I kind of need your help.”

Not liking this sullen Ruby, I grip her chin with my thumb and index finger and force her to look at me. “What do you need help with?”

Once again, her cheeks blush with embarrassment, and the crazy thought of kissing those pouty lips crosses my mind. Would she like that? I know I would fucking like it. Shit, I would more than fucking like it. I would love it, to feel her mouth on mine, to taste her sweet lips, to know what it’s like to connect on a more intimate level. Fuck, I crave it.

Pulling me out of my reverie, she says, “Um, there is this job as a seamstress that would be perfect for me. It would work with my hours at the club, and it pays well.”

“Okay, what do you need my help with?”

“I need a recommendation.”

“No problem,” I say without skipping a beat.

Her face twists as if she has something else to day. “It’s more of an ask than a recommendation. You see, the job is with Bellini Chambers . . .”

“You want me to ask Reese to put in a good word for you?”

Realization hits, as in, Reese, who she stalked and then sprayed with Coke in the grocery store, Reese. She wants me to talk to Reese King for her since they are supposedly dating. That makes sense. She looks so fucking nervous, sitting there, wide-eyed, almost trembling. Little does she know, I would do just about anything for her.

“Is that asking too much?” Her hands are twisting in her lap now. “I know you’re not the best of friends with Reese, but I figured it’s a shot. I could really use the money. If it’s too much, just tell me, I would totally understand. I mean, it’s a—”

I cut her off with my hand to her lips. “It’s not a problem at all. I will talk to him tomorrow. I’m pretty sure he and Hollis will be in the weight room when I’m there.”

“Really?” She sits up, a ray of hope in her eyes.

“Of course.”

Throwing her arms around my neck, she pulls her body into mine and hugs me with all her might, her hair floating across my nose, her breasts pressed up against my chest. Fuck, it feels good.

Reciprocating the hug, I encompass her small waist with my arms and revel in the way she feels in my embrace. I’ve hugged Lauren and Eva, even an occasional woman I’ve had sex with. It’s never felt like this before, like the world has stopped spinning and the only thing in existence is the connection I have with Ruby. With her it feels . . . safe. Right.

And that’s just a hug. What would it be like to kiss her? I guess having her lips pressed against mine would no doubt make me unsteady, wobbly, totally consumed by her.

“Thank you, Bodi. This means so much to me.”

“Sure,” I answer awkwardly and give her a pat on the back, totally breaking up the intimate mood we were sharing. Yup, leave it to me to fuck that up. Needing to break the tension, I ask, “What are you watching?”

Releasing her tight hold from around my neck, she sits down next to me—like, right fucking next to me so our arms are touching—and she says, “Gilmore Girls. Have you ever seen it?”

“Pretty sure Eva watched it at some point. I might have caught an episode.”

“You might have caught an episode? Bodi, this show is amazing. How can you not have watched it?”

I hold back the disgusted face that wants to peek out. “Maybe because it’s a girl show.”

A gasp escapes Ruby, followed by a dramatic hand to the mouth. She reeks with horror. “How dare you say such a thing? Gilmore Girls is a show for everyone.” Reaching for the remote, she snuggles up next to me, her arm looped in mine and points to the screen. “See, that’s Luke, he is a role model for all men.”

I know about Luke. Eva had a crush on him. Yes, lesbians are allowed to crush on men. She would always swoon over him for some reason. Was it the flannel?

“He’s wearing a backward hat,” I point out.

“So, you wear a hat.” She flicks the bill and leans in closer. And this is what I’ve missed. This . . . comfort. Acceptance. Warmth.  Shit, if watching Gilmore Girls means cuddling with Ruby, I’m all in.

“Yes, but my hat actually represents something. His hat says he’s too lazy to do his hair in the morning.”

“Isn’t that what hats are for? Lazy people?”

“Not necessarily. Hats are an accessory for men.” The minute the words slip out I realize how much Ruby is going to give me sass for them.

“An accessory?” Her body shakes against mine, her laugh ringing out into her small apartment. “I wasn’t aware of your need to accessorize, Bodi. What other accessories are there for men?”

I shake my head, knowing fully well she’s not going to let this go.

“Oh, come on.” She pokes my side and then pulls up her finger, shaking it in the air. “Jeeze oh petes, your side is like steel.”

“My whole body is steel,” I assure her, focusing on the TV, listening to the non-stop banter between the mom and daughter.

“I never expected you to brag.”

“Not bragging.” I turn toward her and tip her chin with my finger. “Just telling the truth.”

Searching me, her eyes float around, delight radiating from them. “I missed you,” she says honestly.

Her confession hits me like a brick to the stomach. I’m not good at reading people, pretty fucking pathetic at it actually, so I’m never sure where Ruby stands when it comes to me. Is she interested? Does she only want to be friends? Is there something more between us? I sure as fuck hope so.

That little confession, those three words, they give me hope. Hope that maybe, just maybe, she’s able to look past the broken man that sits before her and see me for who I am. Because, like I said to Eva, I want more with Ruby. My Ruby.

Wrapping my arm around her, I pull her closer to my side and without making eye contact, because I’m too damn nervous, I say, “I missed you, too, Rubes.”

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

BODI

 

 

Just as I thought, Hollis and Reese are in the weight room working out together. From the outside, looking through the glass, I observe their easy-going friendship and admire how effortless it is for them to interact with one another.

Me, on the other hand . . . I don’t have any guy friends. I’ve kept it that way because it’s too fucking hard to open up to someone other than Lauren and Eva. I’ve confirmed that difficulty with getting to know Ruby on a level other than a colleague. It’s taken a lot of strength and stepping out of my comfort zone to develop the relationship I have with her—however that may be defined.

And hell, that comfort zone was blasted out of the water. Gilmore Girls? Eating Double Stuf Oreos? Human contact? With Ruby, I’m way out of my league, treading in the deep end looking for some kind of raft.

Despite feeling uncomfortable, I’m here for a reason, to help Ruby.

Entering the weight room with a towel draping my neck, I awkwardly stand in front of Reese and Hollis who are on the floor doing planks, stepping in on their conversation.

“Hey,” I say, pulling both of their attention.

“What’s up, Bodi?” Reese asks, standing, and Hollis follows quickly behind him.

“I have a question for you,” I say, getting straight to the point. I’ve never been good with small talk. I’m not one to ask about how someone feels or about the weather. Ruby, now she can small talk for days.

Before Reese can open his mouth, Hollis the smart-ass says, “Are you asking him out? I tried already today and struck out, but you’re thicker than me, maybe he will give you a chance.”

I’ve never really understood Hollis. He’s an odd fucker. The best diver of our generation, no questions asked, but a fucking weirdo. He’s feminine in a way, but also a self-centered prick in a comical sense, as if he never takes himself too seriously. Pretty sure I’ve never heard something serious come out of his mouth. He’s had a cushy life and would be the first one to tell you. Because he’s Reese’s best friend, I’ve come to know him, but only through interactions with Reese, nothing on our own. I don’t see that changing.

Without acknowledging Hollis’s question I turn back to Reese. “I know someone who is interested in Bellini’s seamstress position. She could really use the work, and she’s good. Do you think you could put in a good word for her?”

“What seamstress position?” Even though I’m not good at reading people, it’s obvious Reese is confused.

“Something about religious wear.” I wish I had more information than that, but I was too busy watching Gilmore Girls with Ruby last night to bother asking for more information. Damn that Lorelai Gilmore for keeping me interested. And her mom, straight-up bitch. There is no way I would have dinner with her every Friday night. Fuck no, I would be hanging out with Luke.

“Oh, her dog clothes.” Reese shakes his head in disgust. “Sure, not a problem, man. What’s her name? I will text Bellini right now.”

Clearing my throat, not wanting to make a big deal out of asking, I say, “It’s Ruby Hearts. She applied this morning. She actually knows my sister through the Boys and Girls Club.”

“Nice, let me send this over to her real quick.” I watch Reese text Bellini, not really interested in saying anything else.

Once he sends the message, he looks at me and asks, “Do you know Ruby well?”

Do I know Ruby well? Given the fact that she was cuddled to my side last night while we binged on Gilmore Girls and talked about everything from her very first crush to my favorite color underpants, I could say I know her well.

For the record, her first crush was Jason Booth and my favorite color is black, it’s all I have. She was not shocked by this answer.

Pulling on the back of my neck, I nod casually. “Yeah.”

Being the asshat he is, Hollis asks, “Ooo, do you like her?”

I glance up at Hollis, not breaking a smile. “She’s a friend,” I bite out for some reason, not liking to be teased and then turn to Reese. “Thanks for putting in a good word. I appreciate it.”

“Not a problem at all. Are you ready for camp?”

“Yeah, my coach had me doing repeats all morning. Pretty sure I’m ready to taper now. What about you?”

“Same here. I’ll be happy when these two-a-days are over. I’m starting to feel my age.”

Reese has been in the Olympic circuit for a while now; he’s got one more game under his belt than me. This is my third shot at the Olympic Games, and I’m hoping to hit one more in four years to tie Reese in appearances.

Speaking truthfully, I say, “I’ll be sad to see you go. You’ve always pushed me to do better.”

“Same here, man.”

His phone beeps, and I hold my breath as Reese reads the text he received back from Bellini. He’s texting back and forth and I start to worry. Are they arguing? Did I put him in a bad spot? Is she going to say no?

After what seems like forever, Reese looks up from his phone with a smile on his face. “Looks like your girl is getting a chance.”

“Really?” Damn, I’m excited, but of course I doubt that is communicated in my monotone answer.

“Yeah, I assume Bellini will call her in the next few days. Just warn Ruby if she’s working for Bellini, she’s going to have to have thick skin, and if anything, Bellini expects perfection. I hope Ruby is up for it.”

“She is.” I smile wistfully. Ruby is going to be so fucking excited. “Thanks.”

“Seriously, no big deal. I’m going to head to the showers. I’ll see you at camp.”

“Yeah, take care.”

Sticking my neck out for Ruby was scary, but so fucking worth it. My Rubes will be proud of me, at least I hope so.

Now I need to cash in on the favor I did for her. I really hope she’s game. Pulling out my phone, I text her.

Bodi: Reese said to expect a phone call from Bellini in a few days.

Her response is immediate.

Ruby: What? Seriously? OMG Bodi, thank you so much!

Bodi: Anytime, Rubes. But this little favor doesn’t come free. You owe me.

Ruby: Is that right? What form of payment are we talking here?

Bodi: Are you free tonight?

Ruby: Besides organizing my ribbons, I’m not doing anything.

Classic Ruby. I don’t know any other person who would plan for a riveting night of ribbon organization.

Bodi: Put the ribbon on ice. I’m picking you up at five. Wear something comfortable, something you can flap your angel wings in.

Ruby: *fans face* OMG!

***

I didn’t even have to knock on her door when I arrived at her apartment. She must have been looking through the peephole, waiting for me, because she opened the door immediately only to throw her entire body into mine and ask relentlessly if we were going to an Angels game.

The minute I saw the A’s were playing the Angels this week, I bought tickets in hopes of taking Ruby. Thankfully I didn’t have to persuade her to come. Actually there was no coaxing at all.

Seeing her in Angels gear was a serious fucking turn-on to me. She’s beautiful in dresses and colorful cardigans, but seeing her in a pair of jean shorts and a red Angels tank, paired with a worn Angels cap with her hair loosely braided to the side . . . yeah, fucking boner worthy. She sure as hell knows how to dress for sporting events.

Those shorts, with the loose frays and worn-out hole in the back are going to be the death of me though.

The drive to the stadium was ideal, we only ran into traffic for ten minutes, the rest of the trip was an easy drive with Ruby asking insane questions as I answered them. I was tempted to hold her hand on the way but I refrained, despite the burning need deep in my gut.

Lucky for us, I have some connections and got us parking in the players’ lot, along with seats I’m hoping are going to win me some extra brownie points.

“I’ve never parked here before. Look at you, knowing people,” she coos, her face plastered against her window, checking out all the fancy cars in the lot. My truck looks like pure shit next to the Lamborghinis, Lexuses, and Range Rovers that grace the rest of the parking area. I might have some great endorsements but, I don’t spend money on frivolous things like cars. Instead I’m the fucking weirdo spending my money on state-of-the-art security systems for myself and my family.

“Do you think we will run into any of the players?” Her excitement is contagious. I let my mind soak it in, trying to push away the negative thoughts I have of myself.

“Probably not. They’re already in the stadium warming up.”

“Oh yeah, that makes sense.”

Putting the vehicle in park, I get out just as Ruby does, making me wonder if I should have asked her to wait in the truck so I could open the door for her. But then I remember, this isn’t a date. It’s only an outing between friends.

Friends, that’s all we are.

I meet her at the tailgate. Her purse is slung over her shoulder like a messenger bag, her hands are in her pockets, and her eyes are bright with excitement.

“Are you ready?” I ask her, locking the truck and pocketing the keys. I made sure to wear my Oakland A’s gear: a jersey and baseball hat, paired with a comfortable pair of jeans, and my favorite Vans. We could not be more opposite in our attire.

“So ready.”

Just like every other time we’ve walked together, she loops her hand in the crook of my elbow and holds on tight as we walk toward the gate.

We quickly get through security, have our tickets scanned, and find our way to the field level where we are sitting a few rows from the backstop.

“Are these really our seats?” she asks, looking at our view of the field in awe.

“Yup. Have you ever sat this close before?”

“No. I’m always up in the nosebleeds.” She’s practically bouncing in her seat as she speaks. “Now I can daydream about all the players up close.”

Yeah, I don’t like that.

She must see the distaste for that comment on my face because she’s pushing my shoulder and laughing. “Hey, Mr. Jealousy, want to erase that scowl?”

“I’m not jealous.” I shift in my seat, pushing my hands down on my thighs to readjust my jeans.

“You are so jealous.” Ruby points at me with that endless smile of hers. “Don’t worry, Bodi Bear, I will make sure to give you equal attention.” With a wink, she turns back to the field, puts two fingers in her mouth and blows a loud whistle.

Bodi Bear?

Oh hell.

 

 


Chapter Fourteen

RUBY

 

 

“He’s out!”

“He’s so safe.”

“Are you blind?” I turn to Bodi, beer in one hand, pretzel in the other while he sits there, a smirk on his face and a water bottle in hand. Water—insert eye roll. “He is so out, by a mile.”

“Really? A mile? Wow, I didn’t even think the entire base path equaled a mile.”

“You know what I mean,” I deadpan. “Come on, he was so out.”

“How much do you want to bet?”

The spark in Bodi’s eyes ignites something inside me, a warm, all-consuming throb. Currently, the umpires are gathering while the play is under review, a new aspect to the game that I’m still getting used to.

“You’re willing to bet me on this?” I ask, loving the way he’s coming out of his shell.

“Yeah. There is no doubt in my mind he’s safe.”

“Well, in that case.” I set my beer down along with my pretzel and wipe my hands. “I’m in. What are we betting?”

Looking to the sky, Bodi twists his mouth in thought. Turning, he shrugs and chuckles. “I’m not sure.”

Rolling my eyes, I reply, “Winner gets to ask the loser to do one thing, and they must follow through on it.”

“That’s pretty vague.”

“It’s a hell of a lot better than your suggestion, which was nothing.”

Adjusting his cap, he says, “Your sass is on point today.”

“Why, thank you.” I pretend to curtsey in my seat, which turns out to be more awkward than expected, but I go with it. “So are we on?” I hold out my hand, waiting for him to shake.

Glancing at my hand and then back to me, he seals the bet. “You’re on.”

Turning to the big screen where they are showing a replay, I wait for it to be clear as day that the player is out. There is no doubt in my mind I will be winning this bet.

Just as expected, the big screen shows a crucial angle of the play where the decision is a no-brainer, making the entire stadium erupt with cheers.

With a know-it-all attitude, I turn to Bodi whose peeking up at me from under the bill of his baseball cap, a knowing smirk on his face, looking beyond adorable. Just then, the umpires separate from the review huddle and signal the out sign, ending the inning.

“It feels so good.” I sit back in my chair, soaking in the sun and drinking my beer. “Being right, that is.” I turn my head and wink at him.

“I should have known you were going to be a gloater.”

“Would you really expect anything less from me?”

He shakes his head and when I think he’s going to shrink into himself, I see a peek of a smile caress his lips as he lifts his water bottle to his mouth. I’m hoping he still has that smile when I cash in on my bet later.

Turning to me, he asks, “What’s your favorite part about a baseball game?”

I sit on that question. My favorite thing? That’s a hard one.

“Besides seeing Angels carry around the players in the outfield?”

He gives me a get real look, which makes me snort my beer right out of my nose.

“Yeah, besides that.” There is an evident roll in his eyes. Man, he’s really not a fan of that movie, which is total blasphemy. I can forgive him.

“Well, after that reaction, I’m clearly not going to say the mascot race.”

“Our friendship would end if you said that.”

“Yikes.” I cringe. “Don’t want to do that. All right,” I think and then say, “in all seriousness, my favorite part of the game is watching a rookie get their first hit in the major leagues. There is nothing like experiencing that first crack of the bat with someone who’s working their way up the farm system. There’s magic in the air when it happens.”

Looking at me intently, Bodi’s eyes blaze with something I’m not quite familiar with . . . longing?

“Well-thought-out answer,” he says before turning to the field, his demeanor shifting from playful to serious.

Will I ever understand this man?

Setting my beer down, I grip his hand in mine, linking our fingers. Caught off guard at first, he stiffens and stares down at our connection, but when his eyes lift to mine, he visibly relaxes.

“What’s your favorite part?” I ask him, leaning close, wanting to make sure he stays present and doesn’t escape into that over-worked brain of his.

Pulling his attention away from the field, his lips tilt to the side. “I can’t really pick anything.” He’s quiet for a second. “It’s something I shared with my dad. We would sit together and watch every single Oakland A’s game we could. The sport is engrained in my blood now.”

My heart breaks from his despondent voice. It’s the first time he’s mentioned his dad, and the thought of a young Bodi sitting on his dad’s lap watching baseball makes me want to cry.

Squeezing his hand, I say, “I completely understand that.” And to lighten the mood, I add, “But you don’t have to lie to me. I know your little kale-loving self loves the smell of greasy hot dogs floating through the air. That’s why you really come to the games.”

He takes the bait and smiles that rare mega-watt grin at me. “You caught me. Man, do I love mystery-meat smell. Gets my battery charged every time it floats around me.”

“Battery charged? Are you saying you get ‘excited’ over hot dog grease?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I said,” he answers sarcastically.

“My, my, my, Bodi Banks likes a good sausage fest.” I can’t contain the smile that graces my face from the furrow in his brow. “I would never have guessed.”

He squeezes my hand and says, “My sausage fest goes right along with your taco eating.”

“Hey,” I playfully snap, pulling my hand away from his to put on my hip in indignation, “I told you not to compare tacos to vaginas.”

“Did I say the word vagina?”

“You implied it?” I counter.

“Pretty sure I was talking about tacos.” He winks and grabs my hand again, linking our fingers together intimately. He places our hands on the arm rest between us, and I can’t help but stare at the connection. I held his hand first to make sure he didn’t retreat in conversation, so why is he now holding my hand?

Anxious nerves roll through me as the thought of Bodi Banks actually liking me floats through my mind. I hate that I’m totally fangirling inside. Yes, there is more to Bodi than his devastating, handsome good looks and those muscles constantly rippling under his shirt. He’s intelligent, kind, and sweet. But that still doesn’t stop me from lusting over the fact that BODI FREAKING BANKS is holding my hand.

My hand.

Quirky, very strange, spastic me.

The rest of the game we talk about our favorite players, who we’ve watched since we were young, what kind of a person it takes to stand among a crowd to shout obscenities, and of course, the traditional ballpark wave.

As we walk to the car, Bodi makes a quick call to Eva, checking in on her. He’s so cute. We’re still holding hands—eep—when Bodi confesses, “I hate the wave. Who ever thought that would be a good idea?”

“What? You don’t like the wave?”

“Who really does?”

“Uh, me. It’s so amazing. Thousands of people, without any cues, all of a sudden break out into standing rhythmic formation.”

“It’s inconvenient.”

“Why? Because you have to stand every few seconds? This coming from the workout king.”

He gives me a sideways look. “It’s not about standing. It’s about distracting from the game. No one watches when a wave is going on.”

“Of course not. You don’t want to be the lame-o who misses the chance to stand on time, taking part in the perfect float of a crowd.”

“And the wooing.” He rolls his eyes, ignoring my argument. “Throwing your arms up and wooing, fuck it’s annoying.”

I stop in my tracks. “How can you even say something like that? The wooing is what makes the wave so enticing. Have you ever wooed?”

“Can’t say I have.” He smirks.

“You are missing out, Bodi.” He pulls on my hand, forcing me to continue our walk to the car. “Wooing is all about letting your inhibitions go, puffing your chest out, and letting out pure joy.”

“By a woo?”

“Yes, by a woo.” I mock him with a deep, annoyed voice. “You should really try it sometime. I bet it would take that monotone-colored life of yours and add a little rainbow to it.”

“It would add a rainbow for sure,” he jokes.

“Ugh, you’re such a fuddy-duddy.”

“If I’m a fuddy-duddy, then why do you continue to hang out with me?” The lilt in his voice is teasing, but I see the uncertainty in his eyes.

Normally I would joke back and say something like, “I have no clue.” But I’m reading the sensitivity of his question, and it feels like my response needs to answer more than his simple question. I feel as if he is asking me if I like him. If I accept him for who he is: all six-foot-whatever, fuddy-duddy, slightly neurotic, uncertain self. And I do. Very much. So, I answer him a mini declaration. “Because, Bodi Banks, you’re fun to hang out with,” then pull on his arm, lining my body against his.

His shoulders relax and a slight smile grows on his chiseled face. That was the correct answer.

It’s so strange that the strong and confident man in the pool can be so self-conscious out of the water. Athletes, especially elite athletes, are usually confident, self-absorbed, cocky bastards who know they can get pretty much anything they want.

Not Bodi.

He’s very unsure of his appeal to the outside world, his mind always racing, his awkward tendencies on full display. But that’s what makes him so real, so enchanting.

“Did you enjoy the game?” he asks, breaking my thoughts. “Even though your precious wing flappers didn’t win.”

“No one likes a gloater, Bodi,” I tease. “But yes, it’s the best game I’ve been to. Especially since I won our little bet.”

Bodi takes me to the passenger side of his truck and opens the door for me.

“It was a lucky call on your end.”

“It was blatantly obvious he was out. You should be happy you didn’t bet any money because I would have taken you to the cleaners.” I poke his stomach, our hands disengage as we face each other.

“Yeah, instead I have to give you whatever you want. Seems scarier than losing money.”

“How so?”

He steps closer, pushing a strand of hair that’s fallen out of my hat behind my ear, his fingers lingering on my cheek longer than expected, making my breath hitch.

“You’re a wild card. Not quite sure what you could ask for. Knowing you, you could ask for a picture of me wearing nothing but a sombrero over my crotch and holding a lizard with a mustache.”

A laugh bubbles out of me from the picture in my head that conjured up. Oh, I can see it plain as day. Too bad, that’s not what I want.

“Tempting,” I say, “but that’s not what I was thinking.”

“No?” His eyebrows rise, as if he was one hundred percent positive that sombrero crotch was what I really wanted. That’s not what I would want from his crotch if I had the option.

“No, but I’m actually ready to cash in on what I want.”

“Right here?” He looks around the lot full of expensive cars. A lonely street light shines above us, with the stars being our other source of light.

“Right here,” I confirm.

Shifting in place, he grips the bill of his hat and says, “Okay, what would you like?”

Mustering up every ounce of courage I have and praying to Zeus that he doesn’t turn me down, I say with gusto, “A kiss.”

With widening eyes, he stares down at me, unsure if he heard me right. “A kiss?” His shocked expression puts doubt in my heart. Maybe I was reading him wrong, maybe what I thought was lust flowing between us was just one-sided.

But I’ve already committed, so I swallow hard and nod. “Yes, a kiss . . . on the lips,” I add, in case he was thinking about going all Grandpa on me and puckering up only to drop a kiss on the top of my head. Holy hell, that would be absolutely mortifying.

Unsure, he searches my eyes and I shyly smile, trying to read what he’s thinking. All I can see is the inner workings of his brain running a mile a minute through the uneasy look in his face.

Shit, shit, shit.

Too fast. What happened to baby steps, Ruby?

I know, the hand holding happened, the smile, the laughter, the brush of his fingers against my cheek. Yup, they all made me temporarily insane.

My gut is twisting in my stomach, a million bricks settling at the bottom, weighing me down in the most painful of ways. The urge to purge is overwhelming, the need to flee is making my feet fidgety, and absolute mortification takes over, raising my body temperature to uncomfortable levels of heat.

Fuck, I want to cry.

He’s not doing anything. He’s just staring at me, as if I’m crazy.

I can’t take it anymore. I start to take back my request when he steps forward, causing my throat to close up and my palms to turn into monsoon season. His eyes stay trained on mine, his masculine stance overshadowing me.

Oh my God, will he kiss me?

Moving smoothly, his left hand connects with my hip, instantly setting every nerve ending on fire and causing a kaleidoscope of butterflies to flutter endlessly in my stomach. Just the mere touch of his hand on my hipbone causes a dull ache between my legs, reminding me how much I crave this man.

Turning his hat around, his hooded eyes indicate his intentions, and all I can do is stand there, stiff as a board, in awe that this actually might happen.

Slowly, ever so fucking slowly, he runs his hand up my arm, across my collarbone, up the column of my neck, past my cheek, and to my hat where he spins it around as well, only to lower his hand back to my jaw where his fingers skim my skin. His hand then falls to the back of my neck where it entwines with loose strands of hair.

Pulling me closer, I brace my hand on his chest for balance. My legs are wobbly, my knees weak, and there’s a great possibility I might collapse from this sensual moment.

Whispering softly, inches from my face, he says, “Are you sure this is what you want?”

I can’t help the gulp that travels down my throat as I nod. Oh, yes. Very, very sure.  I have no ability to speak, not with Bodi gripping me tenderly, mere moments away from caressing my lips with his. It’s too much. His presence is strong, commanding, dominant.

Flat-out intoxicating.

With one last search of my eyes, he lowers his head, pauses right before our lips touch, almost as if he’s waiting for me to stop him. There is no way I would do that. Not being this close, not when my body is humming with intimate need for Bodi.

With one last breath, he presses forward, connecting our mouths in a soft, explorative nature.

Light explodes around me, my stomach bottoms out, and my grip tightens on his shirt as he kisses me.

He’s not demanding. He’s tentative, delicate, as if it’s a whisper of a kiss. While his lips gently explore mine, making soft feather-like movements, his grip on my hip is exactly the opposite. Hard, unforgiving, almost bruising, he holds on to me, deepening his grasp with each movement of his lips. The hand tangling my hair is also demanding, not letting me move, not that I would want to. There is only one place I want to be, and it’s in Bodi’s arms.

Testing my limits, I part my lips and allow Bodi to explore some more. He takes the bait by groaning into my mouth and pressing me against the side of his truck, pinning me in place while his tongue strokes my bottom lip.

My whole body is tingling; igniting, throbbing, buzzing with yearning. Yearning for something more, for the press of his hips against mine, for the palm of his hand to move past my hip and up my stomach, for his body to slowly and seductively move against mine. Anything to further intensify this burning connection.

Running my hands up his chest, loving the way it feels like hard stone under my palms, I grip the back of his neck and plunge my tongue into his mouth, matching his every stroke, opening wide and letting our lips do the talking.

It’s intense.

Exhilarating.

By far, the most unbelievable sexy kiss I’ve shared with another person.

I’m gearing up for a long night of lip-locking when Bodi groans and quickly pulls away, letting our lips smack apart. As if I’m on fire, his body retreats from mine and he turns away, gripping the back of his neck while looking at the ground.

Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit. Did I scare him off?

My lips are swollen, my heart about to explode out of my chest, and my wobbly legs ready to break at any point in time.

I study the strain of muscles in his back as he grips his neck, the tightness in his shoulders, the tension taking over the man before me. Well done, Ruby. You pushed him too far.

Unsure of what to do, I contemplate going to him but don’t get a chance because he turns around quickly and tilts his head as he studies me.

Mumbling under his breath, he says, “Fuck it,” and charges after me, pinning me against the truck once again with one strong arm. The other straddles the side of my head as he leans forward, once again taking my mouth in his.

Holy hotness!

Echoes of baseball fans surround us, the crisp night air enveloping us in a cocoon, and the faint light of the ballpark barely peeking past the top of Bodi’s truck. It’s just the two of us, in this moment, our mouths pushing forward, turning this friendship into something more.

Pulling away, so our mouths are no longer connecting, he leans his forehead against mine and looks me in the eyes. He’s so close, and I can’t read him. His grasp on my hip is strong, and his hips are inches from mine. I’m not sure, but it sounds like he’s quietly saying Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit.

“Fuck, Ruby. What are you doing to me?”

“Kissing you?” I answer sheepishly, unsure how to answer his question.

The hand that was propping him up against the truck, cups my cheek and his thumb runs along my skin, sending chills down my spine.

“I need to take you home before I do something in the parking lot I will regret.” His voice is heavy, gravelly.

“And what might that be?” I ask on a gulp.

“Fuck you,” he answers honestly, pressing a kiss against my lips one last time and helping me into his truck.

Just like that, my entire being is set on fire.

Fuck you.

Those two words ring through my ears the entire ride home.


Chapter Fifteen

BODI

 

 

“I had a great time,” Ruby says timidly in the car. We just arrived outside her apartment where I put the truck in park. “Thanks for the amazing tickets. It really made my night.”

“Anytime,” I answer awkwardly.

The drive home was silent. Our easy banter nowhere to be found, and even though I could have turned the radio on, I didn’t. I couldn’t. My mind was fixated on that kiss. Fuck, can she kiss.

There was no holding back when she asked me to kiss her. I thought about it for a few seconds, hating how incredible it felt to have an open invitation given the baggage trailing behind me, but seeing her lips glisten under the street lamp did me in. I needed to taste her, to know what it felt like to have her body pinned against mine.

And fuck if it wasn’t the most intoxicating thing I’ve ever experienced.

Shrugging her shoulders, probably not sure what to do, she opens the door and says, “Okay, I’ll catch you later.”

Looking into the dark night, I realize I don’t want her walking around by herself, even though her apartment is only a few feet away, so I get out and jog around the truck to meet her. Her surprised look doesn’t go unnoticed.

“It’s dark and late; I don’t want you walking around alone.” Taking her hand in mine, I walk her to her apartment door.

“That’s not necessary,” she protests as we move forward.

“It’s not negotiable,” I reply sternly. I’ll be damned if I let anything happen to her.

Silently, we make our way to her front door and pause while she fishes out her keys from her purse. Their jingle echoes in the vacant hallway, and I don’t like how it signals our night is coming to an end.

“Thanks for walking me to my door.”

“Sure.”

Not moving, we both stare at each other, the weight of our kiss resting heavily between us. Was it a mistake? Did it change everything now? Is she regretting it?

Fuck, did she not enjoy kissing me?

Was I too demanding? Hell if I can remember. I was so consumed by the feel of her body, the way she slightly rocked against me in conjunction with the sweet strokes of her tongue, that I can’t remember my own damn actions.

Maybe I turned her off completely. Is that why she didn’t talk all the way home? Did I really fuck this up?

“Goodnight.” She faintly smiles and unlocks her door. I stand in place, unable to move. Is this how this night is really going to end?

Right when I think she is going in, her shoulders fall and she sighs while turning toward me.

“Bodi . . .”

I don’t give her a chance to finish her sentence. I grip the side of her face and pull her close, connecting our mouths once again, praying she doesn’t push me away.

The distinct sound of her keys hitting the floor spurs me on, as her hands clasp around my neck and pull me closer. Her lips part; the soft, sweet taste of her tongue meets mine and I’m lost once again, letting my other hand wander to her lower back, just above the swell of her ass. She has curves but she’s small, and my hand practically spans across the entire width of her back.

“Fuck,” I mutter, pushing her against the door jamb, hoping I don’t hurt her. “You’re addicting.”

Her answer is a moan, followed by her chest puffing out against mine, her nipples perked and hard as stone, pressing solidly into me.

I’m overcome with emotions as I clasp tighter to her hip, holding her in place. I don’t want to let go. I don’t want to say goodnight. I want to hold her, cherish her, brand her. My Rubes.

“Come inside,” she says in between kisses, causing me to pull away.

Did she just invite me in? My dick hardens from the mere thought of continuing what we started, pushing past using only our mouths.

In desperation, I search her eyes, making sure this is what she really wants. Expecting to see uncertainty, I’m greeted with a heady glaze in her beautiful eyes. This is real.

Letting her pull me into her apartment, I grab her keys, shut and lock the door, taking an extra second to make sure it’s secure. Since her apartment is so small, it doesn’t take long to get to her bedroom, which is illuminated by moonlight.

Time stands still, the tension in the air is thick with lust, and the energy between us is palpable, spurring me to take what I want. I reach for her hand but she pulls away, confusing me.

She doesn’t say a word. Instead, she tosses her hat to the side and lets out her loose braid, her golden locks falling over her shoulder in beautiful waves. I’m so entranced with her hair bouncing in time with her movements I miss her fingers pinching the hem of her shirt, which she pulls over her head and tosses to the side.

Standing in front of me, Ruby is confident in her body. She unzips her shorts and tosses those to the side, leaving her in minuscule lingerie. And holy fuck, I harden with each scan of her gorgeous body. Not only does she have beautiful curves to grab on to, but she seems to have a penchant for microscopic lingerie, a fact I admire. Because, fuck, she’s hot.

Strutting toward me, the quirky, somewhat clumsy Ruby I know disappears, and in her place is a lust-filled, sexy-as-sin woman with her eyes trained on me. Me. My breath catches in my throat the minute her hands find their way under the hem of my shirt, her fingertips dancing across my abdomen where she slides them to my pecs, taking my shirt with her. With quick maneuvering, I toss my shirt on the floor to join her discarded clothing and grip her hips so she can explore my chest a while longer.

Awe fills her eyes with each pass of her hand over my defined muscles. Her hands run from my pecs to my shoulders, her thumbs caressing my nipples, turning them into hard nubs, and lighting a burning fire inside me.

“You’re so handsome, Bodi.” I’ve never seen that look in a woman’s eyes before. They’re bright, shining, as if in wonder. “Not just your body, but your heart too.”

And just like that, I can’t hold back. With what little finesse I have left, I slide one of my hands to the back of her neck and bring her lips to mine.

Her mouth opens on command, and I ease my tongue in, meeting hers, stroking it, reveling in the feel of her melting into my body. The need to move faster, to demand more, is overwhelming, but I want to take this slow. I want to remember every moment I have with her, every touch, every moan, every cry of ecstasy. And I plan to hear many of those.

While I take advantage of her fuckable mouth, she moves her hands to the waistband of my jeans and undoes them, grazing her hand over my eager bulge. The minor friction she creates elicits a moan from deep within me.

It’s been so fucking long.

Needing to let her know, I separate our mouths and say, “I haven’t, uh, done this in a long time.” Three years is too fucking long.

Understanding shines brightly in her eyes. “Me either, so we can go slow.”

“Not sure how much I will be able to hold back,” I reply honestly. “You’re gorgeous, Rubes.”

She sighs, as if her lifelong crush just told her he likes her. It’s adorable.

“And here I thought you didn’t find me attractive.” Her eyes cast down, breaking my heart in two. How the hell could she think I didn’t think she was attractive?

Maybe because you’re awkward as fuck and can’t show real human emotions.

Hating myself for making her think such a thing, I step forward, determined to show her how attractive I think she is.

Running my hands to her back, I find the clasp of her bra, and with a flick of my fingers, I undo it. The shoulder straps loosen and the garment falls into a puddle between us. Looking at her eyes, I take a deep breath and glance down, only to be privy to the most beautiful pair of breasts I’ve ever seen. They’re not too big, just the perfect handful with little pink nipples that I can’t wait to get my mouth on.

“Fuck,” I mutter, running my hands up her waist, stopping just below her breasts. “Ruby, there is no way I could not find you attractive.” Barely grazing her, my thumb rubs under her breast, making her entire body shudder. She clasps my cheeks and brings my mouth to hers, and I get lost in the feel of her tongue slowly sliding against mine. It’s so fucking seductive that the crotch in my jeans starts to get uncomfortable.

Backing her up against her bed, I gently help her down, never breaking the connection with our mouths. My jeans are unbuttoned, my fly down, giving Ruby perfect access to slip her hand in, which she does delicately, timidly. The tips of her fingers graze the tip of my cock, causing us both to gasp in shock.

“Shit.” I breathe heavily, unlocking our mouths for a brief moment. “I’m so fucking hard for you, Ruby.”

Uncertainty coats her face as she reaches into my jeans. “You’re not wearing underwear.”

I smile at her cute remark. “I wear tight swimsuits most of the time, so got to let things loose, Rubes.”

She gulps, the column of her neck working up and down while her mouth falls open. “That’s,” she pauses and bites her bottom lip, “that’s hot, Bodi.”

And now I’m smiling like an idiot. Ruby Hearts thinks I’m hot.

Gaining a little more courage, Ruby slides her fingers farther into my jeans, circling my thick cock with her small fingers. The sensation is nothing I’ve ever experienced. I’ve been with women before, but there is something different about Ruby’s touch. It’s tentative, weary, almost as if she touches me wrong I might disappear. I’ve always assumed I would never find anyone I would feel comfortable with. Be real. Let my guard down with. I’ve felt mild attraction—physical attraction—making the act of sex possible. But touching and being touched by Ruby? My Ruby? It’s incomparable. Completely incomparable. There is something different about Ruby’s touch.

She has to know I’m not going anywhere.

Reciprocating her touch, I move my hands to her slim waist, skimming my hands over her stomach and up her breasts. Her breathing hitches, pausing momentarily until my fingers graze her breasts slightly, just the faintest touch.

“Oh God,” she moans and arches her back. Fuck, and I didn’t think I could get any harder.

The need to feel her completely in my palm is overwhelming, but I want to take this slow. Need. To. My self-control is wearing thin with the way her body is rocking against mine, her hips seeking contact, her chest popping into the air, and her hand gradually working its way into my jeans until . . .

“Oh fuck,” I gasp, lowering my head to the divot between her neck and shoulder. Her hand grips my cock, tight.

My lips wander up her neck, to her jawline where they gradually find their way to her mouth. I hover mere millimeters over her mouth, grip her breast fully in mine, and then claim her mouth, evaporating her moan. I’m rewarded with a stroke of her own along my rigid cock.

There is a grandiose urge to pump my hips into her hand, to make her stroke me harder, faster, tighter. I need release. I’m fucking craving it right now, but not yet, not fucking yet.

I swipe my tongue across Ruby’s lips, mimicking the motion I want to make against her nipples, then travel down, applying pressure to her breasts with each passing kiss until I’m at her collarbone. Her once-timid strokes have now turned into nothing, leaving her hand motionless in my jeans, but I’m okay with that because it means I’m clearing all thoughts from Ruby’s mind so she can feel what I’m doing to her. Moving down, I nip at her skin, plucking her nipples tightly with my fingers, rolling the nubs and pulling up only to release them and repeat the torture all over again.

“Bodi, you’re teasing me.”

Fuck yeah, I am.

And there is no way I’m going to stop.

My cock dances, hard as a fucking rock from the tiny mews coming from Ruby, from the feel of her soft skin against my water-toughened hands, and from the sweet taste of her mouth that’s now imprinted in my brain.

Wanting to see her writhe under me, I play with her nipples, plucking them and squeezing harder, causing her chest to lift with each pull, and focus my mouth on kissing down her stomach.

So fucking soft, every single inch of her. I get to her belly button and spread her legs, making room for my bulky body; she understands my intention. And wants it.

My Rubes knows exactly what she wants.

The last few inches I take very slowly. Nipping and sucking on her stomach, her waistline, just above her pubic bone, she is panting, squirming under me to position my head where she wants it. Still covered in her little thong, I grip the edge with my teeth and pull it down, exposing her pussy . . . her fucking wet pussy.

Shit. I could come in my pants right now from the sight of her, from the scent of her.

Needing extra help, I spare one of my hands from her nipples and shuck her thong to the side; she lies completely naked in front of me. Fuck. What a sight.

The swell of her hips gives me something to grab on to. The roundness of her breasts gives me something delectable to play with, especially those hard nipples of hers. And then there are her lips—pouty, swollen, sweet as fuck. She’s slowly branding me with her body and her beautiful heart.

I pull away, getting off the bed to shuck my jeans. The tortured look in her face makes me chuckle. Her eyes are hooded, her lips parted, her body trembling, aroused. Mine.

“What are you doing?” she asks, her voice shaky.

“Losing the pants, Rubes. I’m not going to last very long after I fuck you with my tongue.”

Her eyes widen in surprise from my brazen response, making me even harder.

Wanting to give Ruby a show, I slowly slip my hands in the front of my pants and squeeze the tip of my dick, sending a fucking rocket of pleasure down my spine. Moaning, my head falls back. I can feel the strain in my neck, in my chest muscles, in every inch of my body.

This. Something I’ve had to do many times since getting to know Ruby. Especially during the Olympic trials from her text messages. But touching myself in front of her?

“Holy fuck,” Ruby mutters, pulling my attention back to her. There is no questioning it. She wants me. Hardened nipples, glistening pussy, mouth agape, and a wandering hand now fondling her own breasts.

With precision, I lower my jeans all the way, step out of them, and move them to the side. Standing tall, my erection must not disappoint from the sharpened look in Ruby’s face, her gaze zeroing in on my cock.

I take it in my hand and stroke a couple times, fucking torturing myself. Ruby’s expression is priceless. I move forward, hand still on my cock as I lower myself. Releasing my hand, I scoot her to the edge of the bed by yanking on her ankles, bringing her pussy to just the right level. Hooking her legs over my shoulders, I start to run kisses up her inner thighs. When I get to her center, I skip over and start kissing down her other leg, making her grunt and thrash above me.

Despite my throbbing cock pressing against the bed, I love every minute of prolonging the inevitable with Ruby.

“Bodi,” she groans. “Please.”

Her voice is so strained that I give in, moving my lips back to her center. I kiss her pussy, loving how wet she is, and then part her with my fingers, exposing her soaking clit.

Fuck. Me.

Reminding myself to go slowly, at a snail’s pace, I lick her. Her entire body shoots up from the connection, a scream coming from her mouth.

Pure male satisfaction surges through me as I push my tongue against her again, this time flattening it out and licking upward.

“Oh God, yes! More,” she pants, her hands gripping the bedding underneath her.

I move my flattened tongue around her, wishing I could feel the throbbing of her clit against my mouth. Her head is moving from side to side, her nipples harder than ever, her stomach concaved, pushing her pelvis forward. She’s close.

Wanting to feel more, I put two fingers at her pussy and slide them in only to find out how fucking tight she is, with a vise-like grip sucking my fingers in.

Shit. My cock aches with need.

Pointing my tongue so it lightly flicks her clit, I pump into her with my fingers, part her with my other hand, and move at a rapid pace, licking, sucking, pulling that little nub into my mouth only to let go, and then do it all over again.

Like a tidal wave, her entire body rolls off the bed, quaking with pleasure as she screams my name . . . screams.

“Yes!” she shouts, her hand on my head, keeping me in position so her hips can ride my tongue until every last ripple of ecstasy leaves her body.

Holy fucking shit. I’ve never experienced a moment like that before. Watching Ruby coming. Knowing I did that to her. How much she loved that. Fuck. Me.

Her hips slow down, her hand releases from my head, and her body lies sated on the bed. She better not fall asleep because I’m nowhere near being done.

Covering her face, she lets out a low moan and sits up on the bed, her eyes looking directly at my cock. Licking her lips, she starts to move forward, but I stop her. I quickly ease the worry in her eyes.

“I’m about to come after watching you fall apart on my tongue. I would rather come inside you than in your mouth.”

A shy smile appears. And thank God she is more than happy to make that happen, because I need inside her. Now.

I push her back down on the bed, scooting her back and positioning my body between hers. The tip of my cock hits her wet pussy, and it takes everything in me to not blow right there.

I cup her face with one hand and prop my body up with the other. Leaning forward, I take her mouth in mine and let my tongue once again explore.

Can she taste herself on me?

Can she taste how sweet she is? How addicting she is?

I sure as fuck hope so because that will not be the last time I let her come on my tongue.

Underneath me she’s so small, eclipsed by my muscular build. She’s petite, dainty, completely and utterly feminine in every inch of her body. I’ve never felt this consumed by a woman before. I’ve never opened myself up to a woman before.

I like it.

I’m becoming addicted to it.

To this connection I share with her, this burning desire to not only be intimately connected with her, but to be intellectually and spiritually connected as well. I want our hearts beating the same beat. I want our souls to meld together.

“Need to be inside you,” I groan out, just about to spread her legs more when I realize I don’t have a condom. I never carry them with me and going into tonight I never expected to end up here. “Shit, I don’t have a condom.”

“I have some in my nightstand. I’m also on the pill.” Her eyes seem to be smiling, shining at me, and I search her eyes. “I’m clean, Bodi, and I know you are. There is no doubt in my mind that you would be.”

Is she fucking serious right now?

I’ve never been bare with a woman, ever. The mere thought of having no shield between my Rubes and me makes my stomach flip with excitement.

“Are you sure?” I ask, hoping and praying she doesn’t change her mind.

She doesn’t answer. Instead, she reaches between us, circles my cock and positions me at her entrance only to move the head through her wet pussy. Shiiiiiit.

There will be none of that, not when I’m about to explode.

I growl close to her ear and thrust inside her, unable to control my need to possess her. We both groan from the smooth joining.

“Fuck me, Ruby. You’re so goddamn tight. I’m not going to last.”

“Then don’t,” she speaks through panted breaths. “Fuck me, Bodi. Let yourself go and fuck me.”

Going slow? Moving methodically in and out of her, twisting my hips ever so slightly? That had been my intention, but not after that command, not after those two little words popped out of her mouth.

Straddling her head with my palms, I lower my mouth to hers and thrust hard. I capture her gasp with my tongue and continue my pace.

Everything feels so real, so raw, so different, that I pump even harder to feel more, to see if there are any other sensations I’ve been missing by not being with this woman sooner.

And fuck if they all don’t explode right in front of me at the same time.

Pressure.

Pulsing.

Aching.

Throbbing.

Tingling . . .

“Fuck, I’m going to come,” I declare as my balls draw tight and a sharp sensation hits me full force.

Just as I’m about to blow, Ruby clings to my shoulders, digging her fingernails into my skin and screaming out my name, her pussy contracting all around my dick, milking me for all I’m worth.

“Shit,” I groan, my head plastered to the bed, my hips flying at a rapid pace until every last drop is out of me.

Euphoria surrounds me. Passion and satisfaction soar through me as my body comes back down to earth, my cock still hard as fuck inside Ruby.

Her once scratching fingers are now gracefully running along my back in feather-like motions, her lips kissing the side of my face, pulling me out of my sex-induced fog.

Rolling off her, I quickly go to her bathroom, wash up, and grab a wash cloth for her. I hand it to her, unsure if I should clean her myself, and then lie next to her when she’s done, pulling her into my chest and under the blankets. Her hand instinctively makes circles on my stomach, and if I didn’t come so fucking hard inside her, I would be positioning her on top of me.

Silence falls over us, as we lie there staring at the ceiling. I can feel myself starting to feel awkward again. What do I say? I’ve never really cuddled with anyone before. Before, it’s been sex and that’s it, but with Ruby it’s so much more.

Do I tell her good job? Give her a high five? Let her know her pussy is a fucking ten in my book?

Probably not.  Does anyone ever say that sort of thing?

I start to fidget, begging my brain to come up with something to say when Ruby leans in, presses a kiss to my jaw and then sighs, resting her head back down.

And that’s when I realize. I don’t have to say anything. I can lie here with her, perfectly content in silence, listening to her breathing even out as she falls asleep.

That’s good enough for me.

Fucking perfect actually.

***

“Ruby, baby, wake up for a second.”

“Mmm,” she groans.

The early morning light peeks past the buildings surrounding her apartment, casting an orange glow on the woman who owned me last night. Who slept in my arms last night. My arms. All night. Rather than feeling freaked out like the last time I woke with her in my arms, today I feel . . . unbelievable.

Kissing her lips, just light enough, I murmur, “Rubes, wake up.”

She stretches her arms, making the bedding fall down her chest, exposing her glorious tits. The cool morning air puckers her nipples, and it takes everything in me not to lick them.

“What’s going on?” she mumbles, her eyes barely opening.

“I have to go to practice.”

“Practice for what?” she asks, moving some more, making her breasts sway with each movement.

Fuck me.

“Swimming. I have early morning practice.”

“You’re going to leave?” Her pout isn’t fake; it’s genuine and it’s killing me.

“Believe me, I want nothing more than to cuddle the shit out of your warm, sexy body right now, but I can’t be late.” Words I never thought I’d ever utter, let alone think.

“Mmm, okay.” She brushes her hand across my cheek and then brings my mouth to hers. Faintly, she kisses me, our lips barely touching, and just like that, my cock is hard, and all thoughts of going to practice escape me.

“Rubes,” I breathe out heavily, my control slipping.

Her fingers play with the hair on the back of my neck and her tongue parts my lips, shooting pleasure straight to my groin. I falter slightly, my will collapsing, and even though I know I’m on a strict time schedule, I can’t seem to resist the feel of Ruby’s nipples rubbing against my chest right now.

Running my hand behind her, I bring her naked body closer. Her arms wrap around my neck, and our kiss deepens, our tongues mating, begging for more. The soft feel of her skin against my palm, the way her hands explore my hair, the heat pouring off her, are all my undoing.

Lowering her to the bed, I make quick work of my jeans, kicking them off in a frenzy, and tear the bedding off the bed, exposing Ruby in all her glory. She doesn’t break away from me, her kisses don’t stop, but her legs fall open. From a quick rub of my body against hers, I can already feel how wet she is.

“Fuck, Ruby. You’re already wet.”

“Because of you,” she whispers, trailing kisses along my jaw.

“I’m going to have to be quick.”

“Then get going, Bodi, unless you want me to get myself off.” Who knew this quirky, adorable woman could be so demanding, so sassy in bed?

Growling into the curve of her neck, I say, “No fucking way.”

Everything about this woman turns me on, from her touch, to her endless questions, to her unbelievable body. I want nothing but to stay in bed with her all day.

What a fucking crazy thought. From the moment I first met her, she scared me with her touching, her incessant need to pry into my life, but now it’s different. I thrive on her text messages, on her sweet smiles, on the way her eyes light up when I’m with her, and when I enter her.

Like right now.

In her sleepy haze, I enter her, her eyes widening from my girth, from the tight fit we make, and just when I think she’s going to pass out from holding her breath, she sighs into the bed and entwines her body with mine.

Her pussy is incredible. It sheathes me with such force I never want to leave. The friction we create is consuming. The build-up between us, the throbbing darting up and down my spine, the squeeze of her thighs around my waist, her relentless tongue . . . fuck, it takes me right over the edge.

“How close?” I grunt out, not sure how much more I can hold back.

She doesn’t answer. Not with words anyway. Her head flies back, exposing her breasts. The sight is my undoing. I come. I come fucking hard. Her cries of ecstasy float in my head as I pump feverishly into her, letting go completely.

As I slow my hips down, I kiss her neck and whisper, “It’s never been this good, Rubes. It’s never been this addicting.”

“Morning sex?” she asks, still in a haze, now more from lust rather than sleep.

“No,” I answer honestly. “Sex. It’s different with you.”

Her lazy smile stretches across her face as she sits up, her upper torso completely naked. I love how comfortable she is with me. She cups my face with both hands and gently kisses me on the lips. No tongue, nothing too demanding, just a sweet, adoring kiss.

Pressing her forehead against mine, she says, “Get out of here, you’re going to be late.”

She’s right about that. Disengaging myself, I quickly make use of my jeans and grab my cell phone from her nightstand. Shit, I’m ten minutes behind already. Traffic lights better be on my side.

“I’m sorry I have to bolt.”

“No worries, Bodi.” She winks and pulls the covers over her body only to flop on the bed and curl up.

Shit. I want to stay. Here. With Ruby. In bed. I’ve never felt like this before. I have commitments. I need to get to training. That’s what I do. Not spooning with extremely beautiful, just-fucked-by-me women.

I don’t have that privilege. For the first time in all my years of swimming, I wish I wasn’t a swimmer. I hear my subconscious taunting me for thinking those words, with murmurs of giving pride to my family that they deserve, but I’m on a post-sex high.

Sprinting to my truck, I start the engine, thoughts and images of Ruby floating through my mind as I make my way through Los Angeles to the club where my coach is waiting for me.

Shit, Ruby. She needs to be safe. I call her quickly, hoping my neurosis won’t freak her out. When I get her voicemail, I cringe. “Ruby, please go and make sure the door is locked. Please.” I pretty much break every speed limit, perform a couple of California “stops,” and park like a maniac, not even caring that I’m taking up two spaces. I haven't done anything in my normal routine this morning, but strangely I don't feel too off-balance. Thankful for being obsessively organized, I drink down an energy drink with some raw nuts, easy fuel when on the run.

I sprint to the locker room and throw on my bathing suit from yesterday. Yes, I feel fucking nasty and my body itches from the thought of not being clean, but I don’t have a choice. Have I ever gone this long without a shower before? As I jog to the pool deck, I check the clock.

Shit.

I’m five minutes late.

Sitting on the bleachers, clipboard in hand, whistle around his neck, and a stopwatch posed in front of him is Coach, and fuck, he doesn’t look happy.

“Bodi, how nice of you to show.”

I know what you’re thinking, five minutes, not a big deal. Oh, it is in my coach’s world. You don’t keep him waiting. I’ve never kept him waiting.

“Sorry about that.”

“Care to offer an explanation?” He stands, eying me up and down.

“Not really.”

He nods and I turn to face the pool, lowering my goggles and adjusting my swim cap, not wanting to make eye contact with him. I’ve known him since I was a kid, and he will be able to read right through me.

“Long night?” he asks, stepping up next to me, tucking his clipboard to his side and looking straight ahead.

“No.” It was a fucking fantastic night but Coach doesn’t need to know that.

From the corner of my eye, I can see him nod his head. “I would guess otherwise.”

What is he up to? I don’t like the tone of his voice, as if he’s caught me.

“I know I was late but I wasn’t drinking if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I wasn’t. I know you’re not that stupid. You treat your body like a finely oiled machine, and you wouldn’t poison it with alcohol this close to the games.” Damn right about that. Ruby might make fun of me for my kale and water consumption habits, but if I didn’t eat healthily there would be no way I could succeed at the level I’m swimming. “It’s just interesting.”

“What is?” I ask, just wanting to get started with practice.

“You were late. You’re never late. It’s out of your element. Normally you would be close to hyperventilating from not being on schedule.” Shit, he’s right. What the fuck? “And yet, here you are, normal, looking loose, almost . . . happy.” Don’t smile, Banks, don’t fucking smile. He will see right through you. “And here I am worried about my athlete.”

“I’m fine, Coach. Just misjudged my time.”

“Mm-hmm, and the deep scratches on the back of your shoulders. Care to explain those?”

Fuck, busted.

Chuckling, he says, “That’s what I thought. You’ve got an extra set of two hundreds, pyramid progression, then we can get on with practice. Warm up.”

Fuck. Me.

Two grueling hours later, I’m freshly showered and sitting on the locker room bench. I pull out my phone and see a text from Ruby.

Ruby: Hope you made it to practice on time.

Yeah, not so much.

Bodi: Late by five minutes. Thought I was going to get away with it until coach noticed scratches on my back . . . from you. I paid big time in extra 200s but it was worth it. Because the entire time I was able to taste you on my tongue.

It was . . . incredible. Coach was right. I’ve never been late. And if I ever deviate from my routine, I am close to hyperventilating. Yet, there wasn’t anger in his expression. In fact, there was a smile in his eyes, something I’ve seen in his eyes when I win. Pride. He’s proud of me.

Yeah, I was late, but it was so fucking worth it. She was worth it. My Rubes.

 

 


Chapter Sixteen

RUBY

 

 

Nothing has affected me today. And I mean nothing. Not twerpy little Jimmy putting glue in my hair, not the brat Jacqueline—pronounced with a French accent of course—who thought it would be fun to use my cardigan as her own personal piece of “paper” while we cut out pictures, and definitely not the bastard—yes, I said bastard—Joel who thought painting my sacred Keds was his task today.

Nothing gets to me and why? Because Bodi Banks thoroughly sexed me up last night . . . and this morning. Yes, Bodi Banks and I celebrated a great baseball game by partaking in the act of coitus.

Penis met vagina and orgasms happened. Break out the happy dance.

And right when I didn’t think it could get any better, he texts me about how he tasted me on his tongue all through practice. Tasted me on his tongue. I mean, how can a girl not swoon over something like that, especially when it comes from a man who would rather spend his days closed off to the world than get to know someone?

“Hey, are you just going to stare off into space, or are you actually going to clean those brushes?” Lola asks, as if she’s the boss of me.

“I’m cleaning them,” I defend, looking down at the brushes and realizing they aren’t even under running water.

“Sure. Come on, Ruby. I want to go home at some point.”

“You can go home. Everything else is clean, I just have to finish these brushes.”

“And what about the glue in your hair?” Earlier on, I recruited Lola to help me extract the Elmer’s Glue out of my hair on lunch break; I was luckily able to wash it out.

“Took care of it.”

“And your shoes?”

I shrug. “Might have to Picasso their asses and call them my art shoes.”

“Could be kind of badass, being an art instructor and all.”

“Could be. Thanks for your hard work today, apparently all the rats of the classroom decided to come in today.”

“Just another day at the club.” She wipes her hand with a paper towel and then asks, “Any movement on the foundation stuff? I would really like to help out at the gala. It would give me a great experience to put on my résumé.”

The gala. Goodness I haven’t even thought about it, not when I’ve had Bodi Banks on my mind and trying to chip away at the wall he’s erected around himself.

“We could really use the help, especially with setup.”

“Really?” Excitement beams off Lola. “That would be so awesome. What about the pictures? How are you going to get those made? Do you need help getting Bodi to paint?” She wiggles her eyebrows and instantly my hackles rise. “He’s so hot.” Yup, now I want to punch her.

Whoa, settle down, Ruby. The girl is way younger and just crushing on a famous swimmer.

Yeah, a famous swimmer who happens to belong to me.

But does he? Oh hell, I’m fighting with myself. So not healthy.

Forgetting the old angel and devil war going on in my head, I answer her, “At training camp in San Antonio, we are going to have swimmers take some time to do paint strokes against the canvas. Since they will all be there, it will be easy.”

“That’s awesome. Are you going down there to do it?”

Huh, we never really discussed those details.

“Still working things out.”

She sighs and puts her purse over her shoulder, looking at the ceiling wistfully. “It would be so cool to be there, watching all those swimmers getting in and out of the water, especially Bodi.” Leaning forward she says, “Him and Reese for sure have the biggest packages I’ve ever seen.”

And this conversation is now officially over.

“Aren’t you going to be late for something?” I ask.

Checking her phone for the time, she scrunches her nose. “Shoot, I’m going to be late for my hair appointment. I will catch you tomorrow, Ruby. Thanks for taking care of the brushes.”

“Mm-hmm.” I nod and smile at her as she exits the room.

Sheesh, when did high schoolers become so forward? When I was her age I wasn’t talking about men’s bulges. Hell, I don’t even think I knew what a bulge was. Nope, I was too busy taking cross-stitch classes at the local Michaels, along with cake decorating classes. And where has that gotten me? I can cross-stitch a cake on a canvas with a man’s bulge coming out the top. So . . . there.

Finishing the brushes, I make sure to avoid getting water in the ferrule of the brush because that can lead to mold, which affects the stroke of the brush. Even though the brushes I’m working with are from the dollar store, I still try to treat them properly, despite the abuse they take from the kids.

Maybe one day I won’t have to yell at a child during the day not to stick the entire bristle of the brush up their nose.

But I’m painting my boogies.

I don’t get paid enough for this job.

I dry my hands after all the brushes are on the drying rack and then quickly take the sprayer and rinse the sink. I have no clue what I’m doing for the rest of my day. I was looking forward to hearing about that seamstress job, but I guess I will have to wait a little longer.

My purse is in a cupboard so when I turn around to grab it, I halt in my position from the sight of Bodi sitting on one of the desks just staring at me.

With my hand over my heart, I say, “Sweet little Jesus doll, you startled me.”

A side smile graces his face as he takes me in, his eyes heating me up with his perusal. “Sorry, Rubes.” God, he is so gorgeous.

“What are you doing just sitting there? It’s kind of creepy you didn’t make yourself known.”

His face falls and I realize my error. He’s already socially awkward, and probably doesn’t want to be called a creeper.

I backtrack. “I mean, not a creeper.” So smooth. “Just, you know . . . you scared me.”

He hops off the table, keeping his distance, and sticks his hands in his pockets. “Sorry.” He’s looking down, like a wounded little boy and instantly my hearts starts to break. Good going, Ruby.

Needing to comfort him, I eliminate the space between us and wrap my arms around his waist, hugging him tightly. He’s stiff at first but then wraps his burly arms around my shoulders and pulls me in close. “I missed you,” I say into his chest.

“Yeah?” he asks, his voice becoming less frigid.

“Yeah. Kind of liked hanging out with you last night.”

He raises a rakish eyebrow at me. “You only liked the hanging out part?”

“Yeah, hanging out, you know . . . private parts dangling . . . hanging out.”

Shaking his head, he says, “You’re such a dork.”

“And what, you’re Mr. Cool Britches?”

“Much cooler than you. Who says britches in this era?”

“Old souls,” I counter. “We need more people like me. People who appreciate the fine things like arts and crafts. Who can sit down and watch an entire musical without looking at their phone. People who prefer a deck of cards over an iPad.”

Kissing the top of my head, he succumbs. “You’re right about that. Maybe you can start a club for people who like to organize ribbon.”

“Wouldn’t that be fabulous?”

“The tits,” he jokingly responds. “What are you doing tonight?”

Just as I’m about to answer, my phone rings. Putting up my finger, I say, “Hold that thought.”

The caller ID says it’s my mom and since we are texters a lot of the time, I answer.

“Hey Mom.” Bodi’s ears perk up from the mention of my mom.

“Ruby, did you look in the paper today?” She sounds almost erratic, frenzied.

“No, is everything okay?”

Instantly alert, Bodi comes over to me and takes my hand, worry etched in his features.

“Everything is fine. Why would you ask that?”

“Because you sound like you’re out of breath, and you’re asking me to check the paper.”

“I just ran up the stairs.”

“Why would you do that? You don’t run.” And that’s the God’s honest truth. My mom refuses to break a sweat, she believes sweating is for men and pigs. I don’t get the logic. Every human perspires. Hell, my pits are dank just from hearing the frantic tone in my mom’s voice.

“There are two reasons I run . . .”

My eyes fly open and my heart pounds in my chest. “Black Friday and Yarn Sale.”

“And it’s not November.”

Screaming at the top of my lungs, scaring the ever-living shit out of Bodi, I run in place and throw my hands in the air only to bring the phone back down to my mouth. “Yarn sale!!”

“Sweetheart, brace yourself. All Red Heart yarn is on sale. Dare I say, even the boutique styles.”

“Oh. Em. Gee.” I start pacing in the classroom. “Please tell me I can use the twenty-five percent-off coupon I’ve been saving.”

“Honey,” she pauses, “you can.”

“Sweet honeyed ham.” I turn to Bodi and say, “I can’t hang out tonight; I have some shopping to do.”

“Hang out? What are you talking about?” my mom asks.

“Oh sorry, I was talking to Bodi.”

And now my mom is screeching in the phone. “You’re with Bodi? Are you two together? Are you an item? Have you kissed him? Oh, put him on the phone. Mommy wants to talk to him.”

So not going to happen.

“Yeah, I’m afraid that’s not on the docket for today, but thanks for asking.”

“I don’t mind talking to her,” Bodi says, clearly able to hear our conversation.

“Yes, you do,” I inform him.

“No, I don’t.”

“You do.” This time when I talk to him I use my stern face.

Sadly, it doesn’t work.

“Seriously, I can handle it.”

“Just give him the phone,” my mom shouts.

Hating everything about this, I roll my eyes and hand Bodi the phone.

“Hello, Mrs. Hearts.” From a distance I can hear my mom cooing into the phone only to follow it up with a lecture on how to be nice to her daughter.

Looking me dead in the eyes, Bodi says, “I have no intention of hurting her, Mrs. Hearts. Okay, yeah. Have a good night as well.” Holding his hand over the phone before handing it over, he says to me, “Grab your purse, we have some yarn shopping to do.”

***

“You hate me, don’t you?”

“Why would you say that?” Bodi asks, peeking his head over the pile of yarn I’ve forced him to carry.

“Because I’m using you as a mule. You have yarn coming out of your pockets.” Yes, I stuffed yarn into his pockets. Didn’t mind grazing his tush while doing it. “And for the last five minutes you’ve been patiently waiting, not complaining, while I try to decide between getting white or soft white.”

“Go with the soft white.” He winks at me.

Really? This man, how can I not want to jump him right here in the yarn aisle while little old ladies bump elbows to cash in on the mega deal going down in the craft store. The moment my mom mentioned yarn sale, I was gearing up to fight it out on my own but Bodi wouldn’t allow it. I told him multiple times that he didn’t have to go but he refused to see me be thrown defenseless into the seas of canes and dentures.

All in all, it’s worked out better for me because during a yarn sale I only purchase what I can carry. That way, I don’t get out of hand in my spending, but this go around, with my coupon and a burly man carrying around my yarn, I get to indulge a little.

“He’s right,” a little old lady with fire-red hair says. Gripping on to Bodi’s bicep, she ogles him. “I’d go with soft white just so I can get home to this fine piece of man.” Snapping her dentures at Bodi, she does a growling sound and then takes off. Did I really just hear a wrinkle sac growl? At Bodi?

Bodi, the ever so polite man in public, mouths, “What the fuck?” I cover my mouth and giggle from the wide eyes he’s showing under the brim of his A’s hat.

“Soft white it is.” I tuck two packets into his already full arms. “All right, I think I have all I need.”

Scanning what we’ve gathered, Bodi asks, “Not that I’m judging you and your craft supplies, but why do you need all this yarn?”

I place my hands on my hips and tilt my head, scanning Bodi. “Besides the fact that it’s an amazing sale and any idiot would be dumb to pass up on the opportunity to stock up on yarn, my mom and I spend the second half of the year knitting scarves and hats for the Special Olympic athletes around the country.”

His brow furrows. “What?”

“Special Olympics, you’ve heard of it, right?”

“Of course,” Bodi says. “There is a club that comes in on Fridays for pool time. I’ve hung around them a few times, some of the best athletes I’ve ever had the pleasure of swimming with.”

Be still my heart.

Do not stick your tongue down this man’s throat in the middle of the yarn aisle. Self-respect, Ruby.

Clearing my throat, I say, “So you’re familiar. Well, they have winter games every year and just like you, they have an opening ceremony where they conclude with a parade of athletes. Different clubs and regions wear different colors. There is a large group of women who make scarves and hats in the specified colors for the athletes to wear during opening ceremonies. You know . . . since they’re not sponsored by Ralph Lauren.”

“You really do that?” Bodi asks, almost as if he can’t believe it.

I shrug. “Yeah. I mean, why not? I think it is a great thing to do.”

All I receive in response is a curt nod. I can tell he’s thinking something over; what it is, I have no idea, but he’s getting lost in his head, which means he’s retreating. Time to call an end to my yarn shopping. I have plenty of spools to last me quite a long time.

“I think I’m good. Let’s head to check out.”

Nodding again, he follows behind me, quiet the whole time as he lugs my yarn around. His silence is eerie, and I’m wondering if I did or said something wrong. Recounting the last five minutes of our conversation, I can’t pinpoint anything. If I wasn’t afraid to scare him away, I would be frustrated. I’ve always been about communication and not closing yourself off, so interacting with Bodi has been difficult. There have been times where I’ve wanted to shake him and ask him what’s wrong, but I know that’s not the way to handle this man. He’s broken—for some reason—and he needs a gentle touch.

“Wow, you sure are taking advantage of the yarn sale,” the salesperson says as I start to unload Bodi. “What do you plan on making? Baby blankets?”

I used to work at a craft store, so I know it is always a requirement to ask the customer what they are making. Frankly, I hated it because I either got answers that were sweet like a baby blanket for my new grandson, or I got an answer from one of the closet craft creeps who said they needed to replace the bedazzle on their double-sided dick sling. Don’t even ask. I couldn’t get that image out of my head for a while.

“Just knitting some scarves and hats.”

“Do you do craft fairs?”

“No, she donates them,” Bodi pipes up, pinning the salesperson with a death glare.

Okay, someone is looking a little psychotic and it’s neither me nor Clark, the poor teenager ringing up the yarn.

Rubbing Bodi’s arm, I try to ease the tension in his body as Clark finishes up.

“That will be sixty-one dollars and thirteen cents, ma’am,” Clark says. Forty spools of yarn even on sale puts a slight dent in my grocery shopping money but that’s okay. It’s worth it.

“I have a coupon.” I hand it over and Clark gives me the updated price.

I go to swipe my card when a large hand stops me. Looking up at Bodi, who is hovering over me, he says in a rough voice, “I got this,” and then proceeds to hand Clark cash.

Not bothering with his change, Bodi grabs the bags and heads out of the store.

Credit card in hand, purse open, and a stunned face, Clark and I both look at each other. Awkwardly, his voice cracks when he says, “Uh, does that man want his change?”

Looking at Bodi’s retreating back, I shake my head. “Doesn’t look like it.” Patting his hand, I say, “Buy yourself something pretty, Clark.”

Chasing after Bodi, I meet him at his truck. The bags are loaded, and he’s holding the door open for me. He holds out his hand to help me in but I cross my arms over my chest instead and stare him down.

“What was that?”

He actually looks shocked. His eyes widen, he shifts his stance, and his hand rubs the back of his neck. “What was what?”

“Bodi, you can’t tell me that you don’t realize what you did back there? You completely shut off, snapped at poor Clark, and then stormed out of the store without even getting your change. At least Clark will have some money to get his Crunch Wrap Supreme from Taco Bell tonight.”

He doesn’t say anything, just continues to rub the back of his neck and avert his eyes.

“Hey.” I poke him in the stomach. “Bodi, I’m not mad at you. I just want you to talk to me.”

Sighing, he says, “Can we talk about this in the truck?”

Knowing he’s a private person, I don’t put up a fight. I allow him to help me into his truck and wait for him to climb in on his side.

Turning toward me, he grabs my hand and links our fingers together. “You’re too good.”

“What?” I ask, slightly confused.

“You’re too good for me, Rubes.” With the hand that’s not holding mine, he pulls on the bill of his hat, clearly struggling with his words. “You have everything in place in your life, you know. You’re a do-gooder, people love talking to you, hell, you stay late at work just to help kids color between the lines. You’re sweet, caring, kind, easy to talk to, and a fucking ball of sunshine.”

“Should I take that as a compliment?”

“Yes.” Pulling on his hat some more, he mutters, “Fuck.” Sighing once more, he looks up at me with what looks like desperation in his expression. “Hearing you talk about buying yarn so you can spend your nights knitting for Special Olympic athletes . . . fuck, Ruby, you make me feel inferior.” He’s not mad; his voice isn’t angry whatsoever. He’s more pensive.

“I make you feel inferior. Uh hello, Mr. Gold Medals.”

“That’s not—”

I stop him before he can finish his sentence. “Bodi, you do more for the community than anyone I know.” The man does not understand his worth. “Has it become so routine that you’ve forgotten everything you do? Have you forgotten the countless hours you spend at the club, teaching kids how to swim? Have you forgotten all the hours you’ve spent working on the foundation, the money you’ve donated to different scholarships? Have you become so accustomed to those weekly random acts of kindness that you can’t see the good in them anymore?”

He bites his bottom lip, not seductively, no, in a little boyish charm kind of way that melts me right on the spot. “I guess it has,” he answers honestly.

Squeezing his hand, I try to reinforce his character so he gets it through his head. “You’re a good man, Bodi. Don’t downplay your character because you’ve forgotten who you are.”

He nods and those blue eyes peer up at me from under the shadow of his brim. A tiny smirk crosses his face. “Maybe you can teach me how to knit so I can help you with some of those scarves.”

I try not to laugh, but it happens anyway. The image of big, muscular Bodi holding some knitting needles is too much of an image to handle.

“What’s so funny?” He pokes me, and the light in his voice makes my heart sigh. The man is simply too adorable.

“You want to learn how to knit?”

He shrugs. “Yeah, why not? It’s better than sitting around watching senseless television. At least I would be doing something for someone other than myself.”

“And here you felt inferior. It’s thoughts like those that make you the amazing man you are.”

Rolling his eyes, clearly unable to take a compliment, he asks, “Want to go out to dinner or take something back to your place?”

“Are you coming over?” I tease. “I was unaware. Not sure if my place is ready for visitors.”

Glancing over at me, I see a different expression again. The man’s mercurial mood strikes again. Sexy Bodi is irresistible. “Yes, I’m coming over, and I plan on making you come on my tongue at least twice tonight.”

Sweet Jesus, my thighs are quaking. My Bodi Bear is back.

***

“There is no way you can sing.”

He arrogantly shrugs, chopsticks in hand, a pile of steamed veggies in the other hand. When he offered to pick up Chinese food, I was bowled over with excitement to watch him dab in some General Tsos, maybe a little Sesame Chicken, but nope. He ordered steamed veggies—gag—and boiled chicken—puke. I, on the other hand, showed no mercy to my hips and went with sweet and sour chicken with fried rice, naturally.

Getting him to dip his pinky nail in my sweet and sour sauce was a task on its own, and there was no way he was eating one of my chickens. This is where you would expect me to say I batted my eyelashes and begged him to try just one teeny tiny bite and he did.

Nope.

The man knows how to hold his ground. I even pulled my shirt down lower, you know, show off the old melons—or how I like to pronounce them, mell-oons—but he was not tricked. Maybe if I pulled out the nipple he would have been more eager to take part in the Chinese taste test I was offering. Noted for next time.

“You’re telling me that you can sit behind a microphone and sing a little ditty and sound good while doing it?”

“No.” He shakes his head with a mouthful of steamed veggies. “I would never sing into a mic in front of people. Now in the shower, that’s a different story.”

Makes sense, Bodi doesn’t seem like the type of person to sing the national anthem before a sporting event.

“But in the shower, do you sound good?”

He wipes his mouth with the back of his hand, a total boyish move but for some reason it turns me on. What the hell is wrong with me? Maybe because I’ve seen him wipe his mouth after going down on me . . .

Don’t go there, Ruby. I will only end up salivating and dry humping his leg that is extended in my direction.

“Depends.” He shrugs.

“How does it depend? You either sound good or you don’t. You can either sing or you can squawk. Which one is it?”

“Depends on the acoustics of the shower.” He plucks a giant piece of broccoli from his carton and pops it in his mouth, smiling and chewing at the same time.

“Sooo . . . you can’t sing.”

“Everyone can sing.” He points his chopsticks at me. “You don’t have to sound good to sing or even be able to talk in order to sing. There are some very beautiful videos I’ve seen of deaf people using sign language to sing a song.”

Yeah, I’ve seen some of the videos. Along with military coming home to their loved ones, signed-out songs will make me weep like a baby until I’m drowning in my own tears. Real gut-wrenchers.

“I’m well aware. What I’m asking is if you can carry a note or not.”

“Who’s to judge if someone can carry a note?” His demeanor is casual, teasing, instigating. This is playful Bodi. I haven’t seen much of him in person, only in text. He’s annoying, but I still adore him.

“Everyone,” I practically shout. “Everyone with ears is allowed to judge.”

“And those without ears? Can’t exclude them, Rubes.”

Sitting back, tired and exhausted from this conversation, I say, “Wow, you really don’t want to get any tonight do you?”

“I’m not worried about that.”

Cocky bastard. Who is this Bodi, and what has he done with the shy, awkward man I used to know?

“You should be.” Stretching and yawning, I say, “You should actually get going, it’s getting late.”

A questioning brow is raised at me as he studies my serious expression. At least I hope it’s serious, as the boy needs to learn a lesson: don’t poke the bear.

“Get going, huh?” He studies me and then nods his head. “All right.” Tucking his carton closed, he meticulously cleans up his food around him, makes quick to my kitchen where he stuffs his leftovers in the fridge, and then washes his hands . . . three times. Does he know I notice those little tells of his? While he dries them, he turns to me and says, “I’ll call you tomorrow, Rubes.”

Neatly he puts my dish towel back on the oven handle, strides toward me, his muscles flexing under his tight shirt, and leans down to peck me on the forehead.

Peck me . . .

On the FOREHEAD.

Pulling away, he says, “Have a good night,” and moves toward the door.

Is he kidding right now? He’s just going to leave? I sat next to him the entire dinner, my boobs on full display. Does that not count for anything?

Furious for my boobs who worked their little nipples off all night, I stand and place my hands on my hips. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

Turning around, a full smirk on his arrogant face he says, “I thought you wanted me to go home.”

“You know I really didn’t want you to go home.”

“Kind of seemed like it.”

“Yeah, and kind of seems like you’ve broken out of your shell a little and are now pressing your sarcastic luck.”

Moving forward with purpose in each of his steps, his eyes are focused on mine as his body eats up the space between us. “Well, I wouldn’t want to press my luck when I have more important things to press.” His hand travels to the small of my back and pulls me into his body.

Not going to lie, a percentage of the time I’m around him, he smells faintly of chlorine. I’m convinced it’s engrained in his veins. I’ve actually grown fond of the smell, but the cologne he’s wearing tonight? Holy hell, it makes me want to lick him and whip my clothes right off.

“What more important things do you have to press?”

Lowering his head, he presses kisses along my neck, sending chills scattering all over my body. The hand not gripping my lower back travels up the back of my thigh to the curve of my ass where his fingers slip inside my panties, gripping my ass with great force. Sweet Jesus, my clit is already pulsing.

His lips suck on my neck, right in the crevice of my shoulder and collarbone, his breath hot and heavy, and in that moment, I don’t care if he leaves his mark. I almost hope he does so I can claim him as mine. So he can claim me as his.

Repeating my question, needing to know the answer, I ask, “What things do you need to press?”

His lips trail up my neck to my jaw and then back to my ear where he nibbles on my lobe and says, “I need to press my tongue against that sweet little clit of yours.”

With those simple words I’m a pile of mush in his arms, liquid heat being held up by this strong man whispering dirty things in my ear.

“Do you want that, Rubes? My tongue slowly flicking your clit?”

Who the hell wouldn’t?

“Yes,” I answer breathlessly, like those women in soap operas about to be thrown onto the silk sheets of their lovers’ beds.

The hand inside my panties slowly cups my ass and reaches under until it hits my wet center, his fingers easily sliding in. A groan rolls deep from within him just as his teeth start to nip at my neck.

“Fuck, Ruby. You’re so damn wet. Just for me.”

“Only for you,” I answer honestly. There is no one else. No previous boyfriend has turned me on like Bodi does. And not just because his body is cut and contoured in all the right places, but because his heart is pure. He’s gentle, cautious, slightly broken, yet so real I can’t help but be turned on when I’m around him.

“I need to taste you,” he says, pushing me against the edge of the sofa. He turns me around quickly and lifts up the skirt of my dress, while bending me over the cushioned arm so my head is on the seat of the sofa. He doesn’t take his time working my panties off and spreading my legs. Playful Bodi is gone. Hello, Mr. Sexy Bodi.

I’m exposed, everything out in the open, sticking up in the air and I couldn’t care less. All I can focus on is the pounding sensation driving from the center of my body to the tips of my toes. Right now, with Bodi so close to me, a light breeze could probably get me off. That’s how turned on I am.

From the corner of my eye, I watch Bodi kneel on the floor. His hands move from the backs of my knees, up my thighs, lightly grazing my skin, causing an electric current of lust to jolt my entire body.

As his hands get to the top of my ass, he shifts my stance so I’m wider and more open. With his hands splayed across my ass, his thumbs part my lips and his head dives forward. Within seconds, his mouth is on me, licking my clit with long leisurely strokes. Holy shit.

Heat boils inside me with each lick. His tongue works from long flat strokes to short quick ones with the occasional kiss, lighting me up all over. Soft cries come out of my mouth, turning to loud moans whenever his teeth nibble on me. My neighbors must think there is some kind of porn flick being filmed in my apartment from the hideous sounds coming out of my mouth, but I can’t help it. Bodi does this to me. He makes me lose all my inhibitions.

With his thumbs still spreading me open to his tongue, one of his fingers expertly eases inside me, moving in and out with each flick of his tongue, and that’s all I need.

My stomach bottoms outs, my toes curl into my rug, my entire body goes numb, almost limp, as every nerve ending in my system focuses on one thing and one thing alone: the roaring orgasm that consumes me. I cry out Bodi’s name as he continues to pump forward, licking me up and down until I can’t take the pleasure anymore and collapse backward on him, sending us both to the floor. My bare ass on his chest.

Chuckling, he rolls me to the ground and languishingly kisses my lips. I can taste myself on him and I don’t mind it. His strong body rests on top of my small one and his erection presses into my leg. From the strain in his neck, I can tell he’s holding back. I don’t want that.

“Bodi.”

“Hmm?” he asks, trailing kisses across my jaw, one of his hands working its way under my dress.

“Roll over.”

“Why?” His lips now trail down to my chest.

“Because . . .” Oh God, why did I become shy all of a sudden? It’s just Bodi. Say what’s on your mind. “Because I want to suck your cock.”

Like a spring, his head pops up and his eyes study me, questions running through them, wondering if I’m serious.

Not needing to say it, I decide to show him. I push on his shoulders until he rolls over willingly. Loving everything about his chest, I remove his shirt because I want to torture him just as much as he tortured me.

Being the newly confident man that he is—at least around me—he laces his fingers behind his head, his biceps flexing, and stares up at me with heady eyes. His chest ripples, his pecs dancing with his movement, and even in a laid-out state I can see the clear definition of his six-pack. I know I make fun of him for his eating habits, but right now, I want to thank everyone who’s ever grown kale.

“You’re so hot,” I say, running my hands up his chest.

“You think so?” He gives me a knowing smirk and my heart takes flight in my chest.

Leaning forward, my hair cascading a curtain around us, I kiss his lips lightly—barely touching them—and then start kissing down the column of his neck to his collarbone where I spend a little time nibbling on his skin.

Slightly breathless, he says, “Careful, Rubes. My job entails me being shirtless one hundred percent of the time.”

“All the reason for me to mark you then, so people know you’re mine.”

I glance up to see his eyes burning through me with lust. Mmm, just what I wanted.

Nibbling some more, he throws out a warning, “Rubes . . .”

“Don’t worry.” Oh, he should worry. I work my lips down to his chest where I run my tongue over his flat nipple. A sharp hiss escapes him so I do it again, this time adding my teeth.

“Ruby,” he warns again, only spurring me on. I move over to the next nipple and do the same thing, loving the way he’s letting me control his body despite his numerous warnings.

I continue to work my way down, passing over his corded muscles, the deep contours of his abs, the yummy divots in his waistline, where I unbuckle his belt and undo his jeans. His erection is pressing up against the zipper and even though I want to torture him, I need to see just how long and hard he is.

He lifts off the ground so I can work his jeans down and since he doesn’t wear underwear, his cock springs free, and I’m greeted with the most delicious sight.

Shaking my head, I look up at him and see a very satisfied grin on his face. “Where do you stuff it all?”

This question stuns him. “What?” His brow furrows.

“Your penis, Bodi. Where do you put it all? It’s huge and somehow it’s not flopping around in your Speedo, aiding you in your strokes like a third arm in the pool. You know, like a rudder?”

A burst of laughter comes out of him, and it’s the sexiest sound I’ve ever heard. His chest vibrates with his chuckle and his abs flex with his movements. Sex oozes out of him with each laugh. He’s. So. Incredibly. Breathtaking. And he’s mine. Mine.

When he gains control, he shakes his head at me, as if he can’t believe my question. “Rubes, I’m not hard in the pool.”

“Wait.” I hold up my hand. And I can see the irony. I have this very hard, very lickable penis in front of me, and I am asking him questions about getting hard elsewhere.  “You’re telling me you don’t get erect for the Olympics?”

“Nope.” He chuckles a little more.

“I wish that were the case. Could you imagine NBC’s ratings if they showed a bunch of men in tight swimsuits swimming around in the pool, their boners scraping the bottom? You know what?” I press my finger to my chin, really getting into my thoughts now, ignoring the giant cock bouncing in front of me. “That should be an Olympic sport: sausage stuffing.” I paint him a picture. “It starts with a line of flaccid penises, the gun goes off and it’s a race to see who can not only get erect first, but who can stuff their sausage in a pair of Spandex and then do twenty jumping jacks without their penis flying out. I would one hundred percent watch that. Would you?”

Bodi has a very perturbed look on his face and I’m pretty sure, just from the way his lip is tipped to the side, I know he wouldn’t want to watch that Olympic sport.

“Why would you want to see other men’s dicks?”

Of course that’s what he would ask.

“I don’t want to really see their dicks. I’m not about to sit in front of the TV and stare down their danglers, I just want to see the theatrics of it all.”

“Still seems like you want to see other dicks.”

I roll my eyes. “Yes, you caught me. I enjoy a good sausage fest. I just want dicks piled on top of each other so I can stare at all of them, because you know, the penis is the most beautiful thing in the world. Yes, I love staring at the male genitalia,” I deadpan.

“Well, if that’s the case.” He starts to get up, but I pin him down by his chest, feeling his chuckle under my palm.

“If you want my tongue on your cock, I would suggest you don’t move.”

And just like that, the heat between us evaporates our jovial mood. Settling back down, Bodi touches my cheek, his thumb grazing my skin as his hand works to the back of my neck and pulls me down for a scorching kiss. He parts my lips with his tongue and gingerly tastes me, taking his time, letting our tongues mingle. It’s an erotic feeling, having someone else so needy for you, for just a small taste.

And there is something different about Bodi’s touch. He can be aggressive, but when he’s actually kissing me, or sucking on my nipples, of even licking my clit, he’s tentative at first but then sinks into what he’s doing. It’s as if he’s unsure at first but then he takes control. It’s hot having a man wonder if I like something he’s doing instead of being on autopilot, pressing all the right buttons, until it’s time to direct his dick into my vagina.

His kiss grows hungrier, and what I had planned quickly vanishes as I get lost in his touch, in his mouth, in the way we feel connected. His hands run up my side, and he mumbles, “Dress, gone.”

Thankfully it’s a sundress, so I pull it over my head and toss it to the side. Bodi took care of my bottoms earlier; I don’t have anything else to shed since I wasn’t wearing a bra. Bodi’s eyes widen when he sees my hard nipples in the cool night air. Sitting up, he cups my breasts and runs his thumbs over my nipples in slow leisurely strokes, completely focused on what he’s doing. My head falls back from the pleasure, and from how my heated center is being teased by Bodi’s erection.

His fingers work their magic as they pluck my nipples, pulling on them until I’m about to cry out, only to have him gently rub them, a cycle he repeats over and over again. If I have to say, I’m pretty sure Bodi is a boob man because the amount of time he spends on my tits is damn near lethal.

Instinctively, my hand goes to his head and pushes it down. I want his mouth on my boobs, not just his fingers. Picking up on my cues, he lowers his hot mouth and licks my right nipple a few times before completely pulling it into his mouth and sucking hard. His teeth gently bite down and I cry out, a wave of pleasure shooting straight to my pussy.

My hips start to rock against him, bumping into his erection but never hitting where I need so I lift up on my knees and tilt his cock up against his stomach, just in the right spot where I can rub my slick clit against it.

“Yesss,” I moan, my head falling back again and my hips doing all the work as I hump Bodi’s cock, coating him with my arousal.

“Fuck, Ruby.” His grip on my nipples pulls tighter, igniting a flame inside me.

“Oh God, I’m going to come.”

“Not . . . yet,” Bodi says in a strangled voice. He then flips me around so I’m on all fours. Is he going to fuck me on all fours?

Nope. He pulls me so my back is against his chest and grips his cock, so big, so ready, and poises it against my entrance. His hands move to my stomach where he slowly enters me and runs his hands up to my breasts at the same time, causing a wave of erotic sensation to stream up my body.

“You feel so good inside me, Bodi. So full.”

He grunts out his pleasure and continues to rock his hips against mine, hitting a spot deep inside me, causing my legs to quiver and shake.

“Yes, more,” I tell him, now holding on to the back of his neck while he trails kisses along mine, one of his hands squeezing my nipple and the other skimming down my stomach until he reaches my pussy. With skillful fingers, he starts massaging my clit and that’s my undoing.

I cry out his name. I can feel myself tighten around him as he continues to pump. Soft groans escape him, the rumble of his chest against my back, and then I feel him spurt his seed inside me, his hips never letting up until he’s completely done.

Breathing heavily, he gets up and pulls me into his arms. With a few steps, he is placing me on my bed and snuggling up behind me, his sweaty chest against my equally sweaty back. He nuzzles his face into my hair and takes a deep breath.

“I’m going to miss you when I have to leave for training camp.”

“Is that soon?” I ask, completely forgetting about his Olympic duties.

“Yeah,” he sighs.

“We can talk every day,” I reassure him.

“It’s not the same, Rubes. Talking on the phone doesn’t allow me to feel your soft skin, or smell your sweet scent, or be buried balls deep inside you.” He sighs again. “But the phone will have to do.”

He kisses my shoulder and I melt into him. “We can always do FaceTime,” I suggest.

“We will be doing FaceTime, Rubes. I can’t deprive myself of your gorgeous face.”

How did I ever get so lucky?

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

BODI

 

 

I open the passenger door to my truck to help Ruby down. I’m greeted with a bright smile and a view of her polka-dot dress riding high on her thigh. What I wouldn’t give to take her back to her apartment or my place instead of going on with real life. I have to leave for training camp soon and then the games, and the thought of leaving Ruby behind puts a huge ball of dread in the pit of my stomach.

I never thought I would rely on the smile of another person, but with Ruby, it’s like a daily medication I need to take. I hadn’t thought I could fit another element into my task-oriented, structured days. Ruby has become a necessity, something welcomed but also confusing.

“You don’t have to help me out of the truck, you know.” She grabs her purse and attempts to hop down, but I grab her by the waist and assist her before she can do it by herself.

“I like to,” I answer honestly. Setting her on the ground, I push a lock of her blonde hair behind her ear. “You look really pretty today.”

A pink blush caresses her cheeks. “Thank you.”

“No need to thank me, Rubes. I’m just speaking the truth.”

“Well, in that case, you look really hot today and your dick was huge in the shower earlier.”

Fuck yeah, it was. Ruby knelt in front of me, those pouty lips ready to suck me in, I was harder than the fucking cement on the pool deck.

“That will never get old to hear.” I wink and shut the door. Lacing my fingers with hers, I take her bag and we both walk into the back entrance of the club to avoid any commotion.

“What are you doing tonight?” I ask as we reach the door to the building. She reaches for it but I stop her. “Not yet, I want a couple more moments with you.”

With my hands on her hips, I press her against the wall of the club and pin her down.

The gentle caress of her fingers strokes my cheek, an endearing look in her eyes. “You’re very sweet, you know that, Bodi?”

“Only with you.”

“No.” She shakes her head. “You’re sweet with Eva and Lauren, and with all the kids you help here at the club. I hate to admit it, but you’re kind of a softy.”

It’s funny that she sees me that way. I would never consider myself a softy. My bedside manner is almost non-existent. I’m more of a robot than anything. I’m “sweet” with the kids because they’re kids. I’m not going to be some prick sitting in a lawn chair on the side of the pool blowing a whistle at the little bastards. My mom would not stand for such behavior from me. And Eva and Lauren, well, they are the only family I have left. I can be the real, neurotic Bodi around them, and they won’t judge me.

Ruby. She’s a different story. She makes me feel more alive, like there’s a possibility of getting out of this little box I’ve been living in. The self-imposed and very necessary prison keeping me functional, keeping me safe. Others too.

She’s also a risk.

A huge risk, and I’ve been trying to tamp down that thought and not allow it to grow. Warning bells have been signaling, reminding me that she would want to change my routine, that she would push me to move forward in life. I’m not sure I would be able to do that.

Despite how happy I am, I’m still governed by neurotic thoughts and behaviors. I still need to call Eva at night. I still have to conduct some of my everyday happenings in threes. I still need to keep everything neat and orderly in my condo. And I still need to check my locks constantly, three times each.

That will never change.

It’s who I am.

Would Ruby accept that? Could Ruby accept that?

“We need to work on the foundation. Make sure everything is in place for painting at the training camp.”

Despite the thoughts running through my mind, I kiss her lips softly and say, “We can do that . . . naked.”

“Bodi Banks, you little horndog. We can discuss business with our clothes on.” I’m actually kind of surprised that came out of my mouth. It’s not something I would normally say but then again, I haven’t been my normal, closed-off self since I met Ruby.

“Certainly we can,” I say, kissing her on her neck, “but that doesn’t mean we have to.”

She sighs from my touch. “Do you really think I would be able to get any work done with your willy staring its one eye up at me?”

“Don’t call my cock a willy.”

“Why not? Seems legit to me. I’m actually quite fond of it.” And thank God for that, because I’m extremely fond of every part of her that connects with my cock. Her hand, her lips . . . fuck, her pussy.

Kissing my way back up to her lips, I reply, “If you ever want to see this willy again, you won’t call it that.”

“You can be such a tightwad,” she teases.

“Yeah, but I’m your tightwad.” I’m back at her lips now, said penis starting to harden from the taste on her lips and the sweet smell of her perfume.

“You would call me yours?” she asks, her voice shaky, and I’m unsure if it’s from the way I’ve been kissing her or her question.

“Of course I would.” I look her in the eyes, trying to understand where that question came from.

“So does that mean we’re exclusive, like . . . dating?”

“We better be.” I don't think Ruby is the kind of girl who would date two men at one time, but I need her to understand this point. I couldn't share her. I can't. She has become too vital to me. Perhaps she doesn't understand that I rarely let people see the real me. I thought she knew that. Growing serious, I say, “I’ve never been in a relationship, Ruby. Not because I decided to sew my wild oats or any bullshit like that. I just never found someone to be serious with. I never let someone into my world or gave anyone a chance, but then you came along. You wiggled yourself into my life, and fuck if I don’t want to see your beautiful face every day. I’m not sure how this will go, but I will tell you this, I won’t share you.”

Her eyes soften, her hand lands on my cheek as she presses into me, sealing my lips with hers. Everything inside me ignites. This woman, she fucking changes everything. She makes me feel, she fills me with oxygen, allowing me to take the first deep breath since my parents passed. It’s freeing, but also fucking scary. I’m not ready for change, I don’t think I can handle change but here I am, teetering on the brink of it, right before the Olympic games. So not fucking smart.

“Well, well, well, look at you two.” My sister’s voice comes from the side, causing me to pull away fast and wipe my mouth. Doesn’t matter, we’ve been caught red-handed.

“Did you just wipe your mouth?” Ruby asks, hands on her hips, completely ignoring my sister.

“I was just about to ask him the same thing,” Eva says, stepping up next to Ruby.

And just like that, I have two angry women staring me down. This is so not my forte. I’m not good with confrontation. I avoid it all costs. Generally, I avoid conversations at all costs—it’s just easier—but Ruby and Eva don’t allow me to crawl into my own skin and hide. It’s evident as they are shooting daggers at me.

“I didn’t mean to,” I answer stupidly and then sigh. Grabbing the back of my neck, I answer honestly this time. “Listen, this is new to me.” I turn to Eva. “I don’t need you teasing me for kissing Ruby, okay? I like her a lot, and we’re together. Don’t make a fucking big deal out of it like I know you want to. I can see the way your eye is twitching to tell me you told me so—”

“Well I did tell you . . .”

“Don’t,” I repeat. Turning to Ruby, I lace my fingers with hers, pulling her into my chest so she’s forced to lower her defensive stance. “I’m sorry, Rubes.”

“Aww, you call her Rubes? My little heart can’t take it,” Eva says, practically dancing in place. I shoot her a warning look that makes her back up and give us space.

“I didn’t mean to insult you. What’s going on between us is so fucking foreign to me that I have no clue how to react in certain situations. There are going to be times where I might hurt you, insult you, or make you mad. I just ask that you take a second to breathe before you leave me. Give me a second to make it up to you because I promise I will realize I was being an idiot.”

“What about when you do something right? What about all the times you will spoil me, take care of me, protect me?” This is why I can’t tear myself away from this woman. My mind is constantly focused on my negative attributes, on how I can fuck things up, but Ruby turns it around every time, letting me know I have it in me to do the right thing as well.

“In those instances, you can sing my praises.” I smirk.

“What kind of praises?” Her eyebrows wiggle at me, causing me to laugh.

I wrap my arms around her shoulders and hug her tightly into my chest. Her arms wrap around my lower back and one of her hands runs under my shirt and soothingly rubs my skin. I love her touch. How have I gone so long without a loving touch?

“Are we good?” I ask, face buried in her soft blonde hair.

“We are.”

“Okay.” I let out a long breath. “I have to get to the pool. I don’t feel like doing extra two-hundreds again. Have a good day, Rubes.”

Separating so we can look up at each other, she asks, “Will I see you tonight? You leave in a few days; I want to make sure to soak up as much of you as possible.”

“You will. I will stop by your classroom after practice.” Bending down, I gently kiss her and then wink. “Get out of here.”

She kisses my chin and takes off, waving to Eva in the process. The minute the door is shut, Eva pounces on me. I should have fucking known better.

“Care to tell me how this happened?”

“Not really.” I reach for the door to the club but she stops me.

“Uh-uh. You’re not getting away that easily.”

“I don’t really feel like discussing my dating life with my sister, if you don’t mind.”

A warm hand touches my forearm and her teasing eyes turn warm. “Bodi, this is huge. I want you to talk to me. I want to know how you’re feeling. All joking aside, this is a huge step for you, and I want to make sure you’re coping well with it. I know a girlfriend hasn’t ever fit into your routine before, so how are you dealing with that?”

Knowing I have a least half an hour before I need to be in the pool, I sit on the curb of the sidewalk and Eva joins me. I planned on getting some Pilates worked in before practice starts but it looks like I will have to switch them to after practice. Surprisingly, I’m okay with that. Although I don’t understand why.

I run my hand over my face and stare at the gravel in front of me. “All right. It’s still new. I’m still trying to see how she fits into my routine. So far she’s been very accepting of what I have to do.”

“Have you talked to Dr. Auburn about Ruby and this new development?”

I know why Eva is questioning me right now. She’s seen what happens when my neat and orderly world comes crashing down because of a new development. She knows how much it can debilitate me. Fuck, I even know how much of a risk it is to be attempting a relationship with Ruby during a stressful time in my life with the games looming, but hell if I can stop myself from seeing her, from kissing her, from getting lost in her scent.

“Not yet. He knows about her, but I haven’t seen him since Ruby and I, uh, got together.” I wince. Shit it’s awkward talking about my intimate life with Eva.

“Bodi!” Eva playfully swats me. Whispering, she leans forward and asks, “You had sex with her?”

I give her a come on look. “Kind of hard not to. She’s fucking perfect, Eva.”

“I beg to differ.” Eva sits up. “Lauren is perfect.”

Rolling my eyes, I fiddle with my bag and say, “I’m nervous I’m going to scare her away.”

“Have you told her anything about your past, about your tendencies?”

“No.” I shake my head.

How could I even broach that subject? Oh hey, Ruby, before we eat dinner, I just wanted to tell you that the reason you will never meet my parents is because I killed them. Enjoy.

She would leave me. She’s understanding, the most understanding person I’ve ever met, but there is no way someone can take in that kind of information and not look at the person differently. It’s impossible. She would lose that gleam in her eye, that beautiful smile made just for me. She would take away her warmth, the strength she instills in me.

“Are you going to?”

Running my hand over my mouth, I shake my head. “I don’t think I can.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t want her to think of me as a murderer.” The words are out of my mouth before I know it. But it’s the truth. I don’t want her to leave me.

“Bodi,” Eva chastises, “do not fucking call yourself that.” Her stern voice breaks through to me. It’s the same kind of voice my mom would use when I was in trouble. Sometimes, if I close my eyes and listen to Eva, I can hear my mom in her. Fucking rips me apart. “You have to tell her. Do you really think she’s not going to notice your tendencies? Your obsessions?”

“I haven’t thought that far, okay?” I press my fingers into my brow, entirely overwhelmed by this conversation. “I can’t think about that right now. I have to train. I have a few days left before training camp. I don’t want to dwell on the demise of my relationship.”

“But it doesn’t have to be the demise,” she counters.

“Come on, Eva.” I look her in the eyes. “Ruby will flee the moment she hears of my past.”

“Give her more credit than that, Bodi. You’re not being fair. Think about how she’s reacted to what she has seen so far. You said yourself she has calmed you when you’ve felt close to a panic attack. Maybe being with her might help heal the guilt you carry.”

This conversation is over. Standing up, I sling my bag over my shoulder and look at my sister, the one person who has been by my side from the moment we were gripping each other for dear life in the tub of our childhood bathroom. “Nothing is going to heal the guilt, remorse, and pain I live with every day, Eva. It’s about time you accept that.”

I know I fucking have.

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

RUBY

 

 

Bodi: Have some things to do. I will catch you later.

I can’t stop staring at the text message Bodi sent me hours ago. With each read, I grow one extra knot in my stomach.

Last I saw him, he was kissing me, telling me to be patient, and that’s what I’m trying to do, but right now I’m a little nervous. His text seems like it came from the old Bodi, the awkward, silent Bodi who would rather be alone than spend time with me.

Sitting cross-legged on my couch, I continue to knit a scarf while listening to Ruth B on Spotify. My mind refuses to quit conjuring up all the worst-case scenarios, driving me to the brink of lunacy.

My internal thoughts are interrupted by my ringing phone. Stumbling to answer it, I quickly press the green button and answer.

Please let it be Bodi.

“Hello?”

“Is this rhubarb?” a snarky female voice asks.

“Excuse me?

“Rhubarb, the seamstress.” The annoyed tone in her voice puts me on the defense right away.

“Um, it’s Ruby.”

“That has no relevance to me. This is Bellini Chambers, and you applied for my seamstress job.”

Oh shit. I sit up and put on my professional voice. I should have known it was Bellini. I recognize the venom in her voice. I’m not going to lie, I’ve watched a few shows of Rollin’ in the Bacon, and I have to admit, I see why America can’t look away. She’s the bitch everyone loves to hate. And even though she seems like a horrible human on television, she’s rich as hell, and if I can cash in on some of those riches, I will be a happy camper.

“Yes, hello, Miss Chambers. I’m so glad you called.”

“Enough with the chit-chat. I don’t have time for it and honestly I don’t care to hear it. Reese, my boyfriend, told me I should give you this job.”

Well, she gets straight to the point.

“That was very kind of him. I promise I can do a great job—”

“Blah, blah, blah. I don’t care about that. I want to know why my boyfriend is vouching for you. Are you one of those harlots throwing your uneven nipples at him?”

“What?” I ask, thrown off from her assumption. “No. I . . . I asked my friend Bodi Banks to put in a good word for me. I don’t know Reese personally.” I don’t mention how I shot a liter of soda at him at the grocery store.

“Are you lying to me? Lying is one of the Ten Commandments. I won’t put up with liars.”

“I’m not lying, Miss Chambers. I promise. I was hoping to just make a personal connection. I could really use the job and I think with my skill set, you would be really impressed with what I’m able to produce.”

There is silence on the other end of the phone. I’m about to ask her if she’s still there when she says, “Okay, Rhubarb. I will give you a chance but don’t let me down. Be here at my place nine in the morning sharp.”

“But I have a class to run at the Boys’ and Girls’ Club.”

“Then I suggest you find someone to fill it if you want this job. My assistant will text directions to my house.”

Then the line goes dead.

Glancing down at the phone in my hand, I’m in shock. That was the weirdest phone interview I’ve ever had. Would one consider that an interview? She didn’t actually ask me any questions besides if I was a harlot. Does that count?

In disbelief, I pack away my knitting and gather my sewing machine and supplies next to the door for tomorrow. Next, I text my boss over at the club and ask for a day off, which she gratefully gives me, and then pick out my outfit for tomorrow. I choose a yellow dress, blue cardigan, and red Keds.

I want to call Bodi and tell him about the job. I want to call Bodi and talk about his day. I just want to hear his voice. I wish I knew what was happening right now. I just ask that you take a second to breathe before you leave me. Oh, my beautiful man, I couldn’t leave you if I tried.

Glancing at the clock, it’s past nine, and I decide to get ready for bed. I assumed Bodi and I would hang out tonight but it seems plans have changed. Remembering what he told me, I exercise patience while I brush my teeth, pee, and wash my face.

Once tucked into bed, I turn to my nightstand where my phone is plugged in. Taking a deep breath, I send Bodi a text message.

Ruby: I’m off to bed. Got that seamstress job so I figured I would get a good night’s rest. Hope you had a nice day. Talk to you tomorrow?

I set my phone back on the nightstand and stare at it, watching it go dark after a minute, willing Bodi to text me back.

But he doesn’t.

And I fall asleep wondering what I might have done wrong, what might have happened during the day that scared him off. Wonder if he knows he’s become my world.

***

A knocking on my door pulls me out of my slumber. Lying flat on my stomach, I look over to the entryway, my hair hanging over my face. It’s light out and I can hear birds chirping just outside my window. Slight panic occurs as I tap the home button on my phone to look at the time.

Six fifteen.

I exhale. I have plenty of time before I have to leave my apartment.

The knocking occurs again. Who the hell is at my door this morning? It better not be that creep from across the hallway who likes to stare at my boobs and ask for sugar for his coffee. He’s getting a kick to his nuggets if it is.

Not even bothering for a robe and gearing my leg up for an epic blast to the crotch, I open the door fiercely.

Bodi.

He’s wearing black jeans, a white plain shirt, and a black A’s hat, one of those special edition ones. His face still has some stubble on it, letting me know he hasn’t shaved yet this morning, and of course, it makes him look incredibly fuckable.

God, he’s so gorgeous.

“Hey, Rubes,” he says quietly, barely looking at me.

“Bodi, what are you doing here?”

From behind his back, he brings a little pink box forward and says, “I brought you breakfast. Can I, uh, come in?”

The once confident Bodi, the one who repeatedly whispered in my ear about fucking me with this fingers, tongue, and dick is nowhere to be seen. I’m put on alert, wondering exactly what happened yesterday that made him shy and awkward around me again.

I don’t want to be mad at him. He doesn’t need a mean girlfriend right now, someone who’s going to yell at him for not calling or texting earlier. He needs someone who’s going to listen to him, who’s going to be understanding of his needs.

“Of course,” I say with a smile, trying to fix my hair.

With his head down, like a wounded puppy, he walks into my apartment, making it infinitely smaller with his broad stature. When he passes, I take in the fresh soap smell coming from him. And yeah, I’m turned on as his scent burns me with lust.

Do not jump him right now, Ruby. Clearly he wants to talk. Do not eat his dick for breakfast.

I shut the door and then without even thinking, work my way under his arm and give him a hug. Stiff at first, he gives into my touch and wraps his arm around me tightly, his cheek resting against the top of my head. I feel him sigh and my heart soars. This strong man, this broken man, is eased with a little hug from me.

“I missed you.” I look up at him and take in the thick stubble on his jaw. It’s so not like him to not shave. I hope everything is okay.

“I missed you.” His voice is rough, almost pained.

Reaching up, I kiss his jaw and then release him. “Would you like something to drink?” I walk to the kitchen, and as I turn for his answer, I catch him staring at my butt. A little thrill of feminine pride surges through me.

“Uh, water is fine.”

Should have guessed.

I’m reaching for a glass when I feel him come up behind me. My body starts to tingle as he turns me around. I wouldn’t mind a little morning sex to get my day going. I’m ready to be mauled by him when he tilts my chin up and says, “Can I just hold you for a little bit?” There is no way in hell I could ever say no to this incredible man.

The distressed look in his eyes has me following him to the couch. He sits down first and then pulls me onto his lap where I rest my head on his chest. One of his arms wraps around my back, the other drapes over my legs, and we’re so easily positioned that it feels like we’ve sat like this for years.

“Is everything okay?”

He kisses my forehead and then leans into me. “I need to talk to you about something.”

“Okay.” Don’t be nervous, Ruby. If he wants to break up with you he wouldn’t be holding and kissing you, right?

Maybe he’s just really kind and considerate during breakups. Oh God.

“Uh, would you like your breakfast first?”

“No, it’s okay.” Is he crazy? I don’t want my breakfast now. I want to know what the hell is going on. Stay calm, Ruby. He needs your strength. “I’ll eat after.”

His hand grips my thigh, and his thumb runs across my skin. It’s not a seductive move in any way, more like a comforting one for him, like he needs to touch me to get his words out, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t send a jolt of excitement straight to my core.

Down, girl.

“I’m sorry about yesterday. I, uh, had to see my therapist.” He cringes when he says therapist. He’s ashamed. I want him to know there’s no reason to be ashamed for seeing a therapist. There is a little piece of everyone that should go to therapy, no matter how “normal” you might be. Everyone can benefit.

“That’s okay. How was your session?”

Pressing up against him, I can feel the tension in his body: the tight set of his shoulders, the strain in his chest, even his thighs are strained.

“Okay. I talked about you.”

“Yeah? Did you tell him what a great lay I am?”

He lets out a light chuckle. “No, kind of kept that private.”

“Now why would you do that?” I tease. “If your Rubes can make you scream girly decibels then that’s share-worthy.”

“I don’t scream girly decibels.”

“I beg to differ.” I shrug and smile at him.

Lightly, he presses a kiss on my lips and I’m about to pull him in for more when he settles his head against the back of the couch. Damn.

“I have obsessive compulsive disorder, Ruby.” Given certain tendencies I’ve noticed I had kind of figured that, but I don’t say it. I let him talk. “It’s something I’ve struggled with for quite some time. I’m used to a certain way of doing things, of following a routine, of, uh, repeating my actions sometimes. It’s not a side of me I like to show people very often and I’ve worked hard at keeping it hidden, but I can’t keep hiding it from you, especially if we continue to get serious. You need to be aware.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “I know it might not be what you were expecting to hear and being with someone with OCD can be tough, quite difficult actually. I talked to Dr. Auburn yesterday, and he said if I was upfront with you about my disorder then there might be a chance that we can continue to move forward. I will tell you this . . .” He looks me in the eyes and my heart breaks. He’s so vulnerable, so openly wounded. “If you don’t think you can manage being with me after hearing this, it’s okay. I don’t want you to pity me and stay around because you think it’s the right thing to do.”

How could he even think that? This man is so clueless to his worth in this world and not just in the athletic sense. That comes second to the heart he shares with others. He has no idea how special he really is. I guess it’s my job to show him that.

Gripping his cheeks, I force him to look me in the eyes. I speak with the utmost sincerity. “Bodi, I would never be with you out of pity. I want to be with you because of your heart and how you use it. How you selfishly give it to others to help them succeed. You don’t understand how special you are. Your disorder has no weight in my decision to be with you. What does hold weight is the way you conduct yourself as a human being, how you selflessly spread yourself thin to see others succeed. That’s what’s important to me.”

The haunted look in his eyes doesn’t leave. In fact, it almost grows more intense, and I wonder if it was something I said.

I need to reassure him. “I’m in if you’re in.”

From the way his eyes search mine, I can tell he’s weighing something in his mind, but I’m not sure what it is. Does his disorder really bother him this much that he thinks I would want to leave him? He does a great job of hiding it, but how tiring that must be. I couldn’t imagine not being able to be myself, to let my true colors fly.

“Bodi . . .” I press. “Are you in?”

His fingers trace my kneecap, and he takes a breath before answering. “I’m in,” he responds softly. He doesn’t seem excited, almost dejected.

“Are you okay?” I ask, forcing him to lift his chin.

His soulful eyes connect with mine. “Yeah. Just tired.” He’s lying, I can tell. There is something else on his mind, but I’m not sure if I should push him any further. He’s fragile in that respect. He’s already withdrawn, and I don’t want him to withdraw any more than he already has.

“Okay.” Trying to shake the heavy mood, I say, “Are you going to eat breakfast with me? I’m starving.”

“I should probably get going.” He starts to get up but I pin him back down on the couch, straddling his lap, and looping my hands behind his neck. I falter slightly. Yikes, it’s not easy pinning down an Olympic athlete.  Briefly his eyes scan my breasts that are poking through the thin tank top I’m wearing.

“Do you have practice?”

“Not until later.”

“Then you don’t have to get going.” Taking a risk, I reach for the hem of my shirt and pull it over my head, exposing my breasts. Immediately his eyes go from haunted to lustful. “I miss my dirty-talking Bodi, my laughing and smiling Bodi. Bring him back.” Needing to feel his skin, I quickly take his shirt off as well, letting his hat join in with the removal. His abs flex under my stare, his chest completely tight, all muscle and sinew. He’s so sexy it hurts. “Bring him back, Bodi.”

I lean forward and kiss him, waiting for him to take control, waiting for that snap of his control where all he can do is fuck me and nothing else is on his mind. His lips meet mine but they are gentle, tentative. I need to work harder. I start to move my hips, dry-humping his crotch like it’s my job while my fingers slide to his nipples. My thumbs rub over the flat nubs, perking them up only for me to grab them.

His groan is swallowed by me, and the evidence that my seduction is working is pressing against the zipper of his pants.

“I want you to ride me, Ruby,” he says in between kisses. “I want you to ride me until you come all over my cock.”

And there he is, the man I crave. The man who’s confident in what he says, in how he feels, in the way he touches me.

With some fancy maneuvering, I take off my shorts and start to unbuckle Bodi’s pants. The strength in his thighs lifts us both up as he shimmies his pants down, freeing his cock which is hard as ever, lying against his stomach.

He fists himself and starts to pump. My mouth goes dry as I watch in fascination, his strong hand squeezing himself as he stares at my breasts. A little shot of pre-cum forms at the tip of his head, and my mouth begins to water. He’s getting close.

“Sit up on your knees and take me, Ruby,” he commands. “All of me.”

One to follow directions, I do as I’m told. The tip of his cock rests at my entrance, stabilized by Bodi’s hand. His thumb momentarily connects with my clit and applies pressure, sending a wave of heat and tingles throughout my body.

“Oh God,” I moan, loving the sensation of his cock playing with my entrance and his thumb applying exactly the right pressure.

Taking the head of his cock, he moves it in a circle at the tip of my entrance, teasing me with his thumb and his dick in the most delicious way possible. I hold on to his shoulders as my body starts to quake.

“Are you going to come, Ruby?”

I bite on my bottom lip and nod my head.

“Didn’t I tell you I wanted you to come all over my cock?” His domineering words drip with a sexy undertone, sending my mind into a haze.

“Yes,” I breathlessly answer.

“Then fuck my cock, Ruby. Ride me, baby.”

Removing his hand from his dick and his thumb from my clit, he holds on to my hips and pushes me down, filling me completely. This is the first time in this position. It’s incredible. I’ve never felt this full, this consumed by one man. My legs slide farther apart, taking in a little more until my ass is resting on his thighs.

“You’re so fucking perfect,” he says into my ear, his lips nibbling on my lobe. “Everything about you, Ruby. Just perfect.” His voice. So deep. Like velvet. Smooth and soft, yet strong.

Encouraging me to move, his hands start to rock my hips until I take over, setting the pace. When he’s happy with my movement, he starts to work his way up to my breasts where he uses his dexterous fingers to pluck at my nipples.

“Yes, more.”

“I love when you tell me what you want.” He then proceeds to roll my nipples between his index finger and thumb, pulling at the same time, teetering on the edge of pain and pleasure.

I steady myself on his shoulders as my impending orgasm creeps up my spine. Every nerve ending focuses on our connection, a slow burn building inside me, waiting for Bodi to take it.

“Touch me,” I say, out of breath.

“I am. Be more specific, Ruby. What do you want?”

“Press on my clit, Bodi.”

“That’s my girl.”

His girl.

That’s all I ever want to be. His.

The second he presses on my clit, I fall over as white-hot pleasure rips through me. My head falls back, a moan escaping me, my walls contracting around him. Bodi is pumping vigorously into me, his hands on my hips now holding me steady until I hear him groan.

“Fuck. So fucking good.” His hips continue to move but slow down as he comes down from his orgasm with me.

For some reason I want to cry.

I want to throw my arms around him and sob into his shoulder from the euphoria and torment coursing through me. How can I feel both at the same time? This man consumes me. I thought I’d lost him. And no matter what he might think of himself, he’s the one who’s perfect. He’s the one who is perfectly broken in all the right ways.

A heart of gold and a firm sense of loyalty, I never want to go a day without hearing his voice.

And then it hits me: he leaves soon for at least three weeks. What am I going to do?

The tears I was holding back start to flood my eyes. Trying to hide them, I rest my head on his chest and will myself to stop the stinging, to hold them in until he leaves.

But there is no use. I hiccup and the tears fall, hitting Bodi’s bare chest.

“Hey,” his deep voice rings through me, “why are you crying? Did I do something wrong?” Worry laces his voice. Of course he would think he did something wrong. He’s always thinking he screwed up something.

“No.” I shake my head, sending more tears down my face and onto his skin.

“What is it, Rubes? Talk to me. I don’t want to see you sad.”

“I’m going to miss you when you leave.”

The tension in his body from my tears dissipates. His arms instinctively wrap around me, and his lips kiss the side of my head.

“Rubes, I’m going to miss you so damn much. But I promise I’m going to FaceTime with you and text.”

“You’re not going to forget me, are you?”

He sighs into me, his arms gripping a little tighter. “That’s not even fucking possible. You’re on my mind 24/7, even when I’m swimming. You’ve branded yourself on my brain, Rubes. You’re unforgettable.”

That’s all I needed to hear. I spend the next few minutes snuggled into his chest, taking in his fresh soap smell, the way his chest rises and falls with his breathing, and the feel of this skin against mine.

I want to soak in as much of him as possible before he has to leave.

***

“I must admit when I heard I had to hire an herbaceous perennial that, let’s be honest, should never be combined into a pie with strawberries, I wasn’t sure what I was going to get, but you’ve impressed me.”

Is that supposed to be a compliment? Honestly, I have no idea. The woman standing before me, holding a white schnauzer who she calls Pope Francis, wearing a luxurious red velvet robe and cheetah-print high heels, has done nothing but insult me the entire time I’m here, calling me Rhubarb, asking what box of crayons threw up on my outfit today, and asking on multiple occasions if Ben Franklin designed my glasses.

Bellini Chambers is a self-righteous reality star bitch who needs a good punch to the throat. Maybe a kick to the cooter, or a little hot sauce on her privates. No, not hot sauce to the privates, Icy Hot to the armpits. I got Icy Hot in my armpit once and it was the most excruciating pain I’ve ever experienced. Yes, I hope Bellini Chambers gets a gallon vat of Icy Hot slapped on her armpit. Oh the joy that would bring me.

“Thank you.” I accept her compliment.

Scanning over a Roman surplice in a neon shade of green with gold stitching—her choices, not mine—she yanks on the seams to make sure they are secure. “This is highly more suitable than the rubbish that crusty old fart tried to pass off as doggy religious wear.”

I don’t even want to know who she’s talking about. From beyond the small room under a closet she stuffed me in, I can see her little minion—Pocket, I believe that’s what Bellini calls her—poking her head in and out from behind the curve of the wall. If you want to talk about a total creep, it’s her. There is some kind of strange passion she has for Bellini. I don’t think it’s sexual just seems like . . . Pocket needs Bellini to breathe. You know how the minions need a villain to thrive? I feel like that’s Pocket, but instead of wearing overalls and giant goggles, she’s decked out in designer clothing. Weird.

What I’m truly curious about is how on earth Reese decided to date this woman and continues to do so. There is no way he likes her. Does he? He can’t. I respect the man way too much to think of him as someone attached to this woman. What on earth would they even talk about? Throughout the entire time I’ve been sewing, I’ve heard her mouth off to her assistant—Mauve, also another name I don’t think is correct—about how the “man-fish” is ruining her production schedule. Man-fish I’m assuming is Reese. If not, I would really like to see a man and fish combined together. Would that be a merman? Hopefully with a body like King Triton. That man is jacked. Leave it to Disney to have me lusting after an older dude.

“You’re hired, effective immediately,” she states after finishing her perusal of my work. “You will need to be here every day working. I’m behind in my production and will not tolerate anything less from you.”

Okay, that’s not going to happen. I could really use the extra money, but I won’t work every day, not under these conditions.

“I’m sorry, Bellini, but I can’t be here every day; I have another job.”

Fury beats down on me and for a second, I truly am scared the devil will pop out of her mouth and bitch-slap me with his horny tail.

“Then I retract my statement, you’re not hired.”

Thinning my lips, I study her. She doesn’t seem like a person who would pay someone a compliment. I’ve watched enough of her show to know her favorite thing is to insult individuals rather than praise them.

She praised me, was actually pleased with my work. I think I might have some leverage on her. Taking a chance, I get up from my seat, pack up my sewing supplies and turn to her. “It was nice meeting you, Bellini. I’m sorry we couldn’t work something out.”

Her face falls flat and her shoulders slump.

Bingo.

Called her bluff. For some odd reason, my sewing talent matters to her and she needs me.

Smiling brightly, I push past her to the entryway where Pocket scurries away, acting like she wasn’t spying the entire time. Such a weirdo.

“You’re just going to leave?” Bellini storms after me, her impractical heels clacking against the tile of the entryway. Who in their right mind wears heels in their own house? Prima-donna bitches, that’s who.

Keeping a professional façade about me, I turn around and smile. “Yes, I’m sorry but I can’t give in to your schedule.”

“Fine, what kind of schedule are you looking for?”

Yes, I have the upper hand. If only the cameras were rolling now. I can hear the faint cheer of America behind me.

I spend the next half hour going over my schedule with Bellini and Mauve, aka Paisley. When Bellini left the room, she introduced herself properly. I like her. She’s sweet and seems to do her job well. I look forward to working with her. Bellini, not so much.

I wound up upping my pay, decreasing my hours, and getting a free trip to Rio! Don’t ask me how I pulled that one off. It’s all a big blur. All I know is Bellini wants dog clothes made and made quickly. I used that to my advantage. The only thing that I had to succumb to? Sewing only when Bellini supervised me. Not a problem, I’ve become pretty awesome at tuning people out, thank you, kids art class.

I can do this; I can work for the devil in exchange for some much-needed cash. Plus, I get to see Bodi in Brazil. Images of us on the beach together, rolling around in the sand, float through my mind all the way to his apartment. It’s been a long-ass day, and I plan on spending the rest of it soaking up my Bodi Bear.

I’m so giddy. I have some news to tell my man.

 

 


Chapter Nineteen

BODI

 

 

“Bodi, open up!” Ruby’s voice sounds from the hallway, her little fist banging on the door. I’m just finishing cleaning so I pack away everything quickly and head to the door.

I told her about my OCD, but that doesn’t mean I want her to see it in action if she doesn’t have to.

As for my other news? Yeah, I couldn’t fucking do it, despite Dr. Auburn’s recommendation. He told me an open and honest relationship is the best kind, but Ruby’s words keep floating around in my head . . .

What does hold weight is the way you conduct yourself as a human being.

I was going to tell her about my parents. It was on the tip of my tongue until she said that, until she let it be known that she holds me to a higher standard. My actions matter to her. Fuck, what would she do if she knew the truth? The notion of her finding out twists a knife straight into my stomach.

“Bodi, open up,” her voice rings out impatiently.

Taking a quick look around my apartment, everything is in order, so I go to the door. An excited ball of long, blonde hair pummels into me. She jumps into my arms and kisses me on the lips. I’m leveled by her enthusiasm, by her affection.

I kick the door shut, lean over, and lock it quickly, before walking us both to the couch, her kisses peppering my face as I do.

Flopping down on the couch, I grip her hips and say, “What’s going on?”

“Guess what?” She pulls away and her eyes dance with excitement.

“Umm, you found another yarn sale?” It’s the only thing I could think of. She was super fucking excited the first time.

“Wouldn’t that be great, but no, that’s not it.”

“Then what?” I lean into the couch and watch as she practically bounces on my lap.

“I got the seamstress job—”

“That’s awesome, Rubes.”

She holds up her hand. “That’s not the best part. Since I impressed Bellini so much, I kind of had leverage to make my own demands for the job, and ended up convincing her to take me on an all-expense paid trip to Rio!” She throws up some jazz hands in the air and opens her mouth wide in a “surprise” kind of way.

Is she fucking serious? “This better not be a joke,” I warn her.

“It’s not, Bodi. I’m going to Rio.”

I study her for a second and I realize Ruby would never joke with me on something like that. “What about the Boys’ and Girls’ Club?”

“I already talked to Rita. There is a college student looking for an internship opportunity. She’s going to cover for the time I’ll be away, and with the money I will earn with Bellini, I won’t have to worry about not paying my bills.”

“I would have paid them if it was an issue,” I say, completely serious. I would take care of her. I want to take care of her. I want to be the one she leans on.

A warm smile greets me as she touches my cheek. “You’re so sweet, but I will be okay. Everything is working out. I’m going to Rio. And . . .” she pauses to do a little drum roll on my chest, making me laugh, “I got Bellini to agree to let me stay two days after your events are done so we can explore the city together.”

I’m in shock. When I was cleaning my apartment earlier, the last thing I expected to hear was that Ruby has a ticket to Rio and will be there.

“Does that mean you will be at the swimming competition?”

She bites her bottom lip and nods. “Bellini said I will be attached to her hip when I’m not sewing. I have to share a room with this creeper she calls Pocket, but that’s fine, it’s just for sleeping. I was hoping we could get a hotel room for those two days after.”

“I can’t believe this.” I rub my face, totally in awe.

“Are you happy? I didn’t overstep my boundaries, did I?”

“Are you kidding? Rubes, I’m fucking ecstatic. Come here.” She easily falls into my chest and I breathe in her sweet scent, loving the way her presence eases the tension constantly rolling through me. “My girl is going to see me swim in the Olympics. I couldn’t be happier.”

“I’m going to see you swim.” She says this as if she can’t believe it herself. “I can’t wait, but I will tell you this, if I see some ho with a sign that says Marry me, Bodi Banks, I’m going to have to unleash my karate chop.”

“Understandable.” I chuckle, lowering to the couch and hovering over her. “My Rubes is going to watch me swim.”

“Your Rubes,” she sighs.

Fuck if I don’t feel like I just hit the jackpot. Fuck if I don’t feel terrified I’ll lose her.

***

“It’s so fucking hot here,” Reese says next to me, fanning himself with his baseball hat.

We just arrived in San Antonio for training camp, and it could not be hotter. The pool isn’t even fun to swim in because the sun has made it feel like a lukewarm bath.

The team is bouncing with excitement, especially the newbies, but Reese and me? We know the drill; we’ve done this already. We know to conserve energy, stay off our feet, drinks lots of water, and that’s what we’re doing.

“Unbearable,” I add, not really sure what else to say. I might be able to open up to Ruby, but other people? Not so much. Still awkward as fuck.

“Are you going to do the song and dance thing the girls have been planning?”

Since we are all part of Team USA, we practice, travel, and participate in everything with the girls, meaning, whatever stupid shit they come up with, we are asked to join in. Last Olympics they put together lip-sync music videos. You can imagine: my worst fucking nightmare. They caught me on camera looking out the window of the airplane while everyone else danced beside me, and that was the best they were going to get from me.

Rumor has it, the girls have been planning to put together another video. This time to that new Justin Timberlake song he did for the movie Trolls. You know, the one overplayed on the radio already.

“No. Does it look like I want to participate in that?”

Reese’s shoulders shake as he laughs. “Didn’t think you would be interested.”

“Are you going to do it?” Reese is a pretty good guy, and for some reason the media has pinned our relationship as rivalry, when in fact, we’re cool with each other. They also have sourly named him The Silver Stroke since he always earns silver at the games. If that were me, that would fuck with my head. I don’t know how he keeps coming back for more.

“Who me? That bad boy of the pool? The guy with the shitty reputation for not being a team player? Of course not.” Sarcasm drips from his voice. Another misgiving.

“Didn’t think so.”

“Reese, can we get you for an interview?” someone calls from the side.

Exhaling a long breath, Reese flicks my knee with his hat and says, “Duty calls. Catch you later, Banks.”

Slowly he gets up and hobbles over to where the interview is being conducted. The man is getting old. That will hopefully be me in four years. I’m hoping to go for one more after this. We’ll see how that goes.

Back to crossing off my list of people who still need to paint their pictures. Ruby is going to lose her mind when she sees all the artwork. I can’t wait to see the look on her face.

Fuck, I just can’t wait to see her face. It’s been three days. Too fucking long.

 

 


Chapter Twenty

BODI

 

 

Ruby: Did you know that for every human on earth, there are 1.6 million ants?

Bodi: No way.

Ruby: It’s true. Could you imagine if ants actually had the smarts to take us humans down?

Bodi: Maybe that’s what they’re doing.

Ruby: What do you mean?

Bodi: Maybe that’s why there are so many ants. They are trying to overpopulate so one day, they can overtake human civilization.

Ruby: . . .

Ruby: I can’t . . .

Ruby: You have completely ruined my night of ice cream, Double Stuf Oreos, and watching America’s Got Talent.

Bodi: How so?

Ruby: Because, I’m slipping on my sandals and running to the nearest store. I need ant repellant, stat. To hell if I’m going to be unprepared when the ant-apocalypse occurs.

Bodi: I don’t feel bad. You shouldn’t be eating Double Stuf Oreos without me.

Ruby: You got me hooked! You can’t just ask me to quit cold turkey.

***

Bodi: The San Juan Airport has no food options whatsoever.

Ruby: No food options or no organically grown kale available for you to nibble on like a rabbit?

Bodi: I eat more than kale, like that delicious pussy of yours.

Ruby: *fans face* You want to sext? Okay. Take a picture of you benching your penis, as you know how much I want to see that.

Bodi: Never going to happen, get that out of your head.

Ruby: But it’s a penis on a bench, that’s funny stuff.

Bodi: It’s fucking weird, Rubes.

Ruby: Might be nice, that cold wood on the underside of your diddly doodle.

Bodi: Might get me put in jail.

Ruby: Just lock the doors.

Bodi: Not going to happen, Rubes.

Ruby: I’ll withhold my nipple from you until you do it.

Bodi: No you won’t. You like nipple play way too damn much. That’s an empty threat, Rubes.

Ruby: Damn it.

***

Ruby: I miss you.

Bodi: I miss you, too.

Ruby: I need to be in your arms.

Bodi: One more week, baby.

Ruby: But I miss you.

Bodi: I fucking miss you more.

***

Bodi: Are you all packed?

Ruby: Yes, just finishing up ironing your face on my shirt.

Bodi: Want to repeat that?

Ruby: I made a shirt with your face on it. I know how much you like to be pressed up against my boobs.

Bodi: That is very true.

Ruby: Have you been dreaming about my boobs?

Bodi: Every damn night. I’ve also been dreaming about your sweet smile, your mesmerizing eyes, and your beautiful heart.

Ruby: *swoon*

Bodi: It’s the truth. I fucking need you so bad right now.

I set my phone down and take a deep breath, looking up at the ceiling of my shit-tastic dorm room. Thanks, Rio, you really made us feel welcome with your exposed wiring, poor plumbing, and rooms without air-conditioning. Luckily, the United States Olympic Committee stepped up and made the majority of our rooms livable. Some of the athletes are staying off campus, and I don’t blame them.

Not me though, I always stay in the athlete dorms, despite the conditions. It’s a ritual I won’t break. The only good thing about it? I don’t have to share a room with someone. I get to listen to water run through the walls—not pipes—all by myself. So fucking lucky. I’m also able to avoid anyone noticing the three times I ensure my door is locked.

Ruby is flying out tomorrow with Bellini—a total nightmare, so I’ve heard—Paisley, Bellini’s assistant, Melony, Bellini’s hair and makeup person, and Pocket, Bellini’s . . . well, Ruby isn’t quite certain what Pocket is, or what her real name is. All she knows is Pocket follows Bellini around like some deranged, masochistic dog.

I can’t wait to see her in person. FaceTime, phone calls, and texts has kept me going, but what I wouldn’t give to smell her sweet hair, feel her soft lips against mine, be buried balls deep in that tight pussy of hers. Fuck, just thinking about it is getting me hard.

Normally sex wouldn’t cross my mind before races, but after being with Ruby and being ambushed by over four hundred thousand condoms in the athlete dorms—thank you, International Olympic Committee—I’m so fucking hard up. I need my girl. I crave her.

I settle into bed just as my phone rings.

Ruby.

Laying my head on the pillow, I put the call on speaker phone. “Hey, Rubes.”

“Bodi Bear,” she responds in her chipper voice, “are you getting ready for bed?”

“Already in it,” I respond, hating the four-hour time difference between us.

“Oh, do you want me to go so you can get your sleep?”

“No,” I say quickly, unable to mask my feelings. “I want to hear your voice.”

“Don’t you know how to make a girl blush? Who knew Mr. Shy Pants was actually going to be Mr. Romantic? I got your little package by the way.”

I smile, knowing exactly what she received. “Did you like it?” It’s the first time I’ve ever sent a girl something. I spent a long time online trying to figure out the perfect “I miss you” gift. Fuck, I hope she likes it.

“Love it. I had no idea someone could partake in an Oreo bar, but you proved me wrong. I ate half a box. I’m going to have to roll myself around the airports tomorrow. Next time you see me, you won’t recognize me with my Oreo love handles.”

“Stop,” I say sternly. “You’re fucking perfect, Oreo consumption and all.” I hear her sigh on the other end of the phone, and it brings a smile to my face. “So tell me, which was your favorite?”

The minute the idea hit me, I kind of went a little crazy with purchasing items, but in the end, I think I did a good job. I decided on giving her an Oreo bar—to satisfy her recent cravings, and mine. I purchased multiple packs of Double Stuf Oreos and paired them with all different kinds of toppings and dips ranging from peanut butter, to icing, to marshmallow fluff.

“You’re not going to judge me when I tell you?”

“Never, Rubes.”

“Okay, I uh, really liked combining Fluff with peanut butter and adding a slice of banana on top. I call it my ode to Elvis, minus the bacon.”

My stomach gurgles. “Shit, that sounds good, Rubes.”

“Really? I thought I was being a little psychotic when I was putting it altogether, but maybe I was also feeling that way because I was shaking uncontrollably, frothing at the mouth with excitement. My brain was on overdrive.”

“Too many options?” I ask, a chuckle to my voice.

“Way too many but it’s amazing. I’m bringing the can of coconut pecan frosting and a bag of Oreos on the plane with me so I can make my very own German Chocolate Cake Oreo, and if TSA tries to take my can of icing, I will start a riot.”

“Not recommended.” Why can I see Ruby on the TSA conveyor belt, a shoe in one hand as a weapon and her icing in the other, barking and yipping at people to stay away? “Maybe put some in a small three-ounce, approved container just to be safe.”

“You really think they would take it away?”

“Rubes, I’ve seen them take away baby food before. They will have no problem confiscating your icing tub.”

“Rat bastards!”

“They’re just doing their job.” I try to bring her rage back down.

“I know, but frosting? Can’t a girl live out her fantasy of eating an Oreo German Chocolate Cake concoction while flying thousands of miles up in the air?”

“Wow, what a fantasy. You’ve had that for what? Three minutes?”

“Maybe.” The way she says that, I can picture her in my head lifting her chin in defiance. “Still a terrific fantasy.”

“I can think of better ones,” I say in a husky tone, thinking of her perfectly pebbled nipples pressed against my tongue.

“Oh yeah? Do they involve me naked?”

“My fantasies always involve you being naked. Your tits bouncing up and down, your mouth open in ecstasy, and your pussy clenched so tightly around my cock I nearly black out.”

She clears her throat. “Well, that’s quite the little picture you’ve painted.” She pauses for a second and her vice grows quiet. “Do you really envision me like that?”

“All the fucking time. Why? Does it freak you out?” Shit, am I being a creeper? Picturing her naked, riding my cock. I sure as fuck hope not.

“No,” she whispers. “What other fantasies do you have?”

“What don’t I have? They all involve you, naked, and in various positions. Do you ever think of me . . . that way?” Why am I sweating? Am I nervous to hear her answer? I know she likes me, there is no question about that, but does she like me like I like her? My fondness for her runs deep. I thrive with her. She’s gentle, has a kind heart, and her understanding and nurturing beguile me.

“If I did, would you tease me?”

“Fuck no, I would think it was hot, and I would want to hear about your fantasies.” I gulp, feeling my dick starting to get hard just from the thought of her having naked visions of me. “What kind of fantasies do you have, Rubes?”

I hear her shifting, the phone rubbing against something until she settles.

“What are you doing?”

She’s silent for a second and then squeaks out, “Getting comfortable in bed . . . with my vibrator.”

And now I’m hard as stone. Shifting my shorts down, I run my hand along my rigid cock and restrain the groan that wants to pop out.

“Tell me your fantasies, Rubes.”

“This,” she breaths out. “Having phone sex with you, pleasuring myself to your rugged, deep voice, listening to you tell me what to do so I can get off, just from the mere sound of your voice.”

Fuck, yes. My girl knows exactly what to say to tear me in half with lust for her.

“Take your clothes off,” I rumble through the phone. “Be quick.”

There is some more rustling and jostling of the phone and then I hear her sweet voice. “Okay.”

“Are you naked, Ruby?”

“Yes.”

“Are you under your covers?”

“Yes.”

“Where is your hand?”

“Holding my vibrator, waiting for you.” She sounds breathless.

“Don’t touch yourself yet,” I command, even though I’m already gripping my cock, my eyes closed, and envisioning my beautiful Rubes naked in her bed. “Tell me, how do the sheets feel against your skin?”

“Cool, silky.”

“How do you feel being naked in them? Does it turn you on, Rubes? Rubbing your body against the soft fabric? Can you picture the fabric that’s caressing you as my hands run up and down your body? Can you feel the warmth of my touch, the teasing sensation against your nipples?”

“Yes.”

“Are you squirming in the sheets, are your legs open? Are you wishing I was there, letting you come on my tongue?”

She groans and I feel my dick jerk in my hand. Fuck, I’m going to come a lot faster than I thought. I ease up on the pressure I’m applying to my cock so I don’t blow too soon.

“God, Bodi, I want you so bad.”

“What do you want, Rubes? If I were there with you, what would you want me to do?”

“Everything,” she says, avoiding the question.

“Be specific, baby. I want to hear the dirty things roll off your tongue.”

I’ve never been this kind of man, vocal in the bedroom, but with Ruby . . . I can. She makes me want to know everything going through her mind; she makes me want to express everything going through mine.

“I want you too.” She pauses, I can hear nerves in her voice, reminding me how vulnerable and adorable she is, not that I really need reminding. “I, uh, would want you to suck on my nipples while you fingered my clit, applying just enough pressure that I wouldn’t get off but just sit on the edge.”

“Do you like it when I edge you out, Rubes? Do you like it when I frustrate you?”

“It makes it so much better, so much more worth it. Waiting for you has made it worth it.” I don’t miss the second meaning in her sentence. Fuck, waiting for her has been worth it as well.

“Are you frustrated now? Are you wet, Ruby?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know? Are you touching yourself?”

“No, I can feel it with ever stroke of the sheets across my skin. The feeling is addictive, sensual, almost as good as your hands. I can’t stop my body from squirming, letting the sheet rub against my hard nipples, against my spread legs. I’m tingling everywhere, so turned on. Every sense I have right now is heightened, just waiting for your command.”

Goddamn it. My dick swells and I have to stop holding myself altogether. Visions of Ruby, naked, and in bed are clouding my brain, seeing her squirm, her legs spread, that pretty pussy spread and waiting for me.

Fuck. Me.

“Where is your vibrator, Rubes?”

“Next to me.” Her breathing is heavy. I’m definitely saying all the right things.

“Pick it up and place it against your clit but don’t turn it on. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me when you’ve done what I’ve told you.”

“I’m there. Are you touching yourself?”

I didn’t think I was until I feel my hand sliding up and down my dick. Shit, I have no self-control. “I am.”

“How is that fair? Can I at least move the vibrator?”

“Don’t you fucking dare. Hold it still and take a couple of deep breaths. Close your eyes and feel the sheets rub against you with each breath. Feel their cool touch scrape against your nipples. Feel the press of the vibrator against your clit, think of it as my tongue, just resting there, edging you so fucking hard, baby.”

“Oh God, Bodi. I’m throbbing with need. Everything in my body is numb, please let me turn it on.”

“Not yet, Ruby. Be patient, beautiful. Now take a few more deep breaths while you slowly, and I mean fucking slowly, move one of your hands up your stomach. I want you to feel the contour of your hips, your belly button until you’re just below your breast. Can you feel the weight just above your hand? That soft, silky skin, teasing your finger?”

“Yes,” she moans.

“Move your index finger along the underside of your breast, the vibrator still placed against your clit. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

“I feel like I can’t breathe. My clit is pounding with need, Bodi.”

“Are you picturing me? Can you see how hard I am for you right now? How much you turn me on? Fuck, Ruby, my cock is unbelievably hard right now, I can’t help but squeeze the tip of my cock, envisioning my hand as your tight pussy, barely pulling me in. Only the tip.”

“Bodi, please.” There is a small cry in her voice and I can tell she’s on the verge of losing it, just where I want her.

“Run your finger up to your nipple and pull on it, Ruby. Pull on it hard. Roll your nipple between your fingers, just like I do.”

“Yes, oh God, yes. I’m going to come soon, Bodi.”

I’m pulling hard on my cock now. I can feel the strain in my neck, the burn in my forearm from my vigorous pumping. I’m going to come right along with her.

“Turn on your vibrator, Ruby.”

“Fuck,” she draws out, the faint buzz of her vibrator sounding off in the background. “Oh God, yes. Yes, Bodi. Fuck, I’m coming.”

Her cries are my undoing. I squeeze my cock hard, allowing my seed to coat my stomach, as everything around me turns black, and all I hear are Ruby’s moans, and all I feel is pleasure rippling through my cock.

“Fuck, yes, Ruby. Fuck it’s so good.”

We both ride our orgasms, our breathing heavy into the phone, our moans echoing in our rooms. I just pray I wasn’t too loud. Given the shitty build of the dorms, anyone could probably hear me.

The silence resting over us is broken by a little giggle coming from Ruby.

“What’s so funny?” I ask, hoping I didn’t moan like a fucking nerd. Who knows, I totally lost control, I could have screamed like a girl for all I know.

“We just had phone sex.”

“Yeah, I don’t find that funny. I find it fucking sexy.”

“It was sexy, but it’s also funny because even from thousands of miles apart we still can’t keep our hands off each other.”

“Technically my hands weren’t on you.”

“In my head they were.”

“Where are they now?”

She sighs. “Wrapped around me with your nose buried in my hair.”

“One of my favorite positions to be in with you, only second to being balls deep inside that sweet pussy of yours.”

She giggles. “My, my, my, Bodi Banks, such the dirty talker. I never would have guessed.”

“Neither would I. You bring it out of me, Rubes.”

***

Ruby: I’m here! Even though I lost my sock, don’t ask, I’m here! I can’t wait to see you. When do I get to see you?

Bodi: You lost your sock? For some reason I’m not surprised. I have two heats to swim today, think you can get away tonight?

Ruby: I think I can manage that. I’m staying at the Miramar Hotel, not far from the venues.

Bodi: The same hotel I have reservations for after the races.

Ruby: I can’t wait for those two days.

Bodi: I do have the dorm until the end of the games though, if you really want to live in luxury . . .

Ruby: I will pass on having spiders and rats climb up my who-ha while peeing, but thanks for the offer.

Bodi: There are no spiders and rats.

Ruby: Yet. There are no spiders and rats yet. All in good time Bodi Bear.

Bodi: I try not to think about it.

Ruby: You’re crazy for staying there.

Bodi: Tradition, Rubes. I don’t break it. I have to get going. See you tonight?

Ruby: Yes, I can’t wait. And don’t worry, I will shower before you see me.

Bodi: Wear a dress. It’s what I like you in best.

Ruby: I like you best nude, can I request that?

Bodi: Not so much.

Ruby: And where are we on the benching of the penis?

Bodi: Never. Going. To. Happen.

Ruby: And here I thought you would do anything for me. *sigh* I will see you tonight, handsome. Good luck, not that you need it.

Bodi: Thanks Rubes. Can’t wait to see your gorgeous face. xoxo

Ruby: *fans face* did you just ex oh ex oh me? This girl can’t take the cuteness.

Bodi: Annnnnd last time I do that.

Ruby: What? Why?

Bodi: I’m not cute. I’m rugged, handsome, sexy as fuck, not cute.

Ruby: It’s not like I was calling your penis cute.

Bodi: You better not. My cock is anything but cute.

Ruby: You’re right, on its girth alone it’s more like a bulgy Hulk arm.

Bodi: Bulgy Hulk arm, huh? Well, said appendage can’t wait to see you.

Ruby: Bulgy appendage better be dying to see me. Ask it if it plans on waving to me while I’m in the stands. I would appreciate a little wink from your green noodle.

Bodi: Why do I even continue these conversations with you?

Ruby: Because you crave them.

Bodi: More like I’m wondering what the hell you’re going to say next.

Ruby: I once bruised my tailbone while making a sad attempt at playing basketball. For a week I had to sit on a red “doughnut” and carry it around school. It was humiliating.

Bodi: . . .

Ruby: I called it Sebastian. It was the same week I killed my baby egg in English class. Bad week for this girl.

Bodi: I honestly don’t know what to say.

Ruby: Maybe something like you have my condolences?

Bodi: Fuck, I miss you.

Ruby: That works, too. See you tonight, Bodi.

Bodi: xoxo

Ruby: *sigh*

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

RUBY

 

 

“I’m starving. I’m not going to lie, I snuck some of Satan’s mistress’s Tic Tacs while on the plane. I ran out of Swedish Fish. I was desperate,” Paisley said, scanning her menu. “I don’t know what any of this says.”

“Hey, I would have done the same thing if I had anything to snack on. I would eat a cow’s tongue right about now,” Melony responds, also looking very confused while scanning her menu.

Bellini is upstairs in her room sleeping, which is where she will be all night according to her rant in the car on the way to the hotel. Pocket has the lucky job of taking care of Pope Francis, Bellini’s beloved dog, who is actually such a sweet little guy. How he got stuck with such a horrible owner is beyond me. At least she is nice to him.

“Does Pocket creep anyone else out?” I ask, settling on what looks to be tortilla soup on the menu. “When I dropped my stuff off in the room, she stared at me from the hallway, didn’t even flinch. Pretty sure she’s going to murder me in my sleep.”

Paisley and Melony exchange glances. “She’s kind of creepy.”

“Kind of creepy?” Melony counters. “Paisley is just being nice. Pocket is a weirdo. I want to feel bad for her, given the type of abuse she endures from Bellini on a daily basis, but I’m almost positive she thrives off it.”

“Sounds about right,” I say. “If I get scared in the middle of the night, can I room with you two?”

“We demand that you do.” Melony puts down her menu and points at me, her eyes as serious as ever. “Listen to me, Ruby, if at any point of time you wake up with Pocket staring at you, you don’t say one word to her, you just grab your stuff and come share a bed with us, okay?”

I nod. “Thanks. I’m pretty sure that’s going to happen.”

Paisley pats me on the hand. “Yeah, I’m not going to argue with that.”

The waiter takes our order, which consists of us asking a thousand questions, the waiter not understanding us, us not understanding the waiter, and finally all settling on the soup that we’re praying doesn’t have any random meat in it.

“I’m so excited to watch the races tomorrow.” I’ve kept my phone close by so I can check in on Bodi. He made it easily into the semi-finals without breaking a sweat, something I wasn’t worried about.

“Me too,” Paisley lights up. “Just sucks that we have to watch it with Bellini. I have a feeling she’s going to be a real pill about it.”

Melony nibbles on a piece of bread. “She’s a real pill about everything. You know,” she reflects, a longing in her eye, “if I wasn’t desperate for this job and its pay, and afraid of destroying my reputation, I would shave a chunk of hair off Bellini’s head. Maybe a reverse Mohawk. I would have no qualms about it.”

“She would be like Regina George from Mean Girls. You could do something terrible to her and no one would be none the wiser, as they would all just do the same thing,” Paisley says, sipping her drink.

Not even paying attention to Paisley, Melony adds, “Then I would take her shaved hair and stuff it down that nasty trap of hers.”

“Now that’s something I would like to see,” I say, laughing at the image in my head. “Pocket would come to her rescue.”

“Or Pocket would sprint for the razor, cut off her hair, and imitate the nasty wench,” Paisley says, making us all laugh.

“How did we get here?” Melony shakes her head. “I mean, are we really that desperate that we have to follow around this horrific human being because we need money and have nothing better going on for us?”

Staring at each other, silence falls between us as we all think about Melony’s statement. At the same time, we start laughing and nodding our heads.

“Pretty much,” Paisley says.

“Money is nice when you have bills to pay,” I add.

“I like pretty things.” Melony shrugs. “So sue me. That Pothead Pizza bank is making it that much easier for me to buy them.” Pothead Pizza is the sole reason Bellini is rich, that and her father getting humped on national television.

“At least we are all on the same page about her being hideous. I would die if you two actually liked her,” I say.

“Could you imagine?” Paisley asks. “I think her dad and Pocket are the only ones who like her. But enough about Bellini, who is ready to see some hot men in tight suits?” She claps her hands in excitement.

“I wouldn’t mind glancing around tomorrow,” I say, playing it cool. Both Melony and Paisley eye me with a knowing look, and I wonder if they know about Bodi and me. I don’t think we are telling people so I keep quiet but from their intense stares, I get the feeling they’re waiting for me to say something.

But I withhold to their chagrin.

“Melony thinks Hollis is hot,” Paisley blurts out.

“Paisley!” Melony reprimands, a blush staining her cheeks.

In all honesty, I don’t think there is one woman on this planet who wouldn’t think Hollis Knightly, Olympic diver, isn’t hot. He’s amazingly ripped and has the best set of abs I’ve ever seen on a man, even better than Bodi, and I hate admitting that but it’s true. Pair those abs with his dark scruff and short man-pony, he’s a walking sex stick diving off the ten-meter platform.

“I think he is too,” I agree. “Reese King . . . oh, and Bodi Banks,” I say nonchalantly as an afterthought, but by the look in their eyes, they don’t buy it. “Got to love waxed man chests, am I right?” I shrug and take a sip of my drink, hoping their knowing eyes turn away from me.

“Anything you would like to share with us?” Paisley asks, leaning a little more forward than I would like.

“Yeah, any certain men you want to swoon over?” Melony adds, pressing her finger against her chin, a smirk on her face.

I look between the two of them and feel myself start to wilt under their glare. I’m not going to say anything. No way. My relationship is between Bodi and me. Nope, not going to crack.

“Speedos.”

Yup, that’s all I say, but that’s all they need. They got their answer from my awkwardness. From my avoidance of all eye contact, from my one-worded sentence. It’s plain as day.

I don’t just think Bodi is hot. Nope, I love that damn man, and I’m pretty sure if I looked in a mirror right about now, it would be written all over my face.

***

Bodi: Where are you?

Ruby: On a bench by the beach, right outside the hotel.

Bodi: By yourself?

Ruby: Yeah . . .

I stare at my phone, waiting for a reply but receive nothing. Was I not supposed to meet him? He sent me a text earlier, letting me know he was done with his required press interviews and his end of the day chat with his coach.

I’m confused.

Glancing away from my phone, I look out into the wide Atlantic Ocean. The water is not something I feel like dipping my toes in after all the reports I’ve heard on the news depicting how unsanitary it is. But still, it’s pretty to look at. Thankfully, there are no floating body parts in my view. A part of me wants to believe that the media was stirring the pot. I mean, really, would the International Olympic Committee really allow their athletes to swim in body-part-infested waters? I don’t think so.

I will say one thing about Rio, the locals are not afraid to show skin. And what nice skin they have, all bronze and beautiful, compared to my fair white hue. I’m a total tourist. That and the fact that I’m actually covering up my girl bits. I didn’t receive the memo on the thong two-piece bathing suits.

Would Bodi want me to wear one of those? Would he think it’s sexy or would he want me to cover up?

I think he would be quite pleased in the bedroom if I wore something like that, but out in public there would most likely be some kind of animalistic, predatory kind of attitude he would take on. At least that’s what my little in-love heart would want.

I’m in love.

I’m in love with a man who struggles with his emotions, who’s shut every door on his soul, leaving the tiniest windows open for me to climb through. He’s a beautiful man, with an even more beautiful heart but doesn’t seem to see that, which terrifies me. If he can’t see the kind of man he really is, then will he be able to identify the feelings he has for me? Will he be able to reciprocate the all-consuming obsession I have with his loving soul?

My guess . . . no.

But, that’s not going to stop me from showing him, from helping him open his eyes to a world he’s been hiding from. One smile at a time, that’s all I need. One smile equals progress.

“Ruby!” I turn around to see Bodi jogging to me in a pair of navy blue athletic manpris cinched below his knees, a white T-shirt, and a Team USA hat. He’s wearing flip-flops, which I’ve never seen before, but what I can’t get over are his manpris. What man can pull off such a pant? Uh, Bodi-freaking-Banks can. Why does he have to be so damn gorgeous? It’s almost unfair.

“Bodi!” I say cheerfully, standing to give him a hug. I go to wrap my arms around him when he grips my shoulders and looks me in the eyes, sheer panic running through them.

“Are you okay?” His breathing is extremely labored and there is sweat trickling down the side of his face.

“I’m fine. Are you okay?”

He swallows hard and steps back, gripping both sides of his bill, he squats down and from my view, I can see the muscles in his back tense with each breath.

I’ve seen this Bodi. This is the same Bodi I witnessed in Target. He’s on the verge of a panic attack and I have no idea why.

Gently squatting next to him, I place my hand on his back and speak softly, like the time I watched Eva do so in the coffee house a while back.

“Bodi, everything is okay. Just breathe.”

“Don’t,” he says in a clipped tone. “Just sit on the bench.”

“Bodi, let me help you.”

“Help me by not hanging out in a foreign city by yourself where anything could happen.” He stands quickly, knocking me over so my butt is planted in the sand. The minute he sees me on the ground, his face pales as he quickly squats in front of me. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Rubes.”

“It’s okay. Caught me off balance.” I try to laugh it off, making light of the situation.

He helps me up and then steps away, gripping the back of his neck and looking at the ground. “Fuck,” he mutters to himself, his breathing still a little erratic.

I want to help him, I want to ease the tension coiling inside of him, and I want to make him smile again.

Stepping closer despite what he asked me to do, I wrap my arms around him and snake one of my hands under his shirt so I’m touching his bare skin. I rest my head on his chest and hold on to him tight. We stand there for a few seconds, him stiff as a board, until he finally gives in to my embrace.

His cheek rests on the top of my head and his arms pull me in close. This was the kind of welcome I was looking forward to, lost in his arms.

“I missed you so much,” I say, pulling away to look up at him, continuing to rub his back with my fingers in a soothing motion. With each pass, I can feel him let go of his rigidity just a little more.

From my confession, his eyes squeeze tight before he opens them back up, giving me a beautiful view of his deep blue eyes. Shadows lurk in them and I wonder if he will ever tell me about his childhood, about what happened in his past that made him the man he is today.

“Please don’t do that.” His voice strains while he talks.

“Do what?”

“Walk around here by yourself. It’s dangerous, Ruby. This is the perfect time for locals to take advantage of tourists. I couldn’t stand the thought of something fucking happening to you.”

“I’m sorry,” I say honestly. “I just thought if I met you outside and not in the hotel, no one would see us together.”

“I don’t fucking care if people see us together.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, why would I? If anything, I would be happy for someone to catch us together so they can see how fucking lucky I am.” He pauses and brings my head to his chest by pressing against the back of my head. “Jesus, Rubes. You scared me so fucking bad. I can’t have anything happen to you. Promise me you won’t walk around alone. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I say quickly, wanting to erase his panic. “I’m sorry, Bodi. I had no idea. I won’t do it again.”

“Thank you.” He exhales and kisses the top of my head. “Just don’t do it again,” he repeats one more time.

“I won’t.”

As we stand there, tourists and locals bustling around us with their beach gear, I listen to Bodi’s heartbeat slow down, returning to a normal beat. I ache. Knowing I caused him such panic, especially now when he needs nothing more than to relax, I feel awful.

“I didn’t mean to upset you, Bodi. Can we start over? This wasn’t how I wanted to see you after being apart for so long.”

“Yeah, give me a second,” he says, gripping me a little tighter, his face buried in my hair, as if he’s trying to fully soak me in.

Everything about his hold is loving, protective, consuming, a feeling I don’t want to lose . . . ever.

“Okay,” he breathes out and then takes a step back. He adjusts his hat and gently smiles at me. With the corners of his lips twitching up, he says, “Hey, Rubes. I fucking missed you, baby.”

I can’t help it, I grin widely. “I missed you too, handsome.”

Both his hands grip my cheeks and bring my lips to his. The minute our mouths connect, I melt into his body, using him for support as my entire body tingles with delight and satisfaction. This strong, yet damaged, man missed me. It’s a sentiment that will never get old for me. I hope he feels the same way.

When he pulls away, a small part of me feels empty as if our bodies are connected intimately, and I’m whole. With one hand gripping my cheek, he glides the other down my arm until our palms are touching and our fingers link together. He leans forward one more time, kissing me lightly, just enough to leave me wanting more.

The warm smile on his face is endearing, addicting. I did that, I put that there. It will never get old.

“What do you want to do?” he asks, his eyes full of happiness.

“I want to walk the beach. Are you hungry at all?”

“No, I had a protein bar.”

“Of course you did.” I laugh. “Was it wrapped in kale?”

“It was, actually.”

I stop our slow pace through the sand. “Ew, really?”

“No.” He laughs, a deep rumble coming up from his chest. Sweet heaves, he’s so damn sexy.

“You know I would believe you if you said something like that, right? I wouldn’t put it past you to wrap something like a protein bar in a kale leaf. I bet you keep kale stalks in your backpack and pull one out to gnaw on when you’re bored.”

“Nah, they would wilt in my backpack.”

I roll my eyes but lean in closer, taking in his fresh scent. “Congrats on advancing today. Are you excited?”

“I am,” he sighs, gripping harder on my hand. “I kind of wish we just had finals and didn’t have to go through all the pre-races. I get why we do it, but it gets tiring. I just want to race for the win.”

“Makes sense. I got tired just looking at the schedule. I don’t know how you do it.”

Looking down at me, he winks and says, “Kale.”

“Smart ass.” I pinch his side, well attempt to pinch it but thanks to his dedication to eating shrubs, there is nothing there to pinch. “Ugh, you’re so fit.”

“Is that a problem?” His eyebrows shoot up.

“Nooo,” I drag out. “It’s just annoying. Here I am, stuffing my face with the Oreo bar you gave me, and I can’t find skin on your body to pinch. Do you ever want to flick my love handles to see them jiggle?”

He stops walking and turns to me. Fierce anger is in his eyes. Note to self: don’t ever talk about flicking giggly love handles ever again.

“Don’t fucking do that. Don’t devalue yourself in front of me, Ruby. I will not stand for it. You’re beautiful, gorgeous in fact. When I see you, I lose my breath temporarily. You make me fucking weak in the knees, Ruby. You’re everything I could ever ask for in a woman, from your big brown eyes that warm me with one look, to your sexy curves I grab on to when I fuck you senseless, to your warm embrace I crave every night. You’re fucking perfect. Got it?”

I gulp, tamping down the sting in my eyes and the lump in my throat.

I’ve had a few boyfriends in my lifetime, some good, some real losers, but none of them have ever spoken to me like Bodi; none of them looked at me as if I’m the sole reason they’re breathing like Bodi does. It almost seems like I’m his air, and when I’m around, he thrives.

Lifting my chin with his index and middle fingers, he makes me look him in the eyes, his soulful blue eyes. “Got it, Ruby?” he repeats.

I nod, feeling so incredibly cherished. “Got it.”

“Good.”

He observes where we are standing and guides me to a vacant spot where he sits on the sand and pulls me down with him, resting me between his propped-up legs. My back leans against his chest and he rests his chin on my shoulder while his arms wrap tightly around me, encasing me in a Bodi cocoon.

“This is my first relationship,” he confesses, after a long time of silence. “I never felt the need to be with someone until you came along. You changed everything I ever thought I could have and it terrifies me.” He kisses my temple and then continues. “I’m a very routine-driven man, Rubes. I don’t adjust well to change. You’re the first person I’ve ever made accommodations for. You’re the first person to pull me out from under the dark shadows I’ve been living in. I don’t know how you do it, but you make me want more.”

Oh God, my heart is beating out of control, and I don’t think I can breathe. The emotions skyrocketing through me are almost too much. This man is going to break me. He’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of and yet, he is very much a broken man, a man who needs me to guide him.

I want to tell him, it’s on the tip of my tongue, I want to express how much I cherish what we have, what we share, how he makes me feel every second of every day. He deserves to know, but what if . . .?

What if he’s unable to reach into his soul and find the same feelings for me?

He kisses the side of my ear and presses his lips close enough that I feel the heat of his mouth on my neck. I hold my breath. Is he going to say those three little words?

The air stands still, people around us disappear, and I wait for him to say it. It seems so right, the timing, the sentiment, the atmosphere. This would be the absolute perfect time for him to tell me how he truly feels.

I feel him take a breath and I prepare myself for those three little words.

I love you.

But they never come. They hang in the air, never falling to my ears. Will I ever hear them? Will he ever love me the way I love him? Is he capable of such an emotion?

Leaning against him, being captured in his embrace, I know he is capable of such emotions. I know, deep in my bones that this man can easily hand over his heart. He just has to be brave enough to do so.

***

“How much longer do I have to sit here? My hair is wilting. Melon, do something about it,” Bellini snaps at Melony who glances at the production assistant and receives a wave off.

Jasper, the wrangler of Bellini, says, “You have all day since the races are constant. Get comfortable, Bellini, you’re here for the long haul.”

“Can someone get me a drink then?” she whines. Again.

“You’re going to have to wait,” Jasper responds, his voice bordering on malicious intent for the woman. “When you get rid of your assistant, you have no choice but to wait for things.”

“I didn’t get rid of her, she left on her own accord,” Bellini says, examining her nails.

Yesterday we watched some swim heats and when Melony and I went back to the hotel, Paisley stayed behind. When she got back, her bags were packed and she was headed for the airport. We weren’t even able to ask her what was wrong or where she was going. Melony tried to call and text her multiple times but Paisley didn’t answer. To say we were concerned was an understatement.

Melony is convinced Bellini did something but we can’t quite put our finger on it.

“He’s not even racing now. Why do I have to be here? Can’t we ask them to move up the race?”

“Yeah, let me go ask the International Olympic Committee to move up Reese’s heat so you can leave because your hair is wilting,” Jasper deadpans. “Suck it up, Bellini, and shut the fuck up.”

The most obnoxious and over-the-top gasp comes out of the wench as her hands go to her chest. “How dare you . . .?”

Jasper turns in his chair so fast, I’m surprised he doesn’t get whiplash. His eyes scream murder and the tension in his jaw makes me want to wilt just like Bellini’s hair. He looks positively demonic. I cringe, in preparation for the tongue lashing Bellini is about to get.

“Bellini, I will shut down production right now. I don’t give a fuck about ratings. You used your last life by getting rid of Paisley. Now I’m down one exceptional employee and have to put up with your bullshit. You either pipe down, suck. it. up, and do what you’re supposed to do, or I’ll call Wally Rose right now and end this show.”

“You can’t do that,” Bellini says meekly. Melony glances at me and we exchange what the fuck looks. Bellini doesn’t ever cower, but under Jasper’s glare she seems to be shriveling. Besides seeing Bodi swim today, this is one of the best things I will ever witness.

“Don’t fucking test me,” Jasper grits out between his teeth. As he turns around, he flings his hand in the air and says, “If you’re thirsty, get your own goddamn water.”

Bellini goes to open her mouth but Jasper stops her before she can say anything. “And don’t bother asking Melony or Ruby, they are not here to be at your beck and call. The only reason I’m letting you trail Ruby around, on our dime, is because we have some money invested in your godforsaken religious wear for dogs.”

Production is paying for me to be here? Well, that’s interesting.

Jasper turns to me and smiles. “Bet you didn’t know that, did you?” I shake my head, no, not really sure how to respond. He pats my knee and kindly says, “If she gives you shit, you come to me. Her bitch days are coming to an end.”

“Are you calling me a bitch?” Bellini asks as she grips onto the sleeves of her sweater set draped over her shoulders.

“Uh, yeah. You’re a bitch, Bellini. Now, let’s all sit here and enjoy the rest of the games, shall we?” Jasper sits straight and plugs away on his iPad as if he didn’t just put Bellini in her place.

She starts sniffling, but we all ignore her. No one cares, even though she so obviously wants people to.

I’m too busy focusing on the pool deck below. The swimming schedule is a bit of an erratic one. In my opinion, I would think they would do all the heats, then all the semi-finals, and then the finals, but that’s not the case. They have heats, semi-finals, and finals all mixed in together, so if you’re not paying attention, you could miss a medal race. According to my schedule, Bodi’s first final is next.

Not caring what people think, I take off my light sweater and straighten out my Bodi Face shirt. Melony peeks over and scans it. She gives me a knowing smile. I shrug and turn my attention back to the pool.

I’ve only watched Bodi swim at practice, so competition racing is something entirely new for me. It’s addicting.

Watching the swimmers parade out of the locker room in their tracksuits sends chills up my spine. It almost seems like they are boxers, getting ready for a fight against water. I love every moment of it.

Bodi is the fifth swimmer to come out of the locker room and from the mere sight of him, my heart starts beating rapidly, my palms begin to sweat, and I feel a faint sense of wanting to pass out. He’s wearing his swim cap, and he’s decorated in navy blue warm-ups with USA embroidered on the back. Standing tall among the competition, he looks like a force to be reckoned with.

Staring ahead, he doesn’t look around the stadium, doesn’t bother to look for me or his sister and Lauren, doesn’t even bother to scope out the competition. All he’s focused on is the calm water before him that will soon be disturbed.

Shaking out his limbs, he shucks his warm-ups as the announcer starts going down the lineup, announcing every swimmer’s name and the country they represent. There is a respectful amount of cheers for each swimmer, but when they get to Bodi, the place erupts and I wonder how that’s possible since we aren’t on U.S. soil. It doesn’t matter, I join in with them and so does Melony. Bellini, she’s slouched in her chair, hands in her sweater sleeves covering her ears. She looks miserable.

Good.

Turning to me, Melony grips my hand and winks. She so knows . . .

I will neither confirm nor deny until I get the go ahead from Bodi, but that won’t stop me from cheering for my sweet man.

He’s wearing his Team USA Fastskin shorts, which I’m not going to lie, make my mouth water. Not because they look like they’re painted on, but because they sit so damn low on his hips that I clearly see the deep V that rests at his waistline.

Kale does my man well.

Once the announcer finishes listing the swimmers, they all jump in the pool and position themselves against the wall, their hands gripping the poles on the diving blocks. Through a megaphone, one of the officials speaks as the stadium quiets down.

“Take your mark.” The swimmers crouch toward the diving block. My eyes are only on Bodi.

Beep

In unison, the swimmers do a backward dive into the water and dolphin kick to the surface. Bodi is one of the last to reach the top but his longer stint under the water puts him in the lead.

I can’t believe they can go that fast.

Arms fly backward, like human windmills, propelling their body through the water, striving to be the fastest in the world.

Yeah, in the world.

Sometimes I forget how monumental the Olympics are. It isn’t just about being good at what you do; it’s about being the best on the entire planet. Out of the billions of people who live here, there is only one person who can say they are the best at the 100m backstroke.

I’m hoping that person today is Bodi.

They hit the wall, flip turn like dolphins, and propel themselves up through the water to the other side. The last stretch, Bodi is in the lead by probably an inch or two. Monsieur French is giving him a tight race. So tight that I find myself rubbing the palms of my hands against my legs, hoping and praying my movement helps propel Bodi faster.

They are at the final twenty-five. The stadium is blasting with screams and cheers. I can barely hear myself think. Water is flying everywhere, legs are kicking, arms are flailing, nerves are jumping. My mouth dries out, my anxiety is at an all-time high, butterflies sputter around in my stomach. Just a few more strokes . . .

Bodi touches the wall and instantly looks up at the scoreboard.

Representing the United States, Bodi’s name reigns on the top of the board, edging out the competition by milliseconds.

Taking his swim cap and goggles off, he tosses them on the deck and observes the board some more, taking in all the times and names. Swimmers from both sides, even Monsieur French, congratulate him by shaking his hand and pulling him into a hug. From afar I can see how stiff he is and how uncomfortable it is for him. If I wasn’t so overjoyed my heart would reach out to him.

But this is good for him, to interact with others, to celebrate with others.

Bodi Banks, returning gold medalist of the 100-meter backstroke. Three years in a row. I could not be prouder.

During congratulations, he looks up into the stands and I see him nod at someone. I look in his direction to see Lauren and Eva jumping up and down, American flags in their hands, decked out in red, white, and blue. What I wouldn’t give to be with them right about now, instead of listening to the pathetic sniffles of Bellini Chambers.

I’m happy, but a little part of me can’t help but be jealous, maybe a little envious of Lauren and Eva, that they can celebrate that moment with Bodi by just a head nod. If he knew where I was sitting, would he want to celebrate with me too?

I believe he would.

Still doesn’t mean I’m not jealous over the fact that I can’t have that moment with him.

We spend another hour in the stadium, watching heats and finals go by, none really interesting to me since Bodi is not in them, but they still are entertaining. My favorite part, watching the family members cheer on their loved ones. I caught myself multiple times watching the crowd rather than the actual race. Seeing the pure joy on the face of a supporter when their loved one accomplishes their dreams, yeah, that’s pretty freaking awesome.

We are outside of the swimming venue, Jasper is reading off our schedule, and Bellini is barely listening as she plays around on her phone.

“Ruby and Melony, you have the rest of the night off. Get some sleep, we’ll be up early.”

“Rhubarb is going to work on sewing now,” Bellini snaps. I instantly deflate. I know that’s why I’m here, to sew stupid dog clothes, but I want nothing more than to congratulate Bodi.

My phone beeps. Speak of the devil.

Bodi: Outside the venue. Where are you?

Ruby: Talking with Jasper and the camera crew outside as well.

Bodi: I see you.

Ruby: Don’t get too excited. I have to sew tonight.

“Did you hear me? She has to sew for me.”

Jasper looks up from his iPad. “Yes, I heard the dead carcass pop out of your mouth when you spoke and fortunately for Ruby, she already made five outfits this morning. She’s done for today. She can pick up where she left off tomorrow before the races.”

Would Bodi get mad if I kissed Jasper right about now? Given his territorial streak, I would say yes.

“You’re being so mean to me.” Bellini stomps her foot and crosses her arms over her chest.

“Oh, you don’t like being pushed around?” Jasper has some real snark going on, and I love every second of it. “Let this be a lesson on how to treat people.”

“Barbarian!” she screeches and takes off toward a waiting car.

Shaking his head, Jasper says, “See you tomorrow, ladies.”

“That was . . . enlightening,” Melony says with a laugh. “So, what are you going to do with your free night?” The way she wiggles her eyebrows makes me slightly uncomfortable.

“Go to bed early?” I shrug.

“No, you’re not.” I freeze from the deep familiar voice behind me. Before I can turn around, Bodi’s strong forearms wrap around my stomach and pull me in. He kisses the side of my head and says into my ear, “Hey gorgeous.”

Guess we’re not keeping things secret. Fine by me.

To anyone who’s keeping tabs, Bodi Banks and I are dating. He’s my boyfriend. By no means will he be accepting any of the lewd invitations I heard shouted through the stadium today. Nope, he’s mine. Sorry, ladies.

“From the look of it, you have plans.” Melony winks.

“She does.” Bodi squeezes me tight and I melt into him.

“I knew it.” Melony wiggles her knowing finger at me. “It was written all over your face whenever Bodi’s name was mentioned.” From that proclamation, Bodi squeezes me a little tighter.

“I would have told you but I didn’t know this was out in the open.”

Speaking only to me, Bodi whispers, “I can’t hide it, Rubes.”

Sweet Jesus. His voice. Pure velvet.

It’s obvious Bodi is still a little awkward in social situations given he doesn’t speak to Melony and really only says things to me. That’s okay. He had a big day, you know, with winning a gold medal and all.

“I will let you two have your moment.”

“What are you going to do?” I ask Melony just as I see Hollis Knightly walk up to us. I’m a little in shock because I’ve only ever seen the man on TV. He’s taller than I expected and even more handsome wearing an American flag tank top and navy blue Bermuda shorts. How can he pull off such an outfit?

“Well, if it isn’t my favorite person,” Hollis says, wrapping his arm around Melony. There is a gleam in his eye as he looks down at her, as if they are more than acquaintances. Melony, on the other hand, looks like she wants to be transported somewhere else. “Hey, Banks.” Hollis nods at Bodi and then looks at me and holds out his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Hollis Knightly, and you might be?”

“Ruby Hearts,” I say a little too giddy like as I shake his hand. Bodi’s grip grows tighter on me.

Down, boy, Hollis has nothing on you.

“Nice to meet you. I see you’re romantically involved with Bodi Banks here. How’s that been?” He has a light and breezy kind of way of talking that sucks you right in, as if we’ve known each other forever. It’s weird. I want to tell him everything.

“No complaints.” I smile.

“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 Hollis as he lets go of Melony and claps his hands. Bodi gives me a look. He’s not mad, more amused.

“Oh fuck, she’s a keeper.” Hollis grabs Melony’s hand, who tries to shake it away but his grip must be tight because their connection doesn’t break. “Come on, hot sex, let’s get some dinner.” Nodding at Bodi, he says, “Good swim today, dude. Congratulations.” Turning to me, he smiles. “Nice meeting you, Ruby.”

Hot sex? The term makes me giggle a little too much.

With that, he’s gone, Melony trailing behind him, reprimanding him about the little nickname. Pretty sure if she had the opportunity, she would put a bag over her head as she walks around with him. Makes no sense to me, it seems like any woman would be proud to be with him.

What’s going on there?

“Stallion in bed?” Bodi asks once we are alone.

“Sure, is that not what you preferred to be called? Would you rather I say bulgy hulk dick?”

He chuckles silently. “Stallion works.”

“That’s what I thought.” I turn in his embrace and face him, grabbing hold of his shirt. “I’m so proud of you, Bodi.”

His eyes soften and his chest fills with pride. “Thanks, Rubes.”

“I can’t tell you how excited I was; I wish you knew where I was sitting.”

“Me too.” He leans in and kisses my forehead. “All I wanted was to see your smiling face when I won gold.”

“Really?”

“Really. You’re the one person I wanted to impress, that I wanted to swim for.”

His words elate me. “What about Eva and Lauren?”

He shrugs them off. “Is it cool they are here, yeah. But they’ve seen me win, they’ve been here before and no matter win or lose, they will always be there, waiting for me. I felt like I had something to prove this time, to make you proud to call me your man.”

This man. He’s swimming for his family, for his country, for all those fans whose faith is in him, and he says that. I felt like I had something to prove . . . to make you proud to call me your man. Holy moly. My heart feels as though it will burst with love and adoration for the gorgeous man before me. So humbling. His need to prove anything is so unnecessary.

Can this gentle soul break me anymore?

I capture his face and look him in the eyes. “Bodi, when will you understand? It’s you. Just you. It’s what is in your heart that impresses me. Even if you lost, I would still be head-over-heels infatuated with you. Your heart is what has won me over, nothing else.”

Moving forward, he kisses me in the middle of a bustling city. Olympic athletes walk around us with their friends and families but nothing stops him. The man who used to not even be able to look me in the eye is now claiming me in front of the entire world.

He might not have said those three little words, but I feel it in the way he’s claiming me now. Who needs words when his actions are communicating all I need to know?

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

BODI

 

 

“I feel like an idiot.”

“You don’t look like one.”

“Well, I feel like one,” I say as medals cling around my chest.

“Just give me one more pose, I want to take a picture.”

“You’re not taking a picture of this.”

“Why not?” Ruby complains. “I want to make it my wallpaper on my phone.”

“And that’s exactly why you’re not taking a picture; everyone will see it.”

“I promise, no one will see it.” She begs with those big brown eyes of hers.

Nope, not going to happen.

I’m standing in nothing but my Olympic medals around my neck, five gold medallions dangling and clanging together, my dick hard as a rock as I stare down at Ruby who is completely naked as well. When we got to our hotel room, the first thing she wanted to do was see my medals. I had other ideas, so we compromised: we got naked and then I put on my medals for her.

Now, with my hand gripping my straining erection, I try to get her to direct her focus away from my medals and toward my aching cock. It’s been way too fucking long since I’ve been inside her and my patience is wearing thin.

“Aren’t you proud of them? Five gold medals, Bodi. That’s incredible.”

Five events. Five gold medals. She’s right. I am proud. More than that, Ruby was here to watch me. To cheer me on. I’m exhausted, but not feeling the normal post-games blues from previous games. Ruby. It’s because of her. And she wants to talk about my medals. All I want to do is taste her tits.

“What’s more incredible are your tits. I’m done parading for you. You can either come over here and remove these medals yourself and start kissing me, or I can remove them myself and torture you over and over again, withholding your release until I’m damn well ready to let you go.”

Her eyes widen and she sits up on the bed, her breasts swaying with her movements. Fuck, I can’t take it. I’m so beyond horny and turned on. It’s been way too long.

“You’re no fun.” She pouts.

“It’s not that I’m not fun, Rubes. I fucking need to be inside of you.”

“Oh.” She gives me a sexy smile and takes my medals off, one by one. It’s torture as her fingers run against my skin. The minute the last one is off, I grab her legs and pull them out from under her, sending her on her back. Startled, she gazes up at me, but I don’t give her a chance to say anything because my mouth is on hers in seconds.

Her legs clamp around my waist, and she pushes forward. I can feel her arousal against my cock, which deepens my kiss. I’m frantic, trying to get as close as possible, and from the way her fingernails are scratching down my back, clawing at my shoulders, she feels the same way.

“This is going to be fast,” I mutter, kissing her jaw.

“I need it to be. I can’t take slow right now.”

“Good.”

My hands travel up her body and hastily squeeze her breasts, taking a moment to revel in their weight, their ample roundness. Fuck, is it possible to miss a pair of tits? Her nipples go instantly hard from my touch as goosebumps spread across her body.

Her reaction is priceless, the way her body moves against mine, her little moans, how aroused she becomes just from the slight trail of my fingers across her stomach. Fuck, it’s addicting. If I could, I would spend every hour of my day turning Ruby on, just to see the look of contentment on her face, the look of total satisfaction.

It’s the one thing that truly makes me feel like a man.

“Bodi, I want you inside me.” Her speech is breathless. I have her right where I want her, teetering on the edge.

Gripping my cock at the base, I pose it at her entrance and then straddle her body, the head of my cock kissing her entrance. “I’m going to be rough, Rubes.”

“I want nothing more.”

With her hair fanned out along the bed, her lust-filled eyes sparkling, and her hands wrapped around my neck as an anchor, I plunge into her to the hilt. She cries out with pleasure, her hold growing tighter. I pull out to the tip of my cock only to repeat the same thrust.

Like a jackhammer, I continue the relentless invasion, filling her to capacity. With each thrust she cries out, her eyes closing, her grip never loosening.

The friction building between us consumes me, my balls tighten, and my impending orgasm begins to take over.

“I’m going to come,” I say just as Ruby says the same thing.

In sync, we spiral out of control, our hips clashing together trying to ride our orgasms until we are completely sated. I pass out on top of her, unable to feel anything in my body besides my throbbing cock and beating heart.

Aftershocks of pleasure hit me. It’s never been like this for me. My connection with Ruby is so powerful it terrifies me.

Fuck, I will never get tired of this. Having her tight little body wrapped around me, hearing her call out my name and bite her lip in ecstasy. I will never get tired of coming inside of her, of feeling like I’m not alone in this world, that this woman is with me.

This feeling I have for her can change everything in my life. I can go from my normal routine, to sharing a life with another human, a life that won’t be normal to them. Will she be able to handle everything I throw at her? Will she be able to see me for who I am, or will she see the little boy who made the biggest mistake of his life?

Will she want to be dragged down with me? Can she take the demons that lurk below my surface?

Fuck.

“Hey, are you okay?” Ruby asks, sensing something wrong.

I run my hand over my face and pull out of her. “Yeah, let me get a washcloth.”

In the bathroom, I wet a washcloth and stare in the mirror. Despite being inside Ruby in the most intimate way possible, I look like crap. The pressure to be perfect for Ruby, to show her I can be a man she may want to be with has become tiring, and it shows in the dark circles under my eyes.

When I return, Ruby is sprawled across the bed in all her naked glory. She is so open and honest with me. Does she hate that I’m not as open with her?

As I hand her the washcloth the alarm on my phone goes off. Eight thirty. Time to call Eva.

My need to check on my sister is something I haven’t spoken to Ruby about, so I put on a pair of shorts, grab my phone and say, “I need to make a call. I’ll be right back.”

She sits up on her elbows, her face deeply concerned. “Did I do anything wrong?”

“No,” my brow creases, “why would you think that?”

“It just seems like you’re retreating. I know you, Bodi, and you normally spoon me right after.”

Hating the look on her face, I walk over to her and place a kiss on her lips. “I will be right back, give me a second, Rubes.”

“Okay.” She still seems uneasy, but I can’t reassure her now, I have to call Eva.

Stepping into the other room, I place my call and wait impatiently for Eva to pick up.

“Hello?”

After the fourth ring she answers, only for me to barely hear her. “Eva? Where are you?” My anxiety picks up as someone screams in the background.

“Out living up Rio,” she slurs.

“Are you drunk?” Anxiety turns into anger.

“I don’t know, are you drunk?”

I practically hiss into the phone. “You know damn well I’m not drunk. What the fuck are you doing, Eva? Where are you?”

“I’m out with Lauren, calm down. We’re fine.”

“You’re not fine. You’re in a fucking foreign city, drunk, and no idea how to get around.”

“Settle down,” she says in a condescending tone. “We are walking distance from our place and we know what we’re doing.”

“You’re supposed to be back at your place, locked up and sending me a picture,” I bite out.

“I have a life, unlike you, Bodi.” The way she says my name isn’t like her. The alcohol is controlling her inflection. At least that’s what I tell myself. “I’m in Rio; I’m not going to tuck myself in at eight thirty. Stop being my dad and worry about yourself.”

Pain ricochets through my chest.

Stop being my dad.

My palms turn clammy.

Stop being my dad.

I can’t help the nervous jitter that takes over my legs.

Stop being my dad.

“Eva,” I speak softly. “Please go home.”

It seems to be quieter. Has she moved outside on her own? She exhales and says, “Bodi, I’m not going home. I want to live my life. I don’t want to hold Lauren back, deprive her of experiences because of what happened in my past. We are having fun, we are living, something I wish you’d try.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It really is,” she answers back.

It’s so fucking not.

“Can you just go back?”

“No,” she answers firmly. “But I will text you when we are back, safe and sound.”

“When will that be?” I ask, desperate for some kind of timeframe.

“When we decide we are done. Aren’t you with Ruby?”

“Yeah.”

“Then get off the phone with me and go enjoy your girl. Celebrate. Live, Bodi. I will text you later. Love you.”

She doesn’t let me answer, but hangs up and leaves me feeling ill.

I stare at my phone, feeling lost.

Stop being my dad.

I just want my sister to be safe.

I don’t want to hold Lauren back, deprive her of experiences because of what happened in my past.

Is that what I am doing for Lauren? For Eva? I just want them safe. I need them to be safe.

Am I doing that with Ruby?

Holding her back?

What am I doing? I’m standing in the other room of our shared hotel, talking to my sister rather than wrapped around my girl. But I needed to call Eva.

Am I letting my routines, my tendencies already affect her.

Fuck.

I pull on my hair, unsure of what to do. I’m so fucking nauseous from Eva’s refusal to lock up for the night that I’m afraid I won’t be able to be the man Ruby deserves now. But if I don’t go back in there, she will wonder where I’ve gone.

Deciding to run through a quick check of the hotel to calm my nerves, I lock and relock the chain three times on the hotel door, I check the windows three times, making sure they are set even though we are in a high-rise hotel, it eases some of the tension in my body.

Eva said she would text me when they get back to their hotel. Eva will tell me she’s safe. This is okay. I can do this.

Slightly calmer, I go to the bedroom and see Ruby curled up on the bed, under the covers, her back to the door, the light turned out. I wasn’t gone for that long, was I?

I was only on the phone with Eva for a short bit of time and then I checked the locks . . . three times. I wince, loathing myself for how long I took fulfilling my need for order in my life.

Because I’m fucking obsessed with all the wrong things, Ruby had to go to bed by herself.

Fuck.

FUCK!

My hand goes to my hair and starts yanking on it some more. I’m surprised I’m not fucking bald by now. What do I do now? Is she mad at me? Do I go to her, wrap my arms around her warm, soft body and act like nothing happened? Do I go sleep on the couch? What would she think of that?

For the life of me I can’t figure out what she might want. All I can consider is what I would like, what I need, and that’s the feel of Ruby’s skin against mine. Taking the selfish route, I plug my phone into my charger on the nightstand and crawl into bed. A clothed Ruby greets me. Clothed?

Fuck, so not what I wanted. Is she mad? Last time she was upset, I brought her flowers. Is that something I should do now? I have no fucking clue. I’m at a total loss right now.

Testing the waters, I slide in behind her, my nerves completely shot, and move my hand around her stomach to pull her into my chest. She doesn’t protest, instead she makes a soft sound and allows me to hold on to her.

I bury my face in her hair and breathe in her sweet scent, the scent that has me waking up in the morning, feeling guilty as fuck for taking this woman into my fucked-up world.

If tonight isn’t an indication of that, I don’t know what is.

I feel so fucking unsteady right now. I hold on to her tight, willing the panic boiling in the pit of my stomach to simmer.

Eva is going to text. Eva is going to text. Eva is going to text.

I repeat myself over and over again in threes until I’m so fucking tired I pass out, holding on to the only lifeline I have right now, the one life line I don’t fucking deserve.

***

BANG.

“What the fuck?” I startle out of bed, confusion consuming me as I try to gain my whereabouts. The faint glimmer of the sunrise fills the hotel room, casting an eerie glow around the space.

BANG.

My chest seizes, my entire body instantly turns cold as slick sweat coats me. My heart is beating out of my chest, my breathing is almost non-existent, and flashes of that night start to pop into my head.

The blood-curdling screams from my mom.

Two gunshots ringing through the house.

The cold tile of the tub freezing my skin.

Eva’s voice ringing through my head.

We have to call 9-1-1.

Eva.

Fuck. Eva!

Where is she? The bar. She was drunk. The promise of a text message. Fuck, I passed out without seeing her response. I reach for my phone, so discombobulated I can’t figure out how to turn it on; I can’t find the button. My mind is warring back and forth between the past and the present, mixing sounds and smells, bringing that painful, life-changing moment to the forefront of my mind.

Focus, Bodi. Press the home button.

Steadying my hands, I find the button and watch my phone come to light. I type my password in feverously, messing up twice, and finally unlocking the screen.

Zero text messages from Eva. Zero texts from Eva.

“Fuck!” I cry out, swinging my legs over the side of the bed.

“Is everything okay?” Ruby asks in a sleepy voice, scaring the shit out of me. I completely forgot she is here.

I don’t answer her, I can’t. I need to make sure Eva is okay. I call her cell phone but she doesn’t pick up, so I call Lauren’s. Straight to voicemail.

My throat tightens on me, as my legs start to go numb. This is not happening. This is so not fucking happening.

Tearing my phone off the charger, I walk into the other room and start pacing the floor as I repeatedly dial Eva’s number, over and over again.

“Bodi,” Ruby says with concern. “What’s going on?” She looks disheveled, her hair matted, her clothes askew, her hands twisting together. She’s not the same Ruby I’m used to, the happy-go-lucky Ruby, the joyful and contagious Ruby. No, she’s a nervous wreck, thanks to me.

Ignoring her, I pull on my hair and continue to pace while dialing Eva. As I hold the phone to my ear, look around the hotel, and stop in my tracks when I look at the door. The phone drops out of my hand, my stomach bottoms out and I have the instant urge to puke.

I locked it. I know I did. I fucking locked the door. I checked three times.

I had to make sure Ruby was safe. I locked the door. I didn’t forget to lock the door.

My head snaps to Ruby, my voice booms out of me before I can control it. “Did you fucking leave this hotel room?”

“What?” She’s so startled she backs up.

I point at the door. “Did you leave this room?”

“Um, yeah.” She twists her hands some more, her eyes wide with fear. “I was thirsty and was told not to drink the tap water here, so I got a water from a vending machine.”

“Why didn’t you lock the door when you came back?” My chest is rising and falling so rapidly. The panic attack is starting to take over.

“The doors lock automatically, Bodi.”

“People can still get in!” I yell. I need to get the hell out of here before she sees me in an even worse state.

Blowing by her, I grab my bag, stuff everything in it, throw a shirt on over my head, slip on my sandals, and head for the bathroom to grab my toothbrush.

“What are you doing?”

“I need to leave. I need to get the fuck out of here.”

“Bodi, I don’t understand what’s going on. Will you please talk to me?”

I rip my charger cord out of the wall, stuff it in my bag and pick my phone up from the floor. With one thought on my mind, I head for the door.

Leave. Leave. Leave.

“Bodi,” Ruby calls out, chasing after me. “Please, you’re scaring me. I’m sorry I didn’t lock the door. I didn’t know. Will you please just talk to me? Who were you calling? Maybe I can help you.”

“You can’t,” I say sternly.

“Please.” She yanks on my arm right before I’m about to leave, turning me around so I come face to face with the tears falling from her beautiful brown eyes.

I fucking lose it. My entire body splits in half, hatred for myself pouring out, loathing who I’ve become; it’s eating me alive, pure distaste for the shit I’ve put Ruby through coursing through me.

I can’t do this.

“What?” she asks.

Did I say that out loud? I’m so fucking lost in my thoughts I have no idea what’s going on.

I turn to leave but she grabs on to me one more time. “Bodi, what did you say?”

Without looking her in the eyes, my throat barely able to let words go by as my heart hammers so hard I can feel it in my brain, I quickly say, “I can’t do this,” and leave.

Tunnel vision eclipses me, my feet propel me forward, my breathing is so out of control I’m having a hard time making it to a safe spot. I pour through the stairwell door and stumble down the first few steps, grabbing hold of the rail. My bag teeters down the stairs as I lower myself to one of the steps.

Leaning against the wall, I grip my head and will my breathing to become steady, but it doesn’t happen, it continues to become more erratic with each second. My chest burns, my vision blurs as tears fall from my eyes, rolling off my cheeks and onto my jeans.

Why isn’t Eva answering her phone?

Why didn’t Ruby lock the door?

Fuck, Ruby.

Her distraught face. Those tears. That fear.

It’s eating me alive.

I did that to her. I hurt her. Just like I hurt my parents . . .

Fuck, I didn’t hurt them. I killed them.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

RUBY

 

 

“Where is he?” Eva asks, entering my hotel room. Last night’s makeup is smeared down her face, her hair is tied up in a disheveled bun, and she’s wearing her pajamas. Lauren follows closely behind her, looking just as rough.

“I don’t know,” I cry, still shaking uncontrollably despite the blanket around my body.

“Shit.” Eva grips her forehead. “Tell me everything that happened.”

We sit down in the living space where Bodi’s medals rest. When he left, I realized he didn’t even pack them so I made sure to put them gently back in their boxes and in a prominent place so if he came back, hopefully he came back, he wouldn’t forget them.

“Where should I start?” I’m in such shock. My body feels if I were stabbed, I wouldn’t notice it.

“When things started to go sour.”

I bite my lip and think back to last night. “Well, um, we had sex.” Ugh this is awkward.

“Okay.” My comment doesn’t even affect Eva.

“I noticed he seemed a little different, a little off, as if there were a million things running through his mind. Usually right after, he will cuddle me and he will talk, joke around, but he didn’t do that this time. It almost seemed like a dark cloud started to eclipse him. He then stepped away to make a phone call.”

“Shit, that’s when he called me.” Pure and utter regret flashes through her face. “I was drunk and said stupid things I would never say to him sober.”

“I heard him talking, and he sounded angry. I didn’t want to drop in on his conversation so I got ready for bed. I waited a while but heard him walking around the hotel for quite some time. I didn’t realize how long he was busying himself until I woke up with him wrapped around me.”

“Checking the locks,” Lauren says at almost a whisper to Eva who nods her head in agreement.

“What?” I ask. They both ignore my question and tell me to continue. “I was thirsty and was told not to drink the tap water here, so I went to one of the vending machines to grab a drink. It wasn’t until Bodi was swearing and breathing heavily that I woke up again. He was pacing the floor again, trying to call someone on his phone when he saw the door was unlocked. I didn’t slip the deadbolt thing over. He freaked out, yelled at me, packed his things and bolted before I could stop him. He, uh,” I paused as tears started to stream down my cheeks, “he said he couldn’t do this anymore, as in us. I tried to stop him, I tried to get him to talk to me but he wouldn’t. He took off and won’t answer his phone now.”

“Fuck,” Eva hisses, leaning back on the couch. “This is all my fault. I should have known better than to push him. He seemed . . .” She sighs and pinches her nose; I can see tears start to well up. “He just seemed like he was getting better, like he was living because of you, Ruby.”

“Babe, it’s not your fault,” Lauren says, attempting to comfort Eva.

“It is. This all started with me. We should never have gone out last night.”

“Fuck that,” Lauren says, standing up, speaking in a harsher tone than I’ve ever heard from her. “Babe, you know I love that boy just as much as you do, but there is a time where we need to stop babying him, where he needs to learn how to deal with new circumstances. You’re always asking him to live his life and here you are, barely living yours because you’re always keeping a watchful eye over him.”

“Yeah, and see what happens when I change things? He bolts.” Eva grips her forehead. I’ve only known Bodi for such a short time and my heart is breaking. I can’t imagine the agony she must be feeling. She looks . . . bleak. Inconsolable. “Where the fuck could he be?”

“He’s probably flying home,” Lauren says without skipping a beat. “Knowing Bodi, he’s searching for the familiar, looking to get back into routine. He’s been so far from it, I couldn’t imagine him wanting anything else.”

I kind of want to say that he would want me, that my loving arms are all he needs, but that doesn’t seem to be the case anymore. That realization cuts me deeper than his dismissal this morning.

“God, what should we do?” Eva asks. “Should we call Dr. Auburn?”

I feel like an outsider looking in once again, begging to be in Bodi’s inner circle. Yet, I’m clearly nowhere near the edge. Even after everything we’ve been through, all of our late night conversations and random text messages, I still don’t know him like I wish I did.

Who’s Dr. Auburn?

Why is Bodi freaking out?

What is with the door being locked?

This goes further than his OCD. There is something else he never told me, something I wish he had because I wouldn’t feel so helpless right now. Maybe if I knew, I could have helped avoid this entire situation.

“We can call him on the way back to our room,” Lauren says, patting Eva on the shoulder. “Best thing we can do is figure out how to tackle this head-on.”

“You’re right,” Eva agrees, staring at the medals on the table. “Did he leave those?”

I look down at the cases and nod my head, tears falling from my eyes. I can’t hold them back any longer; my emotions have worn thin, and I’m at my breaking point. I want Bodi back. I want his strong arms wrapped around me. I want to run my fingers up under his shirt, along his bare back, and tell him in a soothing tone that everything is going to be okay.

Eva sighs and sits next to me. She wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me into a hug. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“Then why does it feel like it does, like I ruined everything?”

“You didn’t. Bodi has demons he’s still dealing with. They came to a crashing halt this morning. You were just here to witness it.”

“No, I didn’t lock the door. I had no clue that was something that mattered.” Barely containing my sobs, I ask, “Why does that matter?”

Eva exchanges a look with Lauren who nods her head. Taking a deep breath, Eva asks, “Do you love him, Ruby? Or is this just something fun you’re doing for the summer?”

I look her dead in the eyes, and my lip trembles as I say, “I’m so in love with your brother, Eva. I’m so desperately and hopelessly in love with him.” More tears fall as I think about the loss I endured this morning.

I can’t do this.

His words play on repeat over and over in my head. We can’t be over, can we? Was that his way of breaking everything off? I pray it wasn’t. I’ve never known this sort of heartache. Never. I don’t think my heart could withstand not being with him. In such a short amount of time, he’s become so vital to me. To my heart. To my mind. To my body. To my soul.

Breaking me out of my thoughts, Eva says, “Then I think we need to have a chat.”

***

The flight back home to Los Angeles was pure torture. Fifteen hours of Eva’s story running over and over in my head, of not hearing from Bodi, of not being able to make sure he’s okay. The poor man next to me had to hear me sniffle, cry, and sniffle some more as I buried my head against the airplane window with my hood sheltering me from everything around me. The pain scorching through me was almost too much to handle.

My poor, sweet man.

He heard their parents being murdered. At such a young age, sitting in a tub, clinging for dear life to his older sister. I can’t stop crying over the knowledge of a young Bodi, scared out of his mind, taking the blame for the intruder who killed his parents. He was only twelve years old. A baby. Every time the thought crosses my mind, I go through a whole new round of tears, of sorrow, of heartache, feeling sick to my stomach.

I can’t imagine going through such a traumatic event and feeling the blame for it.

Eva held my hand the entire time she told me their story, reassuring me she’s okay, but making it clear that Bodi is not.

It explains his OCD, why he needs such rigid order in his life. It’s the reason he keeps people at a distance. He fears losing them. When he lost his parents, he shut down emotionally and only focused on one thing—swimming. No wonder he is so socially awkward. He’s like a twelve-year-old boy.

His awkwardness around me, his phone calls at eight thirty, his panic in Target, his panic in my apartment when I didn’t lock the door . . . everything falls into place like a perfect Tetris puzzle. It all makes sense.

One moment in his life has shaped him to the man he is today—the man I love more than life itself.

If only he knew.

Fifteen hours on a plane, dehydrated from crying, and looking like a hot mess, I don’t even bother heading to my apartment. I drive straight to Bodi’s condo, praying he’s there.

Eva called Dr. Auburn, and he informed her he has yet to hear from Bodi, and we need to show our support. A lot of help he was.

Part of me hopes and prays that when he sees me, when he opens his door to find me on the other side, he envelops me into his strong hold and leans on me for support. But the other part of me fears he will continue to distance himself, that he will use this as an excuse to give up, to throw in the towel.

I can’t do this.

That part of me has my stomach churning in knots with the thought of losing this incredible man.

Luckily for me, there is parking outside of Bodi’s condo. I take his stairs two at a time and, without taking a breath, I knock on his door. The baggy sweatshirt I’m wearing is wrung out by my hands as I wait for him to answer. Impatient, I knock again.

Please be home, please be home.

I need to see him. I need to make sure he’s okay, to make sure we are okay.

The distinct sound of locks unlocking come from the other side of the door and my heart takes flight.

The door opens to reveal a very worn-out Bodi. Dark circles are under his eyes, his hair is disheveled, and his clothes look like they’ve seen their last day. But it’s the dark, bloodshot eyes that really cut me deep.

“Ruby,” he says in a deep, rough voice. “What are you doing here?”

He doesn’t look happy to see me. He actually looks scared . . . angry. He blocks the view of his apartment, leaning against the door frame for support instead of me. I’m not wanted here.

“I . . .” I’m at a loss for words. This wasn’t how I envisioned this meeting going. I expected him to be a little happy to see me. “I wanted to make sure you’re okay.” It’s a weak way of greeting him, but I don’t want to scare him by announcing I know about his very private life.

“I’m fine. You shouldn’t have come over.” If I didn’t know Bodi, I would think he’s hiding another woman behind that door, but that’s not the case with him. He’s hiding something, but it’s not another woman. It’s his heart.

“Bodi . . .” I feel tears forming, and I chastise myself. I have to be strong for him. “What happened in Rio, can we talk about it?”

“There is no need to,” he clips out, not looking me in the eye.

“But—”

“Ruby, I meant what I said, I can’t do this. It was a mistake in the first place, okay? I should have never let it get this far along.”

“What?” I ask, needing him to repeat all of that. Did he just say our love was a mistake?

Still not looking me in the eyes, he says, “It’s over.”

Now I’m angry. “It can’t be over. Bodi, Eva told me everything that happened.” His head shoots up from that announcement, fury in his eyes.

“She what?”

I gulp, a little nervous at seeing this hostility in Bodi. “She told me what happened to your parents. It’s not your fault, Bodi. Let’s just talk—”

“That’s not your assessment to make, and she had no fucking right in telling you.” He drags his hand through his hair out of frustration.

“Bodi, it’s me. Let’s talk this out.”

“There is nothing to talk out,” he snaps at me. “We’re done. So just fucking leave, forget about me. I’m not worth your time.”

“You are!” I shout back, trying to get it through his head. “Bodi, I love you.” He closes his eyes as if my words pain him. Standing strong, I continue on, “I know I was put on to this earth to love you, Bodi. I was brought into your life to help you live, to help you love, and to help you show your true colors. To help you be proud of who you are. Don’t throw that away. Don’t throw us away. Don’t throw away us because you can’t accept who you are, because you can’t accept what we have. I was made for loving you.”

“I accept who I am,” he says in a tortured voice. “I’m a fucking murderer, a fuck-up, a pathetic man.” He points to his temple. “Get that through your head, Ruby. I’m fucking nothing. We are fucking nothing. It’s over.”

Tears stream down my face. “But I love you, Bodi.”

He shakes his head. “If that’s the case, then you have no fucking clue what love is.”

Before I can answer, he shuts the door and locks it up. I listen in shock as he repeats the process of locking three times.

I’m bleeding. My soul is bleeding on the stoop of Bodi’s condo, and there is nothing I can do about it. He wants nothing to do with me. He wants nothing to do with my love. He doesn’t believe me.

We’re done. So just fucking leave, forget about me.

The once solid, all-consuming, and powerful connection I thought I shared with the man immediately evaporates from my grasp, leaving me feeling empty, alone, and grieving for a future that was ripped away from me.

We’re done. So just fucking leave.

Darkness eclipses me as I drive myself to my apartment. I don’t bother unpacking. I crawl into bed and listen to the silence in my empty apartment: my apartment that was once filled with the sweet, addicting laughter of Bodi Banks, that was once filled with the sexy moans of Bodi Banks, that was once filled with the ruggedness of his voice. That was once full.

I cry into my pillow, my agony pouring out of me, my heart breaking. The pain encompasses me, my vision turns black, my outlook on life bleak. Everything that was once colorful is now dull, monochromatic, cold.

I stare at the ceiling, my tears blurring my vision. From the nightstand, my phone rings, pulling me out of my self-imposed despair.

Eva.

“Hello,” I answer, my throat tight with emotion.

“Did you see him?”

“Yeah.” I barely get the word out.

“Oh, Ruby. Are you okay?”

“No,” I squeak.

“I’ll be right over.”

I don’t even bother putting my phone back on my nightstand, I lie there with it in my hand, unable to hold back another wave of tears.

This isn’t really the end, is it?

You have no fucking clue what love is. His venomous words echo through my head, like little needles, reminding me of my loss.

It hurts. It hurts so fucking bad.

Before I know it, Eva’s arms are wrapped around me, and she’s scooting behind me in my bed. My eyes burn as I try to open them. They’re so heavy with mourning that I don’t bother, I keep them shut and bask in the warmth of a friend.

“What happened?” she whispers. And then I hear her say, “Get a warm washcloth for her.” Lauren must be here too. What would I do without them?

My bathroom sink runs in the background as Eva coaxes me again. “Ruby, sweetheart, talk to me. What happened?”

“He . . . he wants nothing to do with me,” I stutter, my heart snapping in my chest.

“Fuck.” A warm washcloth presses against my eyes, and I welcome the heat.

“I thought,” I gasp, trying to control the hiccups that want to come out, “I thought maybe he would lean on me rather than push me away, but I was wrong.” I sniffle and then say, “I told him I love him and he told me I don’t know what love is.”

“Oh, Ruby.” Eva squeezes me tightly, and the end of my bed dips as Lauren scoots close to me and holds one of my hands. “He’s not in a good place right now. Don’t take it to heart.”

“How can I not?” I ask sarcastically. “I’m the one person he should want to talk to, the one he should want to come to when he’s feeling so distraught, but instead, he pushed me away. I can’t take the rejection.” I start to sob. Get that through your head, Ruby. I’m fucking nothing. We are fucking nothing. It’s over. I don’t want to get that through my head. It’s over. “It’s too much. I love him . . .”

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

BODI

 

 

Scrub, scrub, scrub.

Fuck! No matter how many times I run my bristle brush over the tile in my entryway, it doesn’t look clean. It looks dirty, so fucking dirty.

My knees hurt from kneeling, my shoulders ache from the constant scrubbing motion, and my condo is in complete disarray. I see the curtains I bought strewn across the floor; pillows, magazines, and throw blankets are tossed about the room in my attempt to clean, but it only seems to get worse. I can’t focus on any part of my condo. When I look around, all I can see is dirt, grime, fucking chaos.

Just like my life . . .

But this entryway, this fucking tile, it won’t come clean. I noticed right after Ruby stopped by my condo, her eyes soaked in tears, her lip trembling.

Fuck.

I scrub harder, so fucking hard that I bend the bristles back, so now the plastic handle is doing all the work against the tile.

Right here, in this entryway, this is where I tore her heart out. This is where I watched the person who meant everything to me slaughtered by my words, and for what?

Because I’m not good enough for her?

It’s true, I’m not fucking good enough.

She doesn’t want to deal with this . . . this fucking psychotic behavior. What would she do if she saw my apartment the way it is now? What would she say? She’d try to fix it, but this isn’t hers to fix. This isn’t her problem, and damn me to hell if it ever will be. She’s already seen my freak flag; she doesn’t need to help me wave it.

“Fuck, get clean,” I shout at my tile. All I see is Ruby’s anguished face in the gleam of it, the total destruction that crossed her beautiful eyes.

Those fucking gorgeous brown eyes.

Those eyes that accepted me for all of my quirks, all my idiosyncratic tendencies. But she shouldn’t have to make exceptions for my behavior. That’s what she does. She doesn’t scold me, she doesn’t treat me like a barbarian, she makes exceptions, allows me to be the person I am.

Fuck that. I don’t want to be me.

Don’t throw away us because you can’t accept who you are, because you can’t accept what we have. I was made for loving you.

She fucking loved me, how is that even possible? How could she love a monster? A monster like me. She doesn’t know me. She doesn’t know the real Bodi, the Bodi who has to scrub his demons away, the Bodi who has to check the locks three times before he goes to bed, the Bodi who can’t go a day without checking on his sister because he’s so terrified he will lose her too.

I was made for loving you.

Fuck me. I wish that was true, but God would never be that cruel to her. No, he’s cruel to me.

I deserve to be alone, to be left to my obsessions, my routines.

Ruby needs to flourish, and she won’t do that with me. I will only drown her. Those beautiful lips, understanding eyes, and incredibly graceful and selfless heart belong to someone else.

Fuck, just the thought of her with someone else guts me. Sitting against the entryway wall, I prop my forearms on my bent knees and lower my head as my breathing starts to pick up, another panic attack looming. I’m used to them now, they come every few hours, closer together if I start to think about Ruby.

I need her. She would make this better. She makes everything better.

But that ship sailed and rightfully so. I can’t have her hand holding me, stepping on eggshells to make sure I don’t lose my fucking mind. That’s not the kind of life she should live.

I never should have gotten involved with her.

But fuck, she was too alluring, too addicting. Her soul attached to mine and didn’t let go. Shit, she still owns it.

I pinch my brow, fighting back the tightness in my throat as the locks turn and my sister enters my condo. She stops immediately and takes in the scene. It’s the first time she’s ever seen my place like this. Shit, it’s the first time I’ve ever seen it like this.

A disaster.

Scanning the room, she startles seeing me sitting on the floor. She shuts my door, locks it, and then squats in front of me. She places her hands on my knees and dips her head so I have to look her in the eyes.

“Bodi, I’m sorry.”

It’s not what I expected her to say. In all honesty, I’m surprised it’s taken her this long to come here, and I thought she would yell at me. There is no doubt that she knows what happened between Ruby and me. What I did to her. What I said to her.

Fuck . . .

My stomach twists again, making it difficult to sit up.

“I’m so sorry I didn’t text you. I’m sorry I said such careless things to you on the phone. I know you were worried, and I should have taken that into consideration rather than making you feel bad about protecting me.”

I have nothing to say. No words come to mind. The only thought floating through my head is Ruby’s broken and distraught face.

“But . . .” I should have known she wasn’t coming here to just say sorry, “you can’t hover over me anymore, Bodi. It’s not healthy for me, and it’s sure as hell not healthy for you. I’ve been enabling you, and it’s time I stopped.”

“What?” I ask, my voice barely a whisper.

“Look at me.” She lifts my head so I meet the eyes that match mine, the same that match our father. “You’re a protector. You protect me now, and you protected me when we were in that tub, scared out of our minds. Even though you’re younger you’ve always been my shield from the world around us. When Lauren came along, you added her to your list, making sure she’s always taken care of, always safe. I can’t tell you how important that is to me, that you care about her that much. And then your life shifted even more with Ruby.”

“Don’t.” I shake my head. “I don’t want to talk about her.”

“I don’t care if you don’t want to talk about her, you’re going to listen to me. You decided to protect her too, but in all the wrong ways.”

“How the fuck do you figure?” What the fucking hell does she mean? In the wrong ways?

“Because, instead of protecting her from the outside world, you protected her from you.”

I go to argue but stop as I realize Eva might be right.

“You might have thought you handed your heart over to her, that you were being the best boyfriend you could be, but you weren’t. Being in a relationship is about give and take, about sharing your demons with someone else so you don’t have to carry that burden on your own. Just the way Mom used to listen to Dad’s work troubles every night, never offering suggestions, just listening, taking on a bag of his troubles so he wasn’t walking heavy that night. That’s what Lauren does for me; she lessens my burdens. That’s what you should have done with Ruby, but instead, you kept piling them up on your back until it broke.”

I shake my head, not wanting to believe what she’s saying.

“You hid your routines and the need for them from her. Your tendencies, you never showed them to her. Your insecurities, you never voiced them. Your past, you ate up the truth, never exposing it. You piled everything on your shoulders, protecting her from the true Bodi only to have it all come crashing down on you.”

“She doesn’t need to know that shit,” I say roughly.

“Let me ask you this. Do you love her?”

I shake my head, not making eye contact with her.

“Look at me and answer me. Do you love her?”

Of course I fucking love her. Shit, I think I started to fall for her the minute she threw her jazz hands in my direction at the club. Her will to swim across the pool for a doughnut added to that love. Her crazy, unpredictable texts beguiled me. Her vitality and giddy joyfulness provided light into my darkness, wrapping my heart in its warmth. Her ability to soothe me all but pushed me over the edge.

She’s everything to me. Breathing made sense with Ruby in my life.

“I do,” I answer.

“Then why are you pushing her away? I just came from her apartment, Bodi. She’s utterly devastated.”

Fuck, I think I’m going to throw up. I hate that I’m hurting her, but in order to help her live her life, I had to. I had no option.

All the things I said to her as she crumbled before my eyes were lies.

Out of everybody . . . she knows what love is. She shows it every day through the smallest of gestures, like loving a Double Stuf Oreo. And even more, sharing a Double Stuf Oreo.

“I can’t drag her down, Eva. I can’t make her live this fucked-up life with me. She deserves more.”

“She deserves you,” Eva says with conviction. “It’s about time you realize that.” Standing up, she tucks her hair behind her ears and looks down at me. “I’m not going to baby you anymore, Bodi. I’m done. It’s time you move on. It’s time we both move on. Starting now, no more calls at eight thirty, no more security text messages. Trust that I’m acting safely. As for you, take your sessions with Dr. Auburn seriously and try to heal your heart, stop ripping it open. An incredible woman loves you and wants to be a part of your life, the crazy fucked-up one you didn’t dare mention to her. Newsflash: she knows and she still wants you. It’s time, Bodi. Do our parents justice and make them proud.”

Do our parents justice? I’ve tried to do that with my swimming. Make them proud . . . But I killed them. It was my fault. Tears stream down my face. I don’t like this pain. It hurts. How can I make them proud? How can not checking on my sister make them proud? I failed them. I’ve tried not to fail her. Do our parents justice. A sob breaks free and Eva brings my head to her stomach. Cradles me to her and rocks me. Like Mom used to.

“I miss them, Eva. It hurts.”

“Yes, Bodi. It does hurt. And it’s okay to cry. It’s okay to feel. It’s okay to feel.”

I haven’t felt. Until Ruby. So many years of shutting feelings down and locking them away. It hurts.

After allowing me to sob—to hurt—for a few minutes, she squats down once more, grips my forearm, and says, “If you can be one of the best swimmers on this planet, then you can overcome these demons. I believe in you, and it’s time you believe in yourself. I love you, Bodi.” She takes a breath and then continues. “The gala is in a week. I won’t cover for you. You will be there, and you will put on your best face. Don’t let me down.”

She kisses the top of my head and pulls five boxes out of her purse. My medals. She sets them on the entryway table and leaves, locking the doors from the outside.

Her words race through my head. No more phone calls? No more checking in? My skin already starts to itch from the thought, and then I think about what she said last.

The gala.

Fuck, I completely forgot about it. Will Ruby be there?

Will she try to talk to me?

Does she hate me?

Of course she does. You were a fucking monster to her; there’s no way she loves you now.

***

“How are you feeling?”

“How does it look like I’m feeling?” Fucking miserable.

Dr. Auburn assesses my ragged appearance and sets his pen down on his notepad. Steepling his fingers at his chin, he says, “You look like shit.” I’ve known Dr. Auburn long enough to have this open dialogue with him. His comment doesn’t affect me.

I do look like shit. I’m wearing a pair of sweats, an old T-shirt, and I haven’t shaved in a few days. I’ve spent my time off from the pool scrubbing every orifice of my house, locking and unlocking my doors and windows for hours, and I’ve declined every single post-Olympic interview, claiming family emergencies.

Fuck interviews right now. I know I owe it to my country to show off the hardware I brought home for them, but if I can barely get my ass out of my house for the emergency meetings scheduled with Dr. Auburn, how can I possibly show up to a production set and put on a good face for morning and late night talk shows? There are others who can fill in for me, like Reese King.

I lean back on the couch, my legs wide, and my hand plastered against my forehead as I close my eyes. “I’m barely functioning.”

“What do your days look like? Are they the same?” This is my second visit with Dr. Auburn since I returned home, since I completely destroyed Ruby, since Eva told me to stop calling her, fucking me up more than I’ve ever been. I know she said not to call, but I still do, and she doesn’t answer.

Fucking torture.

Eight thirty rolls around and I find myself rocking back and forth on my couch, wiping my sweaty palms on my pants, wishing for a text from Eva that she’s okay. I spend the next half hour running through my house, making up for the phone call I never received by fucking around with my locks and alarm system. I’m so consumed and obsessed with the safety of my condo I can’t even remember what day it is.

“I can’t stop my obsessive habits. I spend hours repeating them over and over again. I want to fucking stop. I want it all to be over but when I attempt to stop, I have a panic attack. Fucking vicious circle.”

Dr. Auburn nods. “Let’s go back to where this is coming from. You said you had flashbacks of the night you lost your parents.” Of the night I killed my parents, but I don’t correct him, I know better by now.

“Yeah.”

“This was the same night you couldn’t get a hold of Eva. What about the day you didn’t know where Ruby was, out on the beach, any flashbacks then?”

“I don’t want to talk about Ruby,” I say curtly.

“I understand the need to put her behind you, but I suggest we dig a little deeper with her. She’s a big factor in all of this. You care for her.”

“I love her,” I say on a disheartened sigh.

“Do you want her back in your life?”

I want nothing more than to have Ruby in my arms, to get lost in the sincerity of her gaze, the warmth of her heart, but that doesn’t mean I deserve her.

“Doesn’t matter, it’s over.”

Dr. Auburn takes a different approach. “Tell me about the beach. Were you having flashbacks of your parents then?” I knew the bastard wasn’t going to drop Ruby as he never gives in to my demands. He pushes me to uncomfortable lengths.

“No. But after that, I started to have them.”

My vision starts to blur, the distinct smell of that beach hits me, pedestrians walking around me as I sprint to get to her. Bang after bang goes off in my head.

The cool porcelain brands my skin.

Bang. Bang.

I’m in a tub.

Bang. Bang.

I’m in a tub but instead of hearing my mom’s scream, I hear Ruby’s.

Bang. Bang.

Over and over again, her screaming for help.

“Bodi.” Dr. Auburn calls from a distance, or what feels like a distance. “Bodi, do you need a trashcan?”

My stomach rolls. I nod.

A generic plastic trashcan is placed in front of me just in time for my protein shake to reappear.

***

“How are you doing today?”

“You’re the doctor, you tell me,” I say, resting my elbow on the arm of the couch to prop my head up. I’m fucking exhausted. Sleep eludes me, night terrors take over when I do sleep, and the constant anxiety of the change in routine eats me alive.

Why won’t Eva answer her phone at eight thirty?

Why is my condo never clean enough?

Why can’t I stop hearing Ruby’s screams in my head?

“I can’t tell you how you feel, Bodi. I can tell you how you look, and honestly, you look worse than yesterday.”

Yup, my visits are daily now. It’s the one routine in my life, and I’m gripping on to it for dear life.

“Not digging the beard?” I ask with no humor in my voice.

“It’s not you. Neither are the dark circles under your eyes or your haggard appearance.”

I shrug. “Who the fuck cares?”

“You should care, Bodi.”

I shrug. There is no use in caring anymore. When I care, I get turned down. I care about Eva, but she’s punishing me. She’s making my life a living hell. I just want to know if she’s okay.

“Have you heard from your sister?”

“Does it look like I have?” I snap, tossing the pillow that’s sitting in my lap across the room. Dr. Auburn doesn’t flinch.

“Throwing pillows is not going to get you anywhere, Bodi.”

I shake my head as I pinch my brow. “Wow, and I’m paying for this shit.”

***

“You’re wearing jeans today.”

I feel the rough denim scrape my palms as I rub my hands up and down my legs. “The rest of my clothes are dirty.”

“You’re not doing your laundry? That’s not like you, Bodi.”

“Yeah, cleaning doesn’t seem to work for me anymore.”

“What do you mean by that?” Dr. Auburn has his pen poised, ready to take notes, and all I want to do is take that pen and shove it the fuck up his nose.

“I’m so sick of these fucking questions,” I exhale, slouching on the couch across from Dr. Auburn.

“Okay, then what do you want to talk about?”

“Nothing. I want to talk about nothing. I just want to sit in silence.”

“Then let’s sit in silence.”

***

“Jeans again, still haven’t gotten to your laundry?”

I cross my ankle over my knee and place one of the throw pillows on the couch over my lap. “Nah, I did it last night.”

He raises an eyebrow at me. “You decided to dress up for me?”

“Have to for someone.” There is no life to my voice as I speak.

“Tomorrow is the gala.” He says it more as a statement rather than a question. I nod. “Are you going?”

Am I going? Good fucking question. Do I want to go to a social event where I’m predestined to have some kind of panic attack from being in a room with donors wanting to talk to me about the Olympics? Not fucking appealing whatsoever.

But Eva will be there. You will be there and you will put on your best face. Don’t let me down.

Ruby.

Fuck, Ruby will be there and what I wouldn’t give to catch a glimpse of her, to see her beautiful face one more time. The thought of seeing her puts my foot one step closer to attending. Too bad I know it will be a masochistic move since I won’t do anything about my feelings for her.

I shrug, still unsure of my decision.

“What are your reasons for not going?”

“Don’t want to have a panic attack.”

“That’s a valid reason. Have you had one recently?”

“No,” I answer honestly.

“And your obsessions, are they subsiding?”

“No, I still do them.”

“To the extent that you were?”

“No.”

“That’s progress, Bodi.”

It’s not progress. No, it’s called being exhausted out of my goddamn mind.

***

“Are you going tonight?”

I’ve wavered between going to the gala and not going all day. I got one hour of sleep, which is showing gravely.

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, do you want to go over the pros and cons of attending?”

“Honestly, no.” I adjust my position on his couch. “I don’t want to think or talk about that today.”

“That’s fine. What do you want to talk about?”

I take a deep breath and close my eyes, leaning my head against the back of the couch. Dr. Auburn waits patiently.

“When I used to say goodnight to my dad, instead of asking for a hug, I would shake his foot. It was fucking weird, but it was our family’s thing. Give Mom a hug, shake Dad’s foot, and go to bed. For the longest time I thought Dad was more of an uncle than anything. It wasn’t until I was older that I realized he would sneak into our room at night and kiss us goodnight when we were asleep. I can feel his large warm hand stroke my forehead and whisper in my ear that he loves me before placing a kiss on my forehead. That night, he didn’t kiss me good night. He didn’t get a chance to.”

“He loved you, Bodi.”

“I know.” I keep my eyes closed, one vision flashing behind my eyelids. “I miss him. I miss family movie nights. I miss my mom’s laugh and the way she would tease my dad. I miss her smile, and his boisterous laugh.” I pause for a moment because I’m struggling to breathe. I don’t like this pain. “I miss the shaking of his foot, the warm embrace of my mom, the late-night kisses from my dad . . . but do you know what I fucking miss more?” I don’t give him a chance to answer. “I miss my Rubes, and that fucking terrifies me.”

“You don’t want to lose her like you lost your parents.” I nod. “That’s why you’ve associated your scare with her at the beach with the attack on your parents. At that moment, you realized she’s the most important thing in your life, and losing her will hurt more than when you lost your parents.”

Fucking dead on.

“Accepting your feelings threw you into a tailspin, am I right, Bodi?” I nod. “And no matter how many times you lock the doors, the windows, or clean your apartment, nothing will seem routine to you anymore because your routine has changed. Your routine adapted. Reshaped itself. Your routine now includes loving and caring for Ruby.”

“It was,” I correct him. “It was loving and caring for Ruby. Now, I have no clue what it is.” Now nothing makes sense, and I don’t have a reason to breathe.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

RUBY

 

 

“You look stunning, Ruby,” Lauren compliments as she pulls me into a hug.

“You as well.” Both Lauren and Eva showed up in beautiful long, black dresses. Whereas Eva’s has a plunging neckline, Lauren’s cuts straight across her chest, giving little hint to any cleavage. They are such a beautiful couple; it’s hard not to stare at them.

“Where did you get your dress?”

I smooth down the red silk and say, “A vintage shop. I saw it in the window and knew it would be perfect.”

And it is. It has a high neckline but completely bare in the back. The mermaid style hugs my hips and flares out at my thighs, giving me just enough room to maneuver my legs in the tall velvet heels I chose to wear. Not wanting to be too fancy, I curled my hair in very loose waves, ran some styling wax through it, and let my bangs lay against my forehead. To top it off, I painted my eyelashes with a heavy coat of mascara and decorated my lips with bright red lipstick.

I wanted to feel pretty. After a week of utter devastation full of missed meals, tear-soaked pillowcases, and zero communication with the man who owns my heart, I wanted to do something for me. I FaceTimed with my friend Andrea while I got ready so I wasn’t alone, and the entire time she begged me to tell her what happened between Bodi and me. I kept it simple; it didn’t work out. I didn’t think it would be fair to air Bodi’s issues to someone he didn’t know. That’s his story, not mine.

Now I’m at the gala, surrounded by the paintings hanging on the walls in vivid colors, depicting the signature strokes of Olympic athletes and some of the swimmers from the Boys and Girls Club. I can’t help but feel an empty pride.

I’m proud of what I was able to help put together, but I also feel empty because half an hour into the event and the one person I wanted to see didn’t show up.

Ever since I arrived, I’ve been wandering aimlessly, an untouched glass of champagne in my hand and a heavy, splintered heart resting in my chest. Just one look, one exchange, that’s all I wanted. Something to keep me moving forward through these slow, monotonous days.

“You look gorgeous and this space . . . I can’t believe how well everything has come together,” Eva says in awe.

“I had a lot of help from Lola.” I look around for her but can’t find her. “She’s around here somewhere. She works at the club and was looking for some more experience. I couldn’t have done it without her.” Especially since Bodi cut me out and left me hanging to finish this project by myself. I’m not mad. I’m more concerned. Lonely. Bereft. Aching.

I hope he’s okay.

“Please be sure to introduce me later. I want to thank her.”

“I will.” I smile but know it doesn’t reach very far. Eva notices.

She places her hand on my forearm and asks, “How have you been?”

I take a deep breath and say, “Not well, but I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to celebrate the arts tonight.”

It’s true, I want to celebrate the foundation and what we’ve accomplished, but a huge part of me wants to see him. I want to ask Eva how he’s doing, if she’s talked to him, if she’s seen him, but I can’t open that floodgate. I will end up sobbing in a corner for the rest of the night. Gala attendees will think I’m some kind of pathetic attempt at live art, portraying a pathetic and desolate woman. Not the way I want to spend my evening. Not quite the look I was going for either.

“I can appreciate that.” Eva looks around and sighs. “I wish he would have shown up. I guess I have myself to blame.” What happened to not talking about it? “I decided not to enable his obsessions anymore, and I have a feeling my tactic backfired.” There is worry in her eyes. Poor, Eva.

“Let’s not focus on that tonight.” I plaster on a fake smile. “Let’s celebrate your mom’s dedication to the club and get these rich folk to donate some money.”

She smiles as Lauren links their arms together. “Sounds like a plan. Thank you again, Ruby. If I would have known how this would turn out, I never would have pushed you two together.”

I hold up my hand. “Don’t blame yourself. We’re good.” I fight back the tightness in my throat and say, “I’m going to check on the kitchen and see if they’re doing all right with the finger foods. If you see a girl in a purple dress with big black flowers, that’s Lola. Be sure to introduce yourself.”

“Thank you.”

Shuffling through the throngs of people gushing over different paintings and passing some of the athletes who were able to attend, I find my way to the kitchen where the staff is bustling around, filling trays and adding final touches to the little bites I picked out for the night. Nothing too filling, just a little snack for those who might be hungry.

I lean against an out-of-the-way wall and try to calm my stomach. This is not how I pictured this night going so many weeks ago. I envisioned my hand looped through Bodi’s arm, his side pressed up against mine, his lips at my temple, kissing me every once in a while for a job well done. I envisioned him introducing me to his fellow swimmers as his girlfriend and spending the night getting lost in his velvety, deep voice.

Instead, I’m standing in uncomfortable heels, in a dress no one will truly appreciate on my form, with a glass full of champagne and very empty and hopeless feelings in my body.

“Can I help you with anything?” one of the wait staff asks.

“No, thank you. Just needed a breather. Looks like you guys have this covered. I’ll head back out.”

Through the swinging door, I make my way into the crowd. Lola is talking to Eva and Lauren in the corner; she’s animated as she talks, and the excitement on her face is adorable. Rita, my boss at the club, is gushing over Reese King and Paisley who are standing together, hand in hand, next to Reese’s painting. Getting him to participate was huge. There is no doubt his painting alone will be able to fund a few children.

And Paisley and Reese? Yeah, that was a surprise. They are actually perfect together. I wish I would have seen it sooner.

Wanting to thank them for coming, as soon as Rita leaves to get a drink I make my way toward them. Paisley spots me immediately and opens her arms for a hug.

“Ruby, you look stunning.”

“Thank you. You look gorgeous yourself.”

“I would have to agree,” Reese says, pulling Paisley to his side once we disengage. He holds his hand out to me and says, “Reese King.”

“This is Ruby, Reese. She worked with Bodi on this whole event.”

“You did a fantastic job. I can’t commend you enough.” He tilts his head to the side and then says, “Have we met before?” Visions of my grocery store mishap flash through my mind but I keep my lips sealed as I shake my head no. “Hmm, maybe you have a familiar face.”

“Maybe.” I shrug.

“Where’s Bodi?” he asks, looking around.

Clearing my throat, I stare at my champagne and I’m about to say he couldn’t make it when Reese interrupts me.

“Hey, man. I was just asking about you.”

My stomach bottoms out and a tingle of nerves shoots rapidly through my body, turning my mouth dry and my palms sweaty. My body trembles, my legs become unsteady on the heels I’m barely standing on as I take in the man behind me.

My breath catches in my throat and the urge to cry surfaces from the mere sight of Bodi in a well-tailored suit. A beard caresses the jaw I once ran my lips along, his once-clear denim eyes are hidden behind shadows rimmed by dark circles, and his hair doesn’t rest under a hat, it’s styled perfectly to the side, framing his handsome face. The suit he’s wearing spans across his broad chest, clinging to his biceps, and narrowing at his waistline. His slacks cling to his strong thighs and reach the top of his dress shoes. I’ve seen him in a swimsuit, but that little piece of material has nothing on the suit that stands before me.

He’s so handsome.

“Great event, man.” Reese shakes Bodi’s hand and then runs his fingers over his jaw. “Love the beard. You might give me a run for my money.”

“Not possible,” Bodi says, his voice hitting me like a wave of pain.

That. Voice.

It washes over me, dragging along lust-filled memories, reminding me of the battered heart that sits right below my breastbone.

“Thanks for coming. It means a lot.”

“Anytime,” Reese says genuinely. “Have you met Paisley, my girlfriend?”

Paisley holds out her hand, and I watch Bodi’s large hand take hers, sending a tinge of jealousy through me. How I wish that was my hand connecting with his.

Giving Reese a confused look, he says, “Girlfriend?”

Reese laughs and claps Bodi on the shoulder. “Long story, man. I’m having a barbeque next week; come by and I’ll tell you all about it.”

“Sure,” Bodi says with no hint of promise.

“I need another drink. What about you, baby?” The adoring look Reese gives Paisley cuts me in half one more time.

“Yes, I plan on getting liquored up.”

“Just the way I like you.” Reese winks and then turns to Bodi and me. “Please excuse us. Make sure these people pay for my painting. I don’t think you could get any more artistic than that.”

“Pretty sure you can.” Paisley rolls her eyes and drags Reese to the bar, leaving Bodi and me alone.

I lower my glass of champagne so he can’t see the trembling of my hands. Taking a deep breath, I lift my head to meet his eyes, and I’m hit with an overwhelming anguish. This beautiful man who owns every inch of me has no light in his eyes, no smile to his lips, and no excitement to be standing next to me. He looks at me as if I’m a stranger, someone he can barely stomach standing beside.

What happened to us?

“Place looks good, Ruby.”

Ruby. Not Rubes, not even baby. Ruby. The use of my full name stings more than I thought it would.

Holding back tears that threaten to make an appearance, I swallow my sorrow and say, “Thank you. Lola was a big help.”

He nods and looks around. The most intense feeling of awkwardness is between us. I want nothing more than to wash it away, but I don’t know how. For once in my life, I’m at a loss on how to react, and my normal blabbering mouth seems to have vanished.

I feel broken.

He grips the back of his neck, a nervous tick of his and takes a step back, my heart lurching forward, begging him to stay and talk. “You look . . . beautiful.”

That’s my undoing. One single tear rolls down my cheek and I quickly swipe it away, hoping he didn’t see it. But from the tortured look on his face, I know he did.

“Thanks. You look very handsome.”

Taking another step backward, he nods. He’s retreating and even though I want him to stay, I have nothing left in me to convince him otherwise. He doesn’t want me. He doesn’t want us. Nothing has changed, Ruby. Nothing has changed. You have nothing he wants or needs.

Swiping under my eye again, I give him a small smile. “It was nice seeing you. I hope you’re well. Have a good night, Bodi.”

Mustering all the bravado left in my body, I turn and walk away, leaving Bodi’s burning gaze on my back. I walk to the farthest corner of the gala and take deep breaths, trying to put on a good face, but it doesn’t work. Every emotion I’ve been bottling up the entire night takes over, and I lose it. Warm arms wrap around me and pull me into one of the Staff Only hallways.

Paisley encases me in her embrace and holds my head to her shoulder as I cry. Her hand rubs my bare back, and she whispers soothing words into my ear.

I don’t know how long we stand there, but before I know it, I can hear the MC announce the purchases made. I should be out there but there is no way in hell I can be seen now. I know that I look like a drowned raccoon. Although I truly don’t care what I look like. My heart is breaking. I didn’t think it had any more pieces left to break. Clearly I was wrong.

I pull away and swipe at my eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Paisley hands me a napkin that is damp from her drink. “Melony told me about your relationship with Bodi. From the looks of it tonight, it doesn’t seem like things are going well.”

“They’re not.” I sniff. “It’s over. I would prefer not to go over it right now. I need to get out of here.”

“No problem. There is a back entrance here. Did you drive?”

“No.” I shake my head, still wiping away at my tears. The napkin has been used but I continue to get the most out of it. “I didn’t know how much I would be drinking.”

“I’ll wait with you until we can get you an Uber. Hang in there, sweetie.” Her arm wraps around my shoulder as she guides me out the back.

Within ten minutes, a car pulls up next to the curb. Paisley gives me a big, warm hug and makes me promise to call her tomorrow. I give the driver my address and let my pain fall from my eyes the entire way home.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

BODI

 

 

What the fuck am I doing?

Why did I even show up?

Because she was going to be here. I’m a masochist and needed to see her, to look her in the face and see how she was.

Fuck, she isn’t doing well. Especially after I made her cry . . . again.

I’m a fucking asshole.

The gala is a total success and not because of me but because of the woman who owns me. Despite our differences, she went on with planning and made sure everything we talked about was executed. Pictures of my mom were framed around the room, telling of her dedication to the club and to the arts.

It was too fucking much.

And then to see my Rubes . . . in that dress. Fucking tore me apart. That’s why I’m sitting on the curb outside the gala, my heart bleeding.

Love should mend a soul, not rip it to shreds, but I guess that’s what someone like me deserves.

“What are you doing out here?” Lauren sits next to me, her hand using my shoulder to balance.

“Fresh air.”

“Don’t bullshit me, Bodi.” Lauren always gets to the point.

“I can’t be in there. Seeing her almost killed me. Talking to her damn near destroyed me.”

“Why are you doing this to yourself? Why don’t you go love her, be with her, Bodi.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“It is.”

“It isn’t,” I counter with a terse tone.

“Really? Okay.” From the corner of my eye, I can see her gearing up to give me a lecture. “When I met your sister, she was just like you. Scared shitless to let go of the past and live in the present. She spent a lot of energy trying to prove to me why being with her would be wrong. I countered that energy with my own, showing her how right we would be together. It wasn’t easy. Our love came with heartache. Our journey was filled with night terrors, disbelief in her ability to love me like I love her, and lots of therapy. But she stuck it out, and do you know why?”

“Because she loves you.”

“Yes, but because for the first time since you lost your parents, she could breathe easily.” I exhale, my throat tightening. “She puts on a strong front for you, Bodi, never letting the past creep into your relationship with her, but know this: there isn’t a day that goes by that she doesn’t think about your parents, that she doesn’t try to live in their memory, in the love they showed you two every day. It’s about time you did the same. You want to honor them? Fucking love her, Bodi. Love the fuck out of Ruby. Cherish the fuck out of her. Spoil the fuck out of her. Spend every goddamn waking moment of your breathing life worshipping the ground she fucking walks on. Emulate your dad, be the man he was, not a man he would be disappointed in.”

Her words cut, hitting me deep in my soul.

Standing up, she points down the sidewalk where I see Ruby get into a car, her red dress trailing behind her. “Be a man, Bodi. Be a man and love the fuck out of her.”

Before I can answer, Lauren disappears back into the gala, leaving me with thoughts running through my head.

Images of my dad kissing my mom in the kitchen when he thought we weren’t around, of him holding her hand in the car, of him wiping her tears when she was upset, of him covering her with a blanket when she fell asleep on the couch only to stare at her for a few minutes, totally in love with the woman that slept in front of him. If he had lived that night, and only she had been killed, he wouldn’t really have lived. His body would have but not his soul. His heart. She was his air, the reason he breathed.

He loved her with everything in him.

Can I be like him? Can I push past my self-loathing, my guilt, and fully love Ruby? Can I give her all of me? Fuck, does she even want all of me?

Surely she’s had enough. Surely she doesn’t want anything to do with me. I made her cry.

But she’s my air. She’s my reason I breathe. And for the last week, I haven’t been able to get enough air into my lungs.

She’s my fucking air.

***

I’ve spent the last twelve years of my life in the spotlight, practically naked and very wet, baring it all for billions on one of the biggest stages in the world. I’ve competed against the best swimmers in the world. I’ve stepped outside of my comfort zone and interviewed with national networks. I’ve spent countless hours teaching children how to swim despite my insecurities.

Nerve-racking moments for me. However, I’ve never felt as uneasy, as shaky, as fucking terrified as I do walking down Ruby’s apartment’s hallway. For some reason, I feel like a dead man walking, preparing for the worst, praying for the fucking best. I want to love her with everything in me.

I turn the corner and catch my breath. Ruby is standing in front of her door, looking in her clutch for her keys. I take a moment to observe her. She’s so fucking beautiful. Drop-dead gorgeous actually. Her hair falls over her shoulders in waves, her back, bare and begging for my hand to caress it. That dress . . . clinging to her heart-shaped ass, and that red lipstick . . . Fuck what I wouldn’t do to see that staining every inch of my body.

My feet propel me forward, my heart hammering in my chest, my palms sweating profusely. Fuck, she makes me nervous.

“Hey.”

“Pervert!” She startles and screams, pulling her lipstick out of her purse and holding it in my direction in self-defense. When her eyes focus on me, and she recognizes me, she lowers her lipstick and holds her chest. “Bodi, what are you doing here?”

I close the distance between us and take in her reddened eyes. She’s been crying. I couldn’t hate myself more.

“I, uh, want to talk to you.” Real fucking smooth, Banks.

“Okay,” she says hesitantly. Without another word, she unlocks her door and lets me in. She flicks the lights on and I’m taken back by the amount of knitted scarves that rest on her couch. She notices my perusal and says, “I’ve had some spare time.”

As I take in the sweet smell of her apartment, of her, and I hear the distinct sound of her lock being put in place. My stomach rolls. Fuck, does she look at me and think of that moment in the hotel? Does she even think of me as a man anymore?

Lauren’s words run on repeat. Be a man. Love the fuck out of her.

A surge of confidence propels me. I turn and stand in front of her. I entwine our fingers together. God, she’s so warm, so soft. Just the small touch of her hand has my body filling with air. I speak my mind, not letting my insecurities run me scared. “I love you, Rubes.”

Her eyes search mine, her lip trembles, and in one blink of her eyes, tears are streaming down her cheeks. Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck. Why is she crying?

Does she feel guilty for not loving me anymore? Before she can turn me down, I make my case.

“I’ve lived a pretty bland life. Some might say I’m lucky that I have a talent that comes along every generation, that I’m one lucky son of a bitch, but I’ve never seen my life like that. I’ve seen it in black and white. I’ve seen routine, and I’ve seen results from that routine. I’ve kept my life simple, never letting anyone in it because it would put a hitch in my schedule. It was easy, but it wasn’t living.” I squeeze her hand, hoping she can feel my love. “Then you came along. The artist I never expected to fall for. You took your paintbrush and blasted my life with color in every direction. You turned my bland life into something of beauty, changing my routine forever. For the best, Rubes. You showed me what it’s like to live, to love.” I take a breath and step closer. “You once told me you were made for loving me. At the time I couldn’t believe you. I didn’t know how to believe you. But now? I know you’re right. You were brought to me to heal my heart’s scars. I told you I would fuck this up, that I would somehow hurt you. I begged you to be patient with me as I pulled my head out of my ass. I hate that I’ve caused you pain, Rubes. I know I’m not easy. I still have a ways to go, but I’m working with my psychiatrist, Dr. Auburn. I want to share my story with you, Ruby. It might take some time, but I want to share me with you. Please tell me I haven’t lost you forever because I’ve been waiting so fucking long for you.”

The hand I’m not holding grips my cheek, her thumb runs across my newly grown beard. And the smile I have missed so much graces her beautiful face. “You sweet, man. You can never lose me. I’m yours forever.”

Holy fucking hell . . . she still loves me. My Rubes, she fucking loves me.

A single tear slips down my cheek. I finally understand pure joy. Her hand slips to the back of my neck and pulls, bringing my lips to hers. She’s a whisper away from me as she says, “I love you, Bodi Banks. I love you so much.”

I rest my forehead on hers, relief beating through me. “I love you, Rubes.”

As our lips connect, I vow I will be the man she deserves for the rest of my life.

I will cherish the fuck out of her.

I will spoil the fuck out of her.

I will worship the fuck out of her.

But most importantly, I will love the fuck out of her . . . until my dying day.

 

 


Epilogue

RUBY

 

 

“I’m finishing what I started when we get back home,” Bodi says, eying me from over the hood of his truck.

Home.

Yeah, Bodi wasted no time moving me into his place. Pretty much the next day he was packing up my apartment and making me a permanent fixture in his new routine. And you know what? I wasted no time in messing up that routine, of adding a whole lot of color into his life physically and metaphorically.

Task number one. Curtains.

I wanted hot pink, he wanted grey, so we settled on a butter yellow in a damask pattern. Let’s be honest, I used the pink to scare him silly only to pull the old, “Well, I guess the yellow will do,” when in fact, the yellow was what I originally wanted.

Don’t judge. The man’s place is covered in grey, black, and white. I needed to add my feminine flair to it without offending his eyes right away. I’ve added hints of teal and green as well with picture frames, knick-knacks, and throw pillows. But my favorite piece in the condo is Bodi’s painting, which is over the top of our mantel, right next to two pictures of us. One of us at a baseball game, wearing our opposing team colors, and the other of us wearing all of Bodi’s medals together. It was a silly night we spent celebrating his wins, a night I will always cherish as a wonderful memory with the man I love.

Although we are madly in love, exploring each other’s body’s every night, and working together on divvying out money for the foundation—we made over fifty thousand dollars that night—we still have our struggles.

It hasn’t been all candy canes and lollipops. I would love to say we lived a fictional life where our problems just disappeared after an I love you, but life doesn’t work that way. Once a week we go to couple therapy with Dr. Auburn, the same doctor Bodi still sees every week on his own. We mainly talk about our progress as a couple and how Bodi can aid me and how I can aid him.

He still struggles with his OCD, and I don’t think that will ever go away. I catch him checking the locks in the middle of the night, and on occasion, he will call Eva at eight thirty, but she continues to miss his call. Secretly, she told me it kills her every time, but she refuses to go back to the way things were. I’ve noticed he does things in threes, such as washing his hair three times, wiping down the counters three times, stacking throw pillows three times. When I catch him, he flushes with embarrassment, but I reassure him that he shouldn’t be embarrassed but instead talk to me about why he feels the need to do his task again. It’s a tip I learned from Dr. Auburn.

Has he gotten better? Sure, a little. Will it ever make me love him less? Never. He suffered a horrific trauma when he was so young. That’s not something you get better from.

Even though he says he believes he didn’t kill his parents, I still see the guilt in his eyes when the topic is brought up. I don’t know if he will recover from such a horrifying experience or if he will allow himself to live guilt free, but what I do know is I will continue to show him what an amazing man he is every day to lessen that pain.

I meant it when I said I was made for loving him. There is no doubt in my mind that I was brought to him, to his sister, to help heal their family.

“Did you hear me? We aren’t done.”

I roll my eyes and shut my door. Bodi rounds the truck and links his hand with mine. One of the many things I love about this man: he has no problem showing any form of PDA. He’s actually one of those people you love to hate. You know, the ones that make you so insanely jealous because of the love he showers. Thankfully, I’m the one who gets to bask in it.

“When did you become so invested in knitting?”

“Since you started Naked Knitting Fridays.”

Yes, he knits. Mister Strong Olympian with multiple gold medals, muscles popping out of every orifice of his body, and a dick that makes angels sing, knits. He wanted to learn because he wanted to help knit for the athletes in Special Olympics, but when I started Naked Knitting Fridays, he became more invested in watching . . . as he puts it, “my tits bounce with each loop.” He’s insatiable.

“You’re impossible.”

“No.” He pulls me in and kisses my temple. “I’m just obsessed with you, especially you naked.”

That is the truth. If he had to be obsessed over anything, I’m glad it’s me, and I’m glad it’s me naked. I’m not going to lie. His ability to make me scream his name within four licks has me planted firmly in worship mode where he’s concerned.

“You like to see what kind of marks you can make on me with your beard.”

Yes, the beard has stayed. At first, I wasn’t too sure of it, but Bodi said since he started swimming he’s never been able to grow one out, and he kind of liked it. It’s only temporary. He has a few more months off, but once he gets back in the pool, it will be coming off. I look forward to the smooth skin to return.

“I’m not going to lie about that. But seriously, where do we stand with naked knitting?”

I laugh and knock on the door in front of us. “If you’re a good boy, I will consider it.”

Paisley opens the door and greets us with a giant smile. “Aww, you came!”

“Happy birthday!” I pull her into a hug and then hand her a card with a promise to treat her to a pedicure when her production schedule slows down.

“Thank you. Come in.” She pats Bodi on the shoulder. “Hey Bodi, glad you could make it.”

“Happy birthday,” he says a little awkwardly. We’re still working on how to interact in social situations. He’s had to learn new skills, ways of interacting that he had shied away from earlier. With the support of our friends, he’s becoming more confident. They make it easy on him.

“Thanks. Reese is by the pool, grilling some meat, and there are drinks in the coolers. Help yourself. I hope you brought your suits.”

“Wearing them,” I smile back, loving that Paisley decided on a pool party for her birthday. I don’t mind spending the afternoon ogling some hot men in swim trunks, especially the one beside me who, despite his consumption of Double Stuf Oreos since the end of the games, still has a well-defined six-pack that makes me weak in the knees. Damn you, kale. Damn you. *shakes fist*

We make our way to the back of the house where Reese is talking to Hollis, a beer in his hand, wearing only a pair of swim trunks. Yup, Paisley is a lucky girl, but not as lucky as I am. Hollis doesn’t seem to be paying attention to Reese and his story; he looks more pensive wearing swim trunks that rest so low on his waist I’m pretty sure if he turned around, I would see his butt crack. His gaze is fixed on the pool, never wavering.

Floating on a giant inflatable pretzel, is Melony, and I think back to when I met Hollis for the first time.

Hot sex. The “term of endearment” still makes me giggle. I wonder what’s going on between them.

“Do you want something to drink?” Bodi asks, leaning in to place a kiss on my cheek.

“Yeah. That would be great. Anything but water.”

“I wouldn’t even dare bring you a bottle.” He winks and takes off toward the coolers where he greets the men. I saddle up next to a lounge chair and strip my dress off over my head, revealing the same vintage-style bathing suit I wore for my “swim lesson” at the club. The same one I gave myself a moose knuckle in, yup, I have no shame. Compared to Paisley and Melony who are wearing tiny bikinis, I look pretty covered up even though I’m wearing a two-piece. A miniscule of insecurity flashes over me.

That’s until Bodi approaches me. His eyes eat me up with one glance, lust in his eyes, lust for me. He licks his lips and sets our drinks on the lounge chair. He grips my hips and says, “You fucking owe me big time.”

“What’s that?”

“Do you really think you can parade around in that sexy-as-fuck bathing suit and not get in trouble for it?”

“What about you? You’re about to go shirtless, do you think that’s easy for me?”

“It’s different.” He pulls me closer, a smile on his face.

“How is it different?”

“Because this is torture for me.”

Once again, I roll my eyes at the love of my life. “This relationship is so one-sided.”

“I’m just a horny bastard with eyes for only you. Sorry, Rubes, but you’re screwed.”

“I guess it could be worse.”

“Could be way worse.” He leans in and kisses me just as there is a loud splash in the water. We both turn to see Hollis pop up from the water as well as a drenched Melony.

“You fucker,” she shouts.

“Oops, were you trying to stay dry, hot sex?”

“Don’t fucking call me that!”

“Make me.” He pulls on her arm, forcing her closer only for her to palm his face keeping them at arm’s length. Talking through her hand, muffling his voice, he says, “I love it when you fight dirty, hot sex.”

“I’m going to kill you.”

He laughs and says, “Right about now, I would take any kind of attention from you. Kill away, baby.”

I turn to Bodi and smile. “I wonder what’s going on there.”

He shrugs. “Whatever it is, looks like the poor bastard has it bad.”

“How can you tell?”

Without even looking toward Hollis, he says, “Because you can see it in his eyes. He looks at Melony the way I look at you. He’s completely at her mercy.”

“When did you become so smooth?”

“No fucking clue.” He chuckles. “I’m just glad it works on you.”

It works on me in more ways than one.

As he bends down and softly kisses me with an open mouth, not caring who watches, I thank my lucky stars for bringing this sweet, powerful, yet broken man into my arms. I may have changed his routine, introduced color into his monochrome life, reduced his kale-dependent diet . . .  marginally . . . but he’s added so much to my life. So, although he tells me constantly how lucky he feels that he found me, I am the lucky one. He told me the other week that he plans to cherish the fuck out of me, spoil the fuck out of me, worship the fuck out of me. What more could any woman want than that?
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“There was definite cuppage. I saw it man. “

Reese shakes his head. “There was no cuppage. If there was cuppage I would have felt it. Her hand was no where 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 fucks 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 Louganis 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 kind of 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 about it just 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, dumb ass.”

I throw my hands up in the air, exasperated. “Then why the fuck are you linking yourself with the biggest cunt 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 herr, zi can’t find your schnitzel.

“I told you.” Reese runs his hand over his face, clearly irritated with me.

“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 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 to be on a reality show…uh not a fucking good idea. The only reason why 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 into 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 that have been voted on more than once for best in the country every Olympic season. 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? You fucking wish. 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 photoshoot and search for any on-lookers. “Dude, that was good.”

“What was good?”

“You covering up your gayness. No one would have guessed you were gay 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 from pee dribble. I did it once and it was fucking creepy. Never again.”

I don’t get a response besides the middle finger that is 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 way her pink painted nails feel 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 shamed as he admits his fault.

I come closer and say, “Then you really 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 a 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 attuned 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 way her eyes shined up at me, 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, he can’t say that 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,” I squirrely man I know of by the name of Jasper asks. Reese excuses himself giving me the perfect opportunity to talk with Melony.

She’s washing some make up 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 will entertain you and then you ask me out. I will say no and then you will take that as a challenge.”

I scrunch my nose. “You would say no?” That’s kind of a first for me, 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 supplies 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 go up to him with one purpose. “I need you to do something for me.”

“Why the fuck should I after all the comments I put up with earlier.”

“Because,” I rack my brain for an answer. When it hits me, I smile devilishly at him. Reese knows I have him.

“Oh fuck…”

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

Reese runs his hand slowly over his face out of frustration. “I was drunk, 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.

 

Mark your calendars, STROKED HARD, the series finale comes out November 1st, 2016.

 

www.authormeghanquinn.com

 

 

OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MEGHAN QUINN

? L
MRUAL O * SRR

-





