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Dangling... Participle?

	


Chapter 1

	Katie

	I stared at my laptop. Think! You can do this. I took a deep breath, exhaled, and began to type.

	She dropped to her knees onto the shiny hardwood floor.

	“Ouch.” That would hurt like a son of a bitch. No, I needed to come up with a different word. I rolled my shoulders to ease the knots. Eased? That might work.

	She eased to her knees onto the hardwood floor.

	Nope, I didn’t like that either. I drummed my fingers on the black table. How difficult could it be to think of one freaking word? I closed my eyes for a moment.

	Scattered letters swam across my mind, then words began to form.

	Got it!

	She eased onto her knees, sinking into the thick, plush beige carpet. Her gaze transfixed on the naked man in front of her. His dick…

	No… I frowned in concentration.

	His cock dangled to his knees.

	Really? Bigfoot, only Big Dick? The man with the swinging cock. Great title there. A mental vision formed in my mind. Cockzilla and King Dong going through downtown Dallas. Their cocks knocking over buildings. Women would be running scared, shielding their vaginas.

	I chuckled. Sometimes I tickled myself.

	Dammit, I was going off in another direction again. I really needed to straighten up and get serious. How was I ever going to have a career as a writer if I didn’t take myself seriously?

	Okay, so maybe writing steamy romances wasn’t going to be as easy as I’d thought, but it was a hell of a lot of fun. I might be mousy in person, but when I write, the fire inside me is unleashed. Yes, I have an inner slutty side.

	Deep breath. Relax. I pushed my heavy, black-rimmed reading glasses higher on the bridge of my nose. I needed to get my momentum back. I glanced up from my laptop.

	There was only a handful of people in the coffee shop. Mostly writers, like me. Probably struggling, like me. At least, I thought they were writers. They had their laptops open on the small, round table in front of them.

	Not that it mattered one way or the other. Personally, I loved coming here on my lunch hour. The décor was modern but with an old world feel. Pendulum lights added just enough light to make it comfortable without being too bright. A cozy accent wall of old wooden planks made me feel as if I’d stepped back in time. Then there was the tantalizing aroma of fresh roasted coffee that always teased my senses. The seats were extremely comfortable, too.

	As I glanced around my gaze was suddenly transfixed on the new man working behind the counter. Not bad. Not bad at all. I bet he was hung. My gaze went to his large hands, then back to his face. The guy was seriously good looking. Dark hair, dark green eyes, and broad shoulders. He had a five o’clock shadow, but the kind that only made him hotter. Not the kind that said, “Bro, you need to shave.” He was tall, too. Maybe six feet, three inches. Even though I was five feet seven, he would tower over me. I’d definitely do him.

	He looked up and caught me staring. His smile was slow and lazy. I could feel my face getting warm, but I couldn’t look away. When another customer came up, he broke eye contact and I was finally free.

	What had just happened? I wasn’t quite sure.

	Another vision suddenly filled my mind. I had a lot of visions. Some people called them fantasies, and maybe they were, but it was as though I watched a movie playing inside my head. In color and everything. I’d heard a lot of writers do the same thing. My family still gets pissed at me because I’ll stop talking in the middle of a sentence to watch the movie playing in my head. Of course, I could just be bat-shit crazy.

	This was a particularly good vision, though. The guy behind the counter would saunter toward me. “Katie,” he would say, but my name on his lips would sound like warm honey sliding down the sides of a hot biscuit. “I want you. Right now. I want to slide my cock inside your wet, dripping…”

	Yuck, that was just gross! What? Was I diseased or something? If I was dripping, then I needed a pap smear, ASAP.

	“Do you want another cup of coffee?”

	I rapidly blinked my eyes. As they cleared, I found myself staring into the gorgeous eyes of the man I’d been fantasizing about. I really needed to get my shit together. “No, but thank you.” He was way too distracting. When I looked away, my gaze landed on the wall clock.

	Damn, it couldn’t be one o’clock already! I was supposed to be back at work by now. Where had the hour gone? I automatically pushed save on my work as I stood. Crap, this was terrible. My boss was going to kill me. This was the third day this month that I’d been late. It didn’t matter that I stayed over most days and had never gotten paid a dime of overtime. Never. Zilch. Nothing. Yes, I was salaried, but still… Candace wouldn’t see it like that.

	Maybe Candace had taken a long lunch today and I could beat her back to the office. I began cramming everything into my oversized satchel: laptop, spiral notebook, my favorite pen, flash drive…

	Flash drive? Where the hell was my flash drive? I scanned the table.

	“Do you need any help?” he asked.

	I looked up, momentarily confused by the interruption. He was still there. Why hadn’t he gone back behind the counter or something? I was frazzled enough as it was. “No, I’m late for work.”

	He smiled as he wiped down the table next to mine. God, the man had a crazy, sexy smile. It even reached his eyes and made them twinkle. Goose bumps spread up and down my arms.

	“Most bosses will forgive you if you’re a few minutes late. I wouldn’t worry too much about it.”

	“You don’t know my boss. I think she hates me.” Maybe I’d already put my flash drive in my satchel. Yes, that was probably it.

	He straightened. “If she’s that bad, why don’t you quit?”

	Quit? Yes, I’d thought about it many times. I slung my satchel over my shoulder and looked at Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome again. “No, I can’t. The coffee was very good. Thank you.” I rushed out the door and ran toward my silver compact. The car wasn’t much, but it was mine. I didn’t owe a dime on it. Candace might be a bitch, but she paid well, except for overtime or bonuses.

	I planned to work another three years, putting every bit of money I could spare into my savings account, which was already looking pretty decent. When I had enough of a nest egg, I was going to find a part-time job so that I could devote myself to writing full-time. At least, that was my plan.

	I started the car, then pulled into traffic. Please, let Candace be late, I prayed.

	I needed to put it out into the universe. “Candace will not be back from lunch yet because she had a flat tire.” No, that had a negative ring to it. I needed to be more positive. Besides, I’d always heard a person should put good things out into the universe or they would come back to bite them on the ass. Kind of like, what goes around, comes around.

	I tried again. “Candace will not be back from lunch because she had a flat tire and a really hot guy stopped to change it.” There, I’d said it, let it be done.

	As I finally pulled into my parking space, I saw Candace’s car in the small parking area. So much for putting my words out into the universe. Sometimes I wondered why I believed some of the crap that I believed. So far, putting anything into the universe had never worked. I mean, had I won the lottery yet? Nope, not even close.

	I turned off the ignition, then dropped the key into my purse. Candace was going to be so pissed. I grabbed my satchel and purse, locking my door after I got out. I stored my satchel inside the trunk, then slammed it shut and hurried inside.

	The building was actually an old laundromat that had been converted into offices. It was too warm in the summer and too cold in the winter. For a clothes designer, it was also kind of drab. Candace certainly didn’t put any money into decorating.

	My shoulders sagged as I walked inside my cubicle that was right beside Candace’s large office. Three years before I could quit sounded like forever. I would be twenty-seven. Right now, that seemed way too close to thirty.

	 The door to Candace’s office was closed. I glanced at the clock. I was only twenty-three minutes late. Maybe I could get away with it. I quickly stored my purse under my desk and sat down, bringing up my computer.

	Candace acted as though she was a much sought after fashion designer, but she’d only had moderate success. The way she put on airs, anyone would think she was Haute Couture of the fashion world, when in fact, her line of clothing was better suited for Wal-Mart. She definitely had an overblown ego.

	The door to Candace’s office opened. I took one look at her face and knew she’d been watching the clock. That one look could’ve frozen the balls off a bull in heat.

	Candace was a forty-six year old divorcee, times five. Each divorce had given her a little more money to invest in her business. Candace was shrewd and she was smart. I always thought of her as an older version of a Marilyn Monroe look-alike-wannabe.

	“You’re late. Did you get stuck in traffic?” Venom dripped from her words.

	 “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

	“You’re damned right it won’t. I’m not paying you to take a two-hour lunch.”

	“An hour is what I take and I was only a few minutes late.”

	Candace raised a finally drawn eyebrow. “It was more than a few minutes. You can stay an hour over to make up for it.” Her gaze traveled over me, lip curling. “Can’t you do something with all that hair? Tie it back. No one wears their hair down to their waist any more. And I want those market reports on my desk in five minutes.” She turned on one heel and marched back inside her office, shutting the door none to gently behind her.

	Great, I hadn’t planned on staying over tonight. I’d wanted to write when I got off work. I was in the middle of a chapter, and it was getting good. By the time I drove home, fixed something to eat, cleaned up the kitchen, I’d be exhausted. I might be able to squeeze in a couple of hours, though. At least tomorrow was Saturday, so I didn’t have to work.

	I punched some keys and brought up the marketing report that Candace wanted, then printed it out. Before gathering up the papers, I grabbed a band from my purse and pulled my hair back. My hair wasn’t down to my waist, only the middle of my back, but I certainly didn’t want to upset the demon boss any more than I already had. Only then did I knock on her door. I didn’t wait for her to answer, which was how Candace wanted me to perform. Sometimes I felt like a trained seal.

	Candace was on the phone, so I quietly laid the papers on her desk in front of her. Without even looking at me, Candace picked up the papers and tossed them to the side, as if they were nothing, then waved her hand imperiously for me to leave the office.

	I turned, rolling my eyes. Whatever floats your boat, lady.

	The rest of the afternoon dragged by. By the time five o’clock rolled around, everyone was already leaving. Candace was still in her office so I knew I couldn’t get away with sneaking out, even though all of my work was done for the day.

	Candace’s door opened. I quickly looked at my computer screen and began to type.

	“I need you to take some notes,” Candace said, then turned and went back inside her office.

	Oh no, not take notes. Please, not that. Candace could ramble for hours, literally saying nothing important, yet wanting it all written down and typed up. She would also want all the notes on her office desk when she arrived on Monday, and Candace was never late getting to work.

	I stood, grabbing my pencil and paper, before going into the lioness’ den.

	“I’m making out the schedule of where I’ll need to be over the next few months. We’ll start with June.”

	I glanced up at the clock. Great, I would be here till midnight. With a deep sigh of resignation, I began to take notes. An hour passed before Candace finally grew bored with her project.

	“That should do it,” Candace said. “We got a lot accomplished. Now, just type everything up and put it on my desk before you leave. Also, I want it done in columns for each month, and boxes so I can check everything off.”

	“But it’s already after six.”

	Candace came to her feet, smoothing her hands over her pale blue, pencil skirt. She reached for her suit jacket. “Then you’d better get started, and maybe you’ll remember not to be late when you come back from lunch next time.” She picked up her purse and waltzed out of the office.

	Tears filled my eyes. I quickly blinked them away, refusing to cry. I hated that woman. I should look for another job. So what if I had to put my dream off for a couple of more years. It might be worth it.

	I went back to my own office and dropped down into the chair, resting my elbows on the desk and my chin in my hands.

	I knew I wouldn’t quit. When I did, it would be on my terms. With a deep sigh, I began to type up the notes.

	Besides, who was to say my next job would be any better? My last one consisted of booking trips for other people. It was okay, but the pay sucked. Jennifer was nicer than Candace, but her business was struggling. Then she’d closed the doors and I was without a job.

	That was when I moved into the apartment with my identical twin sisters, Blair and Bridget. Or, as I often referred to them, the twins from hell. Admittedly, they weren’t that bad. Just demanding, but in a sugary sweet way. They were four years older than me, so they had the bossy gene built in.

	I would’ve loved to stay in my own apartment, although it was even smaller than a tiny house, but being in-between jobs, I hadn’t been able to afford it. The twins graciously let me move in for free, as long as I kept the apartment clean and ran a few errands for them. The only problem was, they were both slobs, and they always had a ton of errands they wanted me to run.

	I finished the papers and printed them out, then took them to Candace’s office. Finally, I could leave. It was almost seven, but if I hurried, I still might be able to write for a while.

	Just as I was getting my purse out from under my desk, my cell began to ring. I automatically looked at the screen before I answered. Bridget’s face smiled back at me.  The twins were complete opposites of me, with their petite frames, blonde hair, sparkling blue eyes, and smiles meant to knock any man off their feet, and they usually did.

	I, on the other hand, was taller than either one of them. I was five feet, seven inches. My hair was a dull reddish-brown, and every time there was any humidity, like today, I looked as if I’d stuck my finger in a light socket.

	“Hello?”

	“Katie, darling,” Bridget said.

	Bridget always tagged on darling to everything. My sister should’ve been an actress, rather than a lawyer. “Yes, Bridget, what did you want?”

	“Are you still at work?”

	“I’m leaving right now.”

	“I just hate how that woman works you so hard. You should quit.”

	“Then I would have no money. I like having money.”

	“Well, since you’re on your way home anyway, could you stop by the pizza place?”

	The pizza place my sister ordered from was nowhere near the route I took home. “I’m really tired, sis.”

	“But I have all these papers to go over for a case that I’m working on or I would go get it myself.”

	My sister never picked up her own pizza. “Just have it delivered.” Anyone would think as smart as my sister was, she would have already figured that out.

	“It takes forever for the delivery guy to get here. Please, please, please.”

	The problem with my sisters was that no one could ever say no to them. Unfortunately, they always suckered me into doing things for them as well. They didn’t do it out of spite. It was just the way they were, and they were very good at it.

	“Okay, I’ll pick up your pizza.”

	“Thanks bunches, baby sis.” She ended the call.

	The pizza place was only fifteen minutes out of my way, one way. Not bad I supposed, except traffic was heavy so it took me twenty minutes instead. My sister hadn’t ordered just one pizza. Nope, there were four of them. All large.

	That meant only one thing. Work, my ass. They were having friends over. There’d be drinking and eating half the night. It shouldn’t matter to me, since I didn’t have to work on the weekends.

	It shouldn’t, but it did.

	The apartment would be a mess in the morning. I hadn’t planned on spending all weekend cleaning. From past experience, I knew it wouldn’t do me any good to complain. But I didn’t have to be happy about it either.

	Juggling the four large pizzas, my purse, and my satchel with the laptop in it was a feat in itself, but I managed to get it all to the door of the apartment once I finally made it home. Using my elbow, I pushed the doorbell, then slowly counted to ten as I waited for someone to answer. On ten, one of the twins opened the door.

	“Pizzas are here, darlings,” Bridget called out.

	As I stepped over the threshold, eager hands took the pizza boxes from me. I shook out my arms so the feeling would return as everyone followed Bridget toward the living room.

	“Thank you so much for picking up the pizza,” I mumbled. “You’re such a good sister. What would I do without you?”

	There were at least ten people in the apartment. I recognized some of Bridget’s coworkers. I had no clue who the others were.

	“Oh goody, pizza,” Blair said as she came from the direction of her bedroom. “Only four? I know there’s at least ten more people coming.” She inclined her head toward me. Her perfect lips pouted. “But Katie, we’ll need more pizza than this. Can you be a sweetheart and…”

	“Really? I just got off work. I’m exhausted. If you want pizza, call it in, and have it delivered. I’m going to my room.” I did have my limits, though.

	Blair frowned. “You don’t have to get all huffy about it.”

	“I’m sorry. It was a rough day at work.” It certainly wasn’t Blair’s fault that I hated my job.

	“I’m sorry, too, sis. Why don’t you take a long, hot bath, and make it an early night.”

	“I think I will.”

	I really did love my sisters. It’s just that sometimes I wondered if either one of them had a clue how the real world worked. They’d always gotten by on their looks. That, and they were both super smart. Blair was already moving up the corporate ladder. She’d snagged a nice promotion that came with a hefty raise and she wasn’t even thirty yet.

	Not that I was stupid, but I didn’t want any part of the corporate world. I wanted to sit in my room and write the stories that were in my head. I had no doubt that my hard work would pay off some day. At least, I hoped it would.

	When I was inside my bedroom, I shut the door and locked it. I liked my privacy. My sisters might be extroverts, but I was very comfortable being an introvert.

	I set my purse and satchel on the bed and changed into a pair of faded, plaid flannel pajamas before crawling into bed. This was my favorite place to write. There was something about being surrounded by all my things. A tall bookshelf stood against one wall filled with romance books by my favorite authors.

	My décor leaned toward shabby chic. Mostly because I shopped in thrift stores. It was all I could really afford. But they were my things. I didn’t care where they’d come from. Someday, I would shop wherever I wanted. I frowned. Well, if I ever got this book finished.

	I opened my laptop and clicked on the book in progress. Tingles of excitement ran up and down my spine. This just might be the one that made me enough money so I could quit the day job.

	I had two other books that I’d published. Covers and formatting hadn’t come cheap. I’d even paid someone to edit my manuscripts. So far, I’d made exactly four dollars and ten cents on them. They had been listed for over a year.

	I’d finally realized I was trying to write books I wasn’t in love with. I’d put myself into a box. Everyone thought I was sweet and shy. Okay, I was sweet and shy on the outside, but on the inside, I was a person no one knew. I had naughty thoughts. Lots of naughty thoughts. These were the stories that excited me and made me want to write.

	I began to type, but rather than a faceless hero, the man of my dreams was beginning to take shape. When I finally realized my hero was the man at the coffee shop, I grinned. My fingers flew across the keys for the next two hours. Finally, I had no words left inside me. Exhausted, I hit save, then dug inside my satchel for my flash drive.

	 No flash drive. I finally set my laptop on the bed, and dumped everything out of my over-sized bag, meticulously going through it. Nope. Nadda. Zilch. Nothing.

	My pulse began to race. No, I wouldn’t have a panic attack. Not yet. I needed to think. I’d had the satchel in my trunk. That was probably where I’d lost it. Oh Lord, please let it be there.

	I jumped out of bed and ran to the closet. I grabbed the first thing I touched. My oldest, ugliest sweatshirt came flying off the hanger. I pulled it on over my pajama top. Not that I cared what I looked like. After I slipped my feet into a pair of tennis shoes, then quickly tied the laces, I hurried to the door. As soon as I stepped out of my bedroom, the twins looked up, their mouths dropping open.

	“Katie, darling, where are you off to looking like that?” Bridget asked. “Surely you’re not going to leave the apartment?” Her short laugh sounded choked. She cast a worried glance toward her twin, as if Blair could somehow stop me.

	Everyone was staring, at least thirty sets of eyes. I could feel the heat rising up my face. Oh what the hell. “I’m going to Wal-Mart,” I finally blurted.

	The color drained from my sisters faces. Sheesh. I rolled my eyes. Sometimes they were so gullible.

	“I can’t find my flash drive. It may be in the trunk of my car. I’m just going to the garage to look.”

	“I’ll buy you a new flash drive,” Blair told her.

	I didn’t stop as I headed toward the door. “It has my… Important stuff on it.”

	“You mean your little book?” Bridget asked, then began explaining to everyone how I was attempting to write a book.

	I wanted to slap the condescending look off my sister’s face. Bridget might as well have patted me on the head. My sisters had never taken my writing seriously. They’d always thought of it as a hobby. To them, having a real job was being a lawyer, or working in the corporate world. Nothing else mattered.

	“Yes, I have to find it,” I told them as I hurried out of the apartment and took the elevator down to the garage. My pulse had not slowed by the time I made it to my car.

	I searched the entire trunk, and it wasn’t there. I wanted to cry. Sure, I had everything on my laptop, but that wasn’t the point. Where could it be? The only place I’d had my satchel out was at the coffee shop.

	I grabbed the side of my car for support. Oh no, what if someone found it and opened my files?

	 Deep breath.

	Whoever found my flash drive would probably turn it in. I would just go to the coffee shop in the morning and ask about it.

	And for the rest of the night, I would cry.

	


Chapter 2

	Jaxson

	“What do you have there?” Layne asked.

	I turned the object in question over and over in my hand. “A flash drive. Apparently, someone accidentally left it.”

	He shrugged. “Bummer. I hope it doesn’t freak them out. Maybe they’ll realize they left it here and come back tomorrow.”

	“Yeah, maybe.” I mentally thought about the customer’s at the coffee shop today. They had come and gone. There was the early morning crowd. Mostly retirees. It might belong to one of them. Then there were the ones who were on their lunch break.

	I smiled when I thought about the dark-haired woman. She’d kept pushing those god-awful glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. She also had no sense of style. She’d been wearing a paisley skirt and a turquoise blouse.

	But then, she’d slipped off her glasses and nibbled her bottom lip. Whatever she’d been trying to think of came to her. She smiled and the transformation was amazing. From wallflower to sensuous woman.

	Then later, when I’d caught her staring at me, she’d blushed. I’m a good judge of women, and I had a feeling there was a hell of a lot more to this one than met the eye. It would be interesting if I could figure out exactly what it was.

	“You’re a million miles away,” Layne said.

	I looked at my little brother. “Lost in thought. I’m glad you came in today. It was nice spending time with you.”

	“No problem. Besides, I like to keep up with what’s going on in the business.”

	“Even if you spent most of your time in the storeroom getting it organized?”

	Layne shrugged. “It relaxes me.”

	“I know what you mean,” I said. “Are you headed back to your apartment?”

	His face took on a rosy hue. What was all that about? I don’t think I’d ever seen Layne blush before. I almost grinned. We were the same height, six feet, three inches, except he was pure muscle. Not that I was out of shape or anything, but he worked out every day. As a firefighter paramedic, he had to stay in great shape. So, a blush on him was out of the norm. I was curious to find out why.

	“I thought I would stop by Tilly’s Tavern and grab a beer,” he casually stated.

	Nope, I wasn’t buying it. There was something else going on here. “I think I’ll just tag along. If that’s okay, of course.”

	“Why wouldn’t it be?” He began to wipe off an already clean counter.

	“No reason.”

	Layne visibly relaxed.

	“I just want to see what she looks like,” I finished.

	Layne tossed the cloth down. “Aw, man, don’t start in teasing or anything. I really like this girl.” He paused for a moment, frown deepening. “And don’t tell the other two either. I’ll never hear the last of it.”

	I had to admit all three of us had a tendency to pick on him, but only because that’s what older brothers do. Which was why Layne rarely mentioned having a girlfriend. Usually, we would stumble onto the fact.

	“I won’t say anything, but that doesn’t mean they won’t guess. Make sure you don’t blush if they ask about your current girlfriend.” I slipped the flash drive into my pocket as we closed up the coffee shop and headed toward the parking lot.

	“I don’t blush,” he said, the red was back in his cheeks. As we climbed into our respective vehicles, I called out, “Yes, you do”

	I was still smiling when I pulled into a parking space at Tilly’s Tavern. Once inside, we had to let our eyes adjust to the dim lighting of the sports bar. Since it was Friday, the place was hopping. There was a baseball game on the big screen television and a cheering crowd around it. We found a table near the back of the room, away from most of the noise. There were four servers who were so busy they were practically running.

	“Which one is she?” I asked as I looked around.

	Layne frowned. “I don’t see her. She might not be working tonight.”

	“You don’t know her schedule?”

	He blushed again. “I haven’t exactly spoken to her yet. Not like that anyway. I’ve ordered drinks and food. That’s all.”

	“But you’re going to speak to her?”

	He frowned. “I will when the time’s right. It just hasn’t been right yet.”

	A cute little blonde came up to our table. She looked between the two of us and her grin widened. “What can I get you?”

	My gaze slid over her, taking in all the attributes that were pretty much on display. Nope, too young. She might be all of eighteen. Barely legal to serve alcohol. She’d already learned how to strut her stuff, though. Her makeup was too heavy. The white T-shirt stretched tight and was low cut enough that it showed the roundness of her breasts. I guessed she was wearing a padded, push-up bra. Her white shorts barely covered anything. She was advertising, but I wasn’t interested.

	We gave her our order. The young girl looked a little disappointed that we hadn’t flirted with her. She was cute, but Barbie dolls didn’t interest me—even the older ones. On the other hand, every girl interested Layne, but he hadn’t seemed to notice this one. In fact, his expression was almost dreamy. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to be in love like that.

	Layne was still young, only twenty-eight. The baby of the family. He fell in love at least once a month. Maybe not exactly love. It was more like he fell in lust once a month. He’d fuck just about any willing female he was attracted to.

	“I thought we’d have a business meeting on Tuesday.” I told him. “Will that be good for you with your schedule? I’ve already checked with Nash and Ryder and it works for them.”

	The waitress brought our beers, setting the bottles down in front of us, and leaning far enough forward we would get an eyeful.

	“About ten minutes on your food,” she purred.

	I nodded. “That sounds good,” I told her, turning back to Layne and effectively dismissing her.

	“Tuesday is fine,” Layne told me after the waitress left.

	I studied him for a moment. A thread of worry raced down my spine. “You know, you don’t have to risk your life every time you go to work. You’re part owner in the coffee shops. With the money they bring in, you’d never have to work another day in your life.”

	“Yeah, I know, but I don’t do it for the money. It’s about helping others.” His expression turned serious. “We were called out to a car wreck the other day. There were two cars involved. It was pretty bad.” He brought his beer up and took a long drink, then set it back on the table as he gathered his thoughts. “A teenage girl was driving one of the cars. She was pretty beat up: broken leg, cuts, and scared to death.”

	“That’s rough.” I cringed at the thought of doing what Layne did.

	“Yeah, I know. I did my thing and started IVs, then we got her splinted, spinal-packed, and out of the car. I talked to her the whole time. When we got to the hospital, she reached out and took my hand in hers. She begged me to stay with her. Her parents arrived a few minutes later. I just kept talking to her until then. You know, keeping her calm. Sometimes, we’re their only connection to what’s normal. That’s why I do what I do. I like knowing I helped someone get through a rough time.” He took another drink. “Why were you working behind the counter at the coffee shop today? It’s not like you ever have to work again either. We have great managers.”

	My little brother might still be wet behind the ears, but he was smart. “You’re right. I enjoy working at the coffee shop every once in a while. Besides, I get some of my best ideas when I’m there.”

	“Sex, murder, and mayhem?”

	I grinned. “You could say that.”

	Our food arrived. While we were eating, we didn’t discuss anything of importance. Just casual chitchat. When Layne’s waitress didn’t show, we called it a night, each one heading toward our own home.

	I parked my car. Once inside the elevator, I pushed the code that would take me to my penthouse apartment. The doors slid silently open. I did as I always do and walked toward the balcony, sliding the glass door open and stepping outside. Damn, this was nice. I drew in a deep breath, then slowly exhaled.

	The city lights of Dallas twinkled back at me. I was lucky and I knew it. The string of coffee shops that had been passed down to me and my brothers were doing very well. So well that we were starting to look at going worldwide.

	Our parents had told all four of their sons that they had more money than they would ever spend and were ready to have some fun. They’d turned everything over to us. I grinned. They were on a European cruise this time. I was happy for them. They deserved to sit back and relax after working hard all their lives.

	I closed my eyes and took another deep breath before going back inside. I wish I could say the same about my life. There was something missing. I couldn’t quite put my finger on what it was, though. The excitement wasn’t there anymore. I was restless, bored. I scraped my fingers through my hair. I should be grateful, and I was grateful for what I had.

	Then why the hell did I want more from life? Maybe I just needed a hot shower and an early night.

	I went inside my bedroom and began to empty out my pockets. The flash drive landed on my dresser with everything else. Once again I picked it up, turning it over and over in my hand. Whoever left it was probably frantic right now. What if they didn’t remember where they might have lost it? Could there be a clue to the owner on it? Making a sudden decision, I curled my fingers over it and went to my desk.

	As soon as my laptop screen came up, I inserted the flash drive.

	


Chapter 3

	Katie

	I was up and dressed by five the next morning. By the time I arrived at the coffee shop, I was trembling and the palms of my hands were damp. I was too early. They weren’t open yet. Great, I still had a thirty minute wait.

	I took a deep breath and stared at the door. “Open now.” I was putting my plea out into the universe. I willed the coffee shop to open early. A light suddenly came on. For a moment, it didn’t register. “It worked.” That was fucking amazing.

	But would they let me in early? Maybe? It wouldn’t hurt to try. For once in my life, I needed everything to go my way.

	I grabbed my purse off the passenger seat and flung open my door. They just had to let me in. I would beg if I had to. Offer up my firstborn. Not that I was pregnant or anything. The last guy I’d dated was more pathetic than me. I still had no earthly idea why Bridget and Blair thought I would be interested in him. Sure, he was nice enough, in a nerdy sort of way, but we’d had nothing in common, except for the fact I had worked a short time as an accountant’s assistant, and he was an accountant.

	I took another deep breath and knocked on the glass door. The hot barista from yesterday glanced up from behind the counter. My thighs trembled. As he walked toward me, he dried his hands on a white hand towel. He even made that look sexy. Tingles of awareness swept over me. If I could stare at him all day, I would probably finish my book in record time. I only hoped he had my flash drive.

	He opened the door. “We’re not open for another twenty-five minutes,” he told me.

	“That’s okay. I don’t want coffee. Well, actually I do since I didn’t take time to drink any this morning, but there’s something else I want more.” Great, his eyes were twinkling. He probably thought I was some kind of crazy person.

	“And what would that be?”

	“I was in here yesterday.” He still looked as if he was humoring me. “Writing,” I elaborated. “I think I might’ve accidentally left my flash drive. Did someone happen to turn one in?”

	His eyes widened just a fraction. “Oh, so it belongs to you.”

	“You do have it.” I breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. I’ve been so worried about it I barely slept a wink last night.”

	I don’t know what I would’ve done if it hadn’t turned up. The thought of my book being in someone else’s hands absolutely terrified me. I didn’t want anyone reading it until I was completely finished and positive this was the direction I wanted to take with my writing.

	He turned and started back toward the counter, throwing over his shoulder, “Come on in. Flip the lock because we’re still not open. I’ll get your flash drive for you. I’m Jaxson Hayes, by the way.”

	The name sounded vaguely familiar. I would definitely know if I’d ever met this guy before. “Katie Daniels,” I said, following behind him. I stopped at the counter. He reached inside a drawer, then handed me the flash drive.

	A nervous giggle escaped. “I’m sorry. You don’t know how worried I’ve been. I was afraid I wouldn’t get it back.”

	“You’re a writer?”

	He turned from me and began making a cup of coffee, so he didn’t see the color draining from my face. Which I was sure it was. Had he opened the flash drive and read my work? I wanted to die. Absolutely die.

	“A lot of writers come in here on their lunch break so they can get some work done,” he continued. “It seems the coffee shop is a popular hangout.” He fixed another cup of coffee, then turned to face me.

	He was only guessing. I could live with that. “Yes, but I’m not famous or anything.”

	That probably wasn’t the stupidest thing I’ve ever said, just pretty close. It was obvious I wasn’t famous or I would’ve been home writing in my private office.

	“But thank you for hanging onto my flash drive. It means a lot to me.” I unzipped the pocket in my purse, then stuck the flash drive inside and zipped it back up. I wasn’t taking any chances. I turned to leave.

	“Cinnamon dolce, right?”

	I turned back around. “I’m sorry, what?”

	“That’s what you were drinking yesterday, right? Cinnamon dolce?”

	“But how…”

	“Did I remember?” His smile wrapped around me and pulled me in. “It’s my job to know. You said you wanted coffee.” He pushed the cup toward me. “I would never let anyone leave if they wanted coffee.”

	Still, I hesitated. I’d been too nervous to drink coffee this morning. The aroma slowly wafted around me, drawing me in. I couldn’t resist. I picked up the coffee and took the first drink. It was absolutely wonderful. I’d been coming to the coffee shop for the last few months and had yet to have a bad cup. There was just the right amount of cinnamon blend. “It’s delicious. Thank you.”

	“Have a seat and I’ll join you. I have a few minutes before we open.”

	For a moment, I wondered if he might be attracted…

	Now I was kidding myself. A man who looked like him would be interested in one of the twins, but not me. I’d seen myself in the full-length mirror. I kept my hair pulled back most of the time. I’d thought about cutting it, but for some reason always decided not to. I was pretty sure my heavy, black rimmed glasses didn’t suit my facial structure. They were only reading glasses, but I always forgot to take them off. I desperately wished I would have this morning.

	It wasn’t as if I was ugly or anything. I just wasn’t blonde and blue-eyed like the twins. Where the twins were a model thin size zero, I was a curvier size eight. My hair was dark, they were natural blondes. Their eyes looked like blue diamonds, while mine were a muddy brown. They always knew what to wear. I picked the first hanger my hand landed on. It was what it was.

	I took a seat, then took another drink of my coffee as he took the chair across from me. “You do make a good cup of coffee,” I told him.

	“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

	“Is this what you do for a living? Make coffee?” I wasn’t sure that had come out right. “Not that there’s anything wrong with being a barista.”

	“I didn’t take it the wrong way. I’m quite proud that I can make a great cup of coffee.” He leaned back against his chair and took a drink.

	Good, I hadn’t offended him. Not that I thought there was something wrong with making coffee for a living. Although, I had to admit that he looked a little old to be working at a coffee shop. Mid-thirties, maybe? To each his own. I’d make sure I left him a pretty good tip, even though it would be cutting into my savings a little. I wanted to help the guy out. He couldn’t make much more than minimum wage working here.

	I wondered if I should mention he could make a lot more money as a male stripper. He definitely had the body for it. Maybe he would audition for me. My mind wandered off as I watched the movie playing out in my head. I could see him slowly untying the apron around his waist and letting it drop to the floor. Then he would unbutton his shirt, letting it slide down his muscular arms. Next, he would push the button through on his jeans, ever so slowly sliding the zipper down…

	“You’re a really good writer, by the way” he said, then took another drink of his coffee.

	Rein in your fantasies! What had he said? Oh yes, he told me that I was good writer. Tingles of pleasures spread over me. “Thank you.” I smiled. It was nice to know that someone liked my writing. I had a lot of self-doubt. It was very sweet of him…

	It was as if someone had just thrown ice water in my face. I choked on my coffee as I realized what he’d said. He liked my writing. Oh no. He didn’t. He did. I coughed, trying to breathe, but it was as if the air had been sucked from the room.

	“Are you okay?” he asked, his forehead creased with concern.

	I finally caught my breath. “Do I look okay? No, I’m not okay. I can’t believe you had the audacity to open my flash drive. You read my… my…”

	“Guilty, but you are a good writer.”

	I couldn’t believe that he was just sitting there looking all unconcerned, sexy as hell, and talking as if he’d done nothing wrong. He’d read my work! And what I was writing now was beyond sexy and it was my first attempt. The only person I ever let read my work was a proofreader. At least, until it was published.

	I grabbed my purse and came to my feet. If I didn’t die from embarrassment before I left, I’d call it a miracle. I turned and hurried toward the door.

	“You don’t have to leave.”

	Before I could open the door, I remembered I had to pay for my coffee. I hurried back, opening my purse on the way. My stupid wallet was stuck inside. That’s what I got for buying a wallet too big for my purse. I finally left it inside and unzipped the side where I had my money. All I had were twenties, of course. I pulled one out and dropped it on the table.

	“I’m sorry if I embarrassed you, but I meant what I said. You’re a good writer.”

	I didn’t give a damn what he thought about my writing. Dammit, now I wouldn’t be able to set foot back in my favorite coffee shop and I really did love the coffee here. I wouldn’t think about that right now. I needed to get out of here. And I damn sure didn’t want to hear his opinion about my writing. I hurried toward the door.

	“Except for a couple of areas,” he added.

	I stopped cold. Except for a couple of areas? Really? The nerve of the man. He was going to critique me now? He worked in a stupid coffee shop. He wasn’t a writer. At least, not a published one or he wouldn’t be working in a stupid coffee shop! What gave him the right to judge my writing as not worthy? My lips compressed into a fine line as I turned on my heel and faced him.

	“What areas would those be, pray tell?” I crossed my arms in front of me and glared at him. I was amazed he didn’t turn to ice from that one look I threw at him. He seemed quite unfazed by it, which only pissed me off more.

	He stood, sauntering toward me. I tried to swallow, but it wasn’t happening.

	“For one,” he began, stopping inches from me. His body heat sizzled over me. “When you switch to the male point of view, the guy comes across as a wuss.”

	Damn, I’d thought the same thing. I hadn’t known quite how to make him more manly. I mentally shook my head. It didn’t matter. He’d still read my work without my permission and he didn’t have that right.

	I squared my shoulders and raised my chin. “I don’t care what you think about my writing.” He had the most gorgeous dark green eyes. It was almost as if he could see into my soul.

	“Someday you want to write full-time, don’t you? You’d better get the male point of view down or keep your day job.”

	“What gives you the right to judge my writing?”

	He shrugged. “I’m first, and foremost, a reader. If it’s good, I know it.”

	I raised my chin. “And mine isn’t.”

	He shook his head. “I didn’t say that. I actually complimented you. Your writing is very good. Except for the male point of view and a few minor areas.

	“Thank you for your two cents, even though I didn’t ask for it,” I ground out.  

	“I wouldn’t have offered my opinion if I didn’t have a solution for you as well.” 

	I didn’t want to hear anymore from him. I reached for the door knob again.

	“I can help. I can tell you what areas you need to strengthen.”

	I just bet he could.

	“For example, in chapter four when they go to the cabin and your hero wines and dines your heroine. Think about it. He’s been aching for three days to have her in his bed. You more than hinted she wanted the same thing. He’s not going to wine and dine her. He’s going to pick her up and put her in his bed as soon as the front door closes and they’re going to make wild passionate love.

	For a brief moment, okay, not that brief, I wanted him to pick me up and put me in his bed. That wasn’t going to happen. I was reading all the wrong signals. It was confirmed, I was going to die of embarrassment before I could get out of there. “Thank you for your input.” I opened the door.

	“When you realize that I’m right, come back, and I’ll help you.”

	Not in my lifetime. In fact, I was going to take an alternate route from now on so that I wouldn’t have to drive past the coffee shop. I didn’t want any reminders that a sexy, good-looking man, had read what I’d written and offered to help me with the male point of view. I planned to put all this behind me and possibly, in say, five or ten years, not even think about it.

	I barely remembered the drive back to the apartment. If I had been suicidal, I would’ve pulled a Thelma and Louise and driven off the nearest cliff. It was a good thing I was smarter than that. Well, and there weren’t any cliffs nearby. But I at least had my flash drive back.

	The twins would still be asleep, I thought as I let myself into the apartment. As soon as I shut the door behind me, I looked around at the mess they’d left. I truly loved my sisters, but sometimes they aggravated the hell out of me. The day was not holding a lot of promise. Sometimes, I wished I could just turn around and leave. Where would I go? That was just it. I had no place to go.

	I took my purse to my room and put it away. Blair and Bridget would not want to wake up to all the clutter and this was why they had given me the rent free room. This way, I was able to save more money. It brought me one step closer to being able to write full-time. I might as well get busy and get it done, even though all I wanted to do was crawl back into bed, and pull the covers over my head.

	Dammit, I hated that someone had actually read what I wrote. Steamy romance, no less. By a sexy-as-sin guy. What had he said his name was? I thought back for a moment. Jaxson. Yes, that was it. I paused as I put a wine glass in the dishwasher. “Jaxson.” I like the way his name sounded when I said it aloud. It had a manly sound.

	Jaxson had said he would help me with the male point of view. What had he meant? Would he take me to an isolated cabin and as soon as the door shut, pick me up and carry me to his bed where he would fuck my brains out? Sliding inside me deeper and deeper. Plunging harder and harder.

	I grabbed the edge of the counter, my hips rocking forward. I could almost feel him inside me. I could almost…

	A dirty glass shifted in the sink. I blinked rapidly and the vision disappeared. What the hell was I doing?

	And damn, the kitchen was getting warmer by the second. I dried my hands, then walked over to the thermostat, seventy-two. Maybe not that hot. Jaxson had definitely lit a fire inside me. Life wasn’t fair. He probably offered an honest critique and nothing more. Not that I wanted anything more. I only wrote the stuff. I didn’t actually want to live my stories. Okay, maybe I did, but that would never happen.

	I closed the dishwasher and started it, then grabbed the dusting spray and cloth. The balcony was calling to me, though. I set my things on the coffee table and went to the sliding glass door. Once I was standing on the balcony, I took a deep breath. I loved being outside. I tried working in the park once, but there was a glare on my laptop and I couldn’t see the screen. I had to settle for taking my morning break outside when I was at work just to get a little fresh air.

	The balcony wasn’t large, but there were three chairs and a small table, along with a fake plant in one corner that looked like a small tree. While I was standing there, one of the twins came out and joined me.

	“Hello, darling,” Bridget said. “What are you doing up so early?” She put her arms around me and gave a squeeze.

	“I could ask you the same thing. What time did you get in bed?” A warm fuzzy feeling washed over me. Sometimes, I felt left out. The twins were more like our mother, while I was more like our father.

	Abigail, our mother, was vice president of a major company. When we all went for a girls’ day out, it usually consisted of talk concerning Blair’s rise in her company, or Bridget’s latest case. I never had anything to contribute to their conversation. So, just being out here on the balcony with Bridget was nice.

	“Actually, I went to bed fairly early. Did you find your flash drive?”

	“I’d left it at the coffee shop. I went over there this morning and they had it.”

	“How are your first two books selling?”

	I stiffened. Oh no, Bridget was gearing up for ‘the talk’. There was no getting around it. They had ‘the talk’ with me at least every three months. I was pretty sure the twins took turns. 

	“Not very well,” I admitted.

	Bridget sighed dramatically, then slipped her arm back across my shoulders. It didn’t feel nearly as comforting as when she’d hugged me. Yep, here it comes.

	“Darling, you have to give up your dream of writing full-time. I just don’t think it will ever happen. The first two books should’ve shown you that. If you like, and I don’t want to be pushy, I can get you a job at the law office. If you don’t want to do that, Blair can get you on at her company. It wouldn’t be much, probably a lot less than you make now, but if you take some online college courses, you’ll be able to improve your position in a few years.”

	I began to watch the movie in my head, tuning her out as she droned on and on. I could see myself throwing Bridget over the balcony. She would scream as her body flew toward the sidewalk below. Then splat!

	“Are you listening to me?”

	No, I didn’t really want my sister dead. “You and Blair have been extremely generous to me,” I told her. “I love you both dearly, but I have to live my life the way I see fit. If I can make money with my writing that will be great, but whether I ever do or not, I’ll still write.”

	Bridget sighed dramatically. “You’re so much like father.”

	“Thank you.”

	She frowned. “That wasn’t a compliment. Our parents divorced because he always has his head in the clouds. He still does and he works at a menial job.”

	Our father liked to invent things, but so far, nothing had panned out for him. He was happy, though. He didn’t mind working at the post office and the money was good enough. In the evenings and on weekends, he would work on his projects.

	“I’ll still take it as a compliment,” I told my sister. “Dad is happy and that’s all that matters. You and Blair found what made you happy. Writing is what makes me happy.”

	“I suppose so, but I’ll never understand your lack of motivation. Don’t worry, though. Blair and I will always make sure you have a place to live.”

	“Speaking of which, I’d better get back to cleaning so I can get some writing done today.” I grit my teeth. I was grateful, but I worked hard so I could stay at the apartment rent free. They never seemed to remember that the apartment was always spotless or took into account all the errands I ran for them.

	And motivation? I had more than enough. I had motivation running out my ears. I worked my ass off so I could quit my job someday, move out of this apartment, and get a place of my own. So yes, I had plenty of motivation.

	My bottom lip trembled. I quickly sucked in a sob. I would not feel sorry for myself. As soon as I finished cleaning the apartment, I would go to my happy place. Calmness flowed over me. My happy place was getting lost in my writing.

	Bridget came inside behind me, sliding the door closed behind her. “Be a darling and start a fresh pot of coffee while I take a shower.” She breezed past me, knowing I would do as she asked.

	“Yes, your Majesty,” I mumbled under my breath.

	I finished the dusting, then started a pot of coffee. I would do the vacuuming later. Heaven help anyone who woke Blair before eleven on a Saturday. Besides, I was ready to get back to my book.

	I quickly finished most of the chores, then slipped inside my bedroom, breathing in a deep sigh of relief. My sisters knew exactly how far they could push me, and entering my room without permission was pushing too far. When I was comfortable on the bed, I opened my laptop and brought up the manuscript I was currently working on. I quickly scanned through the pages, stopping at the cabin scene.

	I grimaced as I slowly read through each paragraph. Jaxson was right. There it was in black and white. My hero was a wuss. My shoulders slumped. Maybe my sisters were right and I had my head in the clouds. A dreamer whose dreams weren’t meant to come true.

	I sat a little straighter. No I was meant to be a writer. What had Jaxson told me? That my hero would have the heroine in bed as soon as the door to the cabin shut. I closed my eyes for a moment and visualized the scene in my mind. When I opened my eyes, my fingers began to fly across the keys as words poured from my mind onto the laptop. By the time I had finished fixing the scene, I knew Jaxson’s input had been right on the money.

	I scooted off the bed, stretching my tight muscles. That chapter had went a lot better than I’d thought it would. But what about the next? Now that I was on the right track, I shouldn’t have any more problems. I went back to my laptop, ready to begin again. I closed my eyes for a moment and saw the scene unfolding in my mind.

	He marched over to her and ripped off her shirt, grabbing a boob in each hand.

	I frowned. No, way too violent. I didn’t think anyone could take their boobs being forcefully grabbed.

	Okay, think.

	He sauntered over and asked her if she would remove her shirt.

	Great, the wuss was back. There had to be something in between a borderline psychopath and a namby-pamby.

	I knew what my problem was, I didn’t know men that well. No matter how much I studied them, there was something mysterious about the male species that eluded me.

	I’d had the same problem with my sweet romances. I had all the characters down pat, and I’d fallen in love with most of them, but when it came to the men, I stumbled. I wanted a hero the reader would fall in love with.

	I had only one recourse. Jaxson had offered to help. But could I take him up on his offer? I could feel the heat crawling up my face. We would be discussing the most intimate acts between a man and a woman.

	Someone knocked on my door.

	I jumped, then with a heavy sigh, moved the laptop away and went to the door. One of the twins frowned at me.

	“You haven’t done laundry yet and I have nothing to wear,” she said.

	Blair was always concerned about her laundry and not having anything to wear. “You have a closet full of beautiful clothes, so you can’t tell me you don’t have anything to wear.”

	“But I wanted to wear my purple and black leggings with the black top. Since they can’t be put in the dryer, I won’t be able to wear them until tomorrow.”

	“I know I hung up your green ones. Why don’t you wear those instead?”

	Blair rolled her eyes. “I don’t feel green today.”

	“You feel more like bruises?”

	Her forehead scrunched up. “Huh?”

	“Purple and black? The color of bruises?” I shook my head. “Never mind. I’ll make sure you have them for tomorrow.”

	“Good. You know, we give you free rent in exchange for keeping the apartment tidy and doing our laundry.”

	“And running errands, picking up pizza at the last minute, washing and ironing…”

	Blair’s eyebrows rose. “If you didn’t like the arrangement, why did you agree to it?”

	For just a second, I saw myself wrapping Blair’s leggings around her neck and squeezing. I mentally shook my head of the image. “You know why I agreed to the arrangement. I didn’t have a choice. I appreciate that you both took me in when I needed a place to stay, but the weekends are the only time I have to write.”

	“I thought Bridget was going to talk to you about your writing?”

	“She did, but I still have to live my life the way I see fit.”

	“Then you shouldn’t mind doing our laundry.”

	The leggings would get tighter and tighter. Blair’s face would turn purple. I smiled. Her face would match her outfit. “I’ll do your laundry right now,” my words dripped sweetness. That was my secret weapon. If someone was being mean, I tried to be overly nice. They never got the sarcasm. It was my own private joke. Kill them with kindness.

	“Good.” As if it was an afterthought, Blair added, “And thanks.”

	Except my situation was still the same. I still had a crappy boss, my sisters were still demanding, and I didn’t feel as if I was moving forward with my life. I knew what I had to do. I would bite the bullet and go see Jaxson today before I chickened out. It couldn’t be any worse than staying in the apartment with my sisters. Could it?

	


Chapter 4

	Jaxson

	“This is a heck of a way to spend your Saturday,” Calvin said. “Are you working on more ideas? Your last one kept me up all night.”

	“You could say that, and I’m glad you enjoyed the story.” I grinned. “Here you go, ma’am.” I set the customer’s coffee on the counter. When I looked up, Katie was just coming into the coffee shop. I knew she would be back, even though she’d been embarrassed when I told her that I’d read her work. There was a hunger in her eyes. I remember what that hunger felt like. I inwardly frowned. Somewhere along the line, I’d lost it.

	She nervously scanned the room. When her gaze landed on mine, her cheeks turned a rosy hue. I wasn’t sure why I was drawn to her. Katie definitely wasn’t the type of woman I was usually attracted to. Her brunette hair with its hint of red was scraped back, away from her face, and she was constantly pushing her heavy framed glasses higher on the bridge of her nose. Her sense of fashion was deplorable. Today, she was wearing blue jeans, and a baggy, camouflage T-shirt. I usually leaned toward the more sophisticated female. The kind of woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it. One who knew the score.

	Katie definitely wasn’t sophisticated. Maybe it was just the need to help that pulled me toward
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