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I ring the doorbell and shift my weight from foot to foot, my duffel bag strap digging into my shoulder. Come on, come on.

"Open up. I know you're home," I mutter. Fuck, it's early, but this is my ticket out of this nowhere town, California or bust.

The door swings open, and there he is: Nolan, my brother Jeff's best friend, looking like he just rolled out of bed and into a bad mood. Uh-oh, maybe this was a dumb idea.

"Paula?" He blinks and rubs his eyes. "What the hell are you doing here? It's 5 a.m."

My mouth goes dry at the sight of his bare chest and low-slung sweatpants. I've seen him a million times over the years—at backyard barbecues, holiday dinners, or just hanging around with Jeff—but never like this, shirtless and barely awake. He’s ten years older than me, and I've always thought he was hot, with yummy broad shoulders and brooding eyes, but seeing him half-naked in his doorway sends a shock of heat through me.

"I'm coming with you to California," I announce before I can chicken out, hoisting my duffel bag like it's proof.

He stares at me like I've grown a second head. "Nope. No way."

"Yes way." I square my shoulders, trying to look more like a taller, confident version of myself and less like an inexperienced woman who's never been farther than the county line. "I'm moving out, starting fresh, and you're my ride."

"Does Jeff know about this? Did you tell your parents?" His voice is suspicious, and he leans against the doorframe, unwittingly giving me an even better view of his body. I've had a crush on him ever since the summer after high school when I suddenly started noticing guys, but I was just Jeff's annoying little sister then. Now two years later, at twenty, I'm hoping he sees me differently.

I bite my lip. "Not exactly, but they’ll get over it." Or rather, I hope they will.

Nolan runs a hand through his messy dark hair, sighing with a long, weary sound that I've heard countless times at family gatherings whenever Jeff would drag him into some new scheme. "Look, Paula... it's a long drive, and I'm not running a shuttle service. I want peace and quiet. That means no chatter and no bullshit."

"I can be quiet!" I nod, maybe a little too eagerly. "Super quiet, like a mouse! A silent, non-annoying mouse."

His expression is sharp even through the sleep haze, and I can practically see the gears turning in his head as he weighs the hassle of saying no versus dealing with me for three days. I've always loved his hazel eyes—the way they change color depending on what he's wearing, the times they get a far-off look when he's thinking about something. How they crinkle at the corners when he actually smiles, which isn't often.

Finally, he grunts. "Okay, but one peep, one complaint, one fucking off-key singalong, and I'm dumping you at the next bus station. Understood?"

I grin. "Understood! You won't regret this, I swear."

He just shakes his head and turns away, leaving the door open. "Come on. I’m outta here in thirty, and if you're not buckled in when I start the engine, I'm leaving without you."

I scramble inside, my duffel banging against my legs as I take in the house that's cleaner than I expected. Nolan lives down the street from my parents, and his house has the same layout as theirs, but where Mom and Dad's place is filled with pastel throw pillows and framed photos, his living room is all dark leather. It has the unmistakable tone of a guy who lives alone and likes his house clean.

Nolan disappears down a hallway, probably to get dressed, while I stand awkwardly in the living room, suddenly hyper-aware of everything–my heartbeat, the way my palms are sweating, the flutter in my stomach when I think about being trapped in a car with him for days.

It's still just Nolan, the guy who I've known for years, but seeing him half-naked... ugh, my body's reacting in ways it definitely shouldn't, especially not to my brother's best friend. This is bad. Or maybe... good?

I shake my head. Get it together, Paula. I'm twenty years old and tired of living with my parents while I work at the local diner. California and a new life are the goals. But another thought pushes its way in, sharp and sudden. I don't want to land in California still a virgin, and Nolan could help me with this problem. I've fantasized about him enough times, usually late at night with my hand between my legs, imagining what it would be like to have those strong hands on me.

The idea takes root fast–it’s wild and reckless. This is perfect. Three nights on the road means plenty of time to convince a grumpy, reluctant, ridiculously hot guy to help me out with my little problem. How hard could it be?

***
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I'm in his truck at the appointed time, and my entire body vibrates with excitement. This is going to be an adventure.

I sneak glances at Nolan while he drives. Those massive hands gripping the steering wheel—working hands that make me wonder what they'd feel like touching me, or if he's big like that all over... His truck smells like the coffee he made himself before we left, and something warm and male that's already messing with my head.

"So," I say, trying to be casual, "three days to get to California, huh? That's a lot of driving."

He doesn't look at me. "Yep."

"Ever been to California before?"

"Nope."

"Excited?"

He grumbles something I don’t quite hear. Okay, tough crowd. I fiddle with the hem of my shirt as the silence stretches awkwardly. This 'peace and quiet' thing is going to be a problem. How am I supposed to seduce a brick wall?

I try again after forty miles of cornfields blur past the window. "Do you listen to any music or podcasts?"

"Sometimes." He turns on the radio, and classic rock fills the cab–a clear 'shut up’ signal.

Message received. I slump in my seat, watching the flat, endless landscape. Think, Paula. Seduction 101. What do I know about Nolan? He likes quiet, he's... hot, and apparently immune to my dazzling conversational skills.

An hour later, we stop for gas, and Nolan hops out. When he stretches, the movement pulls his shirt tight across his back muscles. My pussy buzzes as I watch the play of muscle in his arm as he fills the gas tank. I've admired him from afar at countless gatherings, but never this close, never with the freedom to really look without Jeff noticing and teasing me. I want him. This is torture. Delicious torture.

He catches me staring when he gets back in and raises an eyebrow. "What?"

"Nothing," I squeak, looking away quickly. Smooth. Real smooth. My cheeks are on fire. Stupid fair skin.

He just shakes his head and starts the engine again, bringing back the silence. But it feels different now, charged–or maybe that's just my wishful thinking.

We turn onto the highway, and I sneak another look at Nolan's strong forearms dusted with dark hair. My fingers itch to touch him, to trace the veins running down to his wrists, and I wonder what would happen if I just... reached over. I'd probably get dumped at a bus station in the middle of nowhere.

Time to try something else. I stretch my legs out so my shorts ride up a little higher on my thighs–not a lot, just enough to maybe be noticeable. I yawn, arching my back. Did he look over? I think he did.

"Are you comfortable?" His voice is dry.

"Yep! Super comfy." I force a bright smile.

He just grunts and keeps his attention on the road. Okay, so the subtle flirting with Plan A isn't working. It's time for Plan B... a direct approach after lunch, or maybe when we stop for the night. Yeah, darker is better–less chance of roadside abandonment.

The miles roll by as fields give way to hills, and the radio plays on while I plot. Tonight. It has to be tonight because I'm not spending another day in this metal box with all this tension and no outlet. Seduction Plan B begins at the first motel.
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When we stop at a motel for the night, Nolan parks the truck and kills the engine. The sudden silence rings in my ears. "Stay here," he says. “I'll check in and get the keys."

I peer out the window at the cracked asphalt and the rickety “Vacancy” sign with multiple burned out letters. Not exactly classy, but who said your first time had to be in a fancy hotel? Beggars can’t be choosers.

"One room or two?” I ask hoping we’ll have to share.

He gives me a look. "Are you paying for your own?”

“Nope!” I laugh.

“Then I’ll get us one with two beds. Don't get any ideas."

Ouch. Deflating, but also... hell yeah, one room.

He strides towards the office, and I check out his ass. Even tired and crabby, he’s infuriatingly attractive. Why couldn’t my brother have a good-tempered friend who wanted my company?

I imagine tempting him until he can’t resist me any longer. Would he throw me onto the bed and ravish me? Ugh, what if he doesn’t want me?

By the time he comes back, my nerves are buzzing because this is the moment of truth, or perhaps the moment of potential humiliation. I’ll find out soon enough.

The room has two double beds with thin, scratchy-looking blankets. A single rickety nightstand with a flickering lamp sits between them, and beyond them is a scuffed door leading to a tiny bathroom. The TV on
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