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  Prologue


PRESENT DAY – OLD TOWN, SAN DIEGO

SHE WAS NAKED and exhausted, her body still ached from the sleepless night. The evidence of sex still permeated the room. She smiled as she looked towards Craig, watching him while he slept soundly. They had made love for the first time tonight, a pivotal point in any new relationship. He had been tender, selfless as he took his time exploring every inch of her. Pushing her body to new limits, he made love to her several times throughout the course of the night. She wasn’t inexperienced by any means, but this time had felt different, more intimate. 
She watched his chest rise and fall in a rhythmic pattern, while he slept. His sandy brown hair, tousled with that ‘just had sex look’ covered his handsome face. Tangled amongst the rumpled sheets, his athletic build was partially exposed. He had a lean torso, strong legs and defined lateral muscles. Besides his classic good looks, Craig was a gentle, caring man and it was evident that he was prematurely falling in love with her. It was too soon, but she hoped one day that she would reciprocate his feelings.
She would have never predicted that tonight, she would share a bed with Craig after all that had transpired. She smiled moving closer to him, feeling the warmth radiating from his body. Still asleep, he sub-consciously reached for her bringing her against his chiseled, hard edges. He was an amazing man, and she was grateful that he had waited for her until she was ready to be with him.
How did she get here, she thought. Six weeks ago, she had been faced with a difficult decision. After an awkward confrontation with Craig and the other man she had been seeing casually, they had demanded she choose between them. She had been in no hurry to take either friendship to the next level as she hadn’t wanted a full-time relationship while attending college. However, on that fateful night, she would lose them both if she wasn’t able to decide. A decision, she would later come to realize, she would never get to make.






  
  Chapter 1


6 WEEKS EARLIER
KYLE BROOKS HAD met Craig Anderson in her Business Administration class at San Marcos University in the Inland Empire of Temecula, California. He was difficult to miss, even though she wasn’t looking. He was classically good looking with his all-American good looks. They were often grouped together during study sessions. She quietly observed him, discovering his natural leadership qualities with intelligence and an even temperament. He continued to impress her with his display of old-world charm, holding the door for her and her friends. A rare gesture amongst her male classmates. 
She felt the immediate connection with him. He possessed all the attributes she would be looking for in a potential boyfriend. The issue was, she had no plans of pursuing any relationship. She had promised herself that she wouldn’t fall into the usual trappings of college life. Kyle had accepted her destiny for the next four years, of working hard with little, or no, time for social activities including dating.
Kyle was no stranger to sacrifices, learning earlier than most children that life could be fragile and unfair. Both her parents were killed in a car accident when she was only 10 years of age. At a time when she should have been chauffeured back and forth from dance recitals to soccer practices, she was being moved across country to live with her grandparents. Although her grandparents attempted to fill a monumental void caused by the accident, she had been forever changed. As she prepared for college in her senior year of high school, she found herself suddenly alone when her grandmother passed away suddenly, followed by her heartbroken grandfather three months later.
Her grandparents’ deaths had been yet another devastating loss for her. They had however, prepared for such eventualities by leaving a small trust fund from her parents, along with a small savings account. Both, combined with a scholarship, lessened the financial burden of her first year of college. The rest of her incidental expenses were covered off by her shifts at the pub.
Due to the significant losses in Kyle’s life, she was not easily accepting of new people. She kept her inner circle small, which consisted of a few acquaintances and her closest friend Macy. They met on the street the day she moved in with her grandparents, and had been the best of friends, ever since. Now in college together, Kyle was content to keep that circle tight.
Craig made his first attempt to ask her out as her study group left the library.
He asked her to hang back with him as he packed up his books. The group left them behind as they slowly walked towards the pub. As they started towards the pub, she sensed an awkwardness between them.
“Kyle, do you have a boyfriend?”
She braced herself as she had sensed the question was coming by his behavior. “No, I don’t really have time for a relationship,” she replied while avoiding eye contact.
“Of course, makes sense. All the guys in our class have been dying to know if you had a boyfriend so I thought I’d ask,” he said with the intention of ending the conversation.
She was relieved to see the door of the pub in the distance, representing an end to the difficult conversation. He opened the door for her, and they snaked their way through the pub to find their friends. They sat in the last two available seats which, thankfully were across from one another. For the rest of the evening, she enjoyed the conversation about the class, project and all their professors. She sipped her Margarita as it had been a long week and her Saturday shift at the rival pub didn’t start until tomorrow afternoon.
At the end of the night the gang dispersed in separate directions. Kyle began to leave and found Craig packing up at the same time. She took care of her bill and grabbed her coat. Before she was able to put it on, Craig appeared behind her and insisted on helping.
“Let me walk you to your car,” he said.
Although she did not want to continue their earlier conversation, she accepted his offer to walk with her. When they arrived at her older Honda Accord, he asked for her keys and unlocked the door.
“Your chariot, my lady,” he said handing her back the keys.
“Craig, you’re the perfect gentleman,” she said smiling at him.
“If I’m so perfect, go out with me.” He sounded self-assured but not arrogant.
“Craig.” She paused. “As I mentioned, I’m not looking for a boyfriend. I have too much going on.” Fearing she might have hurt his feelings she felt the need to further explain herself. “I’m probably an idiot for saying no, but I don’t want this year to get complicated. If I was looking for a boyfriend I would have approached you the first week of school. I noticed you right away.” She smiled and hoped this would soften the blow.
Craig’s mouth turned up in a smile. And just like that he had made some progress. “I’m not asking you to marry me, just dinner. You do eat dinner, don’t you?”
She pondered his request for a just a moment. The thought of spending time getting to know him appealed to her, providing he understood there would be nothing else offered, other than a friendship. “Yes, of course I eat dinner but if I agree to this you need to understand it’s just a meal between two friends.”
“It’s settled and don’t worry my expectations are low, just a boring dinner between two classmates.” Craig said as he winked at her.
Kyle smacked him in the arm as they both stood there laughing. Craig stopped teasing her and added, “I just want to have dinner with you, okay?”
She smiled and got into her car. Without saying a word, she backed out of the parking stall. Driving away, she lowered the window and yelled, “I haven’t agreed to anything, yet.”
Before exiting the parking lot, she pulled a U-turn and drove back towards him. As she neared him, a wide grin started to appear on his face.
“Okay, I’ll have dinner with you.” She smiled, rolled up her window and drove away.

      ***As she woke up Saturday morning, she felt well rested. She had been scheduled on the afternoon shift giving her time to catch up on her sleep and extra time for studying before arriving for her shift. Kyle was extremely diligent in scheduling every task in her life which consisted of class, study, and work. No time for engaging in such frivolous things as dating and boyfriends. She made some coffee and checked her phone. She hadn’t noticed the incoming text from Craig. She was eager to read it.
C: Morning, hope you slept well. I’m busy planning our boring dinner. Are you free this Sunday night?
She laughed when she read his text. She poured her coffee while she contemplated her response. She sat back down on the couch and typed the message.
K: Morning, sorry I’m so boring. Don’t feel obligated to follow through on your pity invitation but yes, I’m free tomorrow night.
It took only a second to receive his reply.
C: Perfect, can’t wait. I’ll pick you up at 7pm if you give me your address.
She texted him back with all the details and put her phone away. It was already after 10 and she needed to read a few chapters before heading off to the pub.






  
  Chapter 2


IT WAS CLEAR to Kyle as she arrived at the pub, that this was not the typical Saturday afternoon crowd. She recognized a few of her regular customers but the pub had a different energy, crowded with large tables of sport fans. “What’s going on,” she yelled trying to catch the attention of one of her co-workers. 
“Big football game today, you can see we’re smoking busy,” a waiter yelled rushing past her with platters of nachos.
Her shift passed quickly as the crowd continued to grow. The customers were in good spirits while their team was winning. The men flirted harmlessly with her and left overly generous tips.
Walking carefully towards the kitchen with a tray of empty glasses, she passed by a table full of rowdy men. At the exact same moment, as she passed by, one of the customers jumped up to celebrate his team’s touchdown. As if it was happening in slow motion, Kyle could see the impending collision right in front of her, yet she had no way to avoid it. The customer’s back was about to hit the tray sending Kyle and her glasses in opposite directions.
As she braced for the impact, a strong, well-defined arm appeared out of nowhere, attempting to shield her from the collision. The stranger placed his arm as a barrier between Kyle’s tray and the customer’s back. When the customer hit the strong appendage, he bounced off of it and sailed back into the crowd, and away from Kyle and her glasses. The customer, very inebriated, was oblivious to it all.
Kyle fully aware of the entire incident, looked up to see who the arm belonged to, while at the same time, the stranger turned towards her. Her eyes travelled up his arm until she reached his face. Unprepared for the image in front of her, their eyes locked. She wondered how she hadn’t noticed him earlier. Her knees buckled as she continued to stare at him. She hadn’t realized it, but she had been leaning against him, for fear of collapsing. She steadied herself, her pulse quickened with the awareness of their closeness.
“Are you all right?” The handsome, stranger asked. As he moved even closer, his scent overpowered her. Like everything else about him, the perfect combination of spicy, sensual, and masculine.
She was unable to convey a response while she continued to stare at him. Knowing she was being rude she attempted to regain her composure. She couldn’t remember a time when she had been this affected by a man. Upon further inspection, he wasn’t just handsome but stunning. His tailored shirt fit him, even though the muscles underneath strained slightly against the fabric. His dark jeans hung perfectly on his toned body. His hair was thick, dark, and wavy, the kind of hair you could run your fingers through. It was styled to perfection with one unruly curl spilling onto his face. The curl partly hid the most spectacular set of eyes she had ever seen.
Unable to look away, she noticed his right eye was the colour of a rare emerald stone, while the left eye was a combination of copper and deep honey. She had never seen anyone with two different colored eyes. His perfect bronzed skin complimented his eyes.
She started to walk away but turned back and mouthed the words ‘thank you.’ The only way she could communicate her gratitude towards him. He rewarded her by flashing the most devastating smile, causing her to falter. His effect on her was making it difficult to concentrate, she needed a moment before she tended to the rest of her section. She gestured to Bill, the bartender that she would be in the back for a few minutes. She went into the kitchen and started to pace. Her co-worker and best friend, Macy came in and saw her pacing.
“You okay? I saw that Adonis come to your rescue. If he had saved me, I’d be still out there re-paying him, if you get my drift,” Macy said with an over-exaggerated wink.
Kyle looked at her, still shaken from the encounter. “Oh my god, you saw him?”
“I did, and if you don’t go back and offer yourself to him I will, on your behalf, of course.” Macy giggled as she walked away. She had always admired Macy’s flirtatious ways.
She couldn’t understand why this brief encounter with the sexy stranger had gotten under her skin. Yes, his picture was likely in the dictionary under the definition of ‘breathtaking.’ He was stunning, simply put. Although she had been around her fair share of good-looking guys, the stranger, was in an entirely different league. She shook her head and told herself to get a grip, she needed to get back to work.
Kyle felt bad as her orders had backed up while she had taken the unscheduled break. She did her best to play catch up as she continued to deliver Nachos and Chicken Wings to the rowdy, but happy crowd. She tried her best not to, but every once and awhile she would catch herself looking for him. When she was unable to spot him in the crowd she was filled with mixed emotions, part relief but mainly disappointment.
Her shift was nearing the end, yet the pub was still busy. Part of the football crowd had dissipated leaving the usual Saturday night customers. Kyle was hoping to go home but checked first to see if she was needed to stay on. To her relief, the pub had enough coverage so she could get home at a reasonable hour.
Kyle cashed out, happily discovering her tips were more than her usual take. Although she was happy with the results, she was relieved that not all Saturdays were like this. Her thoughts were interrupted when she sensed a presence near her. The tiny hairs on her arm stood up and she knew it was him. She looked up slowly to confirm her hunch and found him leaning against the wall, directly across from her. As their gazes collided, she felt the same powerful energy that she had experienced when he touched her before.
“Save your tips for a rainy day and let me take you out,” he said with a seductive smile.
“Excuse me?” She replied unsure how to respond to his comment.
“I was watching you tonight. I know how hard you worked for your tips, so why don’t you allow me to take you out, my treat,” he said with confidence bordering on arrogance.
She had received her fair share of male attention, first Craig and now this stunning man. “No, thanks, like you said it’s been a busy night, so I was just planning on going home.”
“That’s a shame. I would have enjoyed taking you out, perhaps another time,” he said.
After a reply like that, she expected he would leave. It was clear that he wasn’t going anywhere, even after she had rebuffed his invitation. Why wasn’t he leaving? He was making it hard for her to breathe. His incredible eyes, darker than before, penetrated through her.
A few strands of his hair fell forward again, covering the same eye. His scent, from across the hallway, permeated her nostrils. She hoped he would take the hint and leave as she wasn’t sure she could rely on her legs to walk past him.
“If you won’t go out with me tonight, have a drink with me some other time,” he said continuing to be persistent. It sounded more like a command then a simple request.
“I don’t even know you,” she responded. Although she was refusing his offer, she hoped her body language wasn’t betraying her. She had never met a man before that she had been this inexplicably drawn to.
“That’s why we should go and have a drink, to get to know one another. That’s what people do.” He pushed off the wall and started to walk towards her.
“I don’t even know your name.” She felt lightheaded, as he continued to walk straight towards her. She attempted to calm herself by breathing slower.
“It’s Jared, Jared Smithson,” he replied while his eyes lingered at her chest, where her nametag was prominently displayed. Looking up to make eye contact again, he continued, “And your name is Kyle so now we know each other’s names.”
He was close enough to touch her nametag with his finger. He hadn’t made contact with any other part of her body, just the plastic tag but she was sure she was going to melt from this indirect touch.
Kyle had no idea what was happening to her. She had flirted with guys before, but no previous experience ever compared to this. She considered contemplating his request before her senses got a hold of her. "I’m really busy with school and work so that hardly leaves time for having drinks for the sake of getting to know people.
Besides, I already know people." She thought he deserved that remark.
His finger moved from her nametag to her chin. "Oh, I have no doubt you know people. I know people too, but I want to know you. What will convince you to have a drink with me?”
“I can’t think of anything you could do to convince me to have a drink with you,” she said. She was proud of herself for not crumbling under his pressure. She doubted many women ever turned him down.
He stepped back with a smile on his face, before moving in again. He grabbed her hand and moved it to his mouth gently brushing his lips across the top of hand. “I don’t think you mean that. I’ll be back to ask you again.”
“Pretty confident aren't you.” Her reply was filled with innuendo. She was horrified how easily the words tumbled from her mouth. She wasn’t usually this self-assured or flirtatious, but she was beginning to enjoy the banter.
“Usually, but perhaps I’m not so sure this time.” With his comment, he started to walk away.
“Don't you want to know when I’m working again or are you going to become a regular customer?” She baited him with her flirty comeback.
“Sweetness, it’s so nice of you to care. You’ll soon learn that I can be incredibly determined once I make my mind up about something. I’ll see you soon and that’s a promise,” he said with a wickedly sexy smile. He winked at her and then he was gone.
She felt like collapsing against the wall. She had never been called Sweetness before and she liked it, especially the way he said. She was thankful she was done for the evening so that she could go home and put tonight’s encounter out of her mind although she doubted that would be so easy.
While she was still against the wall Macy came by. “On no, don't tell me he found you back here?” she said jokingly. She looked at Kyle and she nodded her response. “Really, I was joking. Oh my god, what happened? Are you all right?”
“He kissed my hand and called me Sweetness. He then promised to come back and ask me out again since I turned him down tonight.”
“You what! Kyle, why didn’t you say yes to him?” Macy shrieked at her.
“I don’t want to start anything right now. You know that.”
“Kyle, I am not suggesting a relationship, just a hook up. I doubt he’d disappoint you,” Macy said.
She blushed at Macy’s choice of words. She had to agree with Macy. She knew there were people in this world that excelled in everything they did, and she was sure that included Jared in all aspects of his life, particularly in the bedroom. 
“You know I don’t want any distractions and besides, I have already broken my rule and agreed to go out for dinner with Craig tomorrow night.”
“That’s wonderful honey. I’m glad you’re going out with Craig, but I have to say, you still look flushed from your encounter with the Adonis. Are you sure you aren’t still thinking about him? Why don’t you go home?”
“Sounds like a plan,” Kyle said. She was not going to let on to Macy that she couldn’t stop thinking about Jared.
On her way out the back door, Macy caught her attention. “Hey Kyle, did he really call you Sweetness?”
She nodded.
“That’s kind of sexy, don’t you think?” Macy asked her.
Kyle still reeling from the earlier encounter, nodded again before shutting the door behind her.






  
  Chapter 3


KYLE WAS EAGER to climb into bed after her exhausting shift and encounter with Jared, the enthralling stranger who had cast a temporary spell on her. Was she going to reconsider and go out with him if he asked again? She was too exhausted to think about it or her vow to remain focused on her studies. She had already agreed to have dinner with Craig. Could her resolve be weakening further, as a big part of her really wanted to go out with Jared? 
She needed to get some sleep to face her usual Sunday routine of playing catch up with assignments, housework, errands and now a dinner with Craig. As she was drifting off she heard her phone buzz and saw that it was now after midnight. It was a text from Craig, and she wondered if he was texting her to cancel. She grabbed the phone and read the text.
K: Hi Kyle. Today is officially Sunday and the day of our first dinner. I look forward to seeing you in 19 hours. Take care and sweet dreams, Craig.
She thought it was sweet that he had texted her about their dinner, but her reply would have to wait. As she hoped, it didn't take her long to drift off to sleep.

      ***Sunday morning came sooner than she would have liked. She made her usual large pot of coffee in preparation of hitting the books. If she didn't get too distracted she would be able to get in six or seven hours of solid homework and housework before she would have to get ready for her dinner with Craig.
She was part way through her assignment when her cell rang. She wondered if it was Craig calling and then remembered she still hadn’t replied to his text. She would need to deal with that after the call. When she grabbed the phone, she saw the Pub's number come up on her display. "Hello?"
“Hey hon, it's Macy. I didn't wake you, did I?”
“No Mace, its lunchtime. What's up? Do I need to come in?" she asked, wondering if she would have to cancel on Craig.
“No way, Sweetness,” she said as she paused, waiting for a reaction from Kyle. When it was obvious Kyle wasn’t taking the bait, Macy continued on. “We’re fine but an extremely disappointed and incredibly, sexy Adonis is sitting at the bar though. I swear, he keeps looking for you.”
Kyle could hear her laughing in the background. "He warned me, no wait it was more of a promise, that he would return but I didn’t expect it to be so soon.” Kyle wondered if his interest was more about the challenge since she had refused him last night.
“What would you like me to tell him or better yet, why don’t you just show up. I would love to see the look on his face” Macy said.
Kyle pondered her best friend’s suggestion for a few moments. She wanted to see him again but by chance and not a forced encounter. She couldn’t deny how much she was drawn to him. "Macy, I don't' have time to come down, besides, I have no reason to show up. Don’t you think I’ll look a little eager? Maybe you could drop a hint or two that I’ll be in on Wednesday but make sure he doesn’t think I coached you to say that.”
“Consider it done. Oh Kyle, I’m so happy you’re playing along. Have a little fun flirting with him, what can it hurt? If nothing else, I bet he is a big tipper. I will let you know if he comes in again. See you Wednesday, hon.” Kyle hung the phone up and then texted Craig back.
After finishing her housework and studying, she turned her attention to getting ready for her date, no dinner she reminded herself. She was staring blankly at her student’s budget wardrobe when her phone rang again. It was Macy again.
“Hi Mace, are you phoning to help me pick out an outfit for tonight? I could use a little help here.” Kyle asked.
“No, I wasn't but what are my choices?”
Kyle giggled and went back to her closet to review her choices. “I’m considering my casual sun dress or my skinny jeans, tank and boots," Kyle described the outfits and waited for Macy to decide.
“Oh, definitely the jeans and boots.”
“Perfect, thanks Macy. I should go as I have to get ready now,” Kyle said as she was about to hang up.
“Oh wait, that wasn't why I was calling. I wanted to tell you about my encounter with Jared. I casually told him that you might be in on Wednesday and then he said he would see for himself.”
“What does that mean?” Kyle asked although she wasn't sure she would want to know his explanation.
“I’m not sure but he didn’t leave right away. I guess he was hanging around, just in case you showed up. He seemed content to just hang out at the bar with a textbook. He eventually left but I think he is very determined to see you again.”
“Wow, why did he do that?”
“Don’t be so silly, Kyle. He’s so obviously interested in you. Not to mention, determined. Even if you aren’t interested in him, you must be flattered by his attention, right?” Macy asked
“I am flattered, but his intensity is unnerving. You know, I don’t like a lot of attention. Besides, he could have any woman he wanted so I don’t get why he’s chasing after me? I’m sure it’s the thrill of the hunt or something.”
“Yes, I’m sure he could have his pick. Isn’t it fantastic that he wants you? I hope he comes back on Wednesday night. Oh god, you have to get ready for your date with Craig now, lucky girl!” Macy squealed into the phone.
Kyle held the phone away and then yelled into it, “It’s not a date, just dinner and the same goes for Jared, if I agree to have a drink with him. They have both been told I don’t have time for dating."
“Okay girl, have fun either way. You have my permission to sleep with either Craig or Jared.”
“Macy, knock it off. Thanks for your help. I’ll talk to you later.”
When she was almost ready, she gave herself the once over as she slipped on her sexy red tank that wrapped tightly around her body. She pulled on her skinny jeans and stiletto boots. She wasn't vain but she had to admit she looked good.
Kyle had grown up, looking like the typical California girl. She had champagne, blonde hair that hung down her back. She had naturally curly hair and unless she made an effort to straighten it, her usual style was unruly waves. Her eyes were bluish grey, her skin fair unless tanned by the sun. She never spent much time worrying about her looks. She thought of herself, as pretty but average, nothing special. In high school, Macy had encouraged her to play up her natural beauty with makeup and when she did, she looked stunning.
Her figure had always been a source of discomfort for her. She had developed at an early age causing endless teasing from the boys in school. To hide her abundant curves on her petite frame, she wore baggy clothes. As a grown woman, her sexy curves now suited her. Although she no longer hid her body, she tended to wear clothes that were more modest and not necessarily attention grabbing. 
At 7:00pm Craig was waiting outside in his car. He drove them to a Mexican restaurant, one of Kyle’s favorites. They ordered food and the restaurant’s legendary pitcher of Margaritas. Craig assured Kyle they would be cabbing home.
She delighted in the easy banter between them. Craig was always easy to be with, along with being the perfect gentleman. She had worried that dinner, although not an official date, would cause an awkwardness between them. She was relieved to see the conversation continued to flow easily.
After dinner, she noticed they were the last couple in the restaurant. She was torn as she was having a wonderful time, but she was tired and needed to get home. Stifling a yawn, she explained to Craig that she had a busy day tomorrow and would he mind if they left. Understanding, he paid the bill and called a cab.
They slid into the backseat of the cab; Craig instructed the driver to take Kyle home first. As the cab pulled up in front of Kyle’s apartment, Craig turned, touching her arm before she had a chance to jump out. She had not wanted to linger around for an awkward good night.
“You know I could use a ride back to the restaurant after class tomorrow if you aren't too busy?” Craig asked looking at her intently.
“Of course, it’s the least I can do. I’m free at 6:00pm, if that works for you,” she answered.
“Perfect, how about I buy you dinner in exchange for a ride?” He took advantage of the success of the night to push her a little further.
“Thanks, but I have lots of work to do tomorrow night and besides, you bought me dinner tonight.” Kyle didn't want to encourage another dinner so quickly.
“Okay, but I would like to see you again.”
“I’m fairly busy over the next few weeks as I have a couple assignments due.” Kyle and Craig shared many classes together, but she had enrolled in some additional courses, being the overachiever that she was. She knew the next few weeks would be busy with two major assignments due.
Kyle noticed Craig’s obvious disappointment before he looked away from her. She felt she needed to further explain her response. “Craig, I had a wonderful time tonight, but schooling is a priority. I can’t justify spending a lot of time on other things. I wish I could, but I just can't."
Craig turned back towards her. “Of course, I get it, but you can't blame me for trying.”
The cab idled near her driveway as Craig jumped out and ran around to open her door. He asked the driver to wait as he walked her to her front door. Before they arrived, he unexpectedly pulled her into an embrace, kissing her on the forehead. She reciprocated the hug before pulling away. She turned and started walking towards the door as she opened it she looked back at Craig who was standing watching her. "Craig, you’re a wonderful guy. Thank you for a lovely evening." Kyle stepped inside and shut the door.
Kyle fell onto her bed. She had an early morning class and would have to get up before 6:00am. It was now 11:15pm and she hoped she would fall asleep quickly. She settled in and reminisced about dinner. If she could allow the frivolities of a boyfriend, Craig would be a top contender. She was attracted to him, who wouldn’t be. Although she had needs, she would not consider sleeping around casually and a relationship was not an option.
She tried to shake away any further thoughts of Craig and wished herself to sleep. She tossed and turned for a while, her thoughts turned to the other man who had suddenly appeared on the scene. She compared him to Craig. Craig was sweet, respectful and a gentleman, whereas Jared was incredibly sexy, a bit arrogant and mysterious. If she had to choose it would be difficult. Thankfully, that wouldn’t become an issue for her as she would not entertain the possibility of a boyfriend. That was her last thought before she finally drifted off to sleep.






  
  Chapter 4


THE BEGINNING OF the week had been busy for Kyle, including a quick visit with Craig as she drove him to his car Monday night. Thankfully, he hadn’t pushed her to go out with him again nor was there any awkwardness in class while they worked together. She was relieved. Her new friendship with him was important to her. 
Kyle walked into the pub Wednesday afternoon for her usual shift. She had been able to arrange the mid-week shift due to her lighter than usual schedule on Wednesdays. The extra money was welcomed provided it didn’t jeopardize her class workload and so far, it hadn’t. Jared had not been at the forefront of her mind until she walked into the pub and Macy had advised her he hadn’t arrived yet.
She needed to concentrate on work and put him out of her mind, whether he showed up or not. It was a quieter than usual afternoon, so she welcomed the opportunity to help in the back with inventory until the dinner rush. When she had finished, she returned to the dining room to prepare for the customers.
Kyle had just settled back into the dining room when Macy grabbed her arm and dragged her back towards the kitchen. “He’s here, he’s here!” She squealed.
“You mean Jared? Oh god, I didn’t think he was going to show up tonight,” Kyle replied
“Of course you did. By the way, I think he already spotted you before I had a chance to warn you. He’s sitting at table 10 near the back and he’s alone. He’s in my station but I can trade with you if you like?”
“No, he’s not getting special treatment and besides, that would be too obvious. I will stop by later, so go ahead and take his order, Mace.”
“With pleasure,” Macy said as she sauntered towards his table. As she approached him he looked at her with a disapproving look.
“Hi, what can I get you?” Macy asked in her usual flirtatious way.
“Thank you, but I would like to see Kyle.” He smiled politely.
“Oh, she’s not serving this section tonight, but I would be happy to get something for you.”
“That’s all right, I’ll wait until Kyle can make an exception and pop by to take my order.” Jared had been looking at Macy until the sight of Kyle caught his attention. Macy immediately followed his gaze until she found the object of his interest. He turned back towards Macy and continued, “I hope you understand,” he said as he winked. She nodded and walked away.
All the way from across the pub, Kyle could feel his eyes on her, watching her every step. It was all she could do not to return the stare. To distract herself she continued to deliver water to the young couple seated in her section. After taking their order she returned to the kitchen where Macy was waiting to drag her away.
“Macy, hang on, I have to put this order in.” Kyle attempted to walk back towards the kitchen.
“Oh, who cares, you’re being summoned. I will take this order back,” Macy said.
“I don’t want to go over there right now. I wouldn’t know what to say.” Kyle started pacing in the hallway.
“Well, start with offering to take his order, now go,” Macy said pushing Kyle in the direction of his table. The momentum carried her into the dining area. She quickly composed herself and walked reluctantly towards his table.
Her legs drew heavy with every inch she moved towards him. He watched every deliberate step she took. He caught her staring at him and with her undivided attention, he deliberately ran his tongue across his lower lip. She reached for his table to steady herself before speaking. “Jared, it’s nice to see you. What can I get you?” She didn’t remember him being this incredibly gorgeous. How did she forget how stunning he was?
“Hi Kyle, I’ve been here every day looking for you. You can’t imagine how glad I am to finally see you.” She watched his gaze as it blatantly slid up and down her body. She was wearing a jean mini skirt, boots and one of the Pub’s t-shirts which were always too small for the waitresses. Although fully dressed, he made her feel naked and vulnerable.
“Tell me something? Would you have come tomorrow, the next day and the day after that, if I hadn’t been working tonight?” She tried to hide her smile as she asked the question, although she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear his response.
“Of course, as you can see I’m not easily discouraged. Can you sit with me for a few minutes?” he asked moving out the chair right beside him.
She shouldn’t have, but she liked his explanation. She looked around the pub before she answered him, “No, I really can’t. Things are starting to get busy. Speaking of customers, what can I get you?”
“I’ll take a dark beer,” he said.
“Of course, and anything to eat?” She said looking him up and down before he caught her.
“Nothing for now but come check on me later. Let’s see, you just started your shift so are you on till 10:00pm or 11:00pm?” He smiled and winked at her.
“My shift ends at 9:00pm tonight, which is perfect, as I have lots of homework tonight.” She was flattered that he seemed so interested. She couldn’t help but flirt with him, but she hoped her response would deter him for now.
“All work and no play Kyle...” Jared teased, not hiding the hint of amusement in his voice.
She couldn’t help but chuckle as he continued to tease her. She could feel her cheeks warm causing an obvious blush.
“You’re beautiful when you laugh. I hope to see you laugh often.” As his words fell from his full lips, they locked eyes.
“I’ll be back with your beer, Jared. Nice chatting with you.” She smiled again as she talked over her shoulder, rushing back to check on her other orders. She was drawn to him, for that she was certain. Her head kept insisting she keep her distance but the rest of her was being traitorous. Walking away, she felt his eyes on her. Needing to confirm it, she turned as their gazes collided. Quickly turning back, she giggled as she sashayed back to the bar, praying she wouldn’t stumble.
Kyle checked on her other customers before returning to his table with his drink. All of her customers were taken care of, so she allowed herself a momentary break to linger at his table. She couldn’t figure him out. She knew men found her attractive, but none had ever pursued her nor been as blatant about dating her as Jared. It unnerved her.
“Thanks,” he said flashing that dangerous smile that warmed her up in too many places.
“You’re welcome, Jared. Can I ask you something, why do you call me Sweetness?” She asked him while wiping her hands on her apron.
He paused, weighing his response carefully. “Don’t get me wrong, Kyle is a very sexy name. I like that it’s such a traditional male name while you are so feminine. I just wanted a nickname for myself. It barely does you justice, but it does suit you. Why, does it bother you?” He asked tucking a stray strand of honey blonde hair away from her face. He knew he was too close to her and waited for a reaction to both his words and touch.
Her legs began to buckle underneath her by his touch. She usually didn’t like strangers touching her as he so brazenly did. Jared noticing her wobble, grabbed her lightly as she straightened up. “No, I think I kind of like it,” she said turning around and walking away. She tried hard not to blush, but she knew her attempts were fruitless.
She could steer clear of Jared’s table, apart from dropping off one last beer to him. Her job was important, she needed to remain focused, but it was exceedingly difficult knowing he was in the pub. When she did glance over he seemed content sitting there at his table. He showed no signs of being anxious to leave. She wondered if that meant he was waiting for her shift to end. Part of her was excited to think she could captivate such a man’s attention for as long as she had, and yet the other part of her was acutely aware that this could be a dangerous game.
As the end of her shift neared, she approached him to settle the bill before cashing out. He gave her his credit card for processing. When she returned with his card and slip she noticed he was putting his jacket on.
“Are you leaving soon, or do you have more work to finish up?”
“I have a few things to finish up before I’m done, but if you like, I will come and say goodbye before I leave.” Although she should take the opportunity to duck out of the bar without any further interactions with him, she was compelled to see him one more time.
“That would be nice. I’ll wait for you,” Jared said sounding sure of himself.
Not wasting any time, she felt herself rushing through her duties so she could return to his table. When she had finished, she reapplied her lip gloss and finger combed her hair. This was a bad sign, she shouldn’t be so concerned about looking good, for him.
She walked back out to the bar area, looking towards Jared’s table, she discovered he was missing. She was disappointed and now she regretted her aloofness towards his constant flirtation. She gestured to Macy and asked if she had seen Jared leave? Macy took a sweep of the bar and shook her head when Jared was nowhere to be found. Kyle stood near the kitchen hoping he would reappear before giving up and deciding to head home.
As she walked towards the parking lot she heard footsteps from behind her. She rarely encountered anyone during the short walk to her car, nor did she ever feel unsafe. The footsteps were determined, continuing towards her. Not wanting to appear nervous, she moved deliberately to one side of path and continued walking. When it was evident the person was not going to pass her, she braced herself and turned to confront whoever was behind her. When she spun around, she looked into those eyes. It was Jared.
“Jared! Oh my god, you scared me. I thought you’d left already.” she said, her heart beating rapidly.
He winced at her words; it had not been his intention to scare her. Touching her softly, he hoped to help calm her nerves. “I’m sorry I wanted to walk you to your car. I decided to wait for you outside.” He squeezed her elbow for reassurance as they walked towards the parking lot.
“Jared, this isn’t necessary I walk to my car all the time.” Kyle tensed as his strong fingers wrapped firmly around her forearm. Her skin was so affected by his protective yet tender touch.
“When I’m around, you don’t need to walk alone.”
His words surprised her. It was impossible to imagine, was he promising something more substantial than a one-night stand? “Are you always this bossy?” she asked while she tried to temper her anxiety.
“No. I don’t have to be as I usually get my way.”
As they walked together she discovered that Jared was a fourth-year student, finishing his degree in Business. That explained why she hadn’t noticed him before. Their classes were at different levels of the program, this being her first year.
Every time she snuck a peek at him and those eyes, she melted a little more. He was devastatingly gorgeous. As she spotted her car, she now worried how this encounter would end. What terrified her more, was that she wasn’t sure she wanted it to end.
“Kyle, which one is yours?” Jared asked surveying the remaining cars in the lot.
“The older Honda over there,” she said pointing to the third car in the row. It was all she could afford, she doubted he had anything that old. She figured his car was a flashy, muscle car or fancy, European sports car. Everything about him, screamed polished and sophisticated.
“May I have the keys please?” he asked while holding out his hand. She carefully placed her car keys in his hand, hoping to avoid any physical contact with him. As he took the keys his fingers deliberately trailed slowly along her palm. Knowing he had affected her, he watched for a reaction. She made a feeble attempt at hiding her body’s reaction to him, but he noticed it.
He placed the keys back in her palm and purposely touched her again. He enjoyed watching her attempts at resisting the obvious chemistry between them. Before she hopped into the car, he gently pulled her against him. “We have been flirting with each other all night so I’m not going to ask this time, but rather insist you go out with me. I know you want to,” he said as he winked at her.
“Jared, it’s not a good idea. I really don’t have a lot of time for social activities between school and work.” She knew the words she was saying were weak and her pathetic attempt at the delivery, even weaker.
He moved even closer. “Are you sure Sweetness, you don’t sound very sure?”
“Jared, I can’t.” She continued to stand uncomfortably close to him. She was surprised with herself that she hadn’t attempted to pull away. She needed to feel his closeness, a little longer.
“Really Kyle, because I think saying yes would be a very good decision,” Jared said, invading her personal space. His lips were inches away from hers as she attempted to steady her breathing by exhaling. Jared moved his mouth even closer to hers, almost grazing her lips without kissing her.
“Please don’t come any closer, Jared. What are you doing?” She whispered as her eyes instinctively closed.
“I’m about to kiss you.” His words caused her cheeks to flush, her pulse quicken, and she knew he was aware of it, too. “You want this.”
She continued to look into his eyes, still unable to move away from him, with their mouths still barely grazing.
“I need you to tell me to kiss you. I won’t kiss you unless you do.”
She didn’t say anything, but her mouth inched the remaining distance as their lips touched. She felt shy as she gently brushed his mouth with her soft lips. Jared didn’t pull away, but he held himself back wanting her to take the lead. He kept his mouth shut, not wanting to deepen the kiss, as she tempted him with her tongue.
“Sweetness, I mean it. Tell me you want me to kiss you, or I won’t,” he whispered into her mouth.
“Kiss me, Jared.” The foreign words fell from her mouth before she realized what was happening. She had tried so hard to fight off her desire for him, knowing she was weak. Deep down, she knew she could not resist him, and she knew this attraction was dangerous.
With her words, and her responsive body, he took the lead. At first his lips brushed gently over her mouth. He swept his tongue over the seam of her lips, encouraging her to open for his exploration. He lightly tugged on her lower lip causing a small groan to escape her lips, encouraging him further. Jared ran his hand over her curves with only her coat as a safe barrier between them.
Suddenly, Kyle remembering where they were, regained her composure and pushed away from his all-consuming embrace. It had undoubtedly been the start of the best kiss of her life. She blushed with the knowledge that had she not been in public she was certain she wouldn’t have been the first to stop. Thankfully, the bright lights of the parking lot above her served as a reminder of their present location.
“What are you doing?” He whispered, attempting to grab her as she pushed away from him. He knew how to read women better than any other skill he had acquired. She had wanted the kiss as much as he did, had he been too aggressive with her, he wondered?
“Jared, we’re in public. One of us had to stop,” she said breathlessly.
“It doesn’t have to stop unless you want it to.”
“I need it to stop,” she said while attempting to get into her car.
As she settled in the driver’s seat, he crouched down to block her from shutting the door. “I need to see you again. Will you please have a drink with me?”
“Jared, I’m not myself when I’m around you and it scares me.” The words were out of her mouth before she could think straight. She shouldn’t be admitting her weakness to him.
“Kyle, those feelings that scare you are telling you to explore this thing between us,” he said trying to convince her. He grabbed her hands from the steering wheel and placing them against his chest. He continued, “Will you at least give me your phone number? This has been fun but as you can imagine, it’s not always convenient to sit here all day waiting for you,” he said while attempting to hide the smile that was spreading across his face.
She giggled at his acknowledgement of how difficult it had been stalking her at the pub. “Fair enough, here’s my number but that doesn’t mean I’m going to say yes, if you ask me,” she said writing it on a piece of paper. As he stood, he grabbed her face with both hands and moved in and gently brushed his lips against hers.
She moaned as she accepted his demanding mouth. She had never been kissed in this all-consuming way before. Kyle forced herself to break from the embrace. She started the car and reached past Jared to close the door. As she pulled out of her parking spot she lowered the window. “Are you going to give me your phone number?” she asked.
“Would you use it if I did?”
“Probably not.” She laughed, recognizing how perceptive he was.
“Well then why should I bother? Besides, you’ll get my number when I call you, and I will call you Kyle.”
“Are you always in control of every situation?” She laughed asking the ridiculous question that she already knew the answer to. As she drove off, she peered into her rear-view mirror, seeing Jared standing there with a sexy smirk on his face.






  
  Chapter 5


SHE SMILED ALL the way home, which was concerning. She wasn’t interested in getting involved with anyone, particularly someone as all-consuming as Jared. His intensity and blatant sexuality was disarming. The feelings he stirred within her were almost unrecognizable, making the feelings both exciting and terrifying at the same time. 
She pulled up in front of her place, parked her car and walked towards her apartment as her phone began to ring. She fumbled inside her purse before she lost the call. She viewed the number on the display, not recognizing it, she answered it anyways.
“Hi, I just wanted to ensure you got home safely,” said the sexy voice on the other line.
“Jared. Yes, I’m just walking to my front door right now.”
“Call me back when you are safely inside, okay? If I don’t hear back from you within a few minutes, I’ll call you back.” The line went dead as Jared hung up on her.
His command infuriated her. Safely inside, she heard the phone ring again but chose to ignore it, allowing his call to go to voice mail. She could take care of herself and although she should be flattered, his overprotectiveness was irritating her. She put her coat away and settled in on the couch with her textbooks. Her phone continued to incessantly ring before she finally answered it. She had pushed him far enough, she thought.
“Hello Jared, I was busy putting things away, so I didn't hear your calls earlier,” Kyle said smiling to herself.
“Sweetness…” he trailed off before clearing his throat and continued, “I was starting to get worried.
She had hit a nerve. “I'm sorry Jared. I was just teasing. I’ve been taking care of myself for so long that it didn’t occur to me that you were actually concerned. Besides, I’ve always considered Temecula a very safe place.”
“Make it up to me by saying yes to my invitation. Will you have dinner or a drink with me?”
She paused, weighing her response. Did she have it in her to decline his invitation, again? Her mind was screaming no but the rest of her body was screaming yes. She needed to delay her answer.
“Jared, I already told you that my schedule doesn’t allow for much of anything other than work, classes and homework.”
“Well, what about now? It doesn’t seem like you are doing any studying tonight?” He was baiting her, knowing he was the cause of her inability to study.
“You’re kidding, right? How can I study when you keep calling me and besides, we just saw each other, isn’t that enough?” She knew she shouldn’t be, but she was enjoying the banter.
“No, it certainly isn’t enough. We’ve barely spent any time together.” Jared was so direct with her, a trait she was lacking but found attractive in others.
“Jared, this has been fun, but I really have to do some studying before class tomorrow.”
“I know; I’ll be in touch soon. Oh, and Sweetness,” he began.
“Yes Jared.”
“If you want to play games, I love playing games. Sleep well,” He wished her a good night sleep and disconnected the call before she had a chance to even respond.
She tucked her phone away and tried to focus her attention back towards her studies and not on him. Turning the page in her textbook, her phone rang again. Giggling she picked it up without looking at her display, knowing it was Jared again. “You won’t take no for an answer, will you?”
“I’m sorry Kyle, I thought you wouldn’t mind if I called,” a dejected voice, not belonging to Jared, replied.
Kyle, recognizing her horrible assumption, felt sick hearing Craig’s voice. She hoped she hadn’t hurt his feelings. “Oh my god Craig, I’m so sorry. I thought you were someone else.” She was sincerely apologetic for the mix up. She hoped her explanation would suffice and that he wouldn’t ask who the other person was.
“Don’t worry about it. I was just calling to see how work was tonight.”
“It was a good night,” she replied, without sharing the details of her encounter with Jared. She tried to focus on their conversation, but her mind continually wandered back to the parking lot, images of Jared and the kiss. A kiss, she wouldn’t soon forget. They continued to talk about their class and the upcoming assignment. Nearing the end of the conversation, she sensed his hesitation in ending the call.
“I had fun the other night and I would really like to see you again. I know you aren’t looking for a relationship Kyle, but I enjoy spending time with you,” Craig said allowing her to absorb his words before continuing, “I mean outside of class, of course.”
She knew what he meant. “I know, can I let you know in a couple of days?” She asked him sincerely. Kyle hesitated in accepting, not because she didn’t enjoy his company, but agreeing to another date so soon would send him mixed messages. Besides, it would be only fair to consider Jared’s invitation first before seeing Craig again. Craig graciously accepted her answer and ended the call.
She sat on the couch, contemplating her dilemma with Jared and Craig. If they both understood she wasn’t looking for a relationship, why couldn’t she enjoy their company. Having made up her mind about Jared’s earlier invitation, she was anxious to call Jared back.
She dialed his number although she was unsure of what she would say when he answered. Having second thoughts, she listened as his phone began to ring, His sultry voice came on asking her to leave a message. Panicked, she quickly hung up the phone and headed towards her kitchen. She would try again later, she promised herself.
With a steaming cup of tea, she returned to the couch and her opened textbook. The night was getting away from her and she still had at least one more chapter to read before her Economics class in the morning. Wrapped in a blanket, she began to read the next chapter. She had almost finished when the phone rang, startling her. It had been more than 30 minutes since her failed attempt to contact Jared. Her heart rate quickened as she turned the phone over, seeing his number displayed on the screen.
“Hi Jared, I wasn’t expecting you to call this late.”
“I’m sorry Kyle, I didn’t think it was that late. Were you sleeping?” His voice sounded genuine.
“No, I was just sitting here studying but I could have been sleeping.” She smiled, happy with the knowledge he was concerned about her.
“Well, I didn’t think you would be able to get to sleep as some jackass keeps calling you.” Surprising her with his unexpected humor, a side she hadn’t seen before, she started laughing.
He continued, “I saw that you called earlier. Is everything all right?”
“Of course, it’s just that I gave your earlier invitation some thought, and I wanted you to know that I’m free on Friday night if you are still interested?” She was sure he had plans already.
She hadn’t finished that thought when he interrupted her, “Of course, I’ll make all the arrangements.” Jared’s voice warmed her from head to toe, distracting her to the point that she missed part of his response.
“If you’re busy we can do it another night, or not at all…” Her voice trailed off.
“Kyle, I already said yes. We’re going for dinner. I’ll pick you up at 7pm on Friday, does that work?”
Part of her wanted to back out when she allowed his words to sink in. She couldn’t back out now. What had she started, she thought. “Of course, that works,” she responded.
“What are you doing right now?” Jared’s voice turned sultry. She knew spending time with him was going to put her and her heart at risk. Although she doubted he was looking for anything serious, why would he? No doubt she was one of many women he was currently pursuing. She would have to keep reminding herself that she wasn’t looking for a relationship, especially with a man like Jared.
“Well, if my phone would stop ringing, I could finish my studying and get to bed.” Kyle was attempting to tease him back. If she had more confidence she would have enjoyed flirting with him, but she didn’t, and he was completely out of her league.
“What are you wearing right now?”
Her heart stopped with his inquiry. His question stirred something inside of her. Was this the beginning of phone sex? Taking a big risk, she played along. “Just a little black dress and very high heel shoes, why do you ask?” She smiled to herself looking down at her real outfit, her old robe, and fuzzy slippers.
“Are you playing with me, or…” His voice trailed off with hint of desire.
This was becoming a high-risk game; one she wasn’t sure she could keep up with nor win. She needed to wrap this up before she got in over her head. “Yes, Jared I’m toying with you. I should really get back to my work.”
“Don’t forget, you called me first. Just so you know, I’m particularly fond of your work outfit. What were you planning on wearing Friday night?”
“I don’t know. Where are we going?” Would she have anything in her closet that would be worthy of a date with him, she wondered.
“Somewhere nice, of course. I would love to see you in a sexy little dress,” he said while pausing before continuing. “That is of course, if you enjoy dressing up. I suspect everything you wear looks sexy on you.”
She took a moment before responding, his words, as usual had affected her. “I do have something in mind.” She didn’t want to give too much away. He would have to wait.
“You’ll take my breath away, no doubt. I’ll let you get back to your studying.”
“I’m looking forward to dinner, Jared. I just need you to remember that I don’t usually have a lot of free time for going out.”
“So you keep telling me, Kyle. Relax, it’s just a dinner.”
“I know, but it’s important to me that you understand,” she emphasized. Perhaps he was only looking for something casual and if so she would tell him she wasn’t interested.
“Okay, Kyle,” he said acknowledging her words. “Oh, and Sweetness…”
“Yes, Jared?”
“Regardless of what you decide to wear, you’ll be the most beautiful woman in the restaurant. Good night.” Jared hung up without giving her a chance to respond or say goodbye.
She attempted to return to her studying although Jared’s words continued to swirl around in her mind. His compliment was flattering but she couldn’t shake her continuing self-doubts. She was used to compliments, but Jared’s overt flattery often made her uncomfortable. She needed to stop thinking about Jared and his words and return to her studying.
She awoke with her textbook on her chest, still opened to the last page she read, before drifting off. Squinting, she read the time on her clock. It was now after midnight. She grabbed her book and phone and dragged herself off to bed. She settled in between the sheets and set her alarm clock. Before turning off her lamp she looked at her phone one last time. She had two missed texts that had come in while she had been sleeping.
The first one was from Craig, and it read:
C: It was nice chatting with you earlier. I hope you’re feeling okay. You seemed off earlier. I look forward to spending another evening with you. Let me know how your week looks.
Kyle felt guilty that she had neglected to respond to Craig’s second invitation, but she was still trying to decide on going out with Jared. She would have to give Craig an answer soon. Kyle retrieved the second message hoping it might be from Jared. She smiled as she saw his name displayed on her screen.
J: Sweetness, I’m lying in bed unable to sleep and all I can think about is you in a sexy little black dress. Can you see my dilemma? I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep with that sexy image in my mind. Sweet dreams Kyle. Until Friday…
She closed her eyes. How was she going to sleep after Jared’s latest words. He was mastering getting under her skin. After tossing and turning until early in the morning, exhaustion finally won out and she finally drifted asleep.







