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      “Dommy Darko, you alive back there?” Emilio’s smug voice buzzes through my helmet. Taunting and teasing as usual. “You disappear without saying shit. Now you’re riding like an old man. Should we stop for prune juice or⁠—?”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Dom grumbles, loud and irritated.

      Em’s right. He’s been more distant and grumpy. How that’s even possible is beyond me.

      “Same shit, different day with these two,” Massimo says through his laughter.

      Diego blasts ahead on his black bike, leading our formation. A rarity for him. He’s quiet. A hand at his hip, the other on the throttle, looking back at us. It’s good to be back. It’s been a minute since we last rode.

      A long damn minute.

      The five of us own the road on a clear spring day. The air even feels fresher with winter finally over. It was long and sort of boring, with Diego dipping out on us for his lady professor. Then, Dom after that. I heard they were working on something, and I wrangled it out of Diego after apologizing to him and his woman on more than one occasion.

      I was a bit jealous. A bit of a pussy. A bigger asshole.

      He didn’t talk to me either for a while. After I wore him down, we made up. Sort of. He’s more distant than before, siding with her over me, but I get it. The smile that hangs on his face when he thinks no one is looking speaks to it.

      I respect the space he’s put between us, even if I don’t like it. Now, Dom, he’s a different dude. He never calls. Never texts. Not anyone. Not ever. We only became friends when I asked him for a puff of his joint at a gala years ago. I spotted the white rolled marijuana in his fingers as he was pushing out of the ballroom. I followed him and have been friends ever since.

      He didn’t talk much then and still doesn’t. I don’t know much about the Barrett family, except that they seem to be miserable. Then one day, he showed up with Diego. Shocked the hell out of me.

      He had another friend? Two people in the world who could stand his ass?

      “Who’s up for Silhouette tonight?” Em yells when the comms go silent for too long. His brother groans in disgust. Responding to what we’re all thinking. “Diego? Dark daddy Dom?”

      Never one to take the hint. Those guys haven’t gone out with us to Silhouette in a while. No matter how many times Em asks.

      “You know they are not going, Em,” I finally contribute to the conversation.

      “Don’t say that, Holli Balls.”

      His whine is loud. The new nickname is annoying. I’m starting to get how Dom feels. Both remain quiet. The silence speaks their answer.

      Massimo blasts up toward Diego, signaling to head right, out of town for a longer drive. Fine by me. I’m glad to have my boys again. Even if two are changed, the other two are identical. The twins are always down to ride. Literally ride or die in many ways. The other two are harder, not just because of their graduate school courses.

      “Hey, don’t drag Holli into this,” Diego adds, his voice light. Not irritated as I would have guessed. “He’s just trying to keep the family together.”

      Honestly, he’s right. I’m the glue. The bridge between everyone. It’s how I am in all my friend groups.

      “Fuck off, Em, or I will turn this ride around so fast, you’ll be going to Silhouette alone,” I threatened, knowing full well I wouldn’t.

      “I hate going alone,” he pouts, then overtakes the two guys in the lead out of spite.

      I’ve missed this. Them. The five of us are flying down the road and leaving our cares behind. Out here, I’m not Hollister Prescott Morgan Harrington III. I’m not a legacy. I’m not the future.

      I’m just Holli.

      The guy with tatted arms, a slight whiskey problem, and an addiction to speed. We slow at the next curve, engines growling as we roll through like a pack of wolves in carbon fiber and leather. Diego drops back by me, holding a fist out.

      “Glad you pulled us together, man. It’s been too long.”

      I fist bump him. Glad he appreciates it.

      With summer approaching and each of us going our separate ways, I’d like us to ride every weekend. I’ll head to our house in the Hamptons, a family tradition. I’ll wish I wasn’t there, smothered in obligations, garden parties, and the other bullshit requirements I’ve endured for as long as I can remember. Summertime in the Hamptons can be suffocating.

      “Yeah, Dom hasn’t been out of his hole in forever,” Em chimes loudly and dramatically. “Like a damn vampire, never seeing the light of day.

      “I will end you, Emilio,” Dom deadpans. The guy could do so without being bothered.

      “Vampires don’t live in holes, idiot,” Massimo corrects him.

      Going over 90 mph, Em turns to flip him off, only to receive double birds fired back at him. Massimo almost swerves into his brother. Em shoves his foot toward Massi’s bike, which is a terrible move, nearly getting it smashed or cut off.

      Neither of them thinks. It’s just action and reaction, all the damn time. I shake my head, watching them fight. This is the good shit. Not the galas, the fake smiles, the mothers shoving their daughters at me. Not the Morgan name that drapes around my shoulders like a custom-tailored cape.

      Just my bike.

      My brothers.

      And a stretch of road that doesn’t ask me to be anything but me.

      “If you nut brushes want to know, I was helping put away my professor,” Dom mumbles unexpectedly.

      I turn to look over my shoulder at him. Still content to be at the back of the formation. He doesn’t gesture. Doesn’t flash me any signs. Just rides.

      “Wait, is that true?”

      For once, the twins are silent when I ask.

      “Yeah, Diego and I.”

      Diego drops back by Dom. Everyone has partnered up, except me. I feel a bit left out. Not by the formation, we trade places constantly throughout the ride. He got Diego involved instead of me, Dom’s oldest friend. I try not to sound butthurt, but I sort of am.

      Why him?

      The question burns my throat like cheap whiskey, bitter and unwanted. I push the throttle a little harder, feel the bike surge beneath me. It doesn’t help. I’m still stuck on the image of Diego and Dom working side by side.

      The two quietest guys in our crew, now bound by some dark shared mission. I realize their chem degrees bring a shared interest and commonality, but fuck . . . Dom didn’t call me once.

      Me.

      The one who risked talking to the moody bastard while getting high. The one who opened the door to this friendship. But I guess even shadows find each other in the dark.

      I don't want to be jealous bitch, but I am. Not just of the time they spent together, but of the closeness it built. Like they’ve got something between them that I’m not a part of. Fuck that, I know I’m the glue to this group.

      “You good, Holli?” Diego’s voice cuts into the comms again.

      He's back by my side, easy and chill, like he didn’t just throw my heart in a blender. Not on purpose.  He’s not that kind of guy. Which somehow makes it worse.

      “Yeah,” I lie. “Just vibin’.”

      “You sure? You’re riding stiff.”

      His concern sounds genuine, but now I feel like a moody bitch for being in my feelings.

      “Just wishing it was summer,” I add, fake chuckling.

      It’s another lie.

      I won’t be able to ride with these guys much over the summer.

      That bothers me.

      Everyone goes their separate ways except for Dom and me. He usually stays at school, haunts that out-of-town mansion of his, or holes up in the apartment building he owns. The twins are always gone, flying to God knows where and doing God knows what. They always come back with outlandish stories and a new STD.

      Except for the time he spends in the Hamptons, even Diego flies home, as much as he doesn’t want to. Not that he complains about it. He turns solemn and more inward as we get closer to the end of school. Maybe it will be different now that he’s got a woman. 

      “You sound like a whiney little bitch, Holli Balls,” Em screams through the comms, about to do some trick with the road clear ahead. “All sad and gloomy like Dommy Darko.”

      “Fuck you.”

      The only reaction out of Dom.

      Massimo is riding beside Em, rooting him on as he rides his bike side-saddle, dangling his feet to the side. His way of calling me a baby. Like I give a shit. The twins are fun, comic relief. Always down to ride and not tripping over feelings. It’s cool.

      I just want to make sure everyone is chill with each other. I’m the one making a big deal out of nothing. If Dom needs Diego for work stuff, he still needs me as a friend. His best friend.

      That won’t change.

      I tell myself that over and over like a mantra. Like if I say it enough, it’ll be true. That whatever he’s working on with Diego doesn’t replace the years we’ve clocked together, the quiet loyalty we’ve always had, even if it was mostly unspoken.

      The truth?

      I don’t even think Dom notices how much it bothers me. Or maybe he does. Maybe that’s why he stays quiet. He doesn’t know what to say, and silence is easier. I can’t blame him for that. Not really. He’s not wired like me. He doesn’t need the validation, check-ins, or dumb traditions to feel like we’re good. But I do.

      “Can you stop running your mouth, Em?” I counter, revving my engine to run astride to him, kicking at his feet to throw him off balance.

      “You gonna cry, Holli?” Massimo taunts, one hand off his bike as he makes a mock wiping motion across his visor. “Need a tissue for your tears?”

      I flip him off, but I’m laughing. Sort of. Not the gut-punch kind, but enough to keep the moment from tilting too far.

      “Don’t tempt me. I’ve got backup tissues embroidered with my initials and scented with my ex’s perfume,” I shout over the roar of the engines. “You want one?”

      “You’ve never had an ex,” Dom huffs, surprising me that he’s joining in.

      “That’s the gayest thing you’ve ever said,” Em cackles, then shifts his weight, lying flat on his stomach across the seat like a damn lunatic.

      The engine growls beneath his chest, one gloved hand tucked under his chin, boots kicked up behind him, and swinging back and forth like a bored kid on a bed.

      He’s fucking crazy.

      “True, Dom. Did you not see the assless chaps you wore on Halloween, Em?”

      “Hey, those were leather.” He definitely sounds like a kid now. “It was a statement piece.”

      “Yeah, a statement with your hairy ass hanging out. No one wanted to see that shit, Em,” Diego joins in, and someone groans in disgust.

      It’s easier to gang up on Emilio when he’s talking shit about everyone else.

      “That’s not fair. My waxer was out of town. Tell them, brother.”

      We all erupt in laughter, even getting a chuckle from Dom. For a second, it feels like old times. Like two years ago, when we were all closer.

      “You’re only digging yourself deeper, Em,” his brother sides with us. Emilio, getting his panties in a bunch, crawls up his bike, straddles it, and then takes off.

      “Fuck off, fuckers.”

      Exactly like old times. Easy. Stupid. Fun and loud. Still, I can’t help the sting in my chest.

      I’m going to miss this. Miss them.

      Summer always feels like the end of something, no matter how many beginnings it promises. I slow a little, letting Diego pull ahead again. Letting the twins continue their circus act up front, I fall back, just far enough to ride beside Dom. Even if he doesn’t want to be close, I still need it.

      I don’t say anything, just ride. That’s what he and I do until an incoming text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Plain and simple. Nothing else, but I’m surprised. My mind grinds to a stop about my boys and switches gears to think of her.

      Dom’s mom.
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          BABS
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      The champagne tastes flat, despite being crisp, golden, and chilled to the perfect temperature. The flute in my hand is a delicate crystal engraved with the event’s initials: Y.E.S. – Youth Empowerment Society. The kind of name designed to look good on a banner but vague enough to be forgettable.

      A fashion show for at-risk youth, a noble cause, or an elegant execution. Another afternoon of expensive performative goodness.

      We’re seated at white linen-covered round tables in a pristine garden in Beacon Hill, boxed in by manicured hedges, symmetrical topiaries, and staff that move like ghosts. Barely seen and certainly not heard. Pale pink roses spill out of antique vases. A string quartet plays something forgettable in the background. There’s an open bar, a silent auction, and a thousand smiles that never reach anyone’s eyes.

      I sit at the head of table four, surrounded by women whose pearls are real and whose plastic surgery is fake. Their marriages are arranged for appearances, if not in paperwork. Their eyes flicker charming, curated, and so deeply bored. Here to be seen, to be charitable, and to get in the society pages of the newspaper.

      I cross one leg over the other.

      The slit in my Valentino garden gown opens just enough to hint at the silk beneath. My heels are Louboutin. My earrings are vintage Cartier. My expression is unreadable.

      I take another sip of the champagne, let it settle on my tongue, then swallow with a soft sigh. Around me, the show begins.

      Models begin their slow glide down the makeshift runway. Youth from the program, paired with professional stylists, walk to applause that sounds just a few decibels too polite. They’re beautiful, nervous, radiant with that particular kind of hope you can’t buy.

      I envy them.

      My eyes drift, not to the models but to the attendees. I observe them like thespians in a play. Everyone has a part to play, some bigger than others. Smiles are painted on with the same precision as their lipstick. The couples sit hand-in-hand who haven’t touched each other with genuine desire in years.

      Who here is actually happy?

      Do all married couples cheat? Do men always want to trade in their loyal wives for a younger version with perkier breasts, bimbo brains, and fewer memories of their past indiscretions?

      Three tables down, I see Meredith Caldwell leaning into her husband’s side like she’s still the same debutante he married at twenty-two. She laughs at something he says. He pats her thigh. A few years ago, that would’ve impressed me. Now I know the truth.

      He’s been sleeping with his law clerk. Even putting her through law school. His wife has been in love with her tennis coach for the last four years.

      Still, they make a stunning pair, picture perfect. A postcard of an enviable life that everyone desires, except for them. Neither is willing to concede in meditation, so they remain miserably married, with secret side flings.

      My gaze flits left.

      Gregory Windsor, arms folded, eyes downcast. His wife is chatting with a group of women. He’s pretending not to notice the way her fingers keep drifting to her wedding ring, where she twists it round and round as if loosening a leash.

      The man hasn’t smiled once.

      Not since the media caught wind of his indiscretion with a very junior associate. Underaged, according to the rumor mill. He was never charged. She didn’t leave, but it cost him dearly. She went on a girls' shopping trip to Europe and then escaped to oversee sudden renovations at their country house when the story broke. When everything died down, she renegotiated her postnuptial agreement and threw a gala.

      It’s a game I find myself playing more often than not at these events. It is necessary to be here to maintain the family name after facing my own scandals. It’s all a charade.

      At least I know better. The truth is, I don’t believe in happiness. Not anymore. I believe in appearances, stability, and composure. A curated and controlled existence. And I’ve perfected the performance.

      I had to after the scandal with Dominic’s father. The initial reaction to our implosion painted me as the villain. Yet now, after parading young girls to the same events as mine and the sleazy characters he’s defended in the media, he’s the evil one.

      I’m the victim.

      A narrative I’m more than happy to maintain if it grants me unattainable reservations at the best restaurants and personal invitations to Boston’s elite parties, some of which he’s permanently blocked from. But today, something aches in me. A rawness I can’t sip away with champagne or fashion shows.

      Maybe it’s because my son didn’t care about his father’s tacky entrance at the last charity event we attended. Perhaps it’s because it’s been 421 days since my daughter, Violette, last spoke to me. Or maybe it’s the boy who ran after me when I broke down, unable to bear the scene and spectacle of my ex and his paraded young escapade.

      Hollister Morgan Harrington III.

      A friend of Dominic’s for as long as I can remember. If ever the appeal of a younger man were to penetrate my self-control, it would be one as charming as he. He caught up with me in the hallway and guided me to a private hall when I broke down.

      The tears were already flowing when I pushed through the doors of the ballroom. He offered me his initial embroidered handkerchief. Used his body to shield a passing patron to protect my privacy. Offer me his apologies on behalf of the two other men. My son for being so blasé about my emotions, and my ex for having none.

      “I need a moment.”

      I dabbed at my eyes, careful not to harm my makeup. Knowing the redness in my eyes would be hard to conceal.

      He didn’t offer his arm. Didn’t wait for agreement. Just turned and walked, confident, quiet, like he already knew I’d follow.

      I did.

      Down a narrow corridor, past roped-off galleries and staff-only signs, until he stopped in front of an unmarked door. He slipped something from his pocket, a sleek black key card, and unlocked it. The door opened into a room I had only heard of.

      The men’s private smoking lounge.

      Dark paneled walls. Cognac-colored leather armchairs arranged around a low marble hearth. Heavy curtains drawn tight. A cut-crystal decanter on a silver tray. The scent of cigars and aged wood lingered in the air, warm and masculine.

      I had never been in here uninvited. Never without a chaperone. It wasn’t allowed.  He held the door. I hesitated, for one breath, two, then stepped inside.

      He closed it behind us and flicked on the lamp by the bar. Amber light spilled across the space, softening the edges of everything, even me. He moved to the sideboard, fingers brushing over cut crystal decanters filled with various alcohols like he was choosing a weapon.

      Selected two tumblers and poured the whiskey. Neat. No hesitation.

      “Looks like you could use this.”

      He handed me one glass, then waved me over to a set of leather chairs facing the fireplace.

      “I suppose so.”

      The first sip burns. I relish it. He lifted his glass, watching me over the rim as he drank. The silence stretched between us, long and velvet-thick. The weight of the day peeled off my shoulders in slow, invisible layers.

      “You’ve done this before,” I murmured, fingers curling around the glass.

      He smirked, slow and knowing.

      “What, comfort a devastated woman in a forbidden room?”

      I arched a brow.

      “I was going to say pour a perfect whiskey.”

      He leaned back, one polished dress shoe hooked over the opposite knee, the picture of studied ease.

      “I grew up around men who think liquor can fix anything. It's the one language I speak fluently.”

      “And what does this mean, then? That I’m broken and you’re fluent in grief?”

      His gaze held mine. Steady. Sure.

      “No. It means I can tell the difference between someone who’s unraveling and someone who’s been holding the whole damn thing together for too long.”

      My breath caught. I looked down at the amber swirl in my glass, then away. Anywhere but at him. The fire wasn’t lit, but the room felt warm. My skin felt too tight for the bones beneath it. My composure stretched thin and gleamed like it might shatter with one wrong word.

      “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “Maybe not.”

      “It’s inappropriate.”

      “Probably.”

      “And it means nothing.”

      “Does it?”

      I looked up. His eyes were darker now. Not with anger, but with something quieter. Something deeper. Understanding. The kind of darkness that says, “I see you anyway.” It unsettled me. I took another sip, and he downed his. I set the tumbler on the table and let the silence wrap around us.

      “I'm sorry you had to see that.”

      “I'm not.”

      His gaze didn’t waver, unflinching while staring at me. Trying to figure out if he could take whatever I had left to give.

      “You shouldn’t be embarrassed, Ms. Barrett.”

      “Babs, please. Hearing you say Ms. Barrett makes me feel old.”

      “You’re definitely not old, Babs.”

      I pressed the handkerchief harder against my eyes, willing the sting to fade with his generous words. My lips trembled with the effort to hold everything in.

      “It’s humiliating.”

      I didn’t intend for my voice to come out in a whisper.

      “No, it’s not. What he did was humiliating. What you’re doing is human.”

      A soft exhale slipped from my mouth, part disbelief, part relief. The clock across the room chimed, late in the night, as the muffled sounds of the gala continued.

      “He was supposed to love me.”

      His jaw tensed, just a flicker, but enough to register. “I think he only loved what you made him look like.”

      “What did I make him look like?”

      His leg dropped to the plush carpet, and he leaned forward. Not too close. But close enough that I could feel the warmth of him. We shared the same air. Intimate and youthful.

      “Valuable. Worth his weight in gold because you were beside him. But now, he’s rot in polished shoes.”

      That made me laugh, a jagged, broken sound that cracked through the heavy quiet. I covered my mouth, surprised. He smiled, small and real. It tugged something loose in my chest.  He didn’t ask me to stop crying. Didn’t reach for me. Didn’t try to fix it. He just stayed. Solid. Unmoving. Present.

      “You’re nothing like your friends, Babs. You’re the only good in this place.”

      “Oh?”

      I glanced at him through the fringe of my lashes. His shirt was slightly wrinkled, the collar askew. His jaw was faintly shadowed with stubble, like he’d had more important things to do than shave. He looked too young to belong in this world, and yet somehow too right to be anywhere else.

      “I couldn’t let you fall apart in front of people who don’t deserve to see you like that.”

      “You think I fell apart?”

      “I think you cracked.”

      His voice dropped, gentled, and a bit seductive.

      “And I think it made you more beautiful, Barbara.”

      I inhaled too sharply, the sound of my real name catching in my throat. No one called me that. Not my friends, not my ex-husband, not even my son. Hearing it now, spoken with reverence, with heat, made me feel seen in a way that stripped me bare.

      My jaw clenched, my mind went blank, unable to form a response. This man is my son’s age. My son’s best friend was making a pass at me. Even in the thick fog of humiliation and heartache from the night’s events, I couldn’t bring myself to say anything.

      His gaze dropped to my mouth, lingering there. Maybe hoping something would come out of it, words to push him away or a whisper that would draw him closer. Neither occurred to me.

      I sat in stunned silence, the weight of the moment pressing down on my chest, making it impossible to breathe, let alone speak. Then he stood, slow and controlled.

      His glass was abandoned. He moved past me, and I held my breath, unsure what would happen next. As he passed, his fingertips grazed the side of my neck. A barely-there caress that seared straight through me, down to the place that still remembered what it felt like to be wanted. To be desired.

      “I’m here if you need someone to talk to. Someone who understands.”

      He paused by the door, his voice low and gentle.

      “Goodnight, Babs.”

      I turned to look at him, but he was already gone. The door clicked softly behind him. He looked at me like he saw me. Like he wanted to. And God help me, I wanted to be seen.

      His imprint still heats my skin when I blink away the memories of that encounter. The fashion show is wrapping up around me. The chairs are scraping as attendees move to the trunk show to buy the goods modeled around us today. I grab my clutch, intending to follow the crowd, when I pause, reach inside my purse, and retrieve my phone. The number I saved is the one I got when I called Dominic and asked for it.

      I glance down, tap out a simple text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart beats faster. The unexpected pull of hope blooms in a dead garden. I drink the remains of my champagne. It still tastes flat, but I feel different now. Not better or worse. Just more real.

      In my world, that’s the most dangerous feeling of all.
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          HOLLISTER
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      Her. Maybe it was how I left it. How beautiful, yet sad, she looked, staring back at me with that haunted look. The fire in her eyes had died, replaced with a vacancy that unsettled me. It’s a look I’ve seen before. Haunted me before. I hated seeing it, especially on her.

      I knew she needed a break. Dom, either too oblivious to notice or simply didn’t care, wasn’t going to help his mom out. I certainly couldn’t see her looking like that in front of all the vultures that circle society events in search of their next prey. Her crying is an easy target. Now my brain won’t shut the hell up.

      It keeps going over the message like it’s going to morph into something else. Something clearer. Maybe she’ll follow up with Just kidding, wrong number or forget that you received it and pretend I didn’t send it.

      She doesn’t.

      It just sits there. Loud, obnoxious, and demanding a response. My grip tightens around the throttle. I ride harder. Faster. Try to shake it off. The wind doesn’t help. Neither do Em’s reckless showboating nor Massimo’s dumb commentary.

      The truth is, I don’t know what the hell I’m supposed to do. Do I reply? Say what? You're welcome? Do I ignore it?

      That feels worse. Rude and cold. Something her son would do. It goes against how I was raised and the expectation that all communication, even unknown or unwanted, is met with a response. And if I ignore it, I am pretending it didn’t happen, and it did.

      It definitely happened. She cried. I pulled her away to the men’s lounge for privacy.

      What was I thinking?

      Granted, I was a bit tipsy myself. Having knocked back more than one whiskey at the event, then had another with her. She wanted to talk, and I listened. Rarely, if ever, did I see her vulnerable as I did that night. She looked broken. Damage done by someone else long ago. Long before me, and shared whiskey.

      Then the touch. I couldn’t keep from caressing her neck. Her pale skin shines. Smooth as moonlight. My fingers itched to touch it. To know what milky glass felt like. Fuck if it wasn’t the softest flesh I’ve ever felt.

      That’s saying a lot with how much I fuck around. Now she’s thanking me.

      What the fuck?

      Most people in our world don’t thank you for anything. They nod. They toast. They move on. But Barbara Barrette, Babs to the world, doesn’t move on. She doesn’t do anything without purpose. It means something. I don’t know what.

      Fuck me.

      It’s Dom’s mom. That fact keeps rattling around like a loose screw in my brain.

      Dom’s mom.

      Dom’s fucking mom.

      My best friend’s fucking mom.

      He’s my boy. Trust is rare with a guy like him, and somehow, I’ve managed to earn his. I know how protective he is of his family. Always has been, even if he doesn’t say it. Even if he rolls his eyes at the mention of her name or glares when people start asking about his family. He hates his dad. Sides with his mom.

      And here I am, replaying every second of that night like it was a scene from a movie I’m trying to memorize. The way she looked at me, eyes wet, voice tight. The silk clung to her thin shoulders. Her breath ghosts out of her when she said he was supposed to love me.

      Fuck.

      What do I say to that? Like, I know what love is? The fuck I don’t. I don’t do love.

      It’s a commodity that doesn’t exist in my world. Fools marry for love. The privileged marry for strategic alignment and to bring their legacies together. Marriages are brokered deals to benefit both parties. Love is for casual flings and pool boys. Neither are me.

      I don’t want to cross a line. I don’t even know where the line is. All I know is she looked at me like no one else ever has. Not like my namesake. Not like her son’s best friend. Like we were equal. As if I’d understand her feelings since we travel in the same social circles.

      Fuck, I haven’t thought of a woman this much, ever. I grip the brake a little too hard when we slow at the next light, and the back tire twitches under me. Diego glances back like he felt it. I wave him off.

      “Just a rock, man,” I grumble through the mic.

      Their replies are flying in one ear and out the other as I fixate on what to do. We pull off for gas twenty minutes later. I take my helmet off, shake the sweat from my hair, and step away from the group under the excuse of checking my phone. I open the message. My eyes travel over it repeatedly. Still just two words and no follow-up. My thumb hovers over the keyboard.

      Delete.

      That’d be the clean thing to do.

      Pretend it never got to me. Protect Dom. Protect her. Protect me. Yet I don’t delete it, and I don’t reply either. I stare at it because, for the first time in a long time, I don’t want to do the right thing.

      I want to be someone who makes a woman like that unravel, just a little. For some unknown reason, she trusted me that night. Trusted me again to text me, knowing I wouldn’t out her to her son. To be honest with myself, I want to hear her voice in a quiet room. I want to touch her pale skin again. See how soft it is in other parts.

      Shit.

      I hate myself for wanting that, but not enough to stop. So I do the one thing every idiot does when they are on the verge of making a bad fucking choice. I text her back.

      
        
          
            
              
        What are you up to?

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the words for a full ten seconds before hitting send. It’s dumb. Aimless. Sounds like a guy looking for a booty call. It’s a text I’ve written hundreds of times to check availability. To see how soon I’m getting laid.

      This time, it’s a hundred different ways. My heart suddenly throbs when it delivers instantly. Like I’ve thrown caution to the fucking wind and texted back my friend’s mom with my usual booty call message.

      I’m a fucking idiot.

      No typing bubble. Thank fuck. Hopefully, she’ll ignore my dumbass. Better yet, block me. I would tell her if I had the self-control. But somewhere deep inside, I yearn for a response.

      I slide the phone back into my pocket and turn toward the guys. My gaze moves to Dom, sitting on his bike, helmet on, locked away in his own world as usual. If he knew what I just texted his mom, he’d beat my ass. Diego would probably jump in and take his side. The twins would watch, try to get bets going in this dusty gas station parking lot.

      I check my phone again.

      Still nothing.

      Good. It’s how it should be, how it needs to be. If she ignores me, it’s for the best. For all our sakes.

      Then it vibrates, and I am startled. My slight yelp getting her son to turn my way, his black visor down, giving nothing away. I shoot him a careless smile and a shoulder shrug. He turns back to watch the store’s entrance, where Diego and the twins went in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Pretending to care. Fashion show fundraiser.

      

      

      

      

      

      I exhale slowly. Her voice bleeds through the message, cool, dry, too smart for the room she’s trapped in. Because fools and in-love pool boys never learn their lesson, I text her back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Let me guess. Champagne. String quartet. Models walking like they haven’t eaten in months.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hold my breath, waiting to see if she responds.

      
        
          
            
              
        Close. No quartet. Rubbery chicken. Men twice their age stare at models half their daughters’ ages.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh under my breath. Her humor is brutal and effortless. How am I just now noticing this?

      
        
          
            
              
        You always this good at suffering with grace?

      

      

      

      

      

      I look up to see Em and Massimo play fighting as they walk out of the store, jerky in hand, shoving each other like they’re still ten. One of them knocks into Diego, who doesn’t even flinch. He shoves them away and rips a bite out of a protein bar.

      My phone buzzes again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m good at a great many things.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’s not flirting.

      Dom’s mom is not flirting with me. I repeat that a few more times, willing it to sink in. When it doesn’t, I glance at him. Sitting indifferently on his bike. His head turned away from us. Looking at the open road. They probably want to be on it, rather than listening to the twins argue or Diego trying to referee them. I gaze back down at my phone screen. Re-reading the message.

      She’s not not flirting either.

      I thumb over the keyboard, then hesitate. Backspace. Re-type. Backspace and pause. If this were any other chick, I’d say you’d look good riding my cock. Or look good bent over or with my cock down your throat. Fuck. She’s not like the others. This is his mom, for fuck’s sake.

      I must be out of my mind, thinking of her like that. But damn, she’s hot. No, she’s not hot like some college chick. She’s a woman, stunning, flawless like her skin, and is in incredible shape for her age. I drag in a shaky breath. My cock is filtering between getting hard with possibilities and then shrinking when my mind goes back to Dom’s mom.

      
        
          
            
              
        What are you good at?

      

      

      

      

      

      The double text. So refreshing that she doesn’t know or follow the rule about double texting. Like, Dom hasn’t told her not to do it. It conveys too much interest or commitment. Yet, here it is. On my screen. Like she doesn’t know or doesn’t care.

      I’ve never been with an older woman. Aside from watching MILF porn and thinking several women at these charity events could benefit if someone bent them over the furniture to straighten out their bitchy attitude. But beyond that, never. It’s always been Dom’s thing. Even now, with his TV lady, that’s what he kept a secret, aside from telling Diego. That still stings.

      Three dots.

      Then nothing.

      I don’t know whether to run to her or ride away. I’m already in over my head. That night, I was buzzed, didn’t exactly know what I was doing. Today, I’m sober as fuck. Messing around with my best friend’s mom. I must be high or on something else to keep this going.

      A triple text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry. That sounded a bit inappropriate.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck.

      It’s exactly how she meant it.

      Not an invitation. Not really. But it sure as hell feels like the door just cracked open and she’s wanting me to step through it. Do I want to? Yes. I’m so intrigued. She’s a dark cloud of mystery, not too unlike her kid.

      Should I? Fuck no. He’d beat my ass seven ways to Sunday. Then again, he didn’t include me in his deal to catch a killer. He chose Diego over me, so what harm is there in keeping this from him? Just for now. It’s nothing anyway.  It won’t go anywhere. I’m not even into older women.

      
        
          
            
              
        It did

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I liked it

      

      

      

      

      

      Well, shit.

      Apparently, I’m into this older woman, or else I wouldn’t have sent that. Her reply is immediate. Fuck, it makes my cock run from half-staff to fully ready to send a flag up my pole. Stupid analogy. Whatever.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re trouble.

      

      

      

      

      

      Two words.

      Flirtatious.

      Hinting at innuendos that shouldn’t be hinted at. Not that I haven’t heard this before. It’s two words I’ve heard spoken a hundred different ways. From scolding tutors and day nannies growing up, to horny chicks with toes digging into my chest as I’m about to ravish them. Fuck if they don’t hit differently from her.

      An air of sophistication. As if her mouth caressed the words before they flowed from her fingers onto the screen. I’m fucked. As in seriously fucked in the head to keep this going. But I’d be a lying bastard if I didn’t say I didn’t wonder what was under her gown when I teased her creamy skin. Didn’t jerk off to her when I got home that night, half buzzed and more than horny.

      I run my thumb across the screen like it might cool it down. It doesn’t. I swear the fucking thing heats up in my hand, like it knows where this is headed. Like it’s daring me to keep going. So I do.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But you’re still texting me

      

      

      

      

      

      Guilt jumps into my stomach.

      I glance up. Dom still hasn’t moved. Just sits on his bike like a statue, visor down. Unaware that I’m having an internal meltdown ten feet away because his mother just implied, I’m the kind of man she should stay away from, but isn’t.

      Em is trying to lasso Massimo with a candy necklace. Diego’s acting like the dad of the group, trying to corral them onto their bikes so we can get back to riding. Thank fuck, no one’s watching me. No one has a clue. I’m painfully hard in my pants. I can’t deny what this text chain is doing to me.

      Hell, I’ve had far worse. Far more vulgar. More explicit. Nudes being sent back and forth. Yet, this tame exchange has me more boned up than any before.

      I look back down.

      Trouble.

      Yeah, I am. Always have been. It’s my only way of rebelling in my carefully curated world. The only acceptable outlet for channeling my frustrations for having to live out the Morgan Harrington Legacy.

      I’m debating whether to send my own double text, a first for me. Something like, only when you ask nicely or you haven’t seen anything yet. Shit, I’ve said it a hundred times to a hundred women, but this isn’t them.

      This is her. She’s above all that. My phone vibrates in my hand. My heart races when I
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