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 Chapter 1

 Justine

“Justine, girl, did you
sign up for an online dating service yet?” Natasha
asked.

It was three minutes to
eight, which meant Natasha did not need to be in the front office
of the school we worked at, she needed to be in her room. However,
she was a woman on a mission, and unfortunately for me,
I was that mission. She
had it in her head that I absolutely needed to be signed up with
one of the major online dating sites in order to get myself ‘back
in the game.’ I was not eager to get back into the game, not in the
slightest. How did the slang cliché go? Don’t hate the player, hate
the game. Well, my experiences had led to me hating
both.

Knowing there was no way of
ignoring Natasha, I looked into her mocha eyes, and shook my
head.

“What? Why not? Do I need
to do this for you? Or do you need a picture? I know just the one,
girl. From Mal’s bachelorette party three weeks ago!”

I resisted rolling my eyes
to the heavens because that was definitely not the picture to use on any dating
site or app. Not even Tinder. It wasn’t even a genuine bachelorette
party, as such. The attendees had been collected and taken to the
Riot Motorcycle Club compound. Cal, Mallory’s then-soon-to-be
husband, was not in attendance, and neither were any of the other
motorcycle men associated with other women who were there. There
were three prospects, a veteran member named ‘Major,’ and another
member named ‘Yak,’ who were keeping an eye on things for us. It
was overkill, but I had kept that thought to myself because I had
experience with a controlling alpha. Voicing that notion would’ve
gotten me at best a dirty look, and at worst, probably a trip home.
Seriously, though, Jackie was pregnant, so she could have been our
designated driver. Not that I wanted to impose that on her, because
I never thought that was particularly cool either. But, bottom
line, I could not understand why we needed such extreme measures
for a bachelorette party in September.

The picture Natasha took of
me was when I was a good six sheets to the wind and I had conjured
up the nerve to ask Yak how he came by that name.

His salacious grin hinted
he was going to give me an over-the-top answer, but his actions
threw me for a serious loop. Natasha took the picture just as my
smile at Yak faded to a stunned “O” shape on my lips and my eyes
bugged out of my head. This happened because Yak had said, “’Cause
I’m hung like a yak, babe.” He also
whipped out said appendage. Even at parade rest,
he was, in fact, well-endowed. I didn’t even want to imagine what
he’d be like when called to attention. That was the thought
running through my mind when Natasha took the photo. No way was
that going to get me a decent man from the likes of Tinder. Not
even a little bit!

Shifting my thoughts back
to Natasha, who was leaning on my desk, I said, “No way! Look, are
we still having lunch with Mallory this weekend? I’ll explain
things then to both of you, ’kay?”

Luckily, Natasha went for
that, and she waltzed out of the office to her
classroom.

I was a divorcee. I wasn’t
the first, and sadly, I would not be the last. In retrospect, the
signs had all been there, but I was raised by old-fashioned parents
and I believed I had an old soul. I didn’t believe in living
together before marriage. Plenty of other people did it and it
worked for them; I wasn’t judging, I simply grew up with two
parents who didn’t cohabitate until after they said “I do.” Had I
loosened my hold on the days of yore and lived with Nathan before
wedding him, I could have saved myself a boatload of heartache…and
headaches, come to think of it.

It wasn’t all Nathan’s
fault, either. Not that I’m making excuses for him, but a
pre-marriage and pre-divorce, girlfriend of mine (whose father was
a divorce attorney) told me, “Make sure you have a division of
labor.” I lightly threw a hand out at her and said, “I’m sure Nate
and I will be able to work those things out once we live
together.”

Verbally, she said, “Okay,”
but the big-eyes she gave me said I was crazy.

Boy, was she right about
division of labor. Hell, I should have had a sit-down with Nate
ahead of time just to find out about his attitude toward household
labor. Thus, I found out the hard way that not only did Nathan not
believe in pulling his fair share of the household labor unless it
was outside the house, but he wouldn’t help me with any of it even
in a mildly considerate way.

The first time he caught a
head cold, he still went into work. If he didn’t have a fever, he
went to work. I found this to be incredibly rude to his coworkers,
but his response was, “Why be miserable layin’ around here watchin’
crap TV, only to go back to work facin’ a mound of shit, when I
could go into work and sit around feelin’ like crap actually
gettin’ some of that shit done?”

That meant that when I did
a load of dark laundry that weekend, I didn’t know Nathan had left
one, if not more than one, tissue in his pocket. I didn’t realize
anything about the tissue until I started pulling clothes from the
dryer to find shreds of white material adhered to my jeans, his
dress pants, and my workout clothes. I wasn’t even certain the
tissues were unused, which should have heralded a re-wash,
but surely, the
man wouldn’t leave a used tissue in his pocket.

That night at dinner, I
politely asked him to clear his pockets before putting his pants in
the hamper.

“What? That’s your job,” he
replied.

I narrowed my eyes. “How is
that my job? They’re your pockets, and it’s a considerate thing to
do.”

“Laundry is your job, and
part of that job is to check all the pockets, yours and mine, for
shit that shouldn’t go in the washer or the dryer. Like coins,
dollar bills, and…oh, yeah, tissues.”

I let it slide that night.
He was sick, and most people got crabby when they were sick, plus
he’d put himself through his paces that week by (foolishly) going
to work. I didn’t agree with him in the slightest, but I didn’t
feel like arguing.

There were many times over
the course of my marriage where I should have had more of a
backbone, and not let his bullshit slide. Little did I realize at
the time, pulling tissues out of his pockets at the end of the day
was the least of my problems.

There were only two women
who kept me sane during my divorce. This may sound crazy, and hell
perhaps I am crazy, but it’s hard for me to make friends. No, wait, it’s
hard to make girlfriends. I’m thirty-three and
finding a woman of a similar age who wasn’t tied up with kids and a
husband was like the proverbial needle in the haystack. I was
friendly with my female co-workers, but it wasn’t like we got
together for manicures and pedicures on the weekend and stuff. So,
I was lucky that I managed to build even a minor connection with
Natasha and Mallory.

While they saved my sanity during my
divorce, the help only went so far. Things had been finalized
almost a year ago, but not six months had passed before Natasha
started riding my ass about dating. The woman was relentless, I
tell you. She managed to get up in my business in a big way. Then
again, I saw her every day at work. As the bookkeeper at the school
where Natasha teaches, it was impossible to avoid her and her pushy
matchmaking shenanigans.

The problem was Natasha and
Mallory were married to alphas of the first order. Those men’s
friends were alpha males, but I needed a beta. Not like the fish,
but a beta male. Most women dream about a pushy, sexy alpha male,
but my experience with an alpha was less than ideal. In fact, it
was nightmarish, and I knew
a beta male was more my speed. Someone relaxed,
easy-going and accepting. I mentioned as much to Mallory and
Natasha during lunch on Saturday.

“No, girlfriend,” Natasha
said, putting her hand on my arm.

Mallory giggled, “You can’t be
serious. This is your idea of a joke, right?”

My firmly-pressed lips killed Mal’s
mirth.

Natasha sighed, but said, “Honey, I
know that asshole was the utmost extreme asshole to you. Do not let
his assholishness extend into your new and improved life
though.”

“I’m not.”

“Justine,” Mallory said
gently.

“Look y’all, I’m sorry but
really, I’m serious. I need a man who’s so far from pushy he
doesn’t even use doors he has to push on.”

Natasha emitted a low groan, but
Mallory said, “You cannot underestimate the value of alpha
tendencies in the boudoir.”

I rolled my eyes.

Natasha said, “Sex aside‒ Jesus, did I
just say that? Anyhow, not all alphas are abusive, overbearing, and
controlling.”

Shaking my head, I said, “I can’t take
that chance.”

“Once bitten, twice shy,”
Mallory muttered.

“Damn straight,” I
declared.

“Girl, you don’t want to
get involved with a pushover. That’s–”

“Not a pushover. Just a guy
who’s supremely laid-back.”

Mallory’s eyes lit up and she nearly
choked on her wine. “I got it,” she cried.

Somehow, I knew I wasn’t gonna like
the sound of this.

“What have you got?”
Natasha asked.

“James.” Mallory said,
beaming at Natasha.

Natasha took a sip of her Sprite as
she mulled it over. Putting the glass back on the table, she said,
“I like it. Pull up his Facebook profile.”

Mallory squealed as she dug through
her purse for her phone. After a moment she sighed, “Son of a
bitch! He’s got the Texas Longhorn logo as his profile
picture.”

Natasha’s coffee-colored eyes hit me.
“He’s perfect. So laid back, La-Z-boy should name a recliner after
his ass.”

“I’m not lookin’ for lazy.
Hell, I’m really not lookin’ at all.”

“Therein lies your problem,
girlie,” Mallory said.

“Like you have room to
talk,” I chided. Mallory had lost her husband and son in a drunk
driving accident, and essentially shut herself out from the dating
world. She had recently married her rough and tough biker, but he
had pursued her relentlessly.

“She’s got you there,”
Natasha said on a chuckle.

“Seriously, Justine.
James’s answer to everything
is ‘Have a beer.’”

“So he’s an
alcoholic.”

“No, no, not at all. He
just enjoys his free time,” Mallory said.

“Mmm-hmm,” I
said.

Natasha sighed, “I’ll make you a
deal.”

This got another reflexive “Mmm-hmm”
from me.

Natasha gave me a friendly, but
effective, side-eye and said, “Go out with him two times, and I’ll
leave your skinny ass alone about your love life.”

I threw my head back and bellylaughed
at that. Once I had myself under control, I said, “Yeah, right.
Your urge to meddle is downright compulsive behavior. You need to
make a deal you can stick to, woman.”

Snidely Mallory chuckled, “She’s got
you there.”

Natasha’s offer flitted through my
mind though, and the prospect of her no longer nagging at me to try
Tinder or Match.com was enticing.

“You really mean it? You’ll
leave me alone?”

Natasha took a deep breath. “It will
pain me to do it, but yes. You give him two shots, and I’ll leave
you alone, on the dating front that is. You’ll still have to do
lunch and other shit with us from time to time.”

I smiled at her. “Fine. Start the ball
rolling.”

* * *

It was a Friday night, and it was time
for what Natasha called my “beta blind date.” I was not thinking of
it as a date, but rather a casual meeting of two people. Natasha
told me just to show up at Rounder’s tonight. She followed this
declaration with, “Those guys are there so often, James is able to
reserve his own high-top. He’ll be at the only two-seater next to
the side door and the mid-rise partition separating high-tops from
the regular dining area.”

This wouldn’t be my first time
visiting Rounder’s, and I knew they didn’t take reservations. I
wasn’t keen on the idea that this guy frequented a bar and grill so
much he was one of the few patrons who could break the restaurant’s
no reservations policy and get them to hold his own table. It
seemed rather controlling in a way, and I had spent plenty of time
married to a controlling man. The feeling that I was on the verge
of putting myself right back into the hands of another
control-freak did not sit well with me.

I walked into the
restaurant that evening, and only one two-seating table was
occupied. The man occupying it was in athletic gear. Not
fashionable straight-out-of-Men’s-Fitness athletic gear, but
I-just-worked-out-and-could-give-a-shit-what-anyone-thinks-of-what-I’m-wearing
sports gear. My first thought was This
cannot possibly be the guy that I am supposed to meet for a blind
date. I have nothing against athletic guys,
don’t get me wrong. The thing is, if it’s the first time you’re
supposed to meet a woman for a set-up, then how hard is it to put
on a shirt with sleeves? I don’t require a polo shirt or something
fancy, by any means. Any kind of sleeved t-shirt works for me, and
for that matter it might even tell me something about the man
wearing the shirt. Shirts could promote anything from a band, to a
college, to a professional sports team, or even a way of life such
as fishing, surfing, or hunting. Not this guy, though. Nope. He was
wearing a faded black sleeveless cotton shirt, and a pair of black
track pants with a triplicate white stripe down the
side.

Really, I’m not judgmental.
Okay, sometimes I could be, but I was working on it. I was chanting
in my head Don’t be
judgmental, but it didn’t stop me from
thinking that on a second date, I could be down with this sporty
attire. First time to meet, not so much. However, I told myself to
open my mind. There could be any number of reasons why he was here
in his workout clothes. Traffic, forgot to bring his towel in order
to shower at the gym before coming to meet me, it could be
anything.

I approached the table slowly. He
looked up from a mug of beer. A pitcher was in the center of the
table, and another glass stein was next to the pitcher. He gave me
a half-hearted smile as I approached.

“James?” I asked as I came
closer.

He nodded, “You must be Justine. How
are you doing?”

I gave a smile, but I think it came
across as weak, then I said, “Good. How are you?”

I couldn’t make out his answer because
a cacophony of sound erupted around us. I waited it out, or so I
thought, but the people at the table next to us started yelling
again, just as I started my question that sounded like a
statement.

“I’m guessing you’re
hot?”

His full lips quirked, so I wasn’t
sure if he misunderstood me or chose to misunderstand me. “Well,
that’s direct. You think I’m hot?”

Oh boy. What did they say about the
road to hell? So much for my intentions of making a decent first
impression.

“No. I meant your physical
temperature. You’re wearing no sleeves and it’s frigid in
here.”

 James

I’m really a
what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of guy. So needless to say, I
didn’t deviate from my standard athletic wear for meeting this
chick that Mallory and Natasha wanted to set up with me. If she
didn’t like what she saw, then there clearly wasn’t anything for
either of us to get. Using her failed attempt to hide the disdain
on her face as an indicator, she did not like what she saw from me.
I wish I could have said the feeling was reciprocated, but I’d be
lying. I’m a guy. A female has to put serious effort in for most of
us not to like what we see. Like getting a mullet, or wearing a
nun’s habit.

They say you only get one first
impression, but I’ve managed to keep a steady flow of thin,
blonde-haired women in my bed for the past eight years without
putting on airs. I was not about to change anything now. If this
lady didn’t like me, then she didn’t like me.

She rolled into Rounder’s wearing
fancy blue jeans and an even fancier top with high heeled shoes. I
was more for chicks who wear casual clothes, flip-flops and stuff,
so already I was pretty sure it wasn’t likely to work out. She was
hot though, just not my type, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t grab
a chance to tap that.

I could have sworn she said I was hot.
Couldn’t say I blamed her for making that initial statement. I was
disappointed when she referenced my temperature. Definite blow to
the ego.

“No, I’m not hot,
temperature-wise. It’s really not that cold in here,
though.”

Her green eyes turned skeptical. “You
just come from the gym or something?”

I arched an eyebrow at her. “Why do
you ask?”

She shook her head a little, making
the long strands of red hair fall over her shoulders onto her tits.
“Ah, well. I just thought maybe the sleeveless shirt could be
explained. I mean, never mind.”

I shrugged one of my shoulders at her
and I noticed her gaze seemed locked on my movement. “Standard
wardrobe for me, when I’m not at work.”

Her eyes came back to mine, looking a
little guilty. “Okay. Good to know,” she mumbled.

We were both silent and it was moving
toward an awkward silence. I broke it to ask, “Would you like a
beer? I’ve got an extra glass.”

Her nose wrinkled, “No. Thanks,
though.”

A server dropped by to check on us,
and Justine said, “I’ll have a gin martini with a twist.
Up.”

This was not a good sign. I get it.
Girls don’t always develop an appreciation for beer. They stick to
girly drinks or gravitate toward wine. This chick, though, she just
ordered a cocktail that screamed high maintenance. I liked to think
that my demeanor was smooth and laid-back, like velvet. If I had a
velvet demeanor, then this chick was rubbing it completely the
wrong way so the edges were standing on end.

After twenty minutes, Justine told me
it was nice to meet me; she was lying, but I wasn’t going to press
the issue. Said she’d see me around, another lie, but it was for
politeness sake so I agreed. We’d see each other around. I didn’t
need a troublesome chick in my life. I didn’t want a troublesome
high-maintenance lady in my life. My dick only half-way rose to the
occasion when I watched her walk away. She insisted on paying for
her drinks, so I wasn’t even out of money.

Which should have meant it was all
good in the ’hood, right? I thought so, but a week later, I was
sitting at a high-top at Rounder’s with the boys, and all I could
think about was the snippy way she ordered that martini and how
much I had wanted to watch her lush lips sip the clear
concoction.

Me and the guys were watching Thursday
night football. Gavin had been fighting a cold all week. He sounded
like complete shit. Every time he coughed, I thought he ran the
risk of hocking up a lung.

“Gavin!” I said, over the
sports commentators blaring through the restaurant sound system. He
looked at me, and I continued. “Don’t come in to work tomorrow,
man. You need to get better, go see a damn doctor.”

Gavin started shaking his head at me.
My eyes bulged at him. “No way, man. See a fuckin’ doctor. Whatever
you’ve got on for tomorrow, I’ll handle it.”

His voice sounded like sandpaper. “Got
an appointment with a client for a router and firewall install
tomorrow. Earliest she could do was three-thirty or four. She works
at the same school as Natasha. Ms. Chambers.”

Thank fuck he didn’t say Ms. Lynch,
because Mallory had told me that was Justine’s last
name.

“Not a problem. In fact
that sounds good. Be like havin’ ‘banker’s hours’ tomorrow. I’m all
about that on a Friday. Your ass needs to go home,
though.”


 


 Chapter 2

 Justine

I had just finished
vacuuming my home office. The rest of the house was clean too, but
that was mainly because I didn’t use that
much of the house. I loved and hated my house equally. I loved it
because it was a great place to live, but I hated it because it was
a constant reminder of how Nathan had screwed me over. My divorce
could have been speedier, seeing as neither of us were contesting
it, but when it came time to split assets, Nate wanted to sell the
house. A house that was beyond our means at the time because we
bought it at the peak of the bubble. A house that made no sense
when we bought it because we both worked across the river, which in
Jacksonville equaled an hour commute minimum everyday! Then we
needed to split assets and he wanted to sell at the nadir of the
market. My reaction was not just no but, Oh, hell no.

Maybe the house was my
crazy divorce moment like the “wagon wheel” coffee table triggering
Billy Crystal’s character in When Harry
Met Sally. No way was I gonna commit the
ultimate investing sin by buying high and selling low just because
Nate’s one true love finally freed herself up for him. He always
claimed he wanted to live in Fleming Island because it was closer
to his parents who lived in Green Cove Springs. The truth of the
matter was he wanted to be close to Green Cove so he could be in
the know when Courtney finally got rid of her husband. Plus, I had
gotten tired of the commute and transferred to Argyle Elementary
five years ago. It turned out to be a great career move for me, and
the rest was history.

Juggling the
mortgage, HOA fees, and a car payment on a
bookkeeper’s pay was tricky to say the least. I was only able to
swing it because in some freakish ESP move, I’d kept my savings
separate from our joint account. But that money was running out
fast.

My instincts must have been
in overdrive in the months prior to our split, because I also had
finished my classes for my CPA certification, and passed the test
six months after the divorce. I was going to start doing taxes on
the side during the first four months of the year. Any little bit
would help me to supplement my income, because I was only a
ten-month employee with the school. However, handling other
people’s taxes demanded a high level of security on my end, if I
planned to be successful. The week before, I had set up an
appointment with the IT firm Natasha had recommended. That
afternoon was the earliest time frame when Gavin could fit me
in.

I was feeling a little
antsy about the appointment because I thought I’d get a phone call
to confirm, but there had been nothing. It occurred to me that my
vacuum was pretty loud, so I went to the answering machine and saw
there was a message.

Gavin’s voice was very
distinct, and gravelly. I didn’t have to ask him, or see him
outside a building to know he was a smoker. However, his voice in
this message sounded scratchy and nasal. “Ms. Chambers, I’m sorry,
but I’m sick. My boss is coming out to keep the appointment. I
texted him your address and he has all the hardware and work order
information to take care of things for you. I will give you a
follow-up call on Monday to make sure everything went
well.”

After hearing his
miserable-sounding voice, I was glad he wouldn’t be dropping by. It
was hard enough to dodge the Russian Roulette of germs inside the
school every day, I definitely didn’t want to willingly bring other
germs into my home. In no way could I afford to get sick. The
school had a new principal, which meant I had a new boss. When had
I passed my CPA exam, I had asked my old boss for a raise. I was
good at my job and having a CPA definitely justified bumping me to
the top of my pay scale. While I hadn’t done anything to rock the
boat with Principal Phillips, I had the impression she was out to
prove herself because routinely she was talking about shrinking our
costs. So, I definitely wanted to have my ducks in a row to make
the most of my new venture, just in case my new principal decided
to ax me.

The doorbell rang, and I
noticed it was three-thirty on the dot. Whoever was filling in for
Gavin was punctual, definitely a good sign. I opened the door and
saw a white Chevy Silverado in my driveway. When I saw the man
standing at my door, all thoughts of good signs
disappeared.

 James

I looked up when I heard
the door open. What the hell was she doing
here? Did Justine know this Chambers lady?
Mallory told me my date last week was with Justine Lynch. When we
introduced ourselves, neither one of us mentioned last names.
Still, I had to make the most of this situation, so I put a
friendly smile on my face.

“What are you doing here?
I’m waiting on a service call; I don’t have time for your
stalkerish tendencies.”

Will be
professional. I took a deep breath.
“Ma’am, we didn’t even discuss your last name when you left last
week. How would I possibly know your address? Besides, I’m looking
for Ms. Chambers. You’re Justine Lynch.”

She scoffed at me. “Natasha
would never tell you I’m anything but ‘Justine Chambers’. Hell,
she’s the one who encouraged me to take back my maiden
name.”

I barely kept myself from
narrowing my eyes at her. It seemed like my brain could only
control one part of my anatomy at a time, because I couldn’t
prevent my dick from twitching at her instant attitude. I hardly
ever liked attitude. Maybe I was giving into the stereotype or
something, but with her red hair catching the sunlight so it looked
like it was a halo of flames, her feistiness was extremely
attractive. I reined in my own temper. “Natasha didn’t talk to me
about you. Mallory did, and she told me your name was last name was
Lynch.”

She huffed, and then said,
“Fine. Come in and let’s get this over with. God knows, based on
the message he left for me, your associate was too sick to show up
today.”

As I entered her doorway,
I noticed her feet were bare, the jeans she was wearing were frayed
at the ends. She had on a Pink Floyd Wish
You Were Here Tour t-shirt. Not a chance
she was ever at that show, since even I wasn’t alive in 1973, but I liked
her appreciation of classic rock. Had she shown up last week
wearing that instead, I might have made more of an effort to
apologize for my wardrobe error.

I hoped we didn’t have to
converse much during this install. The way she enunciated the word
‘associate’ got my hackles up, but made my dick twitch harder, all
at the same time. Traitorous dick.

I followed her inside her
house. She led me through a living room/dining room combo and down
a hallway with three doors. The first door was a bathroom, and the
room she went into was set up as a home office. Her computer was on
and the office chair was positioned so I could take a
seat.

“I’ll be in the kitchen if
you need me, but I recall Gavin saying this was a no-muss, no-fuss
gig. I was a bit skeptical on that, but I’ll leave you to
it.”

I took in the minimalist
decor of her home office. Planting my ass in the office chair, I
dismissed the crazy notion of taking a second chance with her and
focused on the tasks at hand. It was a straight-forward job, and it
didn’t take me long. I didn’t know why she wanted such an elaborate
router and firewall protection, but I had learned early when I took
over the business not to question why clients wanted what they
wanted. I wanted them happy, and was more than happy to take their
money for a job well done.

About half-an-hour later, I
packed up my tools and notes about the firewall specs. Justine came
back to the office.

“Packing up
already?”

With a small smile, I said,
“Yeah. Routine stuff here, so no real problems. I should be out of
your hair in another five minutes.”

She was looking at me like
she wanted to say something, but after a long moment she turned on
her heel and left. I shook my head and got my shit together. As I
made my way down the hallway to the kitchen, my fleeting thoughts
of asking her to drinks tonight came back. Shit. If I ignored that idea, I’d
wonder about it all night, and probably not sleep well, to boot.
The more I thought about it, the more I figured neither one of us
had given the other a fair shot.

She was leaning a hip
against her kitchen counter. “Well, thanks for being so quick. Do I
need to reset my other devices with new passwords for the
Wi-Fi?”

I shook my head. “Not
necessary. Gavin put together a packet detailing the functions of
your improved firewall.” I rubbed my palm down my face. “Look. I
don’t think either one of us gave the other a fair shake last week.
Would you like to have a ‘do-over’ or something?”

Her chin tilted down and
she looked up at me as though I might be crazy. Hell, maybe I was. I waited for her
response and she righted her head, giving me an assessing gaze. She
shrugged. “Fine. Tonight works. What did you have in mind? Should I
opt for my Adidas or will any athletic gear do for where we’re
going?”

She said ‘my Adidas’ as if
she were part of Run DMC, and it was cute…for an insult. I grinned.
“What you’re wearing now is perfectly fine.”

“So is what you’re
wearing.” She threw out a hand gesturing to my torso. “Assuming
we’re not headed to a gym afterward.”

With a curt nod, I said,
“Duly noted. Rounder’s good, or would you rather grab some
pizza?”

“I could go for some pizza.
What time should I expect you?”

“What time would you
prefer?” I asked. It’s likely I should have determined a time and
stuck to it, but I was flexible. Plus, something about her told me
she wouldn’t appreciate it if I was firm about a pick-up
time.

“Six work for
you?”

She smiled, and something
funny happened in my chest. No make-up, no chip on her shoulder,
and that smile made her positively gorgeous. I wanted to make her
smile at me like that again. “Six is perfect. See you
then.”

***

Six-thirty, we were sitting
on the patio at the Mellow Mushroom in Fleming Island. The evening
wasn’t too humid and the ceiling fans provided a steady breeze. A
small band was setting up in a corner, and I hoped it would take
some of the edge off between us.

Our server stopped by for
drink orders.

I looked to Justine for her
to order first. “I’ll have a water and a Margarita on the rocks, no
salt. Thanks.”

“I’ll have an Abita Purple
Haze,” I said.

Justine peeked at me over
her menu. “You really do like your beer, don’t you?”

“Is that a dig? No, don’t
answer that. If you know Mallory and Tasha, then I know one or both
of them have commented on my beer consumption. I do like beer, but
frankly, nothing goes better with pizza than beer.”

“I think I could make a
case for red wine being better, but I won’t argue.”

I chuckled. “Did beer do
something to offend you?”

Her green eyes slid to the
side momentarily. “No, I can’t say that it did. It’s just all too
bitter for me.”

I scoffed. “And wine isn’t
bitter too? It’s like drinking vinegar.”

She closed her eyes and
shook her head at me. “Not the good stuff.” She opened her eyes.
“Anyway, what are you having?”

My gut told me this was a
conversational trap, but I figured I was being paranoid. “Thought
we’d split a pizza. It is what they’re famous for here.”

Her lips pursed. “Well, I
don’t think we’ll agree on the type of pizza we’re
getting.”

“Why’s that? You haven’t
even asked me what kind of pizza I was thinking of. Besides, we can
always order one half one way and the other half the other
way.”

She nodded and the server
returned with our drinks.

Half-an-hour later, I had
decimated my half of the pizza…pepperoni and sausage, by the way.
Justine was on her second slice of veggie pizza. The band had just
started playing, and they weren’t half bad. However, it made it
difficult to converse with her. I decided to watch her eat since
she had her back to the band and I could pass it off as watching
the musicians instead. She was definitely hot. Her full lips and
green eyes were accented by her pale skin and high cheekbones. The
Pink Floyd t-shirt was thin and I could make out the straps of her
bra beneath it. My blood was drifting steadily south, so I focused
on the band and thought about football. Texas was on a bye week,
along with many other good teams. I tried to recall which games
were going to be worth watching over the weekend. There weren’t
many, which was why, when she wrapped her lips around her straw, I
had a hard time thinking about anything other than those red
lips.

“Do I have something in my
teeth?” she asked, catching me staring.

“Uh, no. Just a little
sauce, just here,” I lied, indicating the side of my own mouth
rather than touching her face. It was a good chance that if I
touched her at this point I might maul her mouth. I had one botched
first impression, it wouldn’t be good to fuck up this second
chance.

She swiped at the side of
her mouth without smudging her lipstick, and guilt washed over me.
I couldn’t say I didn’t welcome it, because at least it halted the
blood flow to my groin. Suddenly, she sat back in her
chair.

“You okay?” She smiled at
me again. So much for the blood flow reversal. That damn smile was
something; even better than Mallory’s.

Before I could dwell on
that, she said, “Yeah. I’m fine. I just forgot how quickly their
pizza can fill me up.”

I had to give our server
serious props. She was damn good at reading body language at her
tables because before I could ask if Justine was ready to go, the
server asked if we needed a box.

“Yes, please. I could eat
the whole thing, but it’ll be even better for lunch tomorrow,”
Justine said.

“You got it. Do you need
the check?”

We both spoke. “Not just
yet,” I said. “Yes. Separated,” Justine said.

I speared her with a
furious gaze, then looked at the server. “Not separate, and not just yet, but
thanks.”

The waitress smiled with
closed lips like she saw things like this frequently between
couples. “No problem. I’ll just grab that box.”

I took a deep breath, but
before I could exhale, Justine said, “We’re going
dutch.”

“No, we’re not, Justine.
I’m paying.”

“Funny, I was told you were
laid-back.”

“That I am, but I treat
ladies right.”

As she looked to the side,
I noticed her eyebrow arch. It was clear she was holding back her
retort. I almost wanted to know what it was, but not
quite.

She looked back at me with
a composed face. “I thought this was a ‘do-over’?”

With a mild grimace, I
said, “In a sense, yes. Think of it more as a
beta-test.”

Her eyes bulged. “Any
particular reason for that terminology?”

That confused me, but I
kept a straight face. “It’s an IT term. Before putting new software
or a new website into live production, it always goes through a
beta-testing phase. Key users and high-level decision makers all
have access to make sure it works, suggest changes or otherwise
approve the new software. Or website, if that’s what’s up for
testing, but normally it’s software.”

With a curt nod, she said,
“Oh.”

I felt like my explanation
was too geeky, but I kept on digging that grave, if that was what
it was. “The way I see it, our first encounter was a system crash.
Would you agree?”

“Definite crash-and-burn.
Yeah.”

“So, I’d have used the term
‘beta-test’ earlier with you, but since you’re not exactly too
tech-oriented, I said a ‘do-over’.”

For a few moments she
nodded repeatedly. “So, we’re testing things out?”

I lifted my chin. “Yeah.
Isn’t that what every date is, in essence?”

She chuckled. “I suppose.
I’ve been single for a whole seven months, there or about. So, I
haven’t dated for over six, maybe seven years.”

Interesting. I knew that
she had come out of a divorce, but Mallory didn’t tell me it was
within this calendar year. I expected our server would be back any
moment, so I asked, “Do you like the band? Want to have another
drink, hang out, and listen for a while?”

She mulled it over for a
moment and then said, “Okay. Sure.”


 


 Chapter 3

 Justine

A test, huh? It immediately
made me think of game playing and that sort of thing; but the way
James explained it, I liked the idea. We were in a test
environment. Did that mean that I could suggest changes to
our ‘product’? Then I realized that this
metaphor was very applicable to my failed marriage. If the product
were me and Nate as a couple we definitely needed revisions and
tweaks. We never produced anything…that is, kids, partly
because he didn’t
want to have them early on and partly because later,
I wasn’t sure I was
ready. It was not a decision to be made lightly, so refraining was
better than regretting.

“So, you like the band?”
James asked me.

Suddenly, I realized I
wasn’t even listening to the band because I was so caught up in my
own thoughts. That was downright criminal in my mind because one of
my biggest issues with Nate-the-not-so-great was that we hardly
ever went to see and hear live music. It wasn’t like we had kids at
home to tie us down, or even a freakin’ dog! We both worked, we had
our bills covered. We could have taken in a concert or four. The
only time I got live music was during the Jacksonville Jazz
Festival, which was free, and I could go with Mallory and Natasha,
because Nate wouldn’t deign to listen to instrumental music.
How had I never realized how far up his ass his
head was? After the divorce, it was
the thing I was looking
forward to most: catching some live music. However, seeing as how I
struggled to make the mortgage, I wasn’t comfortable racking up
credit card debt for concerts I’d go to solo. Now, here I was
listening to live music for free and I wasn’t even paying any damn
attention because of my fuckwad ex-husband. Shit!

I focused on James. His grayish-blue
eyes were very pretty. “Sorry, I was off in space. They’re good
though.”

The server came back with my box. “So,
are we having dessert? Another beer, sir?”

“Yeah. You want another
margarita?” James asked me.

“Yes.” I turned to the
waitress. “And make it a double, please.”

“You got it,” she said,
before James could intervene.

“You sure about that,
lady?”

The last slice of my pizza was deftly
balanced on the serving spatula. I stopped midway between the box
and the pizza tray, and looked at James.

“Definitely. I haven’t been
out to a place where there was live music and good drinks since
May, so I’m letting my hair down. Plus, a strong margarita will
keep me from over-analyzing things.”

I finished boxing my food, put it to
the side, and then angled my chair so I could see the band without
turning my back to James.

The drinks came, and the music was
really good. James paid the check after I ordered a third
margarita, not a double. I was midway through my drink when the
small band played a cover of Bob Dylan’s “The Times They Are
A-Changin’.” Even with three-and-a-half cocktails in me, I couldn’t
keep myself from realizing how true this song was for me. This year
was definitely one for my personal record books. What I thought
would be forever was now in the past, oh yeah. My times had
definitely set to changing, and I told myself to download that
fabulous song tomorrow morning.

The band ended the song, and people
clapped; but whether it was the slightly-drunken epiphany or my
love of Bob Dylan, I was the only one yelling out,
“Bravo!”

Suddenly, my chair was pulled out and
James was in my space hauling me up to standing. “Okay, Justine. I
think we’re done for tonight.”

I pouted at him. “What? Why? Because
I’m the only soul around here who has proper appreciation of the
BobFather?”

James seemed to choke a little, and it
almost sounded sexy. “BobFather?”

I reared my head back,
affronted. “Yeah! The BobFather. I can’t take credit for it.
Rolling Stone magazine
dubbed him that a long time ago in an article I read. I was in high
school when I read it. People have no freaking clue how many songs
he’s written but wasn’t the primary performer or wasn’t the artist
who ‘made it famous’.”

“So you’re not just
drunk?”

“Pfft! No. I’m just loose.”
I realized how that sounded. “Feeling loose.”

He audibly bit back his laughter.
“Yeah. I got that, Justine. Believe me.”

“What is that supposed to
mean?”

“Nothing. They’re taking a
set break. Let’s call it a night.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “It’s not
my fault you stuck to that God-awful Abita Purple Haze!”

James tipped his head back, and I got
a good look at the column of his neck and his prominent Adam’s
apple. Yum.

Looking back at me, he said, “Now
you’re channeling Jimi Hendrix.”

“I’m not. It’s the name of
the beer. And it’s disgusting, by the way.”

“How would you
know?”

“I’ve been to Mardi
Gras.”

“You’ve
been to Mardi Gras?”

I shook my head at him. “Don’t sound
so stunned. Geez. If there’s anything I appreciate, it’s musicians.
And, Harry Connick Jr., Wynton Marsalis, Dr. John, and Long Tall
Marcia Ball all have instructions about being in New Orleans. No
way would I ignore Harry’s directive that I go to the Mardi Gras
when I go to New Orleans.”

“You earn plenty of
beads?”

“No.”

“Didn’t think so,” he said,
and chuckled.

“What’s so damn
funny?”

“Just picturin’ your ass in
a big crowd at Mardi Gras.”

“Are you insinuating that
I’m uptight?”

He grinned. I don’t know how I missed
it, but one of his upper teeth was chipped. It gave him a rough
edge that intrigued me. “Not insinuating,” he said.

That jolted me from any thoughts of
his teeth. I grabbed my pizza box and my purse. “Fine. Take me
home.”

***

The drive from the Mellow Mushroom to
my house was short. I was debating on whether to ask him to come
inside. I wasn’t ready for that kind of thing just yet. I figured
my lack of beer would be an adequate excuse for turning him away.
Then I wondered if, as part of this ‘test’ environment, he would
try to kiss me. I hadn’t been kissed in almost eleven months. Once
the writing was on the wall regarding my marriage, intimacies
between me and Nate went by the wayside like a car over a
cliff.

James put his truck in park, and
turned to me. “Normally this is where I say goodnight, but after
three beers, I really need to use your head.”

He needed to use my
head? How would he possibly use my head to
relieve himself? “Uh, what? You need to use my head?”

“Yeah,” he drawled while
his head simultaneously dipped low in a slow nod at me, as though I
was especially slow.

I kept staring at him, and he finally
spoke. “Your bathroom.”

“Oh!” I said jerking my
head back so quickly it collided with the headrest harshly. “Ow.
Um, sure. I’ll just go unlock the door.”

I noticed as we both exited
the cab, James was grinning again. Ugh.
Could I be any more dense? After we were
inside, I directed him to the guest bathroom. I hit the kitchen to
put away my pizza and grab a glass of water, then curled up on my
sofa in the living room. Leaning my head back against my couch, I
took a deep breath. When I heard the toilet flush and the faucet
turn on, and then off, I lifted my head. James rounded my couch and
a strange feeling hit my chest. This was the first time I had a man
in my house who wasn’t here on a service call or something like
that. He was here because I went out with him. Now what?

James grinned at me again. “Mind if I
grab a glass of water?”

“I have bottled water, if
you want to take one for the road.”

His lips tipped up slightly. “Do I
freak you out?”

“No. Uh, yes. I don’t know,
okay. This—”

“It’s been a while,” he
surmised.

“Yes,” I said and couldn’t
keep myself from pouting. “How did you know that?”

He shoved his hands into his jeans
pockets. “You told me. Said you’ve been single for six or seven
months, haven’t dated in years.”

I let out a breath and my shoulders
nearly slumped. “You’re right. Anyway, go ahead. Glasses are in the
cabinet to the left of the fridge.”

James came back in carrying a glass of
water and sat down right next to me on the couch. “So…what now?” I
asked.

He swallowed some water, leaned
forward and put the glass on my coffee table. He turned to me and
put his arm along the back of the couch. “Whatever you
want.”

I was thinking what I wanted was for
him to leave, but wondered how rude it would be to say just that.
Turning to reach for the remote control, I found James leaning into
my space. My eyes opened a little wider. “Um, TV?”

Smiling at me outright, I noticed not
only the chipped tooth, but that he had dimples. “How about a
good-night kiss, instead?” he asked.

His question was rhetorical because he
gently slid a hand around the column of my neck and his thumb came
up alongside my ear. With minimal pressure he tipped my head a
fraction, and then his lips landed on mine. I moved my lips with
his and his tongue nudged my mouth open to slide inside. Only
faintly did he taste of Abita, and it was more a general taste of
beer than the bitterness that comes with that brew. I slipped my
tongue into his mouth and couldn’t help but stroke the line of his
upper teeth, seeking the chipped tooth. When I found it, it wasn’t
as rough or sharp as I expected, but the sensation was unlike
kissing any other man.

His other arm wrapped around me, and
he leaned back into my couch, pulling me on top of him. The hand at
my neck moved to the back of my head and he gripped my hair. Hard,
but not hard enough to alarm me. My hands were trapped between us,
but I could feel the firmness of his chest. I managed to slide one
hand out from under me and into his extremely short hair. It was
soft, but bristly at the same time. Such a strange dichotomy to me,
which turned me on even more.

James’s tongue withdrew from my mouth.
I thought it was going to re-enter, but he used it to push my
tongue back into my mouth. Then he broke the kiss. He opened his
eyes and they were a muddy gray, roving over my face. His hand was
still lodged in my hair and he was taking his time, looking at
me.

After another moment, he asked, “Did
you have a good time tonight, Justine?” His voice was husky. I
really liked that sound. It made me think about kissing him again,
but I didn’t think that would go over well.

I nodded. He chuckled silently through
his nose. I was just about to get upset with him when he said, “So
did I. Will you have dinner with me on Sunday?”

Nodding, I said, “Okay.”

 James

Just before lunch on
Saturday, I got a call from Cal Robertson. It used to be that I
seriously did not like that motherfucker, but since he and Mallory
became serious in April I was seeing another side to him. I still
didn’t like being under contract with his motorcycle club, but by
and large what they asked of me and the boys wasn’t
too illegal. As long as
we weren’t caught. They also paid in cash, which was nice. Whenever
he would call, it could mean any number of things; urgent requests
for info in order to bail somebody out of a jam, or bullshit
questions that ultimately stemmed from user errors by people who
weren’t regular PC users.

“Yeah, Cal.”

“James, it’s Mallory. My
phone’s dead, so I’m using Cal’s.”

“Yeah, Mal, what’s
up?”

“We’re having an impromptu
pool party, and I thought you might want to come. It’s supposed to
be up around ninety today even though it’s mid-October. I know
Texas is on a bye week, and we’ve got more food than you could
possibly shake a stick at. You should come, if you don’t have plans
already.”

I didn’t want to ask what I
was about to ask, but I needed to know in advance. “This isn’t
another set up with someone else, is it?”

Mallory giggled. “No.
Geez, who do you think I am, Molly Matchmaker, or something? That’s
Natasha’s forte. She, Leon, and her boys will be here too. She’s
bringing her adult banana pudding.”

Natasha’s adult banana
pudding was the shit. It was a Southern-style banana pudding, but
she added what seemed like half a bottle of rum to it before
leaving it to chill.

I sighed. “Twist my arm,
why don’t you. I’ll be there. What time?”

“Anytime after one will
work.”

“Got it. Later,” I said and
hung up.

I thought about calling
Justine to see if she wanted to go, but I wanted to give her a day
to regroup. It had been very clear the night before that she was
freaked out about dating again. She would retreat into her head at
a moment’s notice. Though I had to admit, she was damn cute when
she started getting riled about Bob Dylan. One thing that she
hadn’t lost in the last seven months of being single was the
ability to kiss. I had to shut that shit down last night, or we
would have found our way to her bedroom and I’d be chalking her up
as another one-night-stand. Some part of me didn’t want to do that
with her. I wasn’t entirely sure what I did want to do with her, though
getting her into bed was definitely on the list. Thinking about how
well she kissed made me wonder how well she could suck my cock.
Contemplating server specs so I could stop my hard-on before it
turned into a case of blue balls, I trudged to the kitchen to stock
a cooler full of my favorite beer. Cal had an outdoor tap and
sometimes he had a keg on hand, but I preferred bringing my own
supply. Twenty minutes later, I went to my bedroom to put on swim
trunks.

When I pulled into the end
of Cal’s driveway at nearly one-thirty, I noticed Natasha’s
mini-van, a Jeep Liberty, one Harley, and a white Buick Regal. I
remembered someone said that Volt’s woman drove a Liberty, and I
figured one of the other bikers was there. The Buick seemed out of
place, somehow.

I walked up the driveway,
and opened the small gate to the backyard. Voices could be heard
nearly from the end of the drive, so I knew most everyone was out
back. Rounding the screened patio, I quickly figured out who owned
the Buick. Justine was standing in the patio area in a navy blue
bikini with a white-and-blue polka-dot sheer sarong wrapped around
her narrow waist. My blood was fighting to rush south again, but I
quickly thought about Buicks and the typical age of a Buick driver.
Picturing my grandfather behind the wheel of his Eighty-Eight Buick
helped me keep some semblance of order in my trunks.
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