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Praise for Meghan O’Brien

“[O’Brien] knows how to write passion really well,
and I do not recommend reading her books in public (unless you want
everyone to know exactly what you are reading). Wild is no
different. It’s very steamy, and the sex scenes are frequent, and
quite erotic to say the least.”—Lesbian Book Review

“Meghan O’Brien has given her readers some very
steamy scenes in this fast paced novel. Thirteen Hours is
definitely a walk on the wild side, which may have you looking
twice at those with whom you share an elevator.”—Just About
Write

“Boy, if there was ever fiction that a lesbian needs
during a bed death rut or simply in need of some juicing up,
Thirteen Hours by Meghan O’Brien is the book I’d recommend
to my good friends…If you are looking for good ole American instant
gratification, simple and not-at all-straight sexy lesbian
eroticism, revel in the sexiness that is Thirteen
Hours.”—Tilted World

“In The Three by Meghan O’Brien, we are
treated to first rate storytelling that features scorching love
scenes with three main characters…She hits her stride well
in The Three with a well-paced plot that never slows. She
excels at giving us an astounding tale that is tightly written and
extremely sensual. I highly recommend this unique book.”—Just
About Write
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Synopsis

 Regan O'Riley has just about
given up hope that she will ever find a woman into shy, geeky
programmers. She yearns for a connection, but can't seem to make
the first move. Mel Raines knows all about making moves. After a
childhood under the thumb of her alcoholic father, she avoids
intimacy by drowning herself in fiery, fleeting encounters with
strangers.

When Regan and Mel meet in a straight bar, of all
places, their chemistry is unmistakable. Before they can begin to
explore their new relationship, Mel's world is rocked when a close
friend is a victim in a shooting. Regan suggests they take a road
trip to escape reality for a little while, and Mel is only too
ready to shake things up. Together they embark upon a physical and
emotional journey where they discover that breaking free of old
habits may be the only way to change your life.
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Chapter One

“I hate goddamn straight bars.” Regan took a swig of
her beer and glowered at a frat-boy type walking by their table
hand-in-hand with his vapid-looking female counterpart.

From the proliferation of pool tables and dartboards
in the lung-burningly smoky bar, and nary an arcade game in sight,
Regan knew that she wasn’t amongst her own kind. She sensed her
companions’ sighs before she heard them.

“Yes, Regan,” Dan said, raising his beer and his
eyes to the ceiling. “We’re perfectly aware of your aversion to
heterosexual mating grounds. Now be quiet.”

“Thanks. I appreciate the sympathy.”

Dan grinned at her, and Regan couldn’t help but
smile back at the warmth in his eyes. “I tease because I love,” he
said.

Adam leaned across the table. “In a minute I’m gonna
tease ’cause I’m annoyed.” He turned to Dan with a look of censure.
“Didn’t I tell you that this place was going to offend her tender
lesbian sensibilities?”

Dan stroked his chin, nodding thoughtfully. “Right
you were. And you know how I hate to offend anything that’s tender
and lesbian.”

Regan shot a self-deprecating smile at her friends.
“It seemed like a good idea to at least pretend I have a social
life that doesn’t involve video games or the Internet.” She tugged
self-consciously on her Atari T-shirt. “I guess I should have worn
something trendier. I know I’m a fashion plate at the office, but
the geek thing doesn’t play well in dyke bars, let alone this
Abercrombie and Fitch ad.”

Adam scanned the crowded bar over Regan’s shoulder,
then raised his eyebrows at something she couldn’t see. “Oh, I’m
not sure you’d have a problem getting laid, if you were so
inclined.”

Regan tried to resist the urge to look behind her,
but failed. A mildly attractive blond-haired man stood at the bar,
staring at her. When he saw that she was returning his gaze, he
grinned and gestured slightly with his drink. Regan frowned and
turned back around to face her co-workers, who didn’t bother to
hide their amusement.

“Oh, please.” She drained the rest of her beer.

Adam looked across her shoulder to offer her
rejected suitor a sympathetic shrug. “I think you just broke his
heart.” He stood up on unsteady legs. “Want another beer?”

“Might as well.” Regan’s eyes followed him as he
lumbered toward the bar, cutting an easy path through the crowd
thanks to height and bulk. She sighed and looked around. Yeah, she
was out of place all right.

The bar was filled with people, the men cocky and
flirtatious and of no interest whatsoever to her. The women were
impeccably dressed and made up, far more feminine and eager than
she’d ever felt in her entire life. She gazed at a giggling group
of them, seated at a nearby table, and felt like Jane Goodall
observing chimpanzee behavior.

How do they do that? she
wondered, taking in the tiny shirts, the skin-tight jeans, and the
craftsmanship of perfectly coiffed hair and made-up faces.
Being straight would kill me in a week,
tops. She ran a hand through her short auburn hair, then
adjusted her wire-rimmed glasses. Thanks, ladies,
but I’ll stick to the baggy jeans and ringer T-shirts.

An awed “Wow” from Dan intruded on her reverie. On
instinct, Regan followed his lustful stare into the crowd. She
nearly laughed aloud when the dancing bodies parted as if by
scripted command to reveal a powerful dark-haired woman in a
form-fitting black T-shirt and blue jeans.

This is the part where the music
fades away, time slows down, and we ogle the most beautiful woman
we’ve ever seen, Regan mused, then she stared at the
stranger and her internal cynic fell silent. Holy
shit, she is the most beautiful woman I’ve
ever seen.

Something about her made the other women in the bar
pale by comparison. Maybe it was her eyes; Regan wondered how it
would feel to be the focus of their intensity and tried to see what
color they were—blue, and I’m hers
forever. Maybe it was her mouth. She had a confident grin
just shy of lopsided, that caused her face to fall a bit short of
perfect but endeared her to Regan in an instant. Her stride was
self-assured, feline, almost predatory, and for a crazy moment
Regan felt as if she were the intended prey. Very willing prey.
Who am I kidding? I’d be hers forever no matter
what color her eyes are.

A half-remembered line of poetry flitted through her
brain. Ah me! I cannot sleep at night. She
shook her head at the errant thought. Had the sight of a
woman—however gorgeous—ever inspired poetry in her before? She was
a programmer, damn it, and not given to starry-eyed flights of
fancy. With a pained groan, she picked at the label on her empty
beer bottle. I really need to get out
more.

Moments away from embarking upon a spontaneous—and
no doubt deeply satisfying—sexual fantasy about the alluring
stranger, Regan gasped and lowered her eyes to the table.
No fucking way. Oh, sweet God, is she coming over
here? She kicked Dan sharply under the table.

“Jesus.” He tore his lustful eyes away from the
vision and gave her a grumpy frown. “What the hell is wrong with
you?”

Regan scowled. Perfect. Just
perfect. Not only am I stuck at a straight bar, but now I get to
watch Dan get picked up by my living, breathing dream girl, and all
because he has a Y chromosome. She squirmed in discomfort,
woefully aware that her raging libido would not be sated tonight.
Or rather, I’ll be playing to an audience of one.
Again.

Dan’s face lit up with what Regan assumed was
supposed to be a charming smile and he raised an eyebrow in cocky
greeting, more poised and self-assured than any code monkey in a
“W00t!” T-shirt had a right to be. Regan envied his easy
confidence, and wished she could steal some for herself. She was
already sweating at the sight of the sexy woman.

“Hey.” The woman’s deep voice carried easily over
the pounding music that filled the bar. She ran a casual hand
through dark hair that reached just below her ears, mussing it
slightly. Her gaze moved from Dan to Regan, the corner of her mouth
twitching in gentle amusement.

Regan’s heart thumped madly in her chest. She raised
her eyes to offer a timid nod. Where’s that beer
I ordered? The woman’s steady gaze drew hers. Gray, she confirmed. Blue. Gray.
What the hell’s the difference, anyway? Their eyes locked
and for a moment Regan forgot that she was in a straight bar. A
feeling of connection, heat, and pure desire engulfed her. It was
so intense and overwhelming that she imagined the other woman had
to feel it as well. Yeah, you wish.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, hoping she sounded
confident. So far, so good. Just keep breathing
and don’t act like an idiot. She’s incredible, yes, but straight.
No reason to be nervous.

“How’re you doing?” Dan piped up.

Regan gave him a dirty look. Eye
contact, man, and you ruined it.

“I’m okay.” After a moment of hesitation, the
heart-stopping woman added, “Actually, I’m hoping to be a little
better.”

“Oh, yeah?” Dan gave her a flirtatious wink.

Regan failed to suppress a snort of amused disgust.
She fiddled with her empty beer bottle and wished again that Adam
would return with her refill. She spotted his head above the crowd
of people. He had a shit-eating grin on his face and a petite
blonde smiling up at him. Bastard! If I ever
needed a beer, it’s right now. She scuffed the toe of her
boot against the floor and winced when she kicked the table
accidentally.

“Look, I don’t know the situation here and I
apologize if I’m out of line—” The woman broke off, casting a
glance over her shoulder into the crowd. It struck Regan then that
she seemed a little nervous.

“We’re not together,” Dan said.

Regan snorted a little. I’ll
say. To her shock, those incredible gray eyes eagerly sought
her confirmation. She mumbled something to the affirmative and the
woman gave her a warm—actually, almost hot—look.

“Oh, great. In that case,” she asked Regan, “do you
want to dance?”

Under different circumstances, Dan’s slack-jawed
expression would have sent Regan into a fit of uncontrollable
guffaws. As it was, she could only manage to open and close her
mouth in mute surprise.

The dark-haired woman seemed momentarily diminished
by nervousness. She jammed her hands into the pockets of her jeans.
“If I’m out of line, or if I’ve offended you, I’m sorry. I don’t
normally approach women in straight bars. I mean, I don’t normally
even come to straight bars. But my friends,” she gestured to a
table somewhere behind the throng of dancing people, “asked me to
come with them and I’ve been feeling a little miserable all night.
I noticed you and thought that maybe you also looked a little
miserable…and definitely very cute. I thought I’d come see if maybe
you were in a similar situation. I apologize if—”

Pull yourself together before she
apologizes her way right back across the bar! Regan squeezed
her hands into fists, working up her nerve. “You didn’t, uh…you’re
not out of line.”

“No?”

Hell, no. Regan offered her
a smile. “As a matter of fact, you’re right. I think we are in the
same situation.”

With a glance at Dan’s bemused face, the woman
offered Regan a tanned hand. “I’m Mel, by the way,” she shouted
over the music.

Regan wiped her sweaty palm on the leg of her jeans
and took Mel’s hand, making sure to give a confident squeeze in
greeting. “Regan.”

Mel promptly pulled her to her feet and Regan found
herself nearly face-to-face with her unexpected dance partner. She
wobbled a little on her feet, nervous and tipsy and already
painfully aroused. A strong hand reached out to steady her.

“So, Regan,” Mel leaned forward to speak in her ear.
“Shall we?”

Regan cast an anxious look around the crowded bar.
“You don’t get embarrassed easily, do you?”

“Me?” Mel laughed out loud. “No. Listen, if anyone’s
got a problem with two women dancing—”

“No,” Regan shook her head. “What I mean is, I’m not
exactly light on my feet.”

“Ah.” Mel gave her hand a squeeze. “No worries. I’ll
lead.”

Regan’s heart was pounding. No matter how many times
she’d wished and prayed for just this kind of scenario, she was
scared to death now that it was happening. She was also thrilled
beyond words. As Mel pulled her toward the dance floor, she glanced
over her shoulder at Dan and grinned at his playful glare.

Mel led them to an open spot on the dance floor,
amidst the crowd of warm, moving bodies. She turned around without
releasing Regan’s hand. After a moment of silent appraisal, she
nodded at Regan’s shirt and said, “Are you really an Atari
fan?”

“Yeah,” Regan answered. Are we
actually talking about antique game consoles now? Could this night
get any more surreal? “I actually have a 400 that I still
play.”

She blushed the moment the words left her mouth.
Smooth, she scolded herself. Not two minutes into this and you’ve outed yourself as
nothing more than a pathetic geek. She waited for a familiar
look of condescension from Mel, and was shocked when she received a
sultry smile instead.

“I remember playing Shamus as a kid. That was an
awesome game.”

Oh, my God, Regan thought,
I’ve found her. She’s the one.

A fast-paced song began pumping through the bar’s
sound system, rousing the people around them into enthusiastic
motion. Regan broke out of her stupor at the realization that they
were the only two people not dancing. Mel saved her from the
awkward job of finding a rhythm. Snaking a muscled arm around
Regan’s waist, she pulled her close and moved them together with
the beat of the music.

At first Regan felt stiff, almost robotic, and then
she closed her eyes and concentrated on letting her body go. Soon
she began to feel the effects of her drinks, as well as the effect
of the supple, feminine body pressed against her own, and she
relaxed. She didn’t feel the self-consciousness dancing usually
elicited; she lost awareness of the many people moving around them.
All she was aware of were Mel’s hands on her waist, and on her
stomach; Mel’s hips pressing into her bottom; Mel’s eyes, hungry
and intense. If they had captured anyone’s attention, Regan was
totally oblivious to it, lost in a world of sound and sensation.
Time lacked meaning, and her body transitioned from one beat to
another as if by instinct.

She only came back to herself when she realized how
tired she was becoming. And how wet. She ran her hands down Mel’s
back in awed reverence. If I don’t find something
to lean against, I’m going to fall down. When the song ended
a few moments later, she leaned into Mel. “I think I need to sit
down. Can I buy you a drink?”

Mel gave her a slow smile and moved forward to press
the whole length of her body against Regan’s. “A drink sounds
great.”

Regan shivered at the feeling of full breasts
pressed against her own. It was the most action she’d gotten in two
years. She was dangerously short of breath, unable to speak. At a
loss, she headed for the bar, her hand entwined with Mel’s.
Please, God, she begged, let me seem interesting and sane enough to spend some time
with her. Quality time. Amen.

At the bar they waited in silence for their drinks.
Trying to converse so close to the dance floor seemed like more
effort than it was worth. Mel was having a Coke because she was
driving. Regan had ordered a Long Island Iced Tea to soothe her
nerves. It was time to pull out the big guns and get nice and
relaxed, she decided, glancing surreptitiously at Mel. With any luck at all, she’ll be my designated
driver.

“I think there’s a room in the back where we might
actually be able to hear each other,” she yelled.

“Lead the way,” Mel answered, picking up her Coke.
She caught the straw between lush, full lips, and took a slow
swallow of her drink.

The erotic display was even more jarring than the
roller coasters Regan had long ago sworn off, making her stomach
flip-flop in response. She needed to think of some way to appear
cool and calm and irresistibly sexy, and fast. Smiling and nodding
was going to get old quickly.

The small poolroom in the back of the bar was
moderately quieter than the dance floor, and they managed to find a
table in the corner. Mel set her glass down with an easy smile. “So
what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

Regan laughed, grateful that Mel had taken the lead.
“Straight co-workers. They wanted to come here, and for some odd
reason I was the only one who wanted to be surrounded by lesbians
instead. Majority rules, I guess.”

“Not a bar person?”

“Not usually. I don’t think I do very well in the
bar environment. Honestly, I feel a little…out of place in these
situations.”

“You’re doing just fine right now,” Mel said. “In
fact, you’re the most compelling reason I’ve ever seen to hang out
at a straight bar.” She cocked an eyebrow playfully.

Regan felt herself drawing from some deeply buried
wellspring of confidence, inspired by this woman’s interest. “Oh, I
bet you say that to all the girls you pick up in straight
bars.”

Mel reached across the table to take Regan’s smaller
hand in her own. “Only the ones I find absolutely adorable.”

Regan grinned then, feeling most of her tension melt
away under warm eyes and even warmer skin. She interlaced her
fingers with Mel’s and enjoyed the warmth of human contact.

“So those guys were your co-workers.” Mel rubbed her
thumb over Regan’s knuckle. “What do you do?”

“I’m a software developer. The computer-geek garb
isn’t just a fashion statement.”

“Wow.” Regan was surprised to see admiration in
Mel’s eyes. “I’m impressed. I took a first-level programming course
in college, but it never really clicked for me. I’m always amazed
by people who can understand that stuff.”

“Well, I’ve had a lot of practice. While my peers
were out partying in college, I was writing little shareware
programs to pay my way through school.”

“Where’d you learn?” Mel continued to rub her thumb
in distracting patterns over Regan’s hand.

Is she actually interested in this
stuff? Regan stared uncertainly across the table.
Just don’t start talking her ear off about your
geeky hobbies. How many women have you bored to tears with that
stuff?

“I taught myself in high school,” she said, keeping
it brief. “I spent a lot of time in my head during my formative
years. Do you like computers?”

“I love them. I mean, I don’t know much about
software or anything, and I’m baffled if it stops working, but I
have a kind of ignorant fascination with them. They’re not a big
part of my job, though, so I don’t get to use them very much.”

She might just be the perfect
woman. It was possible. Regan wasn’t looking for a total
geek, just a woman who could appreciate that her hobbies didn’t
make her an insufferable loser. Unwilling to push her luck despite
the encouraging signs, she changed the subject. “What do you
do?”

“I’m a cop,” Mel answered. Her voice was a bit
short, and no further information was forthcoming.

“If you tell me you’ve got the uniform and the
handcuffs and all that jazz, you’ll become my personal sexual
fantasy.” Regan startled herself with the declaration.

“Oh. A girl who appreciates the usefulness of
handcuffs?”

Regan’s boldness all but evaporated under the heat
of Mel’s seductive gaze. “So do you like being a cop?” she asked
feebly.

Mel chuckled at her obvious attempt to steer the
conversation in a different direction. “I guess so. My dad was a
cop. So was my uncle. I didn’t really think about doing anything
else, from the time I was a kid.”

“Well, I’m also impressed. I don’t think I could do
it…it must be tough.”

“Yeah.” Mel’s eyes darkened. “Sometimes.”

Regan sensed a definite lack of enthusiasm from her
companion. Great. Maybe now you can start talking
about nuclear warfare to brighten the mood a little. “So you
never told me what you’re doing in a straight bar.” New subject.

Mel’s eyes brightened. Clearly, social trivia was
more to her liking. “My college roommate is getting married in a
month and a half. She wanted to get together with some of her
girlfriends before the big event. I think we’re supposed to be
having fun here. To be honest, this kind of gals’ night out is
highly unusual for me.”

“Must be fate, huh?” Regan giggled and tossed back
the rest of her drink in two big swallows.

“Hey, now.” Mel traced her fingers over Regan’s
outstretched arm. “You’re not going to get drunk on me, are
you?”

At the casual question, the taste of the alcohol
finally registered in her brain. “No, I’m done. I’ve reached that
point where I realize how much I can’t stand drinking.”

“So why do it?”

“I’m a little nervous right now.” Of course, that whole arm-stroking thing helps.

“Please don’t be nervous.” Mel’s fingers closed
lightly on Regan’s forearm just moments before she leaned forward
and pressed impossibly soft lips to hers.

The impetuous move shattered Regan’s reservations
and she returned the slow, easy kiss without hesitation. Mel broke
the sweet contact far too soon and wrapped strong arms around
Regan, who returned the hug with unthinking gratitude. She was
perfectly aware of the thrill of full breasts pressing against her
own, of the firm suppleness of Mel’s body, but it was the
unexpected tenderness of this gesture that really got to her.

Easing back slightly, she teased, “I’m guessing you
don’t have any problems finding dates. I’m not sure you could be
any more charming if you tried.”

Mel gave her a look that dripped with pure sex.
“Baby, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

A hand on Regan’s shoulder stopped her reply.

“Hey, Regan, can I talk to you for a minute?” Adam
stood above her with a goofy smile on his face. He shot a brief
glance at Mel, obviously agog.

“Sure.” Regan offered Mel an apologetic smile. “I’ll
be right back.”

“Sorry to interrupt,” Adam said as they moved out of
earshot.

“You should be. What happened? The blonde wasn’t
interested?”

“Maybe I wasn’t interested.”

“Uh-huh. So what’s up?”

“Well, Dan and I were thinking of leaving. We’re not
exactly having your luck, and Dan wants to get up early to start
working on his game, so…” He shifted, looking a little awkward.

“And me without a designated driver…” Regan
supplied.

“Unless you do have one.” He nodded toward Mel, who
leaned back in her chair and twirled her straw between lazy
fingers.

She looked relaxed and achingly sensual, and Regan
despaired at the idea of leaving now, before she could live out the
rest of this amazing dream. “Can you give me a couple of minutes?”
she asked and didn’t bother to wait for Adam’s response.

Eyes locked to Mel’s, she returned to the table and
sat down in the chair next to her.

“Problem?” Mel reached out to tuck an errant lock of
auburn hair behind Regan’s ear.

“My friends are ready to call it a night, and my
designated driver is summoning me.”

“Do you want to leave?”

“Not really.” Bolstered by the alcohol, she met
Mel’s gaze.

“Well, I can drive you home. That is, if you think
your friends will feel comfortable entrusting your virtue to
me.”

“I’m the guardian of my own virtue, lady, and I can
assure you it’s the least of my concerns.” Regan turned and
signaled Adam that she would be remaining.

“Have I told you lately how absolutely darling you
are?” Mel asked.

“Not nearly enough. Have I told you lately what an
insufferable flirt you are?”

“You love it,” Mel drawled. “You just tell me you
don’t.”

“Was I complaining?” Regan answered in as innocent a
voice as she could muster.

Mel broke into a too-wide grin. “Banter, even.
You’re good.”

I’ve never bantered with someone
I’ve just met in my entire life. Sure, I’m kinda drunk, but this
still seems so…easy, so…not that scary. “It takes two to
banter,” Regan said. “And to tango, as well, or so I’ve heard.”

Mel chuckled at this and slid a hand forward until
she touched Regan’s fingers. “I like you.” And then she smiled.

Regan almost stopped breathing. She couldn’t believe
her dorky joke had earned her such a smile. Not playfully
flirtatious, not seductive, not even compassionate; this smile was
something else entirely, open and genuine and deeply, deeply warm.
“Thank you.”

Mel broke their eye contact and looked down at their
clasped hands as if she had surprised herself. When she met Regan’s
eyes again, something passed between them, a kind of tenuous,
unspoken bond, as close to a miracle as Regan had ever experienced.
She felt like falling to her knees and thanking the universe for
it.

“So do you want to get out of here?” Mel asked
softly.

More than anything. Regan
kissed her cheek. “Yes.”

 


*

 


“Leave it to you to find the one other lesbian in
this place.”

Mel smiled at Jane, the bride-to-be responsible for
dragging her to the straight bar she was now anxious to leave. “Oh,
I’m sure there are plenty of women with latent lesbian tendencies
here tonight,” she said, glancing around.

The bar was near closing and a steady stream of
people filed out the door, not far from where she was standing
outside with her tipsy friend. About twenty feet away, Regan waited
next to Mel’s motorcycle.

“Latent until you’re through with them, right?”

“What can I say? I like helping people get in touch
with themselves.” Mel threw an arm around Jane’s shoulders and gave
her a friendly hug, conscious of several pairs of eyes burning a
hole through her cheek.

Jane’s annoying friends stood a few yards away, near
a row of parked cars, pretending not to eavesdrop. That’s right, ladies. Stare at the dyke sideshow. Step right
up. Mel didn’t bother to give them a look.

“So did you have a completely horrible time?” Jane
asked.

“Nah.” Mel cast a quick apologetic look at Regan for
the delay. “I can’t say I’m sorry I came.”

“You’re just saying that because of the redhead,
aren’t you?”

Mel grimaced. Am I a complete
asshole for taking off with a one-night stand that I met at Jane’s
little gathering? “I’m sorry.” She knew she was treading on
thin ice. She and her former college roommate were distant at best,
but Jane was still the closest thing that Mel had to a friend. She
wasn’t certain how she’d managed not to alienate her yet. “I swear,
I hadn’t planned on—”

“I’m not upset,” Jane said. “You are who you are,
right?”

A surly bitch that sits in silence
all night until she spots a tasty prospect for the evening?
Mel had repeated the same mantra throughout an endless string of
casual affairs: I am who I am, right?

Jane stood on her tiptoes and kissed her on the
cheek. “She’s waiting for you. Go get ’em, tiger.”

How many times had Jane said that to her in college,
an encouraging send-off as yet another conquest beckoned? Leaving
her friend, she joined Regan, who stared at her Harley Sportster
like it was going to bite her. Mel smiled at the trepidation in her
eyes, and at the way she bit her lip. Regan, she acknowledged, was
a woman she wouldn’t normally consider her type. In fact, if she’d
been at one of her favorite bars, Mel doubted she would have
approached her. Mel’s “type” ran the gamut of physical appearance
and personality, but usually excluded shy women. Then again, shy
had never looked so good on anyone before.

“I promise you, I’m a good driver,” she said. “I’ve
only hit little old ladies…oh, hell, once or twice.”

Regan flashed her an uneasy grin. “It’s not the
little old ladies I’m worried about. It’s the trembling young
computer geek.”

“I promise I’ll take good care of her.” Mel rested a
hand on the seat of her bike. She wrapped her free arm around Regan
and drew her close, leaning to whisper in her ear, “I have plans
for her, after all.”

“You do?” Regan squeaked.

Mel grinned. Yeah, she’s a little
drunk. “I do.”

She had decided she wanted to spend the night with
Regan while they were dancing and, anticipating what was to come,
she felt a strange mixture of desire and tenderness. The desire was
familiar, the tenderness, not so much.

Mel pulled on her helmet and climbed onto the bike,
then planted her feet firmly on the ground. She took Regan’s hand.
“Put your left foot on the pedal.” Regan did as she was told,
tottering unsteadily. “Now swing your right leg over the seat and,
you know…straddle it.”

Regan gave her an admonishing look. “Don’t enjoy
this so much.”

“Sorry.” She wasn’t.

A pink tongue poked out from between full red lips
as Regan concentrated. With surprising agility, she eased herself
onto the motorcycle and hovered above the seat for a moment before
settling down. Once in position, she rocked her hips back and forth
a couple of times to get comfortable.

Mel was beyond turned on. She needed to get this
woman home, quick. “Put your helmet on,” she managed. “And hang on
tight.” She kick-started the bike, amused by the way Regan grabbed
her around the middle when it roared to life. Glancing over her
shoulder, she yelled, “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” Regan shouted back.

Mel drove the bike out of the parking lot, turned
onto the street, and gave it some gas. Regan’s house was less than
a couple of miles from the bar and the route was familiar; a good
knowledge of Detroit and the surrounding suburbs was one of the few
perks of her job.

Regan’s arms wrapped even tighter around her waist
in reaction to yet another sharply taken turn and Mel reveled in
the feeling of soft breasts pressed against her back. Regan didn’t
need to know how safe and slow Mel was making the trip, not when a
full-body hug was the reward every time she leaned into a turn a
little more than was necessary. The first time had been
unintentional, but the sweet contact she’d received as a
consequence had been all the motivation she needed.

Jesus, what was wrong with her? Had she ever smiled
this much before? She liked Regan. She really did. And while she
knew that fact wouldn’t give most people pause, it was
earth-shattering for her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d
bedded someone she actually liked. Hell, she couldn’t remember the
last time she’d met someone she really liked.

It was scary. Regan was the most real person Mel had
met in as long as she could remember. Or, at least, she certainly
seemed to be, given their short talk. It felt almost wrong that she
would soon end their evening together the same way she ended so
many others with women she would never see again.

If she was the type to spend more than one night
with a woman, Mel decided that Regan would be the kind of woman
she’d choose, without a doubt. Down to earth, friendly, open,
witty. The thought unnerved her, and she exhaled, ordering herself
to snap out of it. Regan was cute, goofy, and unknowingly sexy and
if Mel was lucky, she’d turn out to be one of those shy girls who
were amazing in bed. She made the turn onto Regan’s street, slowing
as they entered the subdivision.

“It’s the third house on the left, thank God in
heaven,” Regan said.

Laughing, Mel steered the Harley into the indicated
driveway and slowed to a halt next to a small Colonial-style house.
The silence hung heavy when she turned off the motorcycle and
lowered the kickstand with a gentle foot. She got off the bike and
turned to face Regan, who sat stock still, eyes closed and face
pale.

Mel stared at her, something unfamiliar tugging at
her lips. “Delivered in one piece, as promised.” She caressed a
cool cheek with her hand. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Regan opened her eyes. She looked rattled. “So I’ve
decided that maybe motorcycles should remain safely within the
realm of my lurid sexual fantasies.”

“Oh, come on. You’re not going to tell me that
wasn’t at least a little fun?”

Regan appeared to give the question careful
consideration. “If by fun you mean starkly terrifying, then, yeah,
maybe.”

She moved to dismount, but Mel stopped her with a
firm hand to the chest. “Motorcycles are
fun. Let me show you.”

Regan glanced around at the dark houses in her
neighborhood, then looked back up at Mel. “Show me?”

“Yeah.” Mel climbed back onto the bike, sitting
backward on the seat to face Regan.

Regan eyed the silent rows of houses again. “How? I
mean, show me, how?”

“You ask a lot of questions.” She closed the
distance between them, capturing Regan’s lips in a fiery kiss.

Regan tasted slightly of alcohol, and just as she
had when they’d danced, she seemed stiff at first, then she relaxed
and gained confidence. Regan moaned into her mouth, sliding her
tongue along her upper lip. Then she wrapped slim arms around Mel’s
shoulders and scooted forward on the seat to press her body into
Mel’s powerful frame.

Mel burned with arousal, her fingers tingling with
the need to touch Regan. She could feel the same need coursing
through the woman in her arms. Regan’s hands traced dizzying
patterns over her shoulders and down her back. Her own hands
explored soft hips and the gentle swell of a breast. She took
Regan’s lower lip between her teeth and tugged, unleashing a moan
from Regan that nearly made her come right there. Jesus, if they
didn’t slow down Regan would bring her off right in the
driveway.

With considerable effort, Mel pulled away and gulped
some much-needed air. She shifted on her seat to alleviate some of
the throbbing between her legs. Opposite her, Regan breathed
raggedly, eyes closed and lips swollen.

Mel traced her thumb over Regan’s eyebrow, then
curled her fingers around to tangle in auburn hair. “See.”

Regan stared back at her with unveiled tenderness.
It was not the kind of look Mel was used to getting from women. She
was used to seeing desire, and playfulness, and occasionally coy
innocence, but never the genuine warmth she now saw.

Mel lowered her eyes, for some reason feeling less
relaxed than she usually did in these situations. “Why don’t we go
inside and start our night?”

Regan’s silence lasted just long enough to make her
really nervous. “I…yes, but does it…I mean, um…”

God, the shy thing was cute. “What?” Mel asked.
“Does what?”

“Does it have to be just one night?”

It wasn’t that Mel had never been asked the question
before. But women usually waited until after an evening’s passion
had been spent before springing it on her, at which time she never
had a problem telling them the truth. Yes, it
does. No, we can’t. I never promised you anything more. What
staggered Mel now was the possibility of a different answer:
I don’t want it to be.

Panic kicked in. I need to get out
of here. This is crazy. Maybe I should just go be alone for a
while. “Listen, I—”

Regan’s eyes shone with stormy emotion, and the
blush that rose on her cheeks was visible in the moonlight. “I just
fucked this up, didn’t I?”

Mel flinched at Regan’s naked vulnerability. Christ,
that was a pretty brave thing she just did, wasn’t it? Mel felt
about three feet tall. The woman she was with had just taken a
chance because she felt something—something maybe Mel could feel,
too. But instead of facing those feelings, Mel wanted to escape as
fast as she could, betraying the trust she’d just been shown.
Way to be an asshole.

She sighed and steeled her nerve, not sure what the
hell she was doing. “No, you didn’t fuck anything up.”

“Just forget I said anything, okay? I just—”

Mel shushed her by placing her fingers across pouty
lips. “It’s okay.” Maybe I don’t want to be an
asshole anymore. Not with her. “But I think we should stop
for tonight, okay?”

Regan gave her a defeated sigh. “I’m sorry. I really
do want to spend the night with you, you know.” She gave a sad
little chuckle, shaking her head before dropping it into her hands.
“This alcohol is making me honest.”

Mel climbed off her motorcycle and held out her hand
to Regan. “I like honest. It’s refreshing.”

Regan snorted but took her hand, standing up to
clumsily dismount the bike. “Refreshing, huh?”

As she stepped away from the bike, she stumbled a
bit, and Mel caught her in an impromptu embrace that surprised both
of them. “You’re very refreshing, Regan.”

“So, do you want to come inside?”

Mel gripped Regan’s elbows and stepped out of their
embrace with a regretful smile. “No, I meant what I said. I think
we should stop for tonight.”

“Okay.” Her disappointment was plain.

“Hey.” Mel tilted Regan’s face up. “I said that we’d
better stop for tonight, okay?” She paused, uncertain. “If this
isn’t just going to be a one-night stand, we probably shouldn’t
start it out like one.”

Regan raised doubtful eyes.

“I mean it,” Mel insisted. She wasn’t certain she
meant anything. The only thing she knew for sure was that she
couldn’t sleep with Regan now for reasons that eluded her. She
wanted Regan so bad she could taste it, but here was her conscience
deciding to introduce itself just in time to screw up the evening.
She knew she’d felt something different with this woman tonight,
but she hadn’t counted on this. But no matter how much her
reactions unnerved her, something told her to take a chance—her
feelings were too unfamiliar not to explore. Aware of the silence
dragging out between them, she said, “Why don’t you give me your
number? I’ll call you, we can go get dinner somewhere.”

“Are you sure?” Regan regarded her seriously. “If
you’re not interested, I’d really rather just—”

“Regan, be quiet and get me your number, okay?”

Regan broke into an awkward smile, then took a step
back and adjusted her glasses. “Okay. I’ll be right back.”

Mel leaned against her bike and watched Regan open
the side door of her house. A light appeared in the window moments
after she disappeared inside. Mel exhaled shakily. Her mind was
awhirl; she wanted to stay just as much as she wanted to leave, but
she was afraid to make a mistake.

Are you actually going to call
her? She thought back over the evening, marveling at the
unexpected tenderness, even protectiveness, she felt for Regan.
Maybe she would call. Maybe she would do something different.

After a couple minutes, the door opened and Regan
approached. Mel shifted on her feet, covertly straightening her
clothes and trying to maintain a neutral expression. She even
managed a small smile, and felt the smile grow slightly when Regan
returned it.

“Here. I wrote my home number on the back.” Regan
handed her a thick business card, the letters visible in the
moonlight.

Regan O’Riley, Software
Developer. Mel grinned. “Regan O’Riley, huh?” She probably
hadn’t known the last names of at least half the women she’d slept
with. “That’s very cute.”

“One crack about the blarney stone or leprechauns,
and I’ll smack your mouth,” Regan said with a playful scowl. “I’ve
heard it all.”

Mel laughed out loud at Regan’s warning. She was so
adorably non-threatening that Mel couldn’t help but lean over and,
still chuckling, kiss the tip of her chin. “Thank you. It feels
good to laugh like that.” She couldn’t remember the last time
someone had managed to do that for her.

“You’re welcome,” Regan said. “I had a really good
time tonight. For a straight bar, you know.”

“I know. Me, too.”

“Cool.” Regan planted a quick, shy kiss on Mel’s
cheek. “Good night, then.”

Mel slipped the card into her back pocket. “Good
night.”

With one last smile, Regan turned and ambled up to
the side door, then disappeared inside, taking the brilliant
promise of the evening with her.

Deflated, Mel got back on her bike. This had been
one fucked-up, surreal night, from beginning to end. She placed the
palm of her hand flat against the cheek that still burned from that
small kiss. Will I call her? She looked back over her shoulder at
an illuminated window, wishing she could catch sight of the woman
inside. I hope so.


Chapter Two

“Burning the midnight oil?”

Adam’s question barely penetrated the wall of sound
being pumped directly into Regan’s ears. She considered pretending
that she hadn’t heard him, engrossed as she was in the crafting of
a particularly vexing function. But if I don’t
answer, he’ll just do that annoying flicking at my ear-thing until
I do. Regan fumbled with her iPhone to stop Pink Floyd, then
removed the ear buds.

She turned in her chair and looked up at him. “I
just know there’s a good reason you’re interrupting my flow
here.”

“I thought you were almost finished with Thompson
Automotive.” He propped himself against her desk with his arms
folded. “You know, it’s not good for you to spend so many late
nights slaving over the keyboard.”

Regan snorted. “What are you talking about? How do
you think I spent my college years?” Oh, hell,
let’s be honest here. “Or my high school ones?”

“And look where that got you.” Adam made a sweeping
gesture around their funky industrial office. “Come on, let’s go
out and see a movie or something.”

Regan sighed and leaned back in her chair. “That
would mean dealing with people. I’m not really in the mood.”

Adam migrated further onto her desk, sitting and
swinging his legs back and forth in lazy rhythm. He looked around
at the empty workstations, long since abandoned for the evening.
“You work too much.”

“What else is there to do?”

“I don’t know. Go out, socialize.” Adam gave her a
careful look. “Get laid.”

Regan pulled off her glasses and rubbed her eyes.
Please don’t ask about Friday night. Now
that Tuesday evening was here and she had yet to hear from Mel, she
had decided to chalk the entire episode up as a humiliating example
of why she shouldn’t drink anymore. Who said honesty was the best
policy?

“I’m fine,” she said. “There’s nothing wrong with
wanting to get a little lost in my code.”

Adam’s heel banged against her desk. “As long as you
find your way back to the real world every once in a while, no,
there isn’t.”

Regan lifted her eyes to his. “I’m not that bad.”

He clapped her on the back. “Regan, they’ve stopped
banking your comp time. Paul knows that if you ever came
collecting, we wouldn’t see you for six months.”

Regan smirked at the thought of her project manager
panicking if she ever took advantage of the fruits of all her
overtime. “Dude, you know I spend plenty of time slacking off,
playing video games. I’m not exactly a chronic workaholic.” She
spun her chair back around to face her monitor and typed a fast
line of instinctive code. “So you’re going off to your thrilling
and exciting night, then?”

“Hey, I never claimed that my night was going to be
particularly thrilling. That was what you were supposed to provide
by hanging out with me. The thrill.”

Regan raised amused eyebrows. “I provide thrills for
no man.”

“Don’t be so sure of that.” Adam chuckled. “I was
pretty thrilled by the concept of living vicariously through you
Friday night.”

Regan sighed deeply. Great, he’s
brought it up. “You give me way too much credit.”

Adam’s grin faded. “So, it didn’t go well?”

Regan shrugged. “Well, yeah. I mean, we didn’t—” She
sighed again. “I don’t know. I guess not.”

Adam answered with a soft groan. “I’m sorry. I
should have taken the hint when you refused to talk about it
yesterday.”

“I think I fucked up.”

“How?”

“I thought it might be something more than it was.”
She let her disappointment seep to the surface. “She was really
amazing.”

Adam rested his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,
Regan. Someday some woman out there is going to realize how cool
you are.”

Regan snorted. “You think?”

“I know.” Adam slid off the desk and grabbed the
backpack he’d set on the floor beside him, hefting it over his
shoulder. “In the meantime, though, have fun with your code.”

“I will.” She looked over at her glowing monitor, at
the formatted lines of well-commented code. I
always do.

“Want me to lock the door on my way out?” Adam
called out to her as he walked away.

“Yes, please,” she called over her shoulder. To
herself, she mumbled, “I might be here awhile.”

Programming was the ultimate escape. Regan supposed
she looked at writing code like most people probably looked at
reading books; it was her opportunity to leave herself for a little
while, to become absorbed in pure creation and problem-solving. It
gave her great satisfaction, and somehow she was less lonely when
she was banging away at her keyboard. Of course, the loneliness
always came back when she returned from her self-imposed
isolation.

She took a break about a half hour after Adam left,
eyes straining from her already full day of work. Sliding her
glasses off, she pinched wearily at the bridge of her nose, then
put them back on and looked around the empty office.

“Time to get serious,” she said aloud, just to hear
a human voice.

She had her late-night coding routine down pat. She
rose to her feet, lifted her hands above her head, and went up onto
her toes. Twisting her torso slowly from side to side, she managed
a soft groan, then dropped her arms. I need to
learn to drink coffee, she mused as she retrieved her empty
water bottle from her desk and refilled it at the company water
cooler. She glanced at the coffee machine the rest of her
co-workers could not live without. I’m not sure
I’m a real programmer if I don’t worship caffeine. Too bad it
tastes like hot garbage.

She returned to her desk and set the bottle
carefully beside her monitor. She’d been quite paranoid about that
little maneuver ever since the infamous
water-spilling-into-the-keyboard incident of September 2002. Adam
and Dan hadn’t let her forget about that debacle for weeks.

Regan dropped into her comfortable desk chair and
set her feet squarely on the floor, swinging the chair this way and
that. Then, after only a moment’s hesitation, she pushed off with
her toes and propelled her chair into the open space away from her
desk. Another moment, and she set herself spinning in mad circles.
All part of the routine.

The room blurred around her, objects blending into
one another. She waited until she could feel her head whirling
before she tried to catch up with the visual input surrounding her,
then planted her feet hard.

The ensuing head rush was ample inspiration to begin
a marathon night of coding.

 


*

 


Officer Melanie Raines sat in the passenger seat of
her patrol car and stared out the window at nothing. She was
thinking about Regan O’Riley. Again. I should
just call her, she told herself for the millionth time. She
wanted to call her; every day that passed made her more certain
that something important was slipping away. Why was it so hard?

“If someone had asked me last week if it were
possible for you to be any quieter, I’d have told them no way in
hell,” a deep voice startled her. “Apparently, I’d have been
wrong.”

Mel blinked and turned her head. Her partner glanced
at her with gentle brown eyes, then turned back to look at the
road.

She managed a sheepish smile. “Sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Peter Hansen said
easily. “Just thought maybe you needed to talk about something. Or
not.”

Mel sighed. More than three years as partners and
not once had she taken him up on that offer. Was he ever going to
get the hint? Did she really want him to get the hint? She liked
knowing that Hansen cared, even if she didn’t know quite how to
respond to that caring. One day he would give up, and how would she
feel then?

She made a decision. “Damn, you’re persistent.”

“I’m a cop. I’m supposed to be persistent.” Hansen
brought their car to a stop at a red light and flicked a cautious
glance at her. “You seem…darker than usual this week.”

Mel studied the people crossing the street in front
of them, the dreary, drizzling sky that hung over Woodward Avenue
and their stopped car. Darker than usual.
How dark was she most days?

“Would you believe that I’ve spent more time with
you, Hansen, in the past three years than I have with any one
person for almost ten years now?” Mel surprised herself with the
admission.

“Sounds lonely.”

“No, it hasn’t been. I mean, it never felt lonely.”
She wondered if that was the truth.

“But it does now?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“Why maybe?” Hansen sounded as if he were trying to
approach a scared animal he feared would bolt at his presence.

Amazed by the infinite patience he always seemed to
have for her, Mel brought her fingers up to rub at her throbbing
temple. Maybe the way to stop being so miserable was to try
something different. She drew in a breath, then pushed forward
before she lost her nerve. “I met a woman last weekend.”

Hansen looked surprised. Not surprised that she was
a lesbian, surely—she’d told him that two years ago, after
unleashing barely controlled fury at a couple of fellow cops who
had been making homophobic jokes about a mugging victim. Rather, he
was surprised by the fact that she was saying anything at all. It
wasn’t her style to bare her soul to anyone.

Hansen laughed, a deep, sonorous rumble. “I
should’ve guessed. Isn’t it always a woman?”

Mel shot him a cautious grin, unsure of how to
proceed, whether to keep talking or to shut the hell up already.
But what did she have to lose, really? “See, that’s the thing.”
Feeling like she was about to reveal a dirty secret, she tried to
choose her words carefully. “It never really has been for me.”

“No?”

“What I mean is, I, uh…I don’t generally become
preoccupied with women. I mean, a particular woman.” Mel wished
she’d never started this. “The truth is, I’m not usually occupied
with any woman for more than an evening or two.”

“Ah,” Hansen said.

Mel waited for more, then realized he wasn’t going
to say anything. She slouched a little further into her seat and
stared out the window. So much for the heart-to-heart.

“You know what my favorite thing is?” Hansen said
after some time.

“No.” It was the truth. She hardly knew anything
about her partner outside their car and the precinct and the
miserable uniform.

“I like the way that my wife knows when I’ve had one
of those days.” Hansen’s voice grew tight. “Like a couple weeks
ago, with that Rogers kid.”

Mel sucked in an uneasy breath, refusing to react to
his words. She struggled to keep her face impassive as she was
assailed with images from that day; the seventeen-year-old kid
lying on the hot, cracked sidewalk in a pool of his own blood and
urine, an honor student in the wrong place at the wrong time, two
months from high school graduation and the promise of a full-ride
scholarship to the University of Michigan. Nathan Rogers’s mother,
shaking with hysterical sobs behind yellow police tape, there to
watch her son being carried away with a sheet over his face because
he was shot not thirty feet from the front door of his home.

Mel couldn’t suppress the shudder that ran through
her body at the memory of those cries, at the senseless loss of
potential and her own feeling of empty impotence when all she could
do was try to help clean up the mess.

Yes, that had been a bad day.

“Somehow she just knows.” Hansen was still talking.
“I don’t know how, even if I don’t say a word. She knows just what
I need. To make me forget, to remind me of the good things. Even if
it’s just a cold beer waiting for me, or a story about something
Katie learned at school that day, or a hug…” he trailed off,
clearly a little embarrassed.

“Yeah,” Mel said, totally out of her league with
this touchy-feely stuff.

“I guess all I’m trying to say is there’s nothing
wrong with wanting that. I think everyone needs someone to remind
them of the good things. Even you, Officer Hard-Ass.”

Mel snorted at the nickname. She wanted to ask him
what the good things were, but didn’t. She couldn’t admit to him
that she didn’t know anymore. She stared out the passenger window
again, arms folded over her stomach. Could Regan remind her of the
good things? She’d felt pretty good when she was with her.

“Maybe,” she murmured, as much to herself as to
Hansen.

She continued to look at the passing buildings, the
foot traffic, anything but Hansen’s face. She was done talking,
exhausted from the turbulence of her emotions and unwilling to lose
her composure while on the job.

Hansen must have sensed that the subject was closed
because he fell quiet. The only sounds in their car were the low
guitar melody coming from their radio and the hum of the city
streets beneath their tires. After their uncharacteristically open
conversation, the silence no longer felt comfortable, as it
normally did, and instead bore down upon them, making Mel feel
close and cramped within the confines of the vehicle.

“So, you taking the detective test soon?” he asked
after a few minutes. His voice was light, his attempt to change the
subject pitifully obvious.

From one shitty topic to another. She kept her
answer brief and non-committal. “Not sure.”

“I remember the twenty-two year old kid who couldn’t
stop talking about making detective. When she talked, I mean.” She
raised an eyebrow at him, and he added, “What’s stopping you? The
Lieutenant has even started asking me about it.”

With a vague sense of unease, Mel remembered the
words that would have elated her only three years ago. You’re a good cop, Raines. You’ll make an excellent
detective. Lieutenant Jackson was wondering why she wasn’t
taking the test; now Hansen wondered, too. She didn’t know how to
explain why the thought of making detective made her feel so empty.
Falling back on humor, she gave her partner a mischievous wink.
“Maybe I’m just not ready to leave you yet, Hansen.”

“Can’t say I blame ya.” He changed lanes as they
approached a cluster of familiar fast food places. “What do you
say? Lunchtime?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Tacos?” He shot her a wide-eyed look of innocent
hope.

Mel groaned. “Tacos? Are you kidding me?”

“It’s your pick tomorrow if we can have tacos
today.”

Mel felt a grin appear without her consent. “Hansen,
it was supposed to be my pick today. You had a real craving for
greasy cheeseburgers yesterday, remember?”

“Tomorrow and Friday, then,” he offered. “You can
have the next two.”

“I’m such a sucker.”

“And that’s really a very fine quality in a
partner.” Chuckling, Hansen flipped on the turn signal. A garish
sign advertised the taco joint Mel had frequently sworn never to
visit again. Mel stifled further protest when he pulled into the
drive-thru. As was his custom, he fell into a state of deep and
silent concentration while he studied the colorful, glowing
menu.

Grateful for the reprieve, her mind immediately
returned to Regan. I’ll call her tonight.
Her heart began to jackhammer in her chest, and she brought a hand
up to rest on her throat. Nothing’s ever going to
change unless you change it. She studied her shoes and
balled her fists in her lap. It doesn’t have to
mean anything more than a second date.

The thought, meant to comfort, only scared her.

 


*

 


Regan was drowning her sorrows in good,
old-fashioned hedonism. It was seven o’clock on Wednesday night and
she was ensconced in her favorite easy chair, a thick down
comforter wrapped around her pajama-clad body even as she enjoyed
the chill of air conditioning. Stretched in front of her, her feet
moved back and forth on the footrest in time to the music that
poured from her television screen. Her eyes were fixed on the
fast-paced video game in front of her, hands moving in practiced
motion over her controller. On one side she had a full bottle of
water, on the other a half-empty bag of gummy bears. Oh, yeah, it don’t get much better than this.

She let out a triumphant yelp as she executed a
perfect 1080 Swiss Cheese in what was quickly becoming a
record-breaking game of SSX on her Playstation 2. “I am a
goddess!” she crowed, pumping an exultant
fist into the air. “Who needs sex when I have video games?”

She was trying to take Adam’s advice. Working late
every night was kind of pathetic. She
reached a quick hand over to snatch a gummy bear from the bag while
her snowboarder sped down a straightaway. Unlike
this right here, of course.

The sound of the phone ringing jarred Regan right
out of her zone. She whipped her head around in a frantic effort to
locate her cell phone—over there, on the
table—then turned back to watch in horror as her digital
snowboarder smashed face-first into the snow. Shit! There was no time to mourn her high score. Regan
sprang from her chair and half-vaulted, half-stumbled over her
couch. Her mind was racing as she grabbed the phone. It could be
her. She brought the phone to her ear with such force that she
nearly clocked herself in the head. “Hello?” she gasped.

For a moment she heard only silence, then,
“Regan?”

It was instantaneous—a Pavlovian response to the
sound of a beautiful woman’s voice. Regan’s heart thudded madly in
her chest. Her throat tightened and her voice caught. Her cheeks
were hot and flushed. It’s her! For Christ’s
sake, you moron, say something! She actually called you. Let her
know it wasn’t a mistake.

“Yes, this is. It’s me…I mean, I’m Regan,” she
stuttered.

“Hey, this is Mel…um, from the straight bar. Did I
interrupt you or something?”

“Oh, no!” Regan shouted, then clapped her hand over
her mouth. Wincing, she explained, “I, uh…I was in the middle of a
video game and it took me a minute to find the phone.” She blushed
at her unthinking honesty.

Mel’s chuckle helped to alleviate some of her
distress at the admission. “Cool. And you can stop blushing, okay?
I still think you’re adorable.”

Regan disobeyed by turning even redder. The throaty
voice on the other end of the phone made her legs weak. She sat
down on the floor and leaned back against the couch, knees pulled
to her chest. “What makes you think I’m blushing?”

“They don’t call ’em ‘powers of deduction’ for
nothing. I happen to know that you always blush when you talk about
something you think is nerdy.”

This insight did nothing to slow her pulse. “I find
that most adult women aren’t overly impressed by my geeky
toys.”

“I’m not most adult women. I suspect you aren’t,
either.”

Regan laughed. “No, I’m not.”

“For the record, I like video games.” Mel’s voice
was friendly, conversational, and it set Regan at ease. “I’m sure
you could kick my sorry ass at almost anything, but I have been
known to play.”

“Almost anything?” Regan
grinned at the patterned wallpaper in front of her, then closed her
eyes, trying to picture what Mel would look like with a phone in
her hand.

“Nobody beats me at Tetris.”

Regan’s grin widened until her cheeks hurt. “Oh,
that sounds like a challenge.”

“Consider the gauntlet thrown.”

Regan laughed. Now that her nervousness had eased a
bit, her body began to relax. She bit her lip and made a
confession. “I wasn’t sure you were going to call.”

There was dead silence for a moment. “I wasn’t sure
I would, either.” Brutal honesty.

“Why did you?”

“I…” Mel sounded off-balance. “I couldn’t stop
thinking about you.”

Regan’s heart thumped hard, erratic. She brought a
hand up to rest on her breast with a sense of euphoria.
She thought about me? “I’m so glad I’m not
the only one,” she
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