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            KALEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Summer Before College:

      

      “I really don’t want to be here.” Despite my girlfriend Juliette tugging on my hand, my feet come to a resounding halt the second I enter the elite country club. I never did like the exclusive vibe here, or that I’m only accepted because I’m dating the mayor’s daughter and was drafted by the Boston Bucks earlier this year. They think that makes me worthy.

      As my gaze cuts across the room, taking in all the extravagant costumes, I shake my head. It’s the end of August, not October, so why the board members decided on a masquerade party to celebrate the end of the summer season is beyond me. The ultra-rich are a strange bunch.

      “It’s going to be fun,” Juliette assures me as she places her hand on my chest. Her blue eyes sparkle behind her mask as she gives me a wink. “I think the punch is spiked.”

      “You know what I think?” She arches her brow at my question. “That I’m allergic to this damn thing.” I scratch my cheek, the hard plastic on the mask and the ridiculous feather irritating my skin. “It’s giving me a rash.” I’m about to tear the damn thing from my face when Juliette pouts and swats my hand away.

      “Stop it, Kalen. You’re supposed to be incognito.”

      I snort out a laugh as a few guests turn my way and nod. “I’m pretty sure I’m not fooling anyone here.” While I’m not a member, I am a foot taller than most of the members here. Not only is that a dead giveaway, I’ve been playing for the Darien team since I was fourteen, and plenty of the guests here have cheered for me over the years.

      Juliette shimmies closer. “Maybe, but I don’t think anyone knows it’s me,” she tells me in a happy sing-song voice.

      The fact that she’s my girlfriend, and currently has her hands all over me, is also a dead giveaway, but I don’t say that. Tomorrow, I leave for Boston College, and, well, I don’t want to do or say anything to burst her bubble tonight—especially when a part of me knows this will be our last time together. Honestly, I only came because it was important to her—the country club is so not my thing—and a part of me wanted to give her one last great memory of us together.

      A measure of unease grips my stomach at the thought of leaving Connecticut. Not because I know it will be the end of Juliette and me—long distance relationships just don’t work—but I hate the idea of leaving my sister Taylor behind. While I’d like to take her with me, it’s impossible. She has high school to finish, and I won’t be able to watch out for her in Boston, not with my crazy college study and hockey schedule. She’s better off here in Darien with our grandmother for now.

      Juliette runs her hands over the lapels on the formal midnight black tuxedo and red tie that she insisted I rent for this event. “Did I tell you how great you look?”

      Pushing those dark thoughts to the back of my mind and trying to be present for Juliette, I grin. “Yeah. Did I tell you how great you look?” I ask, even though I know I did. Numerous times.

      “Yes.” She grins and spins before me. My gaze drops to admire her curves in her red floor-length gown. I guess it’s my red tie that binds us together, so to speak, and makes it a couple’s costume. “But a girl never tires of hearing it.”

      “You look beautiful, babe.”

      She giggles and goes up on her toes to kiss me. I slide my hands around her back and hold her as I kiss her back. Someone clears their throat behind us. I inch back and turn to see a woman eyeing us behind her black mask.

      “Juliette, Kalen, it’s so nice to see you both.” She puts her hand on my arm and gives it a little squeeze. “Oh my, you do fill that jacket out nicely.”

      Alrighty then.

      “We were just about to get some punch,” I tell her and slide my hand around Juliette’s back to guide her away.

      “Oh, Kalen. I wanted to congratulate you on your draft. Boston Bucks.” Her eyes twinkle as she gives a low whistle. “That’s very impressive,” she adds, her French accent a little thicker than it was moments ago.

      “Thanks.” It’s funny, really. I busted my ass off to get a full academic ride to Boston college, but not even my teacher seems impressed by that.

      “I can’t wait to watch you play. Maybe I’ll make it to Boston for a game, and you can show me around.”

      What the hell…

      “Yeah, okay. See you later.” I back up, needing to get away fast.

      “Oh.” She pulls her mask down. “It’s me. Connie DuBois.”

      “Right.” Cougar DuBois…err…I mean, Connie DuBois. My high school French teacher. I guide Juliette away and she eyes me. “What?” I ask.

      “That’s going to happen a lot, isn’t it?”

      “If you mean women hitting on me because I’m going to be an NHL player one day, I think the answer is yes.” I shrug. “Hockey culture, I guess.”

      She exhales, understanding dancing in her eyes as she nods her head. “Well, tonight you’re mine, Kalen Coolidge.”

      I take her hands in mine and smile, because it’s good to know we’re on the same page, and both know that after tonight, we’ll be going our separate ways, no hard feelings. And let’s be honest, while I enjoy her friendship, nothing about us was ever love. Juliette is the most popular girl in school, and I’m the captain of the hockey team. We’re together because she likes the way she looks on my arm.

      “Tonight, I’m yours,” I agree.

      “Now let’s get that punch.” She takes a step and stops abruptly, a dramatic gasp catching in her throat.

      “What?” Even though I’m used to her theatrics—why she’s taking business instead of theater is beyond me—I glance around, trying to figure out who or what she’s glaring at.

      She points. “Ohmigod, what is she doing in my dress?” Juliette runs her hands down her jeweled red dress, smoothing it over her breasts and stomach. “I was told this was a one of a kind.”

      I follow her finger and spot a girl, who doesn’t look like she wants to be here anymore than I do, pressed against the back wall, as she reads something on her phone. Her head lifts for a brief second and her long blonde hair falls over creamy shoulders.

      Something about her holds my attention, and it has nothing to do with her uncanny resemblance to my girlfriend, right down to the blonde hair. “Wow, if it weren’t for the glasses, I’d never be able to tell you two apart.”

      Juliette fumes beside me. “How dare she? She needs to go home and change right now.” She grips her dress, lifting it slightly as she pulls away from me, like she’s about to storm the castle, or rather the ball room. The second she starts toward the back wall, I grip her hand to stop her. I don’t know why I suddenly feel protective of the other girl; maybe it’s simply that I don’t want a scene. Maybe not.

      Making light of the situation, I begin, “Don’t worry about it, babe.” I touch her hair, brush it behind her ear. “You look better in it anyway.” It’s a small fib. Whoever that girl is hugging the wall, well, she looks good in her costume too. “Tomorrow they’ll be discussing who wore it better?”

      “And I’ll win.”

      “Yeah, baby, you’ll win.”

      A big smile spreads across Juliette’s painted red lips. “I think you’re right.”

      “Of course, I’m right. Now come on. I’m thirsty.” I lead her in the other direction, and we run into our friends Jared and Mia at the punch bowl. Juliette and Mia instantly begin to gossip about Juliette’s doppelganger, and I turn to our team’s right winger.

      “Kalen, dude what’s up?” Jared asks me.

      “How’d you know it was me?” I joke and once again resist the urge to tear my mask off.

      He grabs the ladle and gestures with a nod toward Connie the cougar. “You getting with that later?”

      “Jesus. You saw that, did you?” I laugh as I take in the interest in his eyes. “She’s all yours.”

      He wags his brows. “You know what they say about French women?”

      I rub my eye, which is watering from the feather threatening to blind me. “Actually, no and I really don’t want to know.”

      He kisses the jointed tips of his fingers and joyfully spreads them out. “Passion, baby. Passion.”

      “What part of I didn’t want to know did you not understand?”

      “I also heard they don’t shave.” He winks at me. “I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

      “Lucky me.” I just shake my head and laugh as he grins and glances around.

      He gestures toward the girl in red. “Who’s the Juliette wannabe?”

      I once again turn and take in the girl holding up the wall. She taps her thumb against her phone, repeatedly, almost unconsciously. A nervous gesture? As her gaze darts around the room, I study the way she’s shifting from one foot to the other, and pushing her glasses up on her nose. Is she getting ready to bolt? She drops her phone into her bag and there’s something familiar about her movements, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. Her gaze lands on mine as I stare, and the next thing I know, she’s pushing off the wall and disappearing into the big library off the main room.

      “No idea,” I finally answer and take a big drink of the punch, letting the liquid burn down my throat. “What’s in this?” I sputter and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

      Jared opens his coat to show me a flask. “A little something extra for you, dude.”

      I take another swallow to finish the contents in my cup and Jared fills me up again. I’m not much of a drinker, but I’m sure alcohol will help me get through tonight. Juliette slides her hand into mine, pulling my attention back to her.

      “Mia and I are going to freshen up.” She moves in closer, and goes up on her tippytoes. “Back there, in the library,” she whispers. “There’s a secret room behind the bookshelf, to the right of the window on the fourth shelf from the bottom look for the book on ancient Egypt. Pull on it, and a secret door will open. I’ll meet you there in ten minutes.” She slides her hand down and cups my crotch. “Let’s make this a night to remember.”

      “Come on,” Mia says, grabbing Juliette’s hand after she too whispered something into Jared’s ear.

      “Don’t get caught,” Juliette warns as Mia drags her away.

      Jared has a big grin on his face as the girls disappear down the hall. “I mean, it’s not Connie DuBois, but it’s not so bad,” he jokes before taking a big swig from his cup. “Later.” He steps away and I turn to take in the crowd. I recognize a few people from school, and while many of them go way back to kindergarten, I was fourteen when I moved to Connecticut from New York. Living with my grandmother isn’t so bad. I snort out a humorless laugh. Truthfully, it’s a million times better than living with my asshole father. Yeah, after Mom died, I was happy to get the fuck out of there, and I’m grateful my maternal grandmother took Taylor and me in.

      A few people nod to me as they pass, and I check my watch. Has it been ten minutes? Setting my cup on the table, I walk toward the library, half expecting to find Juliette’s twin lurking about, but she’s nowhere to be found. She probably went out the back way, happy to get out of here and these ridiculous outfits.

      I walk up to the wall and find the book. Feeling like a kid about to get caught with his hand in the cookie jar, I glance over my shoulder before I tug on it. Sure enough a latch releases, opening a secret door. I hurry inside, and my gaze rakes over the back of Juliette’s red dress as light from the library chandelier shines in. Her dress flares as she spins, and I quickly close the secret door, plunging us into darkness.

      “Hey,” I murmur as I step into her. “I don’t think anyone saw me.” Her throat works as she swallows and the second I put my hands on her hips a low mewling sound crawls out of her throat. The strange, unfamiliar, almost silent sound coming from my girlfriend gives me pause. Juliette is usually way more demonstrative, loud even. She does like to put on a show. “Are you okay?”

      A beat and then, “Uh huh.”

      Her voice sounds a bit scratchy. Maybe she’s allergic to the feathers on the mask too.

      “Let’s get rid of these shall we.” I pull off her mask, not that I can see her in the dark and then tear off my own. “That’s better.” Wasting no time, I cup her chin, and lift it, my mouth going straight to hers. Her lips are stiff at first, and I’m about to pull back—does she not want this—only to stop when her arms slide around my body. “Nice,” I murmur into her mouth, and deepen the kiss as her lips become pliable beneath my ministrations.

      I slide my tongue in, and taste spearmint and warmth and excitement. I moan and deepen the kiss as I back her up and push her against the wall. Fisting her dress, I tug on it, lifting it so I can get my hands on her bare flesh. I touch her panties, and my dick thickens as my fingers graze the soft lace.

      I dip my hand inside, and her gasp wraps around my cock and hugs tight. Her nether lips are buttery soft, and she grows wetter as I part them with my fingers. “So wet, baby.” I toy with her clit, circle it to tease her and the second I add pressure, her breathing changes, becomes a little erratic.

      Her hands move to my chest, and she touches me, explores, like she’s acquainting herself with my body. I slide a finger into her, and her warm spearmint breath washes over my face in a rush. What is going on with her tonight? I don’t remember her ever being so reactive, like she’s craving my touch and this is the first time I’ve given it to her.

      “Yes,” she murmurs, moving her hips, forcing my finger in deep. She untucks my shirt and I suck in a breath as her warm hands race over me. Jesus, I love the way she’s touching me. I don’t know what’s going on with her tonight, but she’s all over me. Sex was always about her and her pleasure. Tonight, she’s touching me like I’m something to be worshiped, like I’m truly important to her.

      I add a second finger and a deep cry full of pleasure fills the small space. I fuck her with my fingers, slowly, wanting to take her higher and higher, wanting to draw this out, before I take her over the edge.

      Her hands continue to race over my body, her fingers splayed like she’s trying to touch every inch of me. There’s something incredible in the way she’s moving, moaning, and exploring as she completely gives herself over to me like it’s the first time she’s ever been touched. This is different. She’s different. Perhaps because she knows it’s our last time. I really don’t know what’s going on, but if she can give herself to me like this—openly, honestly—maybe there’s more between us than I thought. Maybe we could try the distance relationship thing.

      Maybe I’m not ready to walk away from this.

      I change the pace and rhythm of my fingers, brushing her G-spot and rubbing the butt of my palm over her clit. A loud cry erupts from her throat, and she grips my shoulders to hang on as her body bursts around me. Her liquid heat coats my hand and I’m seconds from dropping to my knees to press my mouth to her sweetness, when a noise grabs my attention.

      “What the hell,” Juliette yells and I turn back to the girl I just brought to orgasm. She lowers her head, her long blonde hair veiling her face as she scoops up her mask, brushes past Juliette and runs from the secret room. My gaze flies to Juliette’s. “I thought...”

      “You couldn’t tell?” she accuses, anger flaring in her eyes.

      Actually, now that I think of it, there were signs…I just ignored them. “Who…” I shake my head, and hurry from the library, running in to where the party is in full swing. I catch a glimpse of the girl in red as she runs from the country club and that’s when I realize exactly who she is.

      Darien Lewis.

      Quiet.

      Shy.

      Socially awkward.

      Book nerd.

      Who I just finger banged and brought to orgasm in the library.

      And I want more…

      Fuck me.

      “I think you should leave.” I turn around and find Juliette standing there with her arms crossed. Angry blue eyes boring into mine.

      “Yeah, okay,” is all I mutter. I take a deep breath and try to get my spinning brain under control.

      “Goodbye, Kalen.”

      “Bye, Juliette.” With that, I walk out into the warm night and search the parking lot as I make my way to my car. I slide in and drive straight home. Taylor is at a friend’s place for the night and Grandma is already in bed when I arrive, and I’m grateful I don’t have to explain why I’m home early.

      I drop into my bed, and stare at the ceiling, my mind going over tonight’s events. Honestly, I don’t know why Darien’s touch, kisses and sweet moans messed with me the way they did, but I damn well want to find out. I close my eyes and eventually drift off. After a restless night, I push from my bed, make a fast trip to the bathroom and hurry back to my car.

      I drive through town, stopping when I come to Darien Lewis’ mansion overlooking Long Island Sound. She lives in the biggest house in Darien, and why on earth would her parents name her after the town she lives in?

      A guy steps from the house. He makes his way to his car and slows when he spots me. “Can I help you?”

      “I…uh.” I scratch the back of my neck. “I’m looking for Darien.”

      He glances down the street. “You just missed her.”

      “Yeah?” I follow his gaze, but the street is empty.

      “She left for college about an hour ago.”

      Well fuck…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            SAHARA

          

        

      

    

    
      Present Day:

      

      As the audience stands, and the other actors join me on stage for a bow, my heart jumps into my throat. I grin, as both pride and shock race through my blood. Honestly, when I moved to Boston over the summer, when the opportunity to work at Boston Library presented itself, I had no idea I’d be performing at a local theater—or that the audience would be on their feet, applauding the entire cast of Love Unbound.

      Taylor Turner wraps her arms around my waist and gives me a big hug. We met during tryouts, and she’s currently my only friend in town. Not that I have a lot of friends back home in Darien, but I’ve been so busy here, getting my apartment set up, settling into a new routine at the library, and practicing for opening night, that I’ve barely had time to sort my thoughts, let alone make friends.

      Taylor beams at me. “You did great, Monroe.”

      “You did too, Turner,” I tell her, loving that she chose the surname Turner for her stage name. I chose Monroe. Go big or go home, right? Taylor is a theater major at Boston college. We met during our auditions, and it’s crazy that I got the lead when I know so little about acting. I mean, I did act at Columbia. I wanted to step out of my comfort zone and took a course. I really enjoyed it, but never intended to continue with it. Maybe I auditioned for this one because the story about a girl trying to get out from under her parents’ control and find her way in life resonated with me so strongly.

      Nevertheless, I felt bad that I got the role and she didn’t. Not that she ever made me feel that way. She’s a real sweetheart. But it’s crazy to think that I, nerdy bookworm introvert extraordinaire, could even walk on stage, let alone toss out a performance that warranted applause.

      But are you just a nerdy bookworm introvert extraordinaire, Sahara?

      Honestly, I don’t know. The sad truth of the matter is, that as the baby of the family, I’ve been under my parents’ thumb for years, and have no idea who I am or what I like. Okay, that’s not entirely true. I know what I am to my parents. A disappointment. And I probably gravitated toward this play and excelled at it because it represented what I was going through.

      I can’t even imagine what my folks would say if they saw me performing for a local community theater. I can hear my mother now. If you want to perform, it had better be on Broadway. This is so beneath them. Her kids had to be the best at everything they did, and this small stage in downtown Boston would be an embarrassment to her.

      Much like my library science degree.

      There was no way I was going to be a surgeon like my mom and dad, or my oldest brother and sister, Austin and London. Or a professor at Yale, like my middle brother Charlie. Oh, and let’s not forget my other sister, Aspen, the fourth youngest—two years older than me—who is working in the aerospace industry.

      Yeah, I’m a disappointment and it’s hard to fathom that they caved and let me go into library science at all. Then again, I’m a book nerd and they probably figured I’d fail at everything else. At least this way they could spin it to their friends and make it sound like I was a historian, or something a little more special. I’m not any of those things. Deep down, they know it too, which is why they’ve been trying to marry me off to any successful guy in their social group. That would up my status, I guess.

      The last straw, however, was when they set me up with their friend’s son. On paper he looked good—a well-respected lawyer. But he was rude to our young waitress. I might come from a well-to-do family, but the one thing I won’t tolerate is entitlement, especially from a man-baby who practically threw a tantrum because it took too long to get his drink.

      So, I guess you can see why I took off to Boston when a library position opened up. If I had stayed in Darien, I saw only one path forward—unhappily married, and never knowing who I really was or what I liked.

      Beside me, Taylor shades her eyes. “Where are you?” Her words pull me back as she peers out into the crowd, and my stomach tightens. She told me earlier that her brother and his friend were coming to watch tonight’s performance—it’s friends and family night, a performance for us to work out the kinks—and while I’m happy for her, I’m a little sad that there is no one out there supporting me.

      I shade my eyes to block the spotlights. I try to help her look, which is a bit ridiculous. I have no idea who her brother is or what he looks like. She grabs my arm. “There he is. There he is,” she chirps loudly, clearly happy to see her brother. While I love her dramatics and enthusiasm, my heart pinches a bit, a little envious that she has a brother who cares enough to come watch her. She gasps a little, and stands perfectly still and it pulls my attention.

      “What?” I ask.

      “He’s with Elias. Oh God, Sahara, he’s with Elias. I didn’t know he was coming. I mean I left tickets for friends and family night. I just never thought. God, he came…”

      Okay, I might not know her well, but I’ve never seen her thrown off her game before. “You don’t like Elias?”

      Her eyes widen as she turns from the crowd, offering them her back so they can’t see her expression—or perhaps it’s one man she’s hiding from. That’s when I see it’s nervous excitement in her big blue eyes. “Oh, I get it. You like Elias.”

      “Yeah, but he’s my brother’s best friend.” She wrings her hands and crinkles up her nose. “They’re roommates.”

      “Uh, didn’t you say you lived with your brother?”

      She lets loose a tortured groan and twists and turns, like she’s about to melt at my feet like the wicked witch. Maybe she should audition for the Wizard of Oz. “Yes, and you have no idea how torturous it is when Elias showers and walks around in nothing but a towel. Thank God it’s a big house and I don’t have to see that often.”

      I angle my head and arch a brow. “You mean you’re not trying?”

      She hangs her head in shame. “I’m trying. We share a Jack and Jill bathroom, so trying isn’t really that hard. Ugh.”

      I laugh out loud at her antics. “Why don’t you go for it?” Suggests the girl who’s never gone for it. Ever. Okay, that’s not entirely true. I went for it once—stepping completely out of character—and it was a spectacular disaster.

      What were you thinking, girl?

      “Bro code,” she concedes with a frown. “I’d never do anything to come between my brother and his best friend. Besides, he’s a lot older and thinks of me as a kid, I’m sure.”

      “Nothing wrong with an older man.”

      She flips her long dark hair from her shoulder. “Except when he thinks of you as a kid. Trust me, I’ve seen the women he used to go out with. All smoke shows.”

      “You’re a smoke show too, Taylor.” I frown. “Wait, did you just say the girls he used to go out with?”

      “Yeah.” Her brows bunch together, and I sense her worry for Elias. “I haven’t seen him out in a while. Maybe one of the girls wanted something more and he’s laying low. I think something happened but my brother would never tell me, and I think he has family problems.”

      Who doesn’t…

      “Family problems?”

      She crinkles her nose. “He comes from a big political family, but like I said, no one tells me anything. I’m just the kid sister around the house, and I think Elias feels the same.”

      “He’s not interested in anything more?”

      “Nope, not with me and he is—or rather was—just like my brother. One and done usually.” She gives me a cute, lopsided grin that any man would find attractive, I’m sure. “The girls that flock to them after a game.” She snorts out a humorless laugh. “I can’t compete, and they have their pick of women.”

      I’m about to ask what game her brother and Elias play, but stop when the lights dim and the curtain closes. The director comes out and gives us all high fives. While my body is tired, pouring my heart out on stage is exhausting, I’m not sure I’m ready to go home to sleep, despite my early morning at the library. At least it’s Thursday, one more day to trudge through, and I’ll have the weekend to sleep in. Our regular shows don’t start for two weeks, and then we’ll be non-stop. It’s community theater, but we’ve worked hard.

      The lights flicker on and behind the curtain, conversation buzzes around us. We all head off stage, and back in the change room, I pull my stuff from my cubby. Hurrying into my street clothes, I carefully hang up my costume and tug on my shoes. I’m about to head out when Taylor snatches my hand.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Home,” I tell her.

      “Why don’t you come for a drink with my brother and me, and Elias…” She gives me a nervous grin. I’m about to say no, but she has a pleading look in her eyes.

      “I’m not much of a wing woman.”

      She laughs. “Sometimes I think I stare too hard at him, and just having you there to nudge me would help.”

      “Girl, you got it bad.”

      She groans. “So bad, and I can’t do anything about it.”

      I check the time, and since I am still keyed up, I nod. “Okay, one drink.”

      “Great. My brother knows this fun Scottish pub, Kilting Around.”

      “I’ve heard of it.” It’s not too far from the theater and within walking distance of my apartment. I’ve peeked in the window but have yet to go inside. “The guys all wear kilts.”

      “Maybe that will help me get my mind off Elias.” She pauses and glances down. “Wait, nope. Now I’m thinking about Elias in a kilt.”

      I laugh and hike my bag up higher as I throw an arm around her. “Come on.”

      She smiles. “You never know, you and my brother might hit it off.”

      “What you’re really saying is, if your brother is distracted, you can stare at Elias, right?”

      “Damn girl, I can’t get anything by you. He’s just so overprotective of me. I love him and I love that he watches out for me, but sometimes it feels like I’m being smothered.”

      I nod, understanding that completely. My parents watched my every move. “I’ll do my best to help.” I push open the door and guide her outside. The late October air is warm as we walk to the front of the theater and search for her brother.

      “There he is!”

      She grabs my hand and people greet me as she drags me through the crowd. The second we reach her brother and I lift my head to meet his gaze, my breath leaves my lungs in a whoosh. I stand there, immobilized, hardly able to believe I’m staring at Kalen Coolidge—the captain of my high school’s hockey team, and the guy I’ve had a crush on for as long as I can remember.

      Taylor is speaking, doing the introductions as Kalen dips his head and looks at me with zero recognition. Which is no surprise. Why would a guy like him remember a nerdy bookworm like me? But I remember him. Remember when he slipped into the secret room at the library where I was reading on my phone and hiding from the crowd.

      I didn’t want to be at the damn masquerade party in the first place. My parents forced me, hoping I’d meet a nice young man. I met a nice young man all right. He just thought I was someone else. In that secret closet, though, when his fingers bit into my hips and his tongue sank into my mouth, I thought maybe, just maybe he knew it was me. I must have been high on the scent of old books because Kalen Coolidge does not go for girls like me.

      “Sahara,” he greets, his gaze searching my face, but there’s nothing in his eyes to suggest he recognizes me. He has no idea who I am now, or that it was me in that closet that night. When Juliette swung that door open, and reality hit like a four-hundred-page hardcover to the side of the head, I obscured my face and ran like I was being chased by wild wolves. The next morning, at the crack of dawn, I took off for Columbia University, never giving Kalen Coolidge another thought.

      Much.

      Now here I am, staring at the Boston Bucks’ hottest left winger, about to share a drink at the local pub. I need to get the hell out of here, and fast.

      “Ah, nice to meet you Kalen.” I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “I should go. I’m pretty tired after tonight.”

      “One drink,” Taylor bursts out, sliding her arm in mine, her eyes pleading. Taylor glances at Kalen. “Sahara is new in town, like me.” My gaze moves to Kalen’s again, and he’s watching me carefully. Even if he figured out it was me—Darien Lewis—in the closet that night, I’m sure he’d never recognize this version of me.

      Not only is my hair shorter and a different color, I’m using a stage name, and I’m doused in makeup.

      I switched to my middle name Sahara after I became a librarian. Honest to God, what were my parents thinking naming me Darien? Sure, we lived in Washington when I was born, but after we relocated to the coast, I had the same name as the town I lived in—a town where my mom had grown up. I spent my high school years there, before I went to Columbia to become a librarian. With the degree tucked into my belt, I had no choice but to change my name. No way was I going to be called Darien the librarian. Jeez. Adults are as cruel as kids.

      Wait, is that interest in Kalen’s eyes?

      Whoa…

      Does he like what he sees? I take a moment to see myself through his eyes, and what I see is the theatrical version of myself, a woman who is confident, vivacious, sexually open, a risk taker—everything I’m not. But like I said before, I have no idea who I am, so maybe I do have those traits buried deep inside me.

      “I’d love it if you joined us,” Kalen says, the deep tenor of his voice taking me back to that night when I moaned…and he asked if I was okay.

      I wasn’t okay.

      I’m not okay now.

      I might never be okay again.

      Get your ass home, Sahara.

      Or…pretend to be the girl from the stage, have a little fun…for a little while anyway.
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      Taylor drags Sahara down the sidewalk and Elias falls into step beside me. He’s a quiet guy, but much quieter than usual lately. I cast him a glance as he pulls his ballcap lower on his head. Perhaps he’s just worried about being recognized…and swarmed. Last time that happened, and his face was splashed all over the papers, his parents paid him a visit.

      His dad is high up in the government and feels Elias’ actions—which are very carefully scrutinized by the public—are a reflection on him. I guess that’s why he keeps his head down and nose clean. But he’s a grown-ass man, and it’s been a long time since I’ve seen him with a woman. Not that I can blame him. The guy never knows who wants him because he’s a pro hockey player, or to use him to get close to his family.

      I don’t have that problem…but that’s not to say I don’t have demons of my own.

      As though feeling my eyes on him, he angles his head, grins, and nudges me. “Taylor did great tonight.”

      I nod and a smile I have no control over spreads across my face as my sister laughs at something her friend said. “Yeah,” is all I reply as pride wells up inside me. After high school, Taylor floundered for a bit, not knowing what she wanted to do, or what career she wanted to pursue. With my aging grandmother’s health on the decline, we thought it was best she go into nursing care. Unfortunately, our grandmother passed before we could make that happen, and with no family left in Darien—yeah, our old man is still in New York—I knew it was time for Taylor to join me in Boston. I’m so fucking happy to have her here where I can watch over her again.

      Taylor and me, against the world.

      I wasn’t ready for the responsibility before, not with college and hockey. Hell, who am I kidding? I wasn’t ready for the responsibility at thirteen either, when Mom got sick, and I found Dad in bed with another man. Who the fuck sleeps around when their spouse is dying? My old man, that’s who.

      I didn’t want anything to do with him after that, and I took over taking care of Taylor. Even after I asked Grandma if we could live with her, and she agreed, I still watched out for my kid sister. She’s everything to me, and I want what’s best in life for her.

      Which is living under my roof and going to college to make something of herself. I’ve been with the team two years now, and my feet are on solid ground, so I knew it was time. Plus, my house over on Beacon Hill is big enough for a family of ten. My stomach tightens at that thought. All I ever wanted was a big family, seated around the table during the holidays. I know from some of the guys that big families can be chaotic and messy and loud. Heck, Tanner Bang has five siblings and while he might grumble, there’s always love and happiness in his eyes when he talks about them, and dammit I want that for me and Taylor. But now, since our grandmother passed, it’s always just the two of us.

      My gaze strays to Sahara as she glances back at me, and something niggles in the back of my brain. There’s something familiar about her. I can’t quite place it, though. Perhaps it’s just that she’s flamboyant and outgoing like my sister. While I was at the theater to watch Taylor, I can’t deny that my gaze strayed to Sahara numerous times.

      “She’s cute, huh?”

      I glance at Elias as he grins at me. “Who?”

      He pushes me. “Fuck off.”

      Laughing, because I damn well know who he’s talking about, I shove him back. “If you want her, go for it.”

      He shakes his head, a dark storm flashing in his eyes. It hits me with the force of a hurricane and nearly sucks the air from my lungs before he quickly blinks it away. What is going on with him? I’m about to ask, only to stop when he speaks.

      “She’s your type, Coolio.”

      I turn back to take

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        1. Kalen
      


      		
        2. Sahara
      


      		
        3. Kalen
      


      		
        4. Sahara
      


      		
        5. Kalen
      


      		
        6. Sahara
      


      		
        7. Kalen
      


      		
        8. Sahara
      


      		
        9. Kalen
      


      		
        10. Sahara
      


      		
        11. Kalen
      


      		
        12. Sahara
      


      		
        13. Kalen
      


      		
        14. Sahara
      


      		
        15. Kalen
      


      		
        16. Sahara
      


      		
        17. Sahara
      


      		
        18. Kalen
      


      		
        19. Sahara
      


      		
        20. Kalen
      


      		
        21. Sahara
      


      		
        22. Kalen
      


      		
        23. Sahara
      


      		
        24. Kalen
      


      		
        25. Sahara
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Cathryn Fox
      


      		
        About Cathryn
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Cathryn Fox


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cathrynfox_mainlogo-42345-pm.jpg





OEBPS/images/illustrated-stick-magic-lg15.jpg
A BOSTON BUCKS NOVEL

BESTSELLING AUTHO

CATHRYN FOX






