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        This series has broken us, Bookwhores! Gina Jones is an evil genius with these books. You think you know all the answers, but you find out you couldn't be more wrong. Everyone needs to get these books—BookWhore_Am_I.

        

        This series combines a captivating plot and suspense with engaging storylines, not just relying on sex scenes—Aural Fixation

      

      

      
        
        Perfect in every devious way

        Wow!!! This book is fan-freaking-tastic! It is the perfect mix of romance, suspense, and mystery. It leaves you guessing the whole time on the edge of your seat. Gina has given us sweet romance, great characters, and a plot straight out of the movies! I have loved every second of it!—Audiobook Obsession.

      

      

      

      
        
        I haven't related to a female protagonist in a long time, friends. So long, in fact, that I can't even remember the last time I read a book and said, "Oh dang, I would have done that!"

        

        Until Julia came along.

        

        Julia is so sweet and innocent. My goodness, it's refreshing to read a book with this kind of life. Watching Julia meander through life under this veil of purity makes me anxious! It's unlike anything I've read before!

        

        Julia’s dream is to go to culinary school in Paris, but in order to do this, she needs to get a job, and—I dunno—actually move forward with her life. She’s static, and these dreams are boiling inside her.

        

        She makes a bold move to take a nanny job. Our sweet Julia was orphaned at a young age, so it’s no surprise she feels this desire to nurture children. Agg. My heart. There are so many layers to this woman.

        

        Speaking of layers…the man she works for is quite…complicated. Jonas and his daughter, Sidney, live in the same house (obviously), but he’s not often present. Sidney is practically on her own emotionally and physically. Thanks, pops.

        

        But Julia sees more to Jonas than he sees in himself. The beauty of her character is that she’s so kind and forgiving, but golly, Jonas Fairbanks is a man unworthy of love! Even his daughter calls him by his first name!

        

        What is a woman supposed to do with an unlovable man? Love him—NDP Book Review
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      Innocence meets temptation at the manor of secrets…

      

      Julia Ellis, young and full of dreams, steps into a world far more complex than she ever imagined. As the new nanny to Sidney, the enigmatic daughter of Mr. Jonas Fairbanks, Julia uncovers whispers of dark omens and chilling tales surrounding the seemingly serene household. Her quest for culinary mastery in Paris takes a backseat as she delves deeper into this web of allure and mystery.

      Mr. Fairbanks’s haunting beauty captivates Julia, igniting a struggle between innocence and forbidden desire. Can love prevail when past shadows threaten to expose dark truths? Experience the tension that pulls Julia from her moral high ground into a world of deep emotion and danger.

      This book contains graphic sexual scenes and is meant for readers over 18.

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Gina A. Jones

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.

      WARNING: This book contains sexually explicit scenes and adult language. Intended for a mature audience only. It may be considered offensive to some readers. This book is for sale to adults only. Please ensure this book is stored in a location that cannot be accessed by underage readers.
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        The Passerby: Ten Years Earlier

      

      

      

      “911. What’s your emergency?”

      “Yes, I was passing by this house and, uh . . .”

      “Sir. Sir, are you there? Is there an emergency? Can you give me your location?”

      Rain turns the grey sky to black. The wind howls up a horseshoe lane and into a large house, slamming the double doors open and shut. Gargoyle creatures each hold a ring knocker in its mouth. Inside, the house is bare—except for one picture, which hangs over a large fieldstone fireplace. A man in dress blues is kissing his bride. They are happy. In love.

      “Sir, are you still there?”

      “Yes. I just saw someone run into the pasture.”

      “Have you been in a car accident?”

      “A house. The sign at the gate says Fairbanks.”

      “Are you the owner of this house, sir?”

      “Ah . . . no. I was driving by, and the rain was pouring hard, so I had to pull over into a driveway.”

      “Are you hurt, sir? Did you run off the road?”

      Screams from in the background.

      “Someone’s screaming. I think they are hurt,” says the caller.

      “Sir, I have your location at 5952 Oak Road.”

      “Um . . . I guess. I’m not really sure where I am. I was just waiting for the storm to pass and saw someone run across the field. It’s storming badly, and the doors to this house are open. I think something terrible just happened.”

      “Can you tell me what happened, sir?”

      “I don’t know what happened. I was just waiting for the storm to pass. I heard screams, and then someone ran from the house. Oh, my God. I think I hear a baby crying inside.”

      “Sir, you say you hear a baby?”

      “Yes. I’m on the porch, and the doors are swinging open and shut in the wind. There it is again—a baby is crying.”

      “Sir, dispatch is on its way. Please remain on the line.”

      “Yes. Yes, I will. I’m inside now. I can still hear the baby crying. I think it’s coming from upstairs.”

      “Sir, can you see if the baby needs help?”

      “Yes, I’m upstairs now. I think the cries are coming from behind the door I’m standing at.”

      “Sir. The police are almost there. Can you hear them?”

      “No. Not yet. I’m going inside to get the baby.”

      The cries become louder as the passerby opens the door. A baby lies in a crib alone, crying. “Hey. What’s the matter? Where are your parents? I have her. It’s a baby girl, about two months old, I would say. She’s crying but appears unharmed.”

      “Sir. The police should be there.”

      “Yes, I hear them. They are outside. Up here! There’s a baby.”

      “Police.”

      “Yes. Up here! I found a baby alone and crying. Someone went running and screaming from the house.”

      “Sir, put the baby down and walk from the room.”

      “Officer, I didn’t do anything. I was checking on the baby. I’m the one who called.”

      “Sir, the police are there. I’m going to hang up now.”

      “Yes. Okay.”

      Another officer enters the room. “We have a dead body floating in the lake.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART I

          

          SPRING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A time for change, a time for growth. Wake the youth, with their wobbly legs, and direct them into this special place, where time is meant for them. Go, and remember that all faith is blind, and let that faith lead you to your fate—Gina A. Jones
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      Le Cordon Bleu chefs have worked in some of the most prestigious restaurants in the world; many of them are Michelin-starred, and one of the Best Craftsmen in France (Un des Meilleurs Ouvriers de France-MOF). “Un des Meilleurs Ouvriers.”

      “Julia?”

      As I quickly shut the laptop, “Frère Jacques” hums quietly from my throat, “Yes, Pastor Tom, I was going over this morning’s daily devotions.” There I go again, lying.

      Please, Father in heaven, forgive me once again for this lie I have just told Pastor Tom. “I will be right down. I’m just updating my profile on Angie’s List—give me a minute.”

      “Okay, Julia. Cathy has worked hard on another breakfast for the family. We need to be respectful by being on time.”

      Walking over, I open the bedroom door. “I’m sorry—I should be down there helping her,” I say quickly, shutting the door behind me, and passing him on the stairs. I enter the kitchen, giving Cathy a quick wave, which has become my show of apology every morning lately.

      “Cathy, please take a seat and let me take over. I was looking up some delightful breakfast entrées upstairs.” Crap, another lie. Father in heaven, please forgive me again for . . . Another lie.

      “Oh, Julia, that sounds great. I loved your blueberry crêpes yesterday. Plus, I need to meet with the ladies’ aid group at church. If you can manage to get the girls fed and onto their lessons, I would so much appreciate it.” She unties her apron and tosses it on the worktop.

      For a woman who has spent her entire life preaching to other women the importance of a wife’s role —“Your family comes first, your husband comes first” — she seems to run amok, letting me take on that role.

      They would both be appalled if they knew of my dreams of moving to Paris—and working in an upscale, fine dining restaurant, one that also serves wine. There I go, judging again.

      I’m about to silently pray for this sin of judgment when it hits me. That’s all they do—judge.

      “Did you see that dress she was wearing? It was sleeveless. Bare shoulders should not be allowed in church. Or outside the home, for that matter,” crooned old Agnes, our piano player from church, last Sunday. Forget the fact that it was a hundred degrees with no air conditioning. I wonder what God has against bare shoulders? The men often go shirtless when they play basketball in the parking lot. I have never heard anyone complaining about that.

      Pondering what to do with the two-day-old carrot cake, I hear Cathy yell from the garage, “Julia!” I rush out while tying on the apron.

      “Yes, Cathy. What’s wrong?”

      “Do you smell that?” she asks with her nose in the air.

      “Smell what?”

      “Smells like someone is smoking cigarettes.”

      “Here, in this garage?”

      “Well, I didn’t smell it until the garage door opened.”

      “Oh . . . Yes. That would be Mr. Stouter from next door. I think he’s trying to quit again. I saw him sneaking a few puffs behind the shed. He tells Mrs. Stouter he just can’t seem to get the new puppy housebroken. I think it’s the real reason he got Mrs. Stouter a new dog. So he can sneak smoke.”

      She waves her hand. “Oh, poor woman. Are you sure you don’t mind making the mini quiches for my ladies’ group tomorrow morning?” she asks while getting into the car.

      “Not at all. Go on. I got it covered,” I say, swishing my hands at her.

      “Thank you, Julia. I love you as if you were my own daughter. You know that, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I love you. And the girls, too. Now get going.” She backs the car out, and I rush back to the kitchen.

      “Cathy,” Pastor Tom yells. “Cathy!”

      “She’s left, Pastor Tom, for ladies’ aid at the church,” I say, searching through the fridge. “Can I make you some eggs Benedict?”

      “What?” Popping only his head in the doorway, he fumbles with his tie.

      “She left. I can make your breakfast.” Sensing his need for assistance, I shut the fridge and meet him in the doorway. Grabbing his tie, I say the little rhyme. “The fox chased the rabbit around the tree two times.” I wrap the tie around twice. “The rabbit ran down his hole.” Slipping the end through the loop, I pull and tug it straight. My hands then run down the front of his chest, smoothing the creases in his shirt.

      “Thanks. Cathy left already?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, she could have told me.” He grabs his Bible from the counter, along with other needed items, shoving them into his leather satchel. “I have a meeting with the deacons. We’re meeting at the coffee shop.”

      “Would you like some breakfast?”

      “No. I will have some there. Tell the girls bye for me,” he says, throwing on his sweater. He walks out the door.

      “Put God first, then your family,” is the mantra preached every day in this household. I see that God’s always first on this list of priorities. Did God intend for women to use this time, tea tootling on God’s holy sanction, complaining about their husbands, and gossiping? All while their men sit in coffee shops, discussing the football scores—and their nagging wives?

      “Morning, Julia. Where are Mom and Dad?”

      Natalie, the eldest daughter, walks in and plops herself down at the table. “Your mom’s at ladies’ aid, and your father just left for a deacons’ meeting. She rolls her eyes. I agree, with an inward roll.

      “What’s for breakfast?”

      “Well, how about carrot-cake French toast?” She shrugs her shoulders, showing no enthusiasm for the fine culinary arts. And, children—obey and respect your parents. I see none of this, either. “Where’s Paige?”

      “She’s still in bed,” she says, rubbing her eyes with a yawn.

      “Well, get her up. I need to feed you two and get your lessons started.”

      “Paige,” she screams.

      “Natalie, I could have done that.” She makes another eye roll.

      Natalie, sixteen, and Paige, fourteen, have both been homeschooled for the last two years… by me. Cathy loves all the compliments, though. “How do you do it, Cathy? Running all those charities, along with the church functions, and never missing a moment by your husband’s side?” This is where I would love to speak up.

      Well, you see, Natalie was expelled from private school. How these rumors haven’t surfaced is beyond me. And I, Julia, have done all the teaching.

      When Natalie was fourteen, she became quite the little rebellious teen—smoking pot and hanging out with… boys. Actually, I envy her, the way she stands up for herself. I will never forget what she said to her parents. “It’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission,” she said. Clever girl.

      Paige shuffles in, looking every bit as enthusiastic as Natalie. Her eyes are half-closed, and her hair is knotted. She is wearing pink sweats and a T-shirt with the caption, I am not to be ignored. Of course, it will be long dresses and hair pulled back tight before Mommy and Daddy return.

      “What’s the point of being home-schooled if we have to get up early?” Paige whines.

      “It’s not a reason to become lazy, Paige.” And on the one hand, I want to scream and say, “How did you both become my responsibility?” But, it’s not their fault—not really. Whatever you allow, will continue.

      I do love both these girls and Tom and Cathy. It’s more than just an obligation. I owe the DeLuca family. They took me in after the death of my parents. I was at least Paige’s age: fourteen. They were both killed in a car accident the week I was at church camp. I’ve been with this family ever since.

      “What’s for breakfast, Julia?” Paige asks, yawning.

      “Carrot-cake French toast,” I tell her, setting two plates on the table.

      “I think it’s another one of her . . . experiments,” Natalie says and rests her chin in her palm.

      “Try it. Who knows? You might like it,” I say.

      Both girls drown their plates with syrup before taking the first bite. I watch them both like they are lab rats. “What do you think?”

      “It’s pretty good,” Natalie says, shoving another bite. I look at Paige.

      “I like it, Julia. It’s really good.”

      I am now satisfied that my clever use of the old carrot cake that was growing stale was not detected. “Make it quick, girls, and start your lessons for the day. I want you both finished before you head to the Y.”

      “What! Can’t we finish when we get back?” asks Paige, whining again.

      “No. I, too, have things to do.”

      After the girls finish their breakfast and begin their lessons, I run up the stairs, two at a time, and into my room, where I complete my profile on Angie’s List.

      Name: Julia Ellis

      Age: 21

      Female seeking a full-time nanny position. Qualifications include homeschooling K-12: certified swim instructor, piano instructor, and Bible-lesson teacher. I can start anytime. References available upon interview.

      I finish, giving all contact information, including my email address and cell phone number; however, my finger hovers above the “send” button. I feel like it’s going to jump up and bite me. Just do it. Tap. There, it’s done. Now, how to tell Pastor Tom and Cathy? I feel guilty. I shouldn’t, though. You would think that they would be glad for me to get on with my life. However, that’s not the way things work around here. Oh no. “A young lady should never seek her independence. It will only cause her to end up in a life of sin,” says the church. “A lady’s place is in the home, raising her children, supporting her husband.” My question is—what do you do in the meantime? Raise other people’s children, perhaps? So, becoming a nanny will be no different. This will be my defense. I need to save for Paris if I’m going to study at a culinary academy. Yes, I know there are fine schools here in the States, but Paris is my dream. Plus, if I’m clear across the pond, I’m a safe distance from the eyes of judgment. God will be my only judge, and we have an understanding.

      The music downstairs changes from old hymns to alternative rock. Katy Perry sings of kissing a girl, and I find myself tapping a foot to the beat. Pulling up my saved window of Le Cordon Bleu, I once again read every page, my eyes devouring all the information my brain can absorb.

      Filling in the necessary information for the application, my finger hovers over the send button once again. Just hit the dang thing. Tap. I did it. It’s done. My finger releases, and then the alarm goes off in my head. What if they send information to the house? Because at that exact moment, I realized that my home address was in the application. Is it better to ask for forgiveness than for permission?

      I rush back downstairs and find Natalie seated in the living area. She looks up.

      “You do it?” she asks. She looks cute, yet cunning with that smile of hers.

      “Yes, I did.” I sit down next to her on the couch, and my shoulders relax.

      “Good. Then, when I turn eighteen, I’m moving in with you to study fashion.”

      “Oh, Natalie, I knew you had ulterior motives.” I poke her in the ribs. “Is Paige in the tree house?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      Glancing up at the clock, I see it’s one hour before we leave. “You’ll be done in an hour?”

      “I should be.”

      “Okay. I’m going to check on Paige.” She blows a bubble with her gum, and I smack it.

      Walking out back, I stand under the huge maple tree where Pastor Tom built the girls a tree house when they were little. I stand on the first nailed board, and lightly caress the carvings of all our names—Julia, Natalie, and Paige. Paige was no more than seven when we carved these. Both Natalie and I helped her, yet she protested the whole time, “I can carve it. I can carve it. it.” It’s in times like these that I can’t imagine leaving the girls.

      Pushing open the trap door, I poke my head up into the tree house. Paige lies on her tummy, her feet dancing in the air, with her pink Beats wrapped around her head. Shaking her head to the music, she smiles at me. I raise one finger, letting her know one hour. She gives me a thumbs-up. I wink back.

      I glance at the walls of our childhood tree house and see the girly curtains flutter in the breeze. I think back to the day Natalie picked out the material—pink with sparkles. Everything had to have sparkles. Even back then, she was a whiz with fashion. Natalie would design the interior, I would make the entrées, and Paige would pick the music for every tree house party we ever had. I miss those days. I’m going to miss these girls.

      Now, back in the kitchen, I decide if I have enough time to make the mini quiches Cathy wants for her ladies’ group. I don’t mind doing this . . . I love it, really. I get to work, but not before changing Pandora to French café music.

      Holding the bowl on my hip while whipping the eggs, I move about to Anita Kelsey’s cover of “Sway.” This is my favorite time of day. My time. Not that I don’t love being with the girls. It’s just—well, I get to do my thing. And the great thing about it is that I’m doing something for someone else, making little quiches for Ms. Cathy’s group. Lightens up the guilt.

      Natalie walks in wearing her handmade beanie, her long blonde hair tucked inside. Loose strands hang from each side, and her body is adorned with a beach wrap she made from a design she saw on Pinterest. Large, movie-star sunglasses cover her delicate face, and her hipster, gypsy-style, glitter handbag hangs off her shoulder. Another design by Natalie.

      “I’m going up on the roof to sunbathe.”

      I think her limited fashion options have helped tap into her creative side. She took one of her father’s old T-shirts, cut off the sleeves, sliced up the middle, added straps for the shoulders, and made a stunning, little beach dress. Of course, her parents have only seen it while she is also wearing a sweater. They think it’s a long T-shirt skirt.

      They weren’t too keen on the beanie. They said it made Natalie look too hipster. The look she is really going for. But the guilt set in when it was clear that Natalie’s feelings were hurt. She told them, “I crocheted this by myself. Grandma taught me.” Then they told her it was lovely and how proud they were of her for spending time with her grandma. Like I said—clever girl.

      “Okay. But first, Natalie . . . hand over the cigarettes you have in your bag. Poor old Mr. Stouter has once again taken the blame for you.” Pulling the sunglasses down just a bit, she rolls her eyes and pulls the pack out. I take them, stuffing the pack into a plastic grocery sack before throwing it in the trash. “I’m afraid your mother might try doing an intervention on him.”

      Once she leaves, I finish up with the quiches, then put the kettle on for a mug of tea. I have adopted a lot of the European words and ways. I should probably learn French if I’m going to be hanging out with the Parisians. Trainers are what I call my tennis shoes. A jumper for when I’m chilly, and the girls laugh when I say, “Make sure you have clean knickers on.”

      I found that people in the U.K. love using the word “cream.” It’s used for every color when reading from my favorite English authors. “I wore the cream dress with cream tights.” Or, “Once my body was fully creamed, I put on the cream dress with cream tights.” Aren’t there any vibrant colors?

      Biscuit for cookies, the loo for the toilet, the boot for my mini’s trunk. And once, when my Mini Cooper overheated, Paige looked at me as if I were insane when I told her to put up the bonnet. Some began asking if I was actually from England, despite the fact that I don’t have an accent.

      Now with the quiches poured into the muffin tins, I stretch plastic wrap over the top before placing the tins in the fridge. An hour has passed, and both girls rush out the front door. I’m about to walk out when I catch sight of myself in the hall mirror. My long dress is sleeveless, so I grab a light cardigan from the closet along with my little white trainers and meet the girls out front.

      Natalie, who recently got her learner’s permit, sits in the driver’s seat. She holds out her hand. “Keys, Julia,” she commands, smiling. I hand them over and walk to the passenger side. Paige, in the back seat, smacks her gum and bobs her head to the music from the pink Beats still wrapped around her head. Natalie cranks the radio and pulls the car away from the curb. The windows are rolled down, and Taylor Swift shouts from the car, “I knew you were trouble.”

      Since the girls are homeschooled, the state requires a form of physical education. Both are avid swimmers, whom I have taught. I offered to give them swim lessons at the YMCA. They jumped at the chance when told that otherwise, they would have to join the girls’ church softball team, of course, wearing long dresses while playing.

      Natalie carefully pulls into the parking lot, gives a great demonstration of parking, and turns off my little mini. “God, Julia. I so want this car.”

      “Natalie, do not use the Lord’s name in vain,” I preach, still feeling my own transgressions from all my little lies. She huffs and rolls her eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she says, holding out the keys to me.

      “Oh, just leave them in the ignition. I’m going to take a walk on the boardwalk out by the hospital to do my devotions.” I truly need a long talk with God . . . and hope He understands.

      Looking back at Paige, I smile. “It’s good that you’re a tiny thing. Not much room back there.” She is a little cutie—sandy blonde hair, like Natalie’s before she discovered peroxide. Light freckles across her nose give her an even more youthful look. Natalie, too, had them at one time. I guess we outgrow a lot of things.

      “Are you staying, Julia?” Paige asks, removing her Beats.

      “You know, Paige, I don’t mind you listening to your music, but it would be nice to have a conversation with you occasionally.”

      “I’d rather she keep them on. Keeps her from hearing some of my shit,” Natalie says.

      “Natalie . . . your mouth,” I gasp.

      “It’s true. She would probably tell on me.”

      “No, I wouldn’t, Natalie. I would blackmail you.”

      “Little stain,” Natalie hisses.

      “Whore,” Paige retorts.

      “Girls . . . enough,” I scold. “I have enough to pray about today. I guess I will throw you two out in the lot.

      “Are you staying, Julia?” Paige asks again.

      “No, she isn’t. Didn’t you hear her?” Natalie says, getting out of the car.

      “I’m going to the boardwalk . . . to sort things out.”

      “Like what, Julia? You know I wouldn’t tell on Natalie . . . or blackmail her . . . right?”

      “Yes, I know. You’re very lucky to have a big sister, you know.” I wish that I had had a sibling when my parents died in the car accident.”

      Paige lowers her head.

      “Yes, I can’t imagine not having Natalie if Mom and Dad died. I’m sorry, Julia.”

      “Okay. Get going, and I’ll be back to pick you girls up.” She shoves her Beats down into her bag and runs up the sidewalk, her flip-flops snapping on her feet. Can I leave these girls?
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      I park my little Mini behind the hospital and leave to begin my morning walk. A few years ago, the city made this amazing boardwalk, which connects the park to the hospital five blocks away. It’s a long bridge, with several turns through swampland. It’s also quite the bird and nature preserve, being that if this bridge were not here, none of this would be visible.

      I start my walk and see two goldfinches balancing on the twig of a briary raspberry bush. How light they must be, for the twig doesn’t bow. Their morning song is so crisp and finely tuned. This makes me think of God’s promises—for His eye is on the sparrow, He surely is watching me.

      A little squirrel scampers up a tree so effortlessly, moving from branch to branch. I then spot a groundhog wrestling through the thick weeds and briars underneath the tree. Yes. This is truly such a precious glimpse of God’s work. Speaking of God. I drop to my knees, raise my hands to the sky, and silently pray.

      Dear Father in Heaven . . . where do I begin? I need answers and guidance. I need direction. Father… please forgive me once again for the lies and… omissions I have committed today. Lying to Pastor Tom about what I was really searching for on my computer. Lying to Cathy about looking up recipes and about Mr. Stouter. Please forgive me for not telling Pastor Tom and Cathy my plans of becoming a nanny and leaving for Paris. Forgive me for the judgments I have put on others today. I pray for the girls to behave and to be there for each other when I’m gone. And . . . even as I’m asking this, Lord, I must remember that it is Your will. What is Your will for me, Lord? Is it to become a chef in Paris . . . or a wife and mother? It is only through You that all things are possible, and I will obey Your will for me. I just . . . Father, I need something . . . something to let me know. A sign.

      “OH, SHIT!”

      Opening my eyes, I see a man on a bike who is racing toward me, but instead of jumping out of his way, I freeze and cover my eyes.

      CRASH.

      Quickly, I open my eyes and see that the man and his bike have crashed into the wooden rail, breaking through and sending them down into the briars.

      “Oh, sir. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      “What the hell are you doing?” he yells up at me.

      “I . . . I was . . . praying.”

      “Are you praying that you’d kill someone today?”

      “What? Well, of course not. Why would I ask God to kill someone? I . . . was asking for . . . guidance.” Why do I feel the need to tell him? Obviously, he’s in no shape to listen.

      “Maybe you should ask for guidance on where to pray. I don’t think the middle of the boardwalk is the best place.” He rustles in annoyance, a tangled mess of bike and briars. Foul language spews from his mouth like vomit.

      “Do you mind not using that language?” He looks up at me. His annoyance is so palpable that it gives me a pang in the chest.

      “You’re kidding me, right? I could seriously be injured, and all you have to say is . . . watch your language?”

      “You’re right. I’m so sorry, sir. Here, let me help you,” I say, reaching down to him.

      “No, I can get up myself. You’ve caused enough difficulties for me already.”

      “Is your bike broken? I will pay for it.” He pulls the bike free from the tangled mess, and I’m amazed when it’s lifted above his head and placed back on the boardwalk. “Here, give me your hand,” I insist once again, extending my hand to him. He grabs it, but when he pulls himself up, I reach for the railing, which is missing, and I lose my balance, landing on top of him. Lying on top of his chest, I’m increasingly aware that it’s bare, and . . . sweaty. But not bad, sweaty. I mean . . . he doesn’t smell like sweat. Actually, he smells good—like earthy soap and a slight musk.

      I lift my head slowly from his . . . good-smelling, wet chest, when my eyes meet his. The irises are deep blue, wrapped in a hazel ring--gorgeous. How can a man have such gorgeous eyes? It’s not fair. I just . . . stare into them.

      “Are you all right?” he asks.

      “Uh . . . um . . . yes. I am. I . . . just forgot to hang onto the railing. Because . . . it was . . . it was . . .”

      “Gone?” he finishes, mockingly.

      “Yes . . . it’s gone. I mean . . . broken.”

      “Yeah, I know. I ran through it to avoid hitting you.”

      I stare into his eyes like I’m lost in the abyss, and then quickly push myself up when my sweater becomes caught on briars. “Ouch.”

      “At least you have a sweater on. How do you think my bare back and chest feel?”

      Divine. Of course, I don’t say it out loud. I hope not. Dropping my head back down to his chest, I see cuts and abrasions. “Oh, you’re bleeding.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s bound to happen when you crash into a wooden rail and fall into a pit of briars.”

      “The groundhog,” I say suddenly.

      “Groundhog? What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Do they bite?”

      “Yes. They can be quite mean if provoked. Excuse me, but why are we having a conversation about a groundhog?”

      “I saw one down here earlier. Just before you . . . I mean . . . just before I made you crash. Do you think maybe . . . you might have fallen on him, and he could be hurt?

      “Seriously? You are more worried about a fuckin’, damn groundhog than you are about me?”

      “I suppose you’re right. I sound pretty silly.” Julia, just shut up and get off this man’s chest. “I think I’m stuck. There are briars stuck in my sweater.”

      “Hold still and let me pull them away.”

      “Okay . . . thanks.”

      He cautiously rips briars from my white sweater, and I cringe listening to the wool tear. “Ouch. That one must have been stuck clear through,” I say, looking up into his eyes again. Those eyes. He looks at me, too, for a moment, then continues with the briar removal.

      “Better?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      Placing my hands on his chest, I push myself up and stand, then reach for his hand.

      “I can get it from here,” he says, rolling his eyes. Feeling a slight embarrassment, I turn away. My hair becomes tangled from more briars. “Ouch.”

      “Don’t move, it will get worse.”

      “Then what shall I do? You’re not going to leave me here, are you?”

      He stands, stomping on the weeds as he approaches.

      “Take your hair out of that . . . hair thing,” he says.

      “You mean, take out my hair tie?”

      “Yes. It’s the only way you’re going to get out of that bush.”

      Reaching up, I feel the mass of briars and stickers poking into my head. Pulling on the hair tie only makes the situation worse. I put my fingers in between the hair tie and my ponytail, pulling out each tendril.

      “Here, you’re making it worse. Let me get it.” Now, with his chest inches from my face again, he reaches up, untangling my bird’s nest of a hairdo. I must look like a real sight by now. Finally, my hair comes spilling over my shoulders, and I watch his expression as he carefully pulls the remaining leaves and briars out of it.

      “Thank you,” I say breathlessly. Why do I sound like I’m out of breath?

      “Now, I’m going to lift you up onto the boardwalk. Don’t move. Okay?”

      “Uh-huh,” I breathe out, again breathlessly. He places his hands around my waist, and, with the slightest effort, my body is lifted and placed on the boardwalk. I watch as he turns himself around, places both hands on the bridge behind him, then swings his legs over his head, completing a somersault, landing on his knees. Wow. I’ve only seen this done once while watching footage of military boot camp training. Not sure why I was watching.

      I see his legs, bloody with abrasions, and then… his little, tight, black bike shorts. His back is also a bloody, scratched-up mess. Quickly, I remove my sweater as he stands. “Here, let me clean some of this blood off,” I say, dabbing his back.

      “No, I’m fine. I’ve been through a lot worse. I’m going to jump in the lake and clean it off, anyway. May I ask why you are wearing a sweater? It’s eighty-five degrees.”

      “My dress . . . it’s sleeveless. My shoulders were showing.” He looks at me, still waiting for my answer.

      “Okay. Whatever.”

      “Again, I’m very sorry, sir,” I say, as he turns around and reaches for his bike.

      “May I suggest that you pray somewhere else? I and that groundhog were not prepared for this little calamity today.”

      I crane my neck over the edge of the embankment, checking for a smashed, little groundhog. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He shakes his head and walks his bike down the path. I watch until he’s out of view.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back at the Y, I’m waiting for Natalie and Paige in my little Mini. I’m not even sure how I got here. I am still obsessed with his blue eyes. And his chest. I’ve never touched a man’s bare chest before. Do all men’s chests smell like his? I don’t think his scent will ever leave my memory. I must search for that scent in the body wash aisle.

      The car door opens. “Julia . . . holy shit!” Paige exclaims. “Natalie, come look at Julia.”

      “What the hell happened to you?” Natalie says.

      Forgetting that my hair’s a mess, my dress is torn, and my sweater lies bloody on the seat, I say, “I met a man today.”

      “And he did this to you?” Natalie asks.

      “Oh . . . no . . . no, he didn’t.”

      “So . . . did you piss off his cat?” she jokes.

      “What? No. He didn’t have a cat.”

      “Then why do you look like this?”

      “I made him crash his bike. Then I fell on top of him. He had eyes.”

      “Yes, Julia. Most people do,” she says, looking at Paige.

      “I mean . . . they were gorgeous, blue eyes.”

      “Oh . . . so now we’re getting somewhere,” she says, smiling.

      “Hey, don’t be using those words,” I say, coming back to Earth. Natalie grins.

      “What words, Julia?”

      “You know that . . . cat thing.”

      “I can’t say cat?”

      “Of course, you can say cat. Just don’t say the word before it.”

      “His?”

      “No. That . . . cuss word.”

      “And what cuss word would that be . . . Julia? Come on. Say it,” she coaxes.

      “No. I will not.” She continues to grin from ear to ear. “Piss. Don’t say piss.”

      “Oh my God, she said it,” Natalie laughs. “I think I just peed a little.”

      I turn the key in the ignition and put the gearshift into drive. Paige pairs her phone to the Bluetooth of my stereo and hits Taylor Swift’s “Today Was a Fairytale.”

      Maybe it was.
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      On the drive back to the house, I am put on the witness stand—interrogated by both girls. Paige, for once, is not even wearing her Beats. I’m sure that every song played is to get my goat. Or maybe every song makes me feel . . . in love?

      “Come on, Julia. Tell us more about . . . Mr. Blue Eyes,” Natalie swoons. She must truly be intrigued. She didn’t even ask to drive home.

      “I was praying on the boardwalk when I heard someone say, ‘Oh . . . poop.’”

      “What? No! He said, ‘Oh, poop?”

      “Well . . . not that word exactly . . . but the bad word.”

      “Oh, you mean ‘shit,’” she says nonchalantly as if she were saying, “The sky is blue.”

      “Natalie!”

      “Oh, go on, Julia. I want to hear,” she whines.

      In the rearview mirror, I see Paige is staring at me in eager anticipation, her mouth agape, and her eyes glued to mine. I tone it down for her young ears.

      “Oh . . . that’s about it, really. I looked up, and he ran over the side of the boardwalk to avoid hitting me. I tried to help him up . . . and that’s when I fell on him. End of story.” I shrug my shoulders.

      Natalie raises her eyebrows with the expression, Really? I raise mine as if to say, yes . . . really, tilting my head to one side, toward Paige. Eventually, she catches my drift and responds with, “Okay. Whatever, Jules.”

      I pull into the driveway and park my little Mini off to the side, giving Pastor Tom and Cathy access to the garage entrance. Both girls remain in their seats, like they might miss me spilling my guts if they leave. “Come on. Let’s go. I need to start preparing tonight’s dinner.” I’m the first to exit the car. They follow—stuck to my side. “That’s all. Really,” I say.

      Paige, satisfied, places her Beats back on her head and disappears from the kitchen. “Okay, she’s gone. Spill it,” Natalie commands.

      I crane my neck around the corner, just in case Paige is listening. I don’t see her. “Okay, but not now . . . later. I need to braise the lamb before putting it in the oven.” Of course, it’s not really lamb. I substitute beef. I can’t imagine eating a cute little lamb. It sounds so . . . sadistic

      She stands, arms crossed, head slowly nodding. “Okay . . . later,” she says, then turns on her heel and leaves the kitchen.

      I pull the lamb—I mean beef—from the fridge, then grab a large skillet, pouring in a little olive oil. Setting the temp too high, I unwrap the meat and notice the little scrapes on my hands from today’s earlier mishap. I wonder what he’s doing now. Is he also tending to his cuts? Thinking of me? What an odd thing to think.

      I decide to clean myself up before preparing the lamb curry and head to the upstairs bathroom. Closing the door behind me, I gasp at my reflection in the mirror. “Oh, good Lord! I’m a pathetic mess.” My long hair hangs like a mop, covering my shoulders and back. The top of my head looks as if I’ve been shocked by an electrical cord. I look like the Bride of Frankenstein . . . minus the grey, lightning-bolt streaks.

      Smoothing the top of my head with my hands, I step back and inspect myself. Essentially . . . it’s not bad. I’ve never noticed the highlights in my chestnut-colored hair, or the long, loose waves that frame my face. I like it. I look so . . . free—and maybe . . . pretty? Perhaps I should wear it like this more often, instead of a tight, pulled-back ponytail or bun.

      I turn my face from side to side and study how I look. Did he think I was pretty? Why am I even thinking these things? He’s probably home, repeating every curse word he can think of as he pulls out each thorn stuck in his skin. His . . . skin . . . his chest. Stop it, Julia!

      I wash my hands and face, remove my dress, and toss it into the hamper. Wrapping myself in a towel, I leave the bathroom and saunter down the hall to my room. I change into another long dress and make my way back to the kitchen. My hair is still down and bouncing about, swishing at the small of my back. I feel uninhibited.

      I get all the other ingredients for my fake lamb curry, adding them to the huge, cast-iron pot—bay leaf, cilantro, garlic cloves, fresh ginger, plum tomatoes, and chopped yellow onions. Setting the heat on high, I glance at the clock . . . four o’clock. It must be an awfully long ladies’ aid meeting and deacons’ meeting. I check my phone for any missed messages . . . none. Typical.

      A mouthwatering scent, which is emanating from the stew, now permeates the house. I lift the lid and stir the stew lightly with a wooden spoon. My mind wanders off once again.

      What would it be like to be preparing this dish for the bike man? Still stirring the pot, I have visions of him walking through the door after a long day of work. What does he do? Would he come in . . . shirtless? But I’m sure he has an important job and would be wearing a suit and tie. My thoughts drift off.

      He walks in. “That smells divine, Julia,” he would say, kissing me on the cheek.

      “Thank you . . .” What’s his name? I will just call him Dear. “Hard day at work, Dear?”

      “It’s always a hard day at work,” he would say.

      “Well, you’re home now, and I will make it all better,” I say. He wraps his arms around me and then asks how the children are. I would say, “Oh, they are perfect little angels . . . because they’re ours.” I would then help him loosen his tie . . . because I’m sure, he has such an important job that he must wear a tie. And of course, he has me tie it every morning, because he hasn’t yet gotten the hang of it. At least, this is what he tells me. But I think that he likes me doing it for him.

      Our children come running in from playing outside, a little boy and girl—clones of us. We’re also expecting again.

      “How are my darlings today?” he asks our children.

      “Daddy! Daddy!” they call to him. He picks both up in his strong arms and kisses their fresh, outdoor-smelling heads. I find myself more in love with him every day, and I close my eyes just as I’m about to kiss his lips.

      “Julia.”

      “Yes, Dear?”

      “Dear?”

      I open my eyes. The stew is starting to smell scorched. I’m still standing over the pot and holding the wooden spoon. Turning around, I see Pastor Tom.

      “Oh, you’re home. I’m . . . just . . . preparing dinner.”

      “Is something wrong? I’ve been calling your name for ten minutes.” He is looking at my hair. I put down the spoon, cover the pot, and then smooth my hair back.

      “Oh . . . no, I’m fine, Pastor Tom. I was just . . . just wondering if I have enough spice in the lamb curry,” I stammer. I grab a dish towel and pretend to wipe food off my hands. He’s still looking at my hair with an appalled expression.

      “Shouldn’t your hair be tied back? After all, we wouldn’t want hair in the stew.” Without saying a word, I rush upstairs, retrieve a hair tie from the bathroom drawer, and with shaky fingers, make a messy, loose bun on top of my head. Before returning to the kitchen, I check on the girls.

      “Your father’s home. Make sure the music is changed back and . . . Natalie, take off that bikini,” I tell her through her open bedroom window. She’s sunning herself in a yellow bikini, lying between the two upstairs dormers.

      “Shit,” she says, reaching out her hand. I take it and help her through the window.

      “Stop saying that word.” She quickly throws on her cover, then pulls on a large T-shirt. She grabs her cell phone and turns down the volume to the wireless speaker she has it paired to. Paige, I’m not too worried. I’m sure she’s in the treehouse wearing her Beats.

      “Mom home yet?”

      “No.” I leave her room and head down to the kitchen. Pastor Tom is now sitting in front of the TV, flipping through the sports channels. “The girls are just finishing up their last week of finals. I can’t believe it’s almost Memorial Day. Summer is upon us.” I feign small chatter as I pass through the living room.

      “Cathy home?”

      “No. I haven’t heard from her yet. I’m sure she’ll be here soon.” He glances at his watch and continues flipping the channels.

      At six o’clock, the utility door opens, and Cathy walks in, weighed down with bags from the mall. What on Earth would she have in common with anything from there? Surely not her fashion.

      “Oh, something smells wonderful, Julia! What is it?” she asks, walking past me.

      “Lamb curry.” I watch her stuff bags into the hall closet.

      “Oh, good. I’m starved.”

      “So are we,” Pastor Tom says, walking into the kitchen.

      “Well, let’s eat,” Cathy says, patting his cheek. Not a kiss . . . just a pat.

      “So, where have you been all day, Cathy?” he asks.

      “Oh . . . just out with the ladies’ group, visiting folks in the nursing homes.”

      I glance at the hall closet door.

      “How was your meeting with the deacons?” she asks in return, taking a bite of stew.

      “Okay,” is his only reply. “Julia, this stew is delicious.” It’s clear he’s avoiding any further questions from Cathy.

      “You look tanned. Did you play golf today?” she queries.

      “Oh . . . just a few holes. Julia, is there bread with this?”

      “Yes, it’s still warming in the oven.” Excusing myself from the table, I walk to the oven and pull out the bread. As I’m slicing it, I watch this family dinner carry on. The girls are both rolling their eyes. Tom and Cathy each tell about their day, while also telling obvious, little white lies, and I laugh inside. Will my little daydream turn into this? Keep dreaming of Paris.
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      It’s dark as I change for bed, wearing my flannel pajama bottoms and a T-shirt, when I crawl out of the window and meet Natalie between the dormers.

      “I miss you, too—so much. I’ve got to see you before you go back.” She’s FaceTiming her secret boyfriend, Sebastian, a foreign exchange student from Paris that she met at the Y. Cathy and Tom would freak out if they knew. He is another reason that she wants to go to Paris with me. Lucky him.

      “Can you sneak out tonight?” Sebastian asks. Natalie looks at me. I give her a doubtful look, raising my eyebrows. Then, I consider the fact that he will be leaving in two weeks.

      “One hour only. I mean it, Natalie.” She smiles, then kisses my cheek.

      “Thanks, Julia. Sebastian, give me a minute. There’s something that Julia and I need to discuss. I love you.” She kisses the phone and then ends the call. “Okay, Jules, spill it.”

      “I already did. That’s all that happened.” I lie back on the shingles, stretch my arms above my head, and stare up at the stars. She does the same.

      “Okay. Maybe that was all that happened. But how did it make you feel? I mean . . . you seemed so . . . love-struck just from looking him in the eyes.”

      I burst out laughing. “I was not! Was I? What exactly is a love-struck look?” I ask, turning my head to meet hers. She smiles at me.

      “That look that you have right now. It’s mapping out your life ever since you ran into . . . what’s his name?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You never asked his name?”

      “He never asked for mine, either.”

      “So, you’re not going to see him again? Do you want to?”

      I consider her question and then counter with my own. “What’s it like, Natalie . . . to kiss a guy?” I ask this in complete confidence that she can answer, knowing that she and Sebastian have kissed . . . several times, I’m sure.

      “Oh, Julia, it’s like everything changes. The way you feel about everyday, normal stuff. It’s like . . . different. Everything is extra-special, all because of that kiss.” She’s talking up to the stars now. “Before, when getting ready in the morning, you thought nothing of it. Then it becomes all about him. How you want to look, how you want him to see you.”

      This I know from the noticeable change in her from the first day that Sebastian came into her life. Before that day, she was just Natalie. Then, overnight, she became Natalie, conformed. She had her hair lightened, and her eyes were enhanced with shadow and mascara. Not that she wasn’t lovely before. It’s just that now, it’s all enhanced.

      “It’s like that one kiss gave you something to build your dreams on.” She rolls on her side and looks straight at me. “The dreams of what you want for your future, who you’re going to be, what your babies will look like, what their names will be. Oh, Julia—it’s transforming!”

      Just like my daydream in the kitchen. I was married, cooking dinner for my family, with my babies running in. But he and I never kissed in real life. So why do I feel like this? Was it from the feel and smell of his sweat, as my face lay against his chest? Was it the way I looked into his deep, blue eyes? Was it the way he looked at me when he was untangling my hair? Or was it the way he picked me up, making me feel protected? Whatever it was, my life feels different.

      “Tell me something, Julia. What’s it like to have never been kissed? I mean, you’re twenty-one. Don’t you want something to build your dreams on? I know you want to study French cuisine in Paris . . . but without someone making you feel special . . . is it enough?”

      At this moment, I’m not sure how to answer her. Thoughts of cuisine and Paris have been my only purpose. Thinking of him today, my dreams have changed. I did feel . . . special, and pretty, all from just our short time together. And in that time… . . . everything changed. But did it change for him? I look at Natalie, who is still waiting for my answer. “I guess . . . I don’t know how it feels. I will have to tell you after I’ve been kissed.”

      “You’re still thinking about him, aren’t you?” she says with a smile.

      “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      She gets up, shoves her phone into the pocket of her jean shorts, and swings her leg over the trellis. “I’ll be waiting to hear about that first kiss, Julia.” She climbs down the trellis, jumps to the ground, and disappears under the stars. She’d better be back in an hour.

      I climb back through my window, open my laptop, and check for any updates on Angie’s List. So far . . . nothing. I give myself a pep talk. It’s only been one day, but still, I stare at the screen, waiting for something to pop up. When I grow cross-eyed, I shut the laptop and crawl into bed. I know I will be awake until I hear Natalie climbing back on the roof and into her room. But in the meantime, I lie awake and think about . . . bike man.
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      Dropping the girls off at the Y again this morning, I’m eager, almost giddy, to head to the boardwalk. Of course, I tell myself it’s only a routine for my daily devotions. It has nothing to do with the fact that . . . he might be there. Well . . . maybe a little. I hope he is.

      I park my Mini and walk with anticipation to the boardwalk. I get a little perturbed when I’m blocked by a group of mommy-and-me dates, which are crowding the bridge with preschoolers and strollers. I say a little serenity prayer and then glide through.

      No little birds, or squirrels, or groundhogs get my attention today. Only one thing occupies my thoughts—him.

      I turn the last curve and see the broken railing. Yellow caution tape hangs at the crash site. Walking over, I touch the remaining railing, and the spot where he picked me up, like it’s . . . holy or . . . sacred. Looking around, I scan the area in hopes that his bike will come flying past. What if it does? Will he stop? Will he even remember me? And, what will I do? Jump out in front of him and say, “Remember me?” Lord, I’m stupid.

      Another group of mommies and babies passes by, followed by a few joggers and fast walkers, and then my heart beats faster when I see a bike approaching. I narrow my eyes as the bike gets closer. Seriously, what am I going to do if it’s him? I haven’t thought this detail out very well.

      The bike is now ascending closer, and the memory of his chest against my cheek triggers a response somewhere deep inside me. It’s something I’ve never felt before. It feels divine and . . . sinful at the same time. Quickly, I pull out my hair tie, shake my head, and let the long waves of my hair fall over my shoulders. The dress I wore today is quite a bit shorter than usual—a design by Natalie—and my shoulders are . . . bare. No little white trainers today—I am wearing leather, thong sandals. Oh . . . and my toes are painted bright pink, too. It’s just as Natalie said: “Love changes the way you feel about yourself.” All because of him, I feel pretty and special, making this average day a fête for me. I’m decorated.

      As the bike approaches, a tingling feeling penetrates through my skin, hitting me deep somewhere in my core. What is happening? I’m scared. I’m going to jump. Because if it is him, I’m a mess of hormones, and I won’t even be able to talk. But if I jump, he will have to save me. Will he save me?

      My breasts feel swollen, and my inner thighs are . . . clammy. My hands are shaking, and my mouth is dry. Oh, good God, what the hell is wrong with me? And why did I say hell in my mind? If this is love, why does it feel so . . . awful . . . and exhilarating at the same time? Because it’s love.

      Just a few more feet. He’s close, and my heart is about to blow out of my chest. He’s not slowing down. He races faster . . . and so does my heart. Quick, act normally, Julia. Slowly, I tilt my head to the side, tossing my hair over my shoulder, and look him in the eye. “Oh, it’s you. The foul-speaking bike rider.”

      As he whizzes by, he
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