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				ONE: Cami

				Sipping my beer, I look around at the familiar scene. If the honky-tonk music blaring from the speakers in the ceiling hadn’t been enough to scream COUNTRY BAR, the sea of cowboy hats would have been. I smile as I adjust the black one that sits atop my own head. I love being incognito. Even if, by chance, someone I know stumbles into the smoke-filled dive, they’d never believe it was me looking out from beneath the brim.

				Something hits the back of my bar stool—hard—just as I put the glass to my lips. Ice-cold beer pours down my chin and straight into my cleavage. I suck in a breath.

				“’Scuse me,” a deep voice rumbles in my ear. Two hands grip my upper arms and pull me back, keeping me from tipping right out of my seat. I’m looking down at my soggy jeans and T-shirt when I feel the hands disappear. Half a second later, a face appears in my line of sight. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

				My fingers stop plucking wet cotton away from my chest and I stare. Quite rudely, I might add. I’m speechless. Literally. And that, like, never happens to me.

				The most amazing eyes I’ve ever seen are staring back at me. They are pale greenish-gray, rimmed in sooty lashes and filled with concern.

				A sharp jab to my shin makes me let out the breath I hadn’t been aware of holding. I see my best friend Jenna’s head poke out from behind the mystery face. I know she kicked me and I know she’s trying to get my attention, but I can’t look away from these eyes long enough to glare at her.

				God, his eyes! I’ve never seen eyes that make me want to gasp and giggle and do a striptease all at once. But these do.

				They flicker down, letting me go just long enough to collect my wits. I find very few of them. They are well and truly scattered. When he looks back up at me, his eyes are wrinkled at the corners. He’s smiling. And holy hell, what a smile it is!

				“Does it make me a bad person for liking your shirt better this way?”

				I glance down at myself. My dark pink bra is plainly visible through the now-wet paper-thin material of my pale pink shirt. So are my very erect nipples. I blush, mortified.

				Why, oh why did I wear a light pink T-shirt with a dark pink bra?

				Because you can’t see your bra through it when it’s dry, dumbass.

				A thumb brushes my right cheek. “God, that’s sexy,” he whispers. Against my will, my eyes fly to his face. His smile has died to a lopsided grin that is devastation in its purest form. “I’ve never made a girl blush before.”

				I laugh nervously, struggling to find my voice, to find my dignity. “Somehow I doubt that,” I say softly.

				“Wow! The hair of a devil, the face of an angel, and the voice of a phone sex operator. You really are the perfect woman.”

				To my utter humiliation, my cheeks burn even hotter. Curse my fair skin!

				Reaching into his pocket, Hot Stranger pulls out a couple of bills and slides them across the bar. “Another of whatever...” He trails off, looking at me in question, waiting for me to fill in the blank.

				“Cami,” I say, trying to hold back my grin.

				Smooth way of getting my name. Chalk one up for Hot Stranger.

				“Another of whatever Cami is having.” He turns back to me, a wicked gleam in his smoky eyes. “Sorry about your drink. Not so much about your shirt, though,” he admits candidly.

				Willing myself not to blush again, I tilt my head. “So, do clumsy strangers have names in this place? Or are you just called Bull in China Shop?”

				The lopsided grin comes back. “Patrick, but my friends call me Trick.”

				“Trick? As in trick or treat? That kind of trick?”

				He laughs and my stomach flutters. It actually flutters. “Yep. That kind of trick.” He sobers and leans in close to me. “Cami, can I ask a favor?”

				I’m breathless again. He’s so close I can count every hair in the stubble that dusts his tanned cheeks. For just a second, his clean manly scent overrides the cigarette smoke and stale beer smell of the bar.

				I lose my voice—again—so I nod.

				“Pick ‘treat.’ Please, for the love of God, pick ‘treat.’”

				Like an idiot, I say nothing. I do nothing. I simply stare. Like a... a... well, like an idiot.

				He makes a disappointed noise with his lips, then starts shaking his head. “Too bad. Woulda made my night.”

				He straightens, takes a step back, and smiles at me again. “Nice to meet you, Cami,” he says, and then he turns and melts into the crowd.

				***

				“Earth to Cami!”

				Tearing my gaze away from the broad-shouldered, slim-hipped view of Trick walking away, I turn to Jenna. “What?”

				“Is that all you have to say? ‘What?’” She’s grinning.

				“What would you like me to say?” I’m still a little addled. Or is it bedazzled?

				“Um, I’d like to hear your plan for getting your lame ass off that stool and going over there to collect on that treat!”

				“Eavesdrop much?”

				“He was practically sitting in my lap while he hit on you. What was I supposed to do?”

				“Uh, move!”

				Jenna snorts. Not a great sound, but somehow she makes it seem cute and girly. “And miss that view? I was all but catatonic just looking at him. He is seven kinds of hot, Cam!”

				I giggle. “Listen to you. You’ve got a boyfriend. Or have you conveniently forgotten that we are meeting people here?”

				“I haven’t forgotten. Have you?”

				I nod at her. “Touché, pussycat.”

				In truth, I had. From the time I’d looked up into Trick’s eyes, I hadn’t thought of Brent one time. And that can’t be a good sign. Brent has never made me feel what this guy has in three minutes.

				“Meh,” she says, waving her hand dismissively as she sips her own beer. “Don’t give it a second thought. Looking at him is kinda like staring at the sun. You see spots and you’re dizzy for a while, but then it goes away.”

				I wonder to myself if I really want it to go away. I can’t ever remember a guy making me feel this way.

				I can’t stop myself from looking into the crowd again. I scan the endless ocean of hats until my gaze stops on one dark head. The hair is longish and has a slight wave to it. I know without having to see his face that it’s Trick. It just seems right that he’d be the only guy in the place not wearing a cowboy hat.

				Almost like he can feel my eyes or my thoughts on him, Trick turns around. His gaze locks with mine like there isn’t a room full of people between us. We stare at each other for a few seconds, and then, real slow, he grins.

				Good God, he has dimples! I might die!

				Right on cue, my cheeks get hot. Here we go again.

				His grin widens into a smile, and he winks at me. I’m pretty sure my toes are numb. I watch him turn away. Before his head completely disappears, I consider what Jenna said. Maybe I should go and ask for the treat...

				I jump when I feel fingers at my neck, brushing my hair back. “You looking for me?”

				I recognize the voice. It’s Brent. I sigh. It’s not right that I should feel a little disappointed. But I do. The time for me to be reckless has passed. The door of opportunity has officially been closed. By Brent.

				I turn on my stool. I smile up into the face of Brent Thomason, my boyfriend. He’s everything a girl should want in a guy and certainly everything my father wants in one for me. But he’s never really set my world on fire. And I’ve never really noticed. Until now.

				Brent is no slob in the looks department. His sandy hair has that purposefully messy look and his dark brown eyes have an exotic tilt I’ve always found very appealing. But even as I stare into them, I’m picturing smoky greenish-gray ones.

				“Were you looking for me?” he asks again.

				I dodge the question, playfully poking him in the chest. “You’re late!”

				“I can’t be too perfect. Gotta keep a girl like you on her toes.” He kisses the tip of my nose and then brushes my lips with his.

				“Did you get the ’Vette running?” I ask, leaning back.

				“No. That’s why I’m late. I just talked to the guy who was supposed to take a look at it for me. Since I couldn’t even get it here, he agreed to look at it tomorrow night instead. I’ll get it out there even if I have to have it towed,” he growls in determination.

				As usual, I find Brent’s passion about his car a little bit of a turn-on. One of my father’s obsessions is vintage cars. We have a garage full of them, and I know enough about them to talk like I’ve got some sense.

				“Out where?”

				He shrugs. “Eh, some sort of field thing. You know how country people are.”

				I feel my frown but can’t stop it. I know Brent doesn’t really mean anything by the comment, but it still bothers me. Unlike most of my friends, I know what life without money looks like, feels like. Granted, it was a long time ago, but some things a girl never forgets.

				Sexy eyes drift through my mind...

				“I want to get that thing running so I can drive you around and show you off. I mean, drive it around and show it off.” He grins at me. I grin back. The sad thing is, I think he had it right the first time.

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO: Trick

				Tiny hands tap on the bare skin of my back. I feel the thump of them echo through my throbbing head.

				“Uuuuuuuugh,” I groan into the pillow.

				I hear a giggle. “You sound like a monster when you do that.”

				I groan again, louder this time. Another giggle. Grace loves it when I sleep in. She gets a kick out of waking me up.

				“I neeeeed foooood,” I growl in my best monster voice. Then, as fast as I can manage to move first thing in the morning with a hangover, I turn over and loop my arm around her tiny waist and throw her onto the bed.

				I grab her foot and start tickling it relentlessly. She jerks and wiggles, rolling around on the bed, giggling the whole time.

				“Stop it! Stop it! Stop it! That tickles,” she cries breathlessly.

				“You know this is what happens when you wake the sleeping giant.”

				“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!”

				I let her foot go and throw my legs over the side of the bed. “I’m letting you off easy this time, but only because you remembered the magic word.”

				“I’m sorry?” she asks as she sits up and pushes her dark brown bangs out of her eyes.

				“No, that’s two words. The magic word is hippopotamus.”

				She grins. “I didn’t say hippopotamus, silly.”

				“You didn’t? Well then...” I lunge at her and she scoots off the bed, squealing all the way out the door.

				I sit back down on the bed, my head pounding painfully. Not having a ten-year-old sister in the house and having a bedroom door that locked were two of the major benefits of college life.

				Don’t go there. Too little, too late.

				Pushing myself off the bed, I head for the bathroom.

				At least it has a functioning lock. Thank God!

				After a couple splashes of cold water to my face, the night before comes back in a rush. Amazing near-violet eyes come to mind and, right after that, a blush that makes me hard just thinking about it.

				Cami. She was gorgeous!

				Damn!

				Not that it matters. Girls like that always have boyfriends. Possessive ones who know what they’ve got and are willing to throw down for it. I certainly would. She’s the kind of girl you fight to the death for.

				Damn.

				***

				“Hurry up, slowpoke. Breakfast is almost ready.”

				I hear Grace’s little feet scampering away from the door, no doubt thinking I might come charging out after her. I smile into the mirror above the sink. Even though she can annoy the daylights out of me, I still love her. Hell, I practically raised her. I’m the only man in her life, the only father figure she’s ever really had. Or at least the only one she can remember.

				My thoughts turn bitter and angry, so I splash a little more cold water on my face before I head for the kitchen. Big, homemade breakfasts are one of the benefits of not being at college.

				“Mornin’, hon,” Mom says with a bright smile.

				“Mornin’,” I return, sitting in front of the place she has set for me, the place that used to be my father’s. “I told you, you don’t have to do this, Mom. I can make myself breakfast.”

				“Not like this, you can’t.”

				I grin. “Good point.”

				Her smile fades as she sits down with her own plate. She looks at me from the corner of her eye. “You out drinking again last night?”

				I sigh. “Yeah. Why?”

				“I’m not fussin’. It just seems like you’ve been doing an awful lot of that since you had to come home.”

				“Mom, I didn’t have to come home. I chose to come home.”

				We both glance at Grace, who is pretending not to pay us any attention.

				“I know it’s not what you wanted and I feel—”

				“Well, don’t. Don’t feel that way. I wanted to do it, Mom. You and Grace are all I’ve got. It just makes sense.”

				Her smile returns. “I knew all along you’d grow up to be this kind of man. I’m so proud of you, Patrick. I just wish...”

				“Mom, college isn’t going anywhere. I can finish up later. Right now, this is more important.”

				Her smile turns sad, and she nods. I know she feels guilty, like she ruined my life by telling me the insurance money had run out. For the first part of the last year, I felt that way, too. But I meant what I said; she and Grace are the only family I’ve got. If I don’t take care of them, who will?

				“Just promise me if it all gets to be too much, you’ll say something. I don’t want to see you drink yourself—”

				“Mom!” I interrupt sternly. I soften it with a grin. “I’m fine. Really. It’s just some fun with the boys. No big deal. There’s nothing else to do around here, remember?”

				She shrugs one shoulder and shoots my line back to me. “Good point.”

			

		

	
		
			
				THREE: Cami

				The smell of bacon pulls me out of my dream with both hands. My first thought? Where am I? Once I realize the canopy above me was mine from childhood, my second thought comes in. Drogheda’s making me breakfast.

				I smile. One of the best things about spending the summer at home is Drogheda, the housekeeper and my oldest confidante, and her wonderful cooking.

				As I lie in bed, enjoying the familiar smells, my third thought rushes in, disturbing the peace of the morning. It comes in a vision—two twinkling greenish-gray eyes and a sexy grin.

				Trick.

				I should not be thinking about him. Still. But somehow that boy got under my skin. Big-time.

				Pick “treat.” Please, for the love of God, pick “treat.”

				Just remembering those words makes my stomach do a flip. What is it about him?

				I hear a loud clank come from the kitchen. I smile. Whenever I sleep longer than I should, Drogheda “accidentally” drops things in the kitchen. A lot. And very loudly. Eventually it wakes me up and I go down for breakfast. She’s devious like that.

				Throwing back the covers, I stretch before tiptoeing across the room to quietly open the door. Ever since I was twelve years old, Drogheda and I have played a game of cat and mouse the first day I’m back from school, before she gets used to me being home for the summer. I make a point to pop up unexpectedly and scare her at some point during that first day.

				We did it all the way through prep school, and we’ve done it since I’ve been in college. It’s one of those traditions that, no matter how childish it is, I’ll always continue. And I’ll always treasure.

				This morning, I’m getting started early. I creep in through the back entrance of the kitchen, making my way silently through the butler’s pantry. I peek around the corner and see Drogheda standing at the stove, her back to me. She’s humming softly as she so often does when she cooks. She has a spatula in one hand, flipping pancakes.

				I wait until she flips the last of the four and moves to set her spatula aside before I pounce. In three long strides, I wrap my arms around her.

				“Drogheda!” I cry, squeezing her tightly and kissing her rounded caramel cheek.

				Drogheda screeches and reaches around to smack my butt with her palm. She lets out a string of words in her native language before she says something in her thick accent that I can understand. “Chica, you scare an old woman half to death!”

				“Oh, you love it and you know it.” I reach around her and take a piece of bacon that’s draining on a paper towel. “Aren’t you happy to see me?”

				Drogheda turns to me, one hand holding the spatula and the other on her hip. “Of course I’m happy to see you. The house is so empty without my picaro, my poco diabla.”

				I stop chewing, pointing my half-eaten strip of bacon at Drogheda. “My Spanish is a little rusty, but didn’t you just call me a little devil?”

				“Me?” Drogheda asks, feigning innocence. “No, chica. You must’ve misunderstood. Why, I would never call such a sweet, innocent child a name like that.”

				I snort. She snatches the bacon from my fingers and pops it in her mouth, then points her spatula at me.

				“Ladies don’t snort.”

				I grin. “Yes, ma’am.”

				“Now, you go sit down. Breakfast is almost ready.”

				As Drogheda fixes herself a cup of coffee and carries it to the table to sit with me while I eat, I think back to the days when Mom used to do all these things for me—cook for me, talk to me, listen to me, participate in my life. Since Daddy became the Jack Hines, Mom had to become Cherlynn Hines, the wife of the Jack Hines. And that entails much more time spent at the country club than it does sharing breakfast with me. I would be bitter if I didn’t feel sorry for her most of the time. It’s not always easy being a part of my father’s immediate family.

				“So, tell me about your plans for the summer,” Drogheda urges.

				“You mean besides attending every party within a hundred-mile radius and working on my tan?”

				She swats at me. “Oh no! Mi Camille isn’t going to grow up to be one of those useless rich women. Tell me what you’re really going to do.”

				I smile. Drogheda knows me well.

				“Actually, I’d like to learn a little more about the business. I mean, I’ve always loved horses, and somebody’s gonna have to take over once Daddy gets too old to oversee it all.”

				“Ha,” Drogheda laughs. “Your papi will never be too old. You will have to prove to him that you can be his partner first. And then, maybe one day...”

				“That’s some awfully sage advice from a pretty young thing like you, Drogheda. When did you get so smart?” At fifty-two, while she certainly isn’t young, Drogheda definitely doesn’t look her age. Her rich golden skin is still smooth and soft.

				“What about that boy? Do you still see him?”

				I smile. “Drogheda, his name is Brent, which you know. You are so ornery!”

				She curls up her lip. “I don’t care. I don’t trust that boy. He is after something.”

				I grin devilishly. “I can tell you exactly what he’s after.”

				Drogheda’s face gets all stern, and she points a finger at me. “Don’t you dare let him spoil you, chica! He’s not worth it. Save that for someone who loves you.”

				It’s my turn to roll my eyes. “I know, I know. I’ve had the lecture a thousand times, Drogheda. You do realize that I can’t stay a virgin forever, right?”

				She’d kill me if she knew it was a moot point.

				“I’m not saying stay a virgin forever. I’m saying wait. Just wait.”

				“For what?”

				“Not for what, for who.”

				“But I told you. Brent loves me.”

				“No, he doesn’t. Not like he should. He loves your beautiful face and your young body and your father’s company.”

				“What else is there?”

				“One day, someone will love you with or without all those things. You just have to find him. You’ll know when the time is right, mi Camille, when the boy is right. And trust an old woman, that boy is not the right one.”

			

		

	
		
			
				FOUR: Trick

				I move out from underneath the hood of the Hemi ’Cuda and reach for a bottle of water.

				“Damn, it’s hot under there!”

				“Six months at the new job and already you’re a pansy,” Jeff ribs good-naturedly.

				“Pansy, my ass! Stables are just a lot bigger and cooler than this rinky-dink garage.”

				“I guess the next time you need to work on your Mustang, you’ll just have to find a fancy garage to work in, then, won’t you?”

				“Who are you kidding? That car is cherry, man! She doesn’t need any more work.”

				“It looks cherry, but I happen to know the guy that restored it. Freakin’ pansy. Hell, that thing could fall apart on the road somewhere in BFE.”

				“Not gonna happen. I hear he’s brilliant.”

				“A brilliant pansy?”

				“Yep.”

				“And humble, too. Or so I hear.”

				“Seriously, Rusty,” I begin. I’ve called my best friend, Jeff Catron, “Rusty” ever since his freckles started coming in around the third grade. Even though he’d long since outgrown them, the nickname stuck. “I just don’t know if a fuel injection system is gonna work with this model. I don’t think it’s gonna fit, bro.”

				Rusty growls and runs a hand through his dark red hair. “Seriously?”

				“You’re the expert. You should know. I mean, I could be wrong, but I just don’t see it happening.”

				He sighs. “I thought it was worth a shot. But I think you’re right. I knew if there was anybody that could make it work, though, it’d be you.”

				“The brilliant pansy?”

				Rusty grins. “The humble brilliant pansy.” He wipes his hands on a towel and comes around to lean up against the grill of the ’Cuda. “I gotta check out a car for a guy tonight. Out in the field. You coming?”

				I shake my head. “You’re not talking me into this again.”

				“I’m just asking in case I run into trouble with it. It’d be nice if you could at least be there. I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need you, man. This could be a big deal for future restorations, though. This kid comes from money. I helped out a friend of his, and now he’s willing to give me a shot. Who knows where it could lead?”

				Rusty’s dream since we were kids has been to be a world-class muscle car restoration expert. I know his garage makes good money, more than enough to pay the bills, but he has dreams.

				Just like I had dreams.

				“If I let you sucker me into this, you owe me, Rus. Big-time.”

				Rusty nods. “Done. Anything.”

				I sigh. “All right. What time?”

				“Nine thirty.”

				“I’ll meet you there.”

				His face breaks into a huge smile.

				How do I let him talk me into this shit?

			

		

	
		
			
				FIVE: Cami

				“Jenna, you should totally get that, especially if you want to make a little extra money,” I say as she twirls in front of me.

				She stops spinning and stares at me, confused. “Make a little extra money? Huh?”

				“Sure. If I had some singles, I’d be trying to stuff a couple in your G-string right this minute.”

				“Oh. Ha. Ha,” she says caustically, turning toward the bank of mirrors behind her. “Is it that bad?”

				“Good Lord, Jenna! That skirt is so short I can see London, Paris, and France from right here.”

				Her lip pooches out in a pout. “Well, what about the shirt?”

				“Shirt? Is that what you’re calling it?” Although I do like the soft pink color and the lettuce edge, the top needs at least two more inches of material to not be considered one half of a bikini.

				“God, when did you become my mother?”

				“When you started dressing like a stripper,” I tease with a wink.

				Jenna’s shoulders slump. “Is it really that bad?”

				She isn’t finding my teasing funny, which isn’t like her at all. She usually gives as good as she gets. “You know I’m just picking on you. It’s just... different. That’s all. I love the color and the trim. And the skirt is really cute, it’s just a little shorter than stuff you usually wear. That’s all. Who are you trying to impress, anyway?”

				She comes over and sits in the chair beside me. “Trevor and I have dated since our freshman year in high school. I know he loves me, but lately, I can’t help but feel like I’m losing him a little.”

				“And this is how you plan to win him back?”

				“Of course! What hot-blooded American guy doesn’t love a stripper?”

				“For the night, maybe. But for longer?” I look at her skeptically.

				“So you’re saying I shouldn’t try to spice things up?”

				“Spice things up?”

				“Yeah. You know, spread my sexual wings a little.”

				“Exactly where are your wings located?” I kid as I look down at her short skirt.

				She flips me the bird.

				“Jenna, I’m not saying that at all. You know I, of all people, have zero advice to give. I’m just saying if it’s a temporary thing, fine. But if you feel like you’re losing him, like if it’s an emotional thing, I don’t think this is gonna help. At least not long term.”

				She screws up her face and sticks her tongue out at me. That’s the Jenna equivalent of Cami, you’re right.

				“You’re so smart it makes me sick.” She shoves her shoulder against mine in that gentle way that friends do.

				“Have you talked to Trevor about any of this?”

				Jenna wrinkles her nose and shakes her head.

				“You should, you know.”

				“I know, but it’s not that easy.”

				“Well, find a way. He’s a nice guy. Maybe it’s fixable.”

				“I hope you’re right,” she says, sighing. Jenna stays slumped in her chair like Eeyore for a few more seconds before she perks up. She looks at me. “You totally get me, you know?”

				“I know. And it scares me.”

				She grins, which is always a good sign. “So, stripper or no?”

				I laugh. “Maybe one night as a stripper wouldn’t hurt anything.”

				“And it might be fun.” She waggles her eyebrows comically.

				“All right, all right. Settle down. I think we’re about to go into territory that makes my brain bleed.” I have a strict policy about Jenna grossing me out with her TMI tendencies.

				“You shouldn’t think of it that way, Cam. You should look at my life as your own personal ‘What Not to Do’ manual.” She turns to me with a wicked smile in place. “Of course, it more often serves as the ‘What to Do’ manual.”

				I roll my eyes as she struts back to the dressing room.

				***

				“It looks gorgeous,” Jenna says from the edge of my bed as she watches me curl my hair. “If you keep messing with it, you’ll ruin it.”

				I push the handle to release the last curl. It falls into a gentle spiral. My hair has a natural wave. It’s not curly in that enviable loose-curl way and it’s not straight in that enviable poker-straight way. It’s just wavy, wavy in that has-a-mind-of-its-own way. Basically, I have two options in life: a curling iron or a flat iron.

				“Why are you so worried about it, anyway? You never go to this much trouble for Brent.”

				“What? I can’t spice things up, too?”

				“Since when does your relationship with Brent need spicing up?”

				“It’s not that it needs spicing up. I just thought it could use a little...” Greenish-gray eyes flash at me from my memory. It could use some of that, some of what Trick made me feel in less than five minutes.

				“Since when?” Jenna’s perceptive stare pins me from across the room. “Unless this isn’t about Brent at all.”

				I look away from her eyes. “I don’t even know what that’s supposed to mean.” But I do. I know exactly what she means. And she’s right.

				“Camille Elizabeth Hines, are you still thinking about that guy from last night?”

				“No! What guy?”

				Jenna’s mouth drops open and her eyes get wide. “You are!” She slides off the bed and walks toward me, her hands on her hips. “You’re still thinking about that hot guy from the bar.”

				“You’re crazy. I have—”

				“You are such a liar! I know you too well, Cami. Tell the truth.”

				I turn toward her and lean against my vanity. “Okay, so what if I am? It’s not like I’m ever gonna see him again. What’s the big deal?”

				“The big deal is that you finally found a guy who really does it for you. Good God, I’ve been waiting for years for this to happen.” Jenna steeples her fingers in front of her mouth, her forehead wrinkled dramatically. “My baby’s growing up.”

				I throw my brush at her. “Oh, stop!”

				Her expression turns serious. “Listen to me. You’re my best friend and I love you. I’m not saying that you need to chase after some guy you met once in a bar. But you should give this some thought, Cami. If Brent doesn’t make you feel all that and more, something’s wrong. I’m just sayin’.”

				Deep down, I know she’s right. I love Brent, but he doesn’t turn my insides to mush or fill my thoughts day and night. But he’s a great guy who treats me well and has my father’s approval. And he’s hot. Who doesn’t like to have a hot date to kiss?

				“Well,” I begin, straightening. “None of this affects our plans for the night. How do I look?”

				Jenna scans me from the top of my dark red curls to my black shorts and cowboy boots.

				“Hot enough to go trick-or-treating,” she responds with a wink.

			

		

	
		
			
				SIX: Trick

				Even in the dark, with only the glow from the lights around the makeshift stage that used to be the floor of a barn, I see her. The instant she walks through the gate, she draws my eye like honey draws a bee.

				Her hair is all wild around her face, making me want to run my fingers through it. She’s wearing a skintight shirt and a pair of shorts that show off the longest legs I’ve ever seen. I can’t help but get lost in the thought of what those legs would feel like wrapped around me. And the best part is, she’s with another girl. The same girl she was with at the bar. Not a guy.

				“Hey, Leo,” I call to the guy setting up the keyboard. He plays for the cover band that’s entertaining in the field tonight. “If Rusty comes looking for me, tell him I’ll be right back.”

				I make my way around the edge of the crowd, back to where Cami and her friend have stopped to watch the band set up. As I come up to her left side, she turns to look at me.

				Now, I’ve got an ego just like any other guy, but I also know when a girl is attracted to me. And this girl is attracted to me.

				Her eyes light up and her lips spread into the most beautiful smile this side of heaven.

				“You really should stop following me,” I say with a grin.

				“Apparently I can’t seem to help myself,” she replies, her eyes twinkling.

				“I’m unfortunate in that way. So much animal magnetism, the ladies just lose all control.”

				She laughs, a deep, husky sound that makes me want to groan. “And so humble, too.”

				“That’s the second time I’ve heard that today. I’m not sure what it means.”

				“That you know two delusional people?”

				“Most likely.”

				She smiles. I smile. I could just look at her all night long.

				“So, what brings you to a field party? I’m pretty sure I’d remember if I’d seen you here before.”

				“Oh, really? Come to a lot of field parties, do you?”

				I shrug. “Not anymore, but if I’d ever seen you at one, I would remember. Trust me.”

				The glow of the stage lights is enough for me to see her blush.

				“You’re really gonna have to quit doing that.”

				“Doing what?” she asks coyly.

				“Blushing like that.”

				“I assure you, if I could avoid it, I would.”

				“But then I’d just have to make it my mission in life to make you blush. By whatever means necessary.”

				Her smile falters a little and her eyes dart to my mouth.

				God help me!

				***

				“So, what did you say you were doing here?”

				“I didn’t.”

				“But you were going to.”

				“Was I?”

				“Well, it’s either that or you were going to take me up on my offer.”

				I hear her soft gasp, even above the noise of the crowd around us. It squirms in my stomach and makes my palms itch to touch her.

				She clears her throat. “Actually, I’m here with my boyfriend.”

				“Damn. I knew you were too beautiful to be unattached. It’s just a shame you’re dating an idiot.”

				“An idiot? Why is that?”

				“Any guy would have to be out of his mind to leave you alone at a party for one second.”

				“I’m not alone.”

				She turns around to her friend, but she’s gone. “Well, I wasn’t alone.”

				“But now you are.”

				She nods but doesn’t try to make any excuses to leave. She just watches me. And I watch her.

				This might be the only chance you get, Trick.

				I take a step closer. She doesn’t move away. “There is one thing I should’ve told you last night,” I say, taking one more step toward her. I reach out and loop one long fiery curl around my finger and bring it to my mouth. It feels like silk and smells like strawberries.

				“What’s that?” she asks, her voice a little breathless.

				“I don’t mind a little competition.”

				“You don’t?”

				“No, but I hate to lose.”

				“Do you lose often?”

				I lean down, my face only inches away from hers. I watch those incredible eyes as they flit between my mouth and my eyes over and over again.

				“Never,” I whisper.

				And then I press my lips to hers. They’re soft and warm and just as lush as they look. I keep expecting her to pull away, but she doesn’t.

				Deciding to make the most of my one shot, I slide my fingers into her heavy hair and tilt her head to the side. Her lips part and I slip my tongue right between them.

				The inside of her mouth tastes like sugar and mint. I tease the tip of her tongue and it flirts back a little with mine. What really surprises me is when I feel her hand at my waist. Her fingers fist in my shirt. She’s holding on for dear life.

				I wind my arm around her tiny waist and pull her body in close to mine. I feel her melt against me. It’s all I can do not to throw her over my shoulder and carry her off into the dark. But a throat being cleared behind me ruins my fantasy.

				She tenses in my arms and I know without opening my eyes that it’s her boyfriend. I ease my head back, breaking the contact with her lips, missing it immediately, and I smile down into her eyes.

				“That was worth what’s about to happen next.”

				I turn slowly around to face my aggressor. His face is red with fury.

				I preempt him. “All right, you get one freebie. Make it count.”

				I tuck my hands behind my back and I stand there and wait. The guy looks like he has no idea what to do.

				Hell, if that was my girl, I’d be on you like stink on shit.

				Finally, after looking behind me at Cami, he balls up his fist and makes a passable attempt at a punch. It’s so slow, I turn my head and his knuckles glance off the side of my face. Probably won’t even leave a mark.

				“Fair enough. Now, you go your way and I’ll go mine.”

				I pull my hands out from behind my back and start to walk off. From the corner of my eye, I see him lunge at me. I sidestep him and he nearly loses his balance and falls on his face. When he turns around, I know it’s more about pride now, which means he’s getting ready to get stupid.

				“Look, man, I gave you a free shot for kissing your girlfriend. Don’t push it.”

				The guy comes at me swinging this time. I block his first punch, duck his second, and then put my fist in the center of his gut. He doubles over and I lean down to speak quietly to him. “Stay down. If you don’t, this won’t end well for you.”

				With that, I nod to the guy’s slack-jawed friend, wink at Cami, and walk casually away.

				Smart guy. He stayed down.

			

		

	
		
			
				SEVEN: Cami

				It takes me a second to recover after Trick winked at me. It doesn’t help when I hear Jenna mumble behind me, “Mother of hell! That was effin’ hot.” Finally, I snap back to my senses and go to Brent.

				“Are you all right?”

				I put my hand on his arm, but he jerks it back. “What do you think you were doing?”

				In the face of the emotional hurricane that’s blowing around inside me—guilt over thinking about Trick, guilt over wanting him to kiss me, pleasure over being in his arms, disappointment that Brent doesn’t make me feel that way, shame for cheating on my boyfriend—I latch on to the one defensive thing I can find—indignation. I would call it righteous indignation, but the way I’m still trembling after Trick’s kiss, I think righteous might be a stretch. Indignation will just have to do.

				“You’re mad at me because someone else kissed me? I had absolutely nothing to do with it! It’s not like I sought him out. I suppose it’d be my fault if I got hit by lightning, right?”

				And that’s kind of what it felt like, like I’d been struck by lightning. Delicious, toe-curling, hair-raising, belly-stirring lightning.

				“Well, it didn’t look like you were fighting very hard.”

				“Did you ever consider that it might’ve taken me by surprise? I mean, it’s not like I came expecting some random guy to come up and kiss me.”

				But if I’d known Trick would be here, I would’ve wished for it.

				“I’m sorry,” Brent said, hanging his head a little. “You’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

				Guilt stabs at my conscience again. “Can we just forget about all this and enjoy the band?”

				Brent sighs. “Yeah. I don’t want this to ruin your whole night.”

				“Good,” I say with a smile, winding my arm through his. “Let’s get a drink and go watch the band.”

				“Where’s Trevor?” Jenna asks, as we turn to make our way to the keg.

				“He’s still talking cars with that guy out front. He’ll be here shortly.”

				A few minutes later, each of us armed with a red Solo cup full of beer, we make our way toward the stage. The band is getting ready to go on.

				They’re a local group called Saltwater Creek. I happen to know of them because they played a couple of college gigs that I attended. They’re a really good cover band with a few original songs that aren’t half bad.

				The lead singer and guitar player, Collin, walks to the microphone. “All right, all right, all right,” he says in his best Matthew McConaughey drawl. “We’re one man short, but I think we could go ahead and get started if y’all can help me talk our friend, Trick, into coming up and filling in for a song or two. Come on up, Trick.”

				Every eye in the crowd turns toward the foot of the stage. Trick is there. He starts shaking his head and backing away from the stage, his hands held up in a stop gesture.

				“Aw, come on, man. Do it for the people. They’re here to rock and roll. Let’s give ’em what they want.”

				He’s still shaking his head, even though several guys around him are pushing him toward the stage.

				“Let’s hear it for Trick, everybody!” Collin shouts. “Trick! Trick! Trick!”

				The crowd joins the chant and Trick looks around, a slow smile curving his lips. For just a moment, his eyes meet mine. I look away before Brent notices.

				“Yeah!” Collin yells as the crowd starts clapping.

				I look back toward the front. Trick is walking onto the stage. Someone hands him a bass guitar and he puts the strap around his neck. He takes the pick and starts testing the tune of the instrument. The crowd quiets until they hear the familiar chords of “Cat Scratch Fever” begin to emerge. Then they go wild.

				Walking to the front of the stage, Trick picks the notes effortlessly. When his solo riff is over, the rest of the band chimes in, beginning with the heavy beat of the drum. Girls start screaming, guys start hollering, and I can’t help but smile.

				I’m really beginning to enjoy myself when, all the
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