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He has no shame.

Dylan Hill’s in a state of imperfection. He’s made it big and messed up bigtime since hitting NYC. He’s found and lost the woman he loves. He’s experienced wild, crazy freedom and the money to go with it, and found a crowd of people that loves him when he parties hard. Except now he’s battling issues with alcoholism—a road he doesn’t want to be on.

With MD’s best friend, Janna, showing up and determined to mess everything up, life goes from complicated to worse. This woman not only hates him, but blames him for every failure in her life as though her own life choices didn’t have anything to do with it. 

When tragedy strikes and Dylan’s last refuge is taken from him, he does the only thing he can: he goes home to Kansas. He faces new trials back at the ranch as he finally figures out who he is, what he wants out of life, and who he wants by his side. 
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For the last few days I’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop.

You ever have a feeling that the universe was just waiting to get even with you for every single thing you’d ever done wrong? Kind of a cumulative karma that dated back to that pack of gum you stole from the 7-Eleven when you were nine, right on up to... well, I’d done plenty in the last few months. Take your pick. 

Driving the limo through the townhouse. That whole fiasco in that fancy restaurant.

That moment when I left the love of my life hanging... yeah, that one had been repeated a few too many times to count lately.

Bailey.

Well, whatever it was that I was getting paid back for, it was going to come in spades. Ever since Janna Clemente showed up in New York.

I only saw her once since she arrived, but that was enough. She’s still out there somewhere. And judging by the smirk on MD’s face, I wasn’t going to like it any when Janna showed up. Something’s going on. MD would only call on her bestie if she needed dirty work done. Those two were frenemies, with Janna only knowing how to make everyone’s life miserable. That girl... I shook my head and shivered as a chill of fear ran down my neck. 

“Dylan, hurry up!”

I grabbed my stuff, shrugging into my coat as I left the diner. It wasn’t as freezing cold out here, which was a nice change. New York City in March held a certain amount of hope that the winter might at long last be past.

Three months. I’ve been here three months.

I never thought I’d get this far. I was starting to miss Kansas; my cowboy drawl was disappearing under the onslaught of Bronx mixed with whatever the hell else you’d call the accent they speak with around here. 

Damn if I wasn’t forgetting who I was.

I paused at the light, proving I was still a tourist. Bert, he don’t pay no mind to things like lights or traffic, but stepped right off that curb like the world would stop for him. Maybe that’s New York, too.

The thing is, it does. 

Bert drew ahead, walking with the gait of a man who’s spent a lifetime on his feet. He was hunched over a little, bent from the wind, looking back at me, checking to see if I was still there. I shouted to him I was coming, like I needed to say the words to prove that even after several weeks I was still committed to keeping my appointment.

Maybe he knew how fucking hard it was. Tonight especially. On the corner behind me was a sports bar, the crowd spilling out onto the street in a celebration of some kind. It sounded like the Knicks had made the playoffs. Someone ran past me, jostling me as I stepped off the curb. For a moment I felt it, as sure as any siren call, the urge to go back, to throw myself into the celebration

To have a beer. Or two.

As though sensing my indecision Bert turned to face me, his mouth opening to shout something. He stood there in the wind, a frail old man in a beat-up windbreaker, standing in the middle of the street, telling me to hurry up or some such shit. Words that I’d give anything to remember now, later, because whatever it was, it was the last thing he ever said.

He never saw the car that hit him.

I did.

I shouted, stumbling into the street, into traffic, with the same disregard he’d shown only a moment ago, but the world didn’t stop this time. Cars honked, drivers not yet aware of the tragedy only feet away.

Bert lay sprawled ten feet into the intersection, the car that hit him, skewed, traffic coming to slamming halt around it. The revelers behind me pushed forward, a tide throwing me further away from where I needed to be. I shouted and fought them, breaking free of that crowd, becoming one with a new gathering, more somber. The cries of the revelers were lost in the wail of sirens and the hysterical driver who threw her cell phone from her as though it was a thing alive, this thing that she’d been clutching with more attention than she’d shown in driving two tons of steel through the heart of New York.

So I made the nightly news one more time, this time weeping at the side of the man who had fast been becoming a friend. I’ve seen the interview since. The things I said laid down the trail as neatly as if I’d paved the road myself in yellow brick.

There was no way that MD or Janna were going to miss using this against me. The other shoe had indeed dropped, proving that karma was not only out to get me, but to destroy me utterly. I should have figured out then that my entire world was about to implode. Such was the fabulous imperfection that was my life.

If ever there was a time for a drink, it was then.

Then my phone buzzed.
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His hands were abso-fucking-lutely magic.

They touched. They teased. They played with her nipples, bringing each to a hard peak, and then took her somewhere outside of her skin simply by touching her there again. Twisting. Pinching. Making her come alive in the way that only he could. Sensitizing her to his touch, awakening the tender flesh and playing her sensations like a rare and valuable instrument in the hands of a master. She was swept along, helpless as he brought her flesh to life and she fell under his spell.

Bailey’s back arched, raising her off the mattress. She gasped, cried out, felt her legs scissor against the sheets, spreading open, displaying her moist core. Begging him to take her there. Now.

He took his time, lips following fingers. Proving that if fingers could set her airborne, teeth and tongue could launch her into the stratosphere. His breath was hot against her skin, setting an electric charge that traveled all the way to her core and back, leaving her shuddering, sobbing, needing release, and he hadn’t even touched her there yet. Clever fingers, devilish tongue that caressed and excited and tore through her like electric fire. Everything those lips touched, every part of her skin, came alive under his attention; her nerve endings responded as though he were a magnet, drawing her response, pulling it out of her and letting her fly and float and lose herself in the moment.

“Dylan...”

She sobbed his name, feeling him move over her abdomen and lower still, parting the folds with his fingers, tracing the flesh in a mesmerizing pattern that ended there... just there... at that hard nub of flesh that throbbed and ached with need. It pulsed in synchronization with her pounding heart. She felt its vibrations in response to her racing pulse. It curled her toes and stole her breath and arched her back, and she flung herself into the moment and the sensations.

Her hips rose, offering this to him as well, feeling him pinch and squeeze and stroke her... right there...right—oh shit, YES!!

Her head moved restlessly on the pillow. Her hand clutched the sheet, tearing at it, winding it around her arm as though to anchor herself. It soothed and strangled. She fought it, embraced it and then her ankle, caught in the silken strength, but it was her sex that led her; it was her core that drove her and caused the burning in her throat and made her breath short and rasping.

Even with her eyes closed she could see a million colors behind her eyes. Bright things that blossomed and merged and bloomed again as her body twisted, legs buckling against the strain. Streaks of color that shot behind her eyes, danced in the periphery of her vision.

Why didn’t he take her? She wanted to ask, but couldn’t. Her legs moved and she shifted again. Damn, she was wet... so wet.

The hand against her clit stroked at it with a sharp rhythm, followed faster and faster. Slick fingers slipped into her, parting the flesh. She needed to be filled with him. With his rock-hard co—

“DYLAN!”

The scream tore from her throat as she found it, the release that had trembled just out of reach. Her body shuddered in a convulsive heave, leaving her wrecked, a ruin of trembling womanhood tangled within the sheets. Sweaty and panting as wave after wave of pleasure washed over her, her body spasming and jerking, until she finally lay shuddering against the sheets, a marionette whose strings had been cut. Her limbs twitched and spasmed, her fingers shook and hips lifted, once, an aftershock rattling her as it passed.

When she opened her eyes, the room was dark.

She was alone. Dammit, she was alone.

She had actually been able to forget that hard, cruel fact for a few precious minutes. Now reality came tumbling back, slapping her in the face.

Bailey rolled onto her side, trying to ignore the small aftershocks, wiping her hand on the sheet.

Why? 

Her hand fisted and pressed against her mouth, trying to hold back the single sob that threatened to overwhelm her. 

Why? Why must he be in every fantasy? Every dream? Why can’t he just go away and leave me alone?

The empty room gave no answer.

“I’m not going to get any sleep tonight, am I?” she asked sullenly, and grabbed for the TV remote that was on the nightstand, hoping to find some movie she could lose herself in until she fell asleep.

Instead, she hit the news. Why did she always land on the news? Because right there was Dylan’s face for the world to see. 

Crying.

Oh, shit.

With shaking hands, Bailey reached for her phone. 

***
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HE HADN’T EVEN GIVEN his real name. 

Dylan should’ve realized that they’d use the footage anyway. After all, the role of friend, witness to a tragic accident, would have to make the news. Bert’s death would be used to further the agenda against texting and driving. He stared at his phone a long time, when he saw her number come up on the screen.

She might have erased his contact info, but he’d committed her number to memory. He’d already lost one phone, and hadn’t wanted to chance losing the only lifeline he had in this city.

Maybe it was a good thing he had. He knew enough not to answer it now.

He sighed and tried to figure out where to go. Home held little appeal. The coroner had come, he’d given a statement, and suddenly there he was, adrift on a street corner in a fast dissipating crowd, feeling like the rug had just been pulled out from under him.

Behind him the bar had grown silent. Subdued. The music from inside was muffled, the bright windows seemed garish. Had he really been tempted to turn back? He stared at the building now, sickened and unsure. 

A drink would make him forget.

No. He turned back toward the street. Traffic was already back in motion over the spot where Bert had lain. Nothing would make him forget that.

Someone was talking to him, an officer, asking him if he needed a ride home. For a moment he wondered why someone would drive him to Kansas, then he realized the man was talking about somewhere else entirely.

The apartment held little appeal. Darcy would be there, wanting explanations. He couldn’t talk about this just yet.

In the end he waved off the offer of a ride and started walking, wondering if he should have picked up the phone after all. The streets felt lonely and his heart ached. 

What am I supposed to be doing right now?

He recognized on some level that he was in shock. It was no wonder the cop looked at him strangely. I need to pull myself together. I’m sure there’re people to call. Stuff to do.

“Dylan!”

He looked up in surprise, seeing Tess and George in front of him. His feet had somehow carried him back to the diner. The place was open 24 hours, the lights sending a warm glow over the sidewalk. They stood in the open doorway, George breathing hard as though he’d been running to catch him. Tess stood, eyes wide, mascara a ruin down her cheeks.

“We heard,” she said simply and threw herself into his arms, sobbing.
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IN THE END DYLAN NEVER went home. Or he did if you defined home as a seedy diner on a dingy street in the Bronx. He wound up behind the grill, scrambling eggs and flipping pancakes as the world descended to try and make sense of it all.

There was no question of keeping the place open. Bert’s Diner had been a mainstay in the neighborhood for 37 years, and that’s where the neighborhood came now as word filtered through the grapevine that Bert was gone.

George tried to get him off the grill more than once, but Dylan refused to move. So long as he was staring down that cast-iron behemoth there was no way to answer questions. They finally left him alone, though he heard his name mentioned more than once. 

Sometimes someone came back behind the high top to give him an awkward hug before disappearing again. He figured it was because no one knew the truth about him, that the whole expedition had been his fault. He took the metal disk from his pocket and stared at it during a lull, the dull coin with the AA logo that marked him as 24 hours sober. He was halfway to his 30-day mark, and wasn’t sure he’d make it. Maybe he would if he just stayed where he was long enough. 

Darcy found him there at dawn.

“What’re you doing?” she asked by way of greeting.

“Looks like a Denver
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