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CHAPTER 1

 


The countdown to the next job was on. Six
weeks. In six weeks, a hoard of gems was coming to the city, and
not one but two groups had their crews assembling and planning.
There were gems for the taking, and both sides intended to take
them. Neither group knew of the other. Each assumed they'd be the
only ones making a play to earn a great score.

On one side were the Stonewardens. They were
well experienced in high-class heists. They were military precise
in their planning, research, strategizing, and delivery of
everything they did. The job wouldn't be the most complex they'd
done - not by a long shot.

In another part of town were the
Leadbetters. Freshly having had a change in leadership, the person
in charge now was violent and had no hesitation killing when people
got in his way. Like most Leadbetters, Pete Leadbetter had always
gotten away with what he'd done, no matter the depth of destruction
he'd delivered. It was the way with the whole Leadbetter gang. Some
were minor criminals who acted out of duty but with reluctance.
Others were extreme criminals who acted with relish. The one thing
they all had in common? An uncanny knack of hardly ever being
charged with anything at all.

It was rare that the two groups took notice
of the same target. Stonewardens aimed high. Leadbetters grabbed
what they could. Each side knew there was someone out there who
also wanted the same thing, but neither side was completely sure
they knew who the other side was. In reality, if they ever came
face to face, none of them would even know it.


CHAPTER 2

 


Sasha Leadbetter was a young woman with a
long history of minor violence. She was the kid at school who hit
and called others names. She was the teenager who initiated punch
up scenes in the local park or mall. To anyone who met her, she
oozed one feeling - anger. Sometimes it was mild anger. Sometimes
it was extreme anger. The degree didn't matter. When someone came
face to face with Sasha Leadbetter, they couldn't help but feel
intimidated. At 24, her fast reflexes had caused many a person to
experience a knife to their chest after simply asking an innocent
question. No-one knew why Sasha Leadbetter was so angry. They just
knew she was.

Through an unselfish act of heroism in
earlier months, Sasha had finally found a friend. Nicky was just a
kid. She was a ten-year-old kid who had been saved along with her
mother after someone had attacked them in a nearby park. For weeks
as Sasha had recovered in hospital, a cop had been stationed at her
hospital room door. She'd been the suspected attacker. Not being
able to remember what had happened hadn't helped her case.
Fortunately, Nicky's mother had taken notice of what her rescuer
looked like and had tracked her down to thank her and set the
record straight about Sasha's involvement in the stabbing. From
that, a special friendship had formed.

Anyone who'd ever met Sasha would never have
guessed she could relate to anyone the way that she was relaxing
around young Nicky. For the first time ever, it was becoming more
and more frequent that people were starting to see Sasha Leadbetter
smile.

"Can we walk down to the mall and get ice
cream?" the young voice asked excitedly as its owner jumped up and
down.

"Sure can, Nicky-kid," Sasha replied, still
getting used to the strange feeling of her face moving and changing
into a smile. "I even got enough moolah to get you your favorite
caramel rocky road cookie."

"Yay!" Nicky said happily.

She, too, had always had issues making
friends. She wasn't angry. She wasn't mean. There was no such
reason that others wouldn't magnate toward her. She did, however,
have an extreme lack of self-esteem. With Nicky, it was simply her
constant thinking that they wouldn't want to that resulted
in her emanating that she wasn't approachable. They were grown-up
feelings for a ten-year-old. It had worried her mother Susan for
years. Both were happy the anti-social young woman who'd saved them
was giving them both a chance.

When Susan watched the two of them, she had
to believe in fate or something like that. They were the two most
unlikely pals she could imagine, and yet they fed off each other.
They'd seemed to find a balance that let them both relax and just
be themselves without having to worry about what anyone else
thought.

Sasha led the young girl down the road. It
had become almost a weekly thing now, the two of them spending time
together. Despite the way people talked about Sasha, Susan hadn't
felt any concern at letting her daughter spend time with the young
woman. Sasha Leadbetter spending a couple of hours each week with
Nicky was opening up the ten-year-old in a way no-one else had been
able to. According to Sasha's brother, the same was happening to
Sasha.

"Did you talk to a new kid at school this
week?" Sasha asked.

She wasn't a sociable person. She'd
never been a sociable person, but knowing the ten-year-old
girl in her company hadn't yet become confident in making friends
bugged her. She wanted to help any way she could to try and stop
Nicky from feeling as alone as she herself had so often felt.

"I did," Nicky replied as she looked up into
Sasha's eyes. "At playtime, I said hi to Tracy. We didn't play, but
she did say hi back."

"Well, that's a great start, Nicky-kid,"
Sasha said, smiling. "Keep saying hi. Don't worry about whether
they say hi back or not. Just keep practicing. It's scary, right? I
get that, but you'll get there. You're awesome to hang out with. It
won't take long, and other people will see that too."

Nicky smiled but said nothing. She liked
Sasha. She was a grown-up, but she was cool. When she said words,
they actually made sense. She didn't talk in little kid language
like other grown-ups did. It had easily become the highlight of
Nicky's week when she got to hang out with Sasha Leadbetter.

They walked on, equally as happy in silence
as in chat. They were comfortable together. That was easier for
both of them than spending time with other people had ever
been.

When they reached the mall, Sasha bought
their ice cream and they settled at a table. Sitting off to the
side, they both liked to face inwards and watch the hoards of
people. It wouldn't have been exciting to anyone else, but it sure
was enjoyable to the two of them.

~~~~~

James Stonewarden wandered through the mall.
He hated shops, but he liked to always look and smell good. He had
a plan he always adhered to when he had to go to the shop that sold
his favorite men's facial moisturizer: get in, buy the product, and
then get the hell out. He was far from oblivious to how his looks
attracted women. On most days of the year, he loved that. When
there was a job coming up, he was a professional in maintaining
focus. Not even a woman could upset that.

When he passed through the food court level,
he was surprised to see a familiar face. He still didn't know her
name. Every time he'd asked for it, she'd refused to give it.
Still, for the moment, at least, he had to keep calling her his
name for her: 'Sassy Girl'.

After first seeing her, he halted in his
steps, surprised that she was in his view. He was further frozen in
place when he noticed the child next to her. That stunned him.
Sassy Girl was a mother? No. She couldn't be. She looked like she
was only his age. If she had a child that age, she must have been a
really young teen mother. Either that or she was much older
than she looked. Was it possible?

For a moment, he wasn't sure what to do.
Should he approach her and say hello? She hadn't been friendly when
he'd tried it before. Was he in the mood for another rejection? It
was a rare thing for him. Women always fell at his feet, eager to
please him. Not Sassy Girl, though. She was different.
Really different.

Committed to living every day in a 'what the
hell' way, he resolved to at least try and say hello to her. He
walked toward her. When he was a couple of meters away from their
table, he saw her eyes focus on him.

Sasha saw that guy coming toward her.
'Seriously?' she asked herself in the peace of her mind. It felt
like he kept turning up everywhere.

"Hey, hey, Sassy Girl," she heard him say as
he continued to get closer.

Straight away, Sasha heard Nicky giggle.

"Sassy Girl? Why's he calling you that?" she
asked.

Sasha turned to Nicky and put on the best
smile she could.

"He's just a real a funny guy, Nicky."

James saw the interaction and felt slightly
uncomfortable. Was he interrupting some mother and daughter moment?
He quickly brushed the discomfort aside.

"Am I just? A funny guy?" he asked,
making the child laugh even more. "Well, Sassy, how about you tell
me your real name?"

Nicky began to speak.

"Her name's…"

Sasha laughed as she brought her finger to
her mouth.

"Shhh, Nicky. It's a secret I'm keeping from
him."

Nicky smiled and nodded, silently promising
to not reveal the secret.

James looked on. It was the first time he'd
seen happiness on the face of the woman before him. He'd only
previously seen her real angry and a little angry. Perhaps
motherhood was the one thing that could make her smile.

"I can give you a clue," Nicky said
teasingly to him.

"Go on then," James said, really believing
he was finally going to get the name of the young woman who had
secured his attention weeks earlier. He couldn't help but grin
widely in anticipation.

"You've got the first part right," Nicky
continued.

She kept watching Sasha. She didn't want to
make her mad. Sasha only smiled and winked. It was all good.

"Oh, really? Hmm, well, let me think
about that. Is it … Sasparilla?" he asked, making Nicky giggle
again.

"No!"

"Sasquatch?"

"No!" Nicky replied, laughing harder
still.

"Saspidicious?"

Sasha listened to the stupid words coming
out of his mouth but couldn't help but smile. He was making Nicky
laugh, and that always made Sasha happy. The kid definitely
deserved fun and happiness.

"Saskerella? Sas..pidon? Sas..tonic?
Sas..tastic?"

James kept throwing out imaginative words as
he could think of them. He was enjoying watching the kid laugh. It
was something to see, especially since that, in turn, was making
Sassy Girl smile and laugh softly.

"No! You're no good at this," Nicky said,
smiling at James. "Oh well, I guess you won't know her name
then."

James grinned broadly at her.

"I think you're right. Ah, well, you know
I've been asking her for weeks, and she won't tell me. It might not
happen today, but it will happen," he said and winked before
beginning to move away. He looked directly at Sasha. "See you again
soon, Sassy."

Sasha watched as he turned and walked away.
She still didn't know what he wanted from her, but she knew guys
always wanted to use chicks for sex. She wasn't going to give in to
that. She'd tried it once. and it hadn't felt good. Not only that,
but the jerk had never spoken to her again. He'd used her for some
sick pleasure of his own and then thrown her away like she was a
worthless piece of garbage. No way, she wasn't having sex
again.

"I like him. He seems nice," she heard
Nicky's voice say, breaking into her thoughts. "Who is he?"

"I have no idea, Nicky-kid. No idea at
all."

Nicky watched Sasha's face but said nothing.
She suspected the guy liked Sasha, but it was impossible to know if
Sasha liked him back. That was grown-up stuff. She didn't need to
worry about it.

~~~~~

James walked away with a smile on his face.
It had been a nice surprise, seeing Sassy again. Since he'd last
seen her, he'd spent time with a couple of different play friends.
No matter how much he enjoyed their company, though, his mind still
drifted back to Sassy now and then. Every other time they'd met,
she'd exuded anger. He'd just seen a different side to her. He
hadn't even known she could be anything but angry. Her smile
was something to see. He wanted to see it again.

But was she a mother? He hadn't factored
that into his thoughts about her. He understood the bond between
mother and daughter. Since his mother had died, he'd watched the
struggles of his sister, Charlie. Their father had done a good job
of raising her, James knew. He'd taken on all the girl things and
dealt with it well enough, but Charlie had been a loner. It was
only after she'd met her now-husband, Ash, that she'd truly opened
up and found the ability to make a friend. Perhaps Sassy was the
same. No matter what, he knew a mother was a special person. If she
was a mum, she was someone very special indeed.

~~~~~

Sasha and Nicky walked back after enjoying
their ice cream and a short look around the mall shops. If she'd
been on her own, Sasha would have been tempted to do as she'd been
taught to do - pickpocket and steal. But she wasn't doing any of
that stuff in front of Nicky. To her, Sasha wanted to be a good
example. She'd keep spending time with the kid because they did
like each other, but she'd keep Nicky clear of the Leadbetter
ways.

"Hey, you two," they both heard Nicky's
mother Susan call out to them as they ventured into the gate of the
Leadbetter family home. "Did you have fun?" she asked, scooping
Nicky into her arms.

"Yep," Nicky replied, smiling. "We had ice
cream, and I saw a guy who likes Sasha."

Susan turned to Sasha and gave her a
smile.

"Ahh, some news to share?"

"No, nothing to share," Sasha said. "Just
some random guy."

No more was said on the subject as Susan and
Nicky said goodbye and began their journey home.

~~~~~

As she walked into her family home, Sasha
was greeted by her mother, Stacey.

"You like spending time with her," Stacey
said.

Sasha looked at her mother. They hardly ever
spoke to one another, and never on any level even closely
resembling a friendship, but she felt okay responding to that
statement.

"I do," she replied, nodding. "I really,
really do."

"Maybe that's a sign that you'd like to be a
mother yourself, Sasha," Stacey said quietly.

Until Sasha had met Nicky, such a thought
would never have entered Stacey's head. She loved her daughter, but
she'd never fooled herself. Sasha was angry. She always had been.
Stacey had been as surprised as everyone else in seeing how well
Sasha took to the child, and how much that child seemed to be
changing Sasha.

Sasha smiled sadly at her mother. It was a
rare act of expression for her. She knew she'd never have kids.
Having kids came from having sex. Having sex came from letting some
asshole touch her. That was never going to happen. But she didn't
have to say all that to her mother. She knew there had been enough
stress between her parents in recent times. They didn't say
anything to her, but she could sense it. She was determined to keep
trying to live differently than she had before. She still felt
extreme anger inside of her when she was alone, but the times she
was spending with someone like Nicky - someone who needed a boost
in self-esteem - was helping her own anger to be more controllable.
She didn't want to be angry anymore. It was far from being
completely gone, but she could feel that slowly, over time, it was
lessening, as was the need to keep her much-beloved blade in her
pocket 24/7.

"Maybe," she said quietly before walking
away from her mother and into her bedroom.

Once inside, she lay down on her bed. It had
been a good few hours with the kid. It was always a relaxing and
calming experience. It was good for her - even she knew that.

She let her mind cast back to the few
minutes she'd seen that guy again. For all the attempts he'd now
made to ask her name, she realized she didn't even know his
name. He was still a stunner. Every time she saw him, she knew
that. It wasn't enough to make her want to give him anything
though. He was a guy. He'd want sex. That had nothing to do with
him even liking her. Guys fucked girls and then never spoke to them
again. She'd already had that experience. She wasn't going to have
it again.


CHAPTER 3

 


James made his way to the Stonewarden family
home. He hadn't lived there for ages, but each time he went there,
it still felt like home.

"James," he heard his father, Mitchell, call
out to him from the large staircase off the main foyer.

"Hey, Dad," James replied. "I was in the
neighborhood, so I thought I'd see if Max is around. I might head
out to the ranch and catch up with Charlie."

"I don't think Max is home. He's probably
out with that new girl of his," Mitchell said, smiling. He could
still remember the silky smoothness of the voice of his second
youngest son, Max, when he'd chatted up the girl at the cop shop
over the phone.

"Max is seeing someone?" James asked,
surprised. All of the brothers did well in the women department,
but Max was like James - a player. "Seriously seeing
someone?"

"You'd have to ask him that," his father
said. "It's only a suspicion of mine. I could be completely off
base."

"Hmm," James replied, momentarily stupefied.
"Okay, I'll drive over and see how Sis is doing. Do you want me to
take anything to her?"

"No, I'll head out there tomorrow," said
Mitchell. "But we're having another planning session tomorrow
night. Make sure you're here."

"Yeah, yeah, I'll be here," James said. "You
know we aren't going to let you down, Dad."

Mitchell nodded.

"I know. It's just this job feels a bit
different. I can't put my finger on it, but I think we all need to
be extra vigilant."

"You think something's off? Bad intel or
something?"

"I don't know. It might just be an old age
thing. I'm going to start training Vic to take over all of this
stuff. How do you feel about that?"

James shrugged his shoulder.

"I don't feel anything about it," he said.
"How do you think I should feel?"

"I wasn't sure if you had any wish to become
the head of…"

"Hell no!" James exclaimed. "No way.
Do I look like someone who wants that kind of responsibility? Geez,
Dad, what the… no! I'll keep doing jobs you guys keep telling me to
do, but there's no way I ever want to be in that
position."

"Okay," Mitchell replied, relieved. "Well,
as far as this job is concerned, for now, we just move forward but
keep your ears and eyes open. If you hear of anything that sounds
like it could be related to that gala night, make sure you let us
all know."

James nodded.

"Will do," he said as he turned and walked
out.

~~~~~

"Hey, Sis," James said to his baby sister
when he arrived on the ranch she worked on with her husband, Ash,
and her great aunt and uncle.

Immediately he found arms wrapped around
him. It made him smile. They were eight years apart in age. When
their mother had died, Charlie had only been nine. James had
already been seventeen. There was little crossover in their lives,
but since Max had been shot a year earlier, James had developed a
stronger bond with his youngest sibling.

"Hell, that bump's getting huge. Can't be
long now, huh?" he teased her as she pulled away from him.

"Eight weeks, apparently," Charlie
replied.

James did the quick calculation in his head.
Two weeks after gala night/jewelry burglary. Perfect.

"How are you feeling about it? Are you
ready?" he asked as the two of them settled on a small sofa. "Are
you feeling okay?"

"Yeah, I'm fine," she said. "I'm still doing
some work around here but Tom and Molly have told me they won't let
me after another couple of weeks are gone. They suggested me and
Ash go away and have some time together alone before the baby
comes."

James smiled. He suspected he knew where and
who that suggestion had really come from - their father,
Mitchell.

"That sounds romantic," he said.

Charlie laughed.

"There's nothing romantic about having a
bowling ball in your tummy, James, but it will be good. My life is
going to be so different in only a couple of months. Do you think
I'm crazy, having a baby at this age?"

James pulled her close and kissed her
forehead.

"I think anyone else having a baby at
your age would be crazy, but you and Ash have a real love thing
going on," he said. "Even I can see that. Hell, you almost have
me convinced this love thing is good."

"Ahh, my big brother is getting ready to
find luuurrve."

"Hell, no! But I'm a little closer to
believing in it, thanks to you and that husband of yours. Where is
he, by the way? Shouldn't he be staying close to you in case
something happens?"

"He's out with Tom and Molly, getting
supplies," said Charlie. "I'm fine. We did all the morning chores
together and we'll do the evening ones together. This part of the
day, I'm using to just chill and read mostly."

"Cool," James said, nodding. "So tell me,
what's this deal with Max having a proper girlfriend?"

Charlie's face revealed how surprised she
was.

"Does he? I know he mentioned a girl, but he
didn't want to talk about it. He was only here last night and said
nothing. Is it serious?"

"Well, I don't know. If I did, I
wouldn't be asking you, would I?" he teased her quietly.

"Huh. I'll call him later and get the
goss."

~~~~~

Across town, Max Stonewarden was waiting in
his car outside the police station. Being there always made him
nervous, but that was where Christy worked. So far, he'd had lunch
with her twice and had spent an evening helping her to serve meals
to homeless people. Every time that he went to meet her, he told
himself he'd see her that time and then he wouldn't again. Every
time he walked away from her, he found the thought of not seeing
her again just not something he liked.

Christy was different from all the other
girls he'd dated. She wasn't tall. She wasn't slim. She wasn't
confident. When he looked at her, he always considered her shape as
similar to a little round apple. When he studied her, he couldn't
figure out why he was so attracted to her, but he definitely
was. His body told him that every single time he was around her. He
loved looking at her, he loved listening to her laugh, and as she
was slowly relaxing more and more around him, he was loving
listening to her talk. It had taken a long while for her to even
start to be relaxed around him. As perplexed as he was about why he
was so drawn to her, she was perplexed about why he kept wanting to
spend time with her.

As he gazed at the large building with his
mind working overtime, he saw her walk out, look for his car, and
then start walking toward him. Immediately he jumped out, ran
around to the other side, and opened the door.

"Hi, Max," she said timidly.

Max smiled at her as she carefully climbed
into his car. Every time she greeted him, she made him think of a
shy little cinder girl being swept away in a royal coach by a
dashing prince. He suspected that was the kind of situation she
thought she was in. He didn't. She was definitely no cinder girl,
and he was definitely no prince.

As he climbed in the driver side, he turned
to her and gave her another brilliant smile. Whenever he saw her,
he had to do it - smile.

"You know I'm sweeping you away for a quick
dinner and then a movie, right?" he asked.

Christy looked at him. She still had no idea
what he wanted from her, but she was at least finally reaching a
point where she wasn't stressing about that.

"Okay."

Max chuckled slightly. Her shyness was
blissfully refreshing.

"Do you want to go to your place first for
anything?" he asked as he started the Mustang.

With it having been stolen on the same night
of the supermarket shooting the year earlier, and then the car
being held by police, he'd missed his Mustang baby. It was good to
have her back. It felt even better having his baby back, and
Christy sitting beside him in it.

"No," she said. She took a deep breath.
Whenever she saw Max Stonewarden she had to work hard to simply
breathe. "Take me where you will," she dared to say, feeling her
face blush in the process.

Max saw the blush, so didn't tease her.
Instead, he just smiled and pulled out. He didn't think she'd be
comfortable somewhere too swanky, so he'd found a small place that
would be quieter with fewer people. He was getting used to her
needing a little time to relax around him. It would be a slow
process, but he found he wasn't minding being patient. Some girls -
many girls - he'd rushed to get to know intimately as quickly as he
could. He didn't want to rush with her. Truth be told, he was kind
of enjoying getting to know a woman on a friendship level without
all the physical stuff getting in the way.

Christy sat and pondered things she could or
should say or ask. Everything was just so new for her. Part of her
was scared to say the wrong thing. Another part of her argued that
she should ask whatever she wanted to. Wasn't it best that he see
the real her, not the guarded one? She thought over their previous
conversations. She still didn't know too much about him, but she
did remember one topic of conversation that had come up before.

"How's your sister this week?" she asked,
her face becoming heated in the process of asking a question.

Max turned to look at her briefly. Her
asking questions was a new experience. Whenever she did, he felt
the depth of determination in her forcing herself to speak to him.
He smiled.

"Charlie's doing great. I went out and saw
her last night. She's huge though," he said, laughing slightly. "I
think she's got another couple of months until she pops."

"Will that be the first time you're an
uncle?"

"Yeah," he replied. The tone of his voice
revealed he had hardly considered that. "Charlie's the youngest of
the six of us, but she's the first to have a kid - well, as far as
I know anyway."

Christy processed that comment and instantly
became worried. Was he saying he had kids somewhere? Max saw
her facial expression change.

"What?" he asked, curious.

"I … do you think you have some kids
somewhere?"

"Oh, shit, no (excuse my French). No way,"
he said as he pulled into a restaurant carpark. He turned off the
ignition, unbuckled his seatbelt, and turned to her. "Christy, I'm
no angel. I've been with women - a lot of women. I'm not going to
lie to you about that. But I'm a safe sex guy. There's no way I'd
risk a baby being made unintentionally."

Christy unbuckled her seatbelt and turned to
face him also.

"But you sounded unsure if somewhere there
were some kids…"

Max smiled at her.

"I actually meant my brothers," he reassured
her. "I have three older ones, and at least one of them gets around
a lot. It wouldn't surprise me in the least if James had one
or two kids somewhere," he said, watching her face studying his.
"Not me, though. When I settle down, I'll want to be a dad, but I
don't want a kid I'm not going to be an active dad to. Kids deserve
better than that."

"You aren't trying to hide all these women
you've been with…" Christy said quietly, casting her eyes downward.
Whatever way he was going to humiliate her, just like all those
guys in high school did, she was sure it was coming soon.

Max moved closer to her and gently raised
her chin to make her look right at him.

"One thing my mother drummed into me before
she died was that I should always be myself. We all should
just be ourselves. Some people will like who we are. Others won't.
It's no good to try and pretend to be someone you're not. Just find
the people who like the real you."

"What about me?" she asked shyly.

"What about you?"

"I'm not the girl who gets to go out in a
nice car with a gorgeous guy," she said. "This is all just
pretend…"

"No, it's not," Max said, surprised at her
words. "Christy, it's not. I get that you're shy, and I'm
okay with that. I like that."

"But I have to force myself just to speak to
you…"

Max laughed softly as he caressed her cheek.
He didn't think she was aware of it, but he could feel her moving
her head slightly as if leaning into his hand. It was nice.
Real nice.

"Do I look like I mind your shyness?" he
asked quietly.

"No…" Christy conceded. Her head wanted to
argue with her. She was used to her own mind putting her down. The
more time she spent with him, the more she wanted to argue back
with her mind. She wanted to believe his sincerity. She really did.
She just didn't want to be made a fool of anymore in her lifetime.
"I just…" she started to say as she forced herself to look into his
eyes. It wasn't an easy thing for her to do. "This confuses me,
Max. I don't know what you want from me."

"Well, neither do I," Max said. On seeing
the confusion grow on her face, he spoke again. "All I know is that
I like spending time with you. I like your blushing, I like your
shyness, and when you relax with me and you start opening up, I
like listening to you talk. I also really like what you look like,
in case you were wondering."

Christy smiled sadly. She was hugely
overweight. There was no fooling anyone about that.

"Now I know you're lying…" she started to
say before he cut her off.

"Actually, I'm not," Max said. "You're not
like any woman I've hung out with before, but I really like looking
at you. I like your eyes, I love those long eyelashes … and your
mouth … is very kissable. If I was sure you'd want me to kiss you,
don't worry - I'd definitely be doing it."

He waited a long time. He didn't want to
startle her and move any closer. They were already within reachable
kissing distance. Normally, he would have kissed a girl long before
the fourth date. Hell, he'd most likely have bedded a woman
long before the fourth date.

"I'll wait as long as it takes," he said.
"For now, I'm happy to have you as a new friend. Personally, I
think I'd quite like to explore the kissing thing with you, but I'm
not going to push you. Friends is good enough."

"Can you kiss me once, and then we still
just be friends?" she asked, wanting with all her heart to seize
the moment even though she was still uncertain of everything.

Her face was hot. She knew it must be deep
red, but she pushed that aside. The gorgeous guy sitting beside her
was telling her he wanted to kiss her. Even if that was part of
some weird disappointment or hurt that would come later, she needed
to take that kiss!

Max heard the question and smiled broadly
before nodding. Slowly he leaned in and placed his lips on hers.
She wanted one kiss, and that was it. He could give her that. One
kiss. He'd make sure it was the deepest, most loving and passionate
kiss he possibly could give her.

Christy felt breathless. It was the first
real kiss she'd ever had. She indulged in the feelings. Her lips
found their own groove, moving in sync with his. She felt his hand
still caressing her cheek before it moved back toward her hair like
it wanted to make sure she stayed right where she was.

Max felt his body spring to life. Right from
the moment he'd first met her, his body had screamed at him that it
liked her and wanted to be closer to her. With his lips on hers,
that feeling only intensified. He suspected she might not have
kissed before since she seemed to be far too shy to have had
relationships. He could have been wrong in that assumption but he
thought he was probably right in that. Her lips, though, felt good
against his. His jeans grew real tight, real quick. He had to fight
to keep his hands from exploring.

Even though he was only 22, he'd loved a lot
of women. Kissing always moved fairly quickly to groping. He didn't
want that with her. She'd only asked for one kiss. He heard her
request, and he respected it. He kept the kiss respectable. Even
his tongue was behaved. Eventually, after a long while of finally
learning what those kissable lips felt like, he pulled away.

He looked at her face as he distanced
himself slightly. Her eyes remained closed, like she was savoring
the moment and committing it to memory. When she finally opened
them, she looked directly into his.

"Thanks," she breathed out.

Max laughed slightly and kissed her on the
cheek.

"Anytime, Christy. Anytime."

"Should we go and have a friendly dinner
now?" she asked as she felt her nervousness slip away quietly but
forcefully.

"Good idea," Max said. "Come on. We'll just
grab something small before we go to the movie."

Christy quietly assembled herself to get out
of the car. As usual, before she'd even opened the door, Max was on
her side of the
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