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Chapter One
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“Janet, you set me up?” Tina Davidson winced at the harshness of her voice as she watched her best friend finish applying her makeup. “A costume party doesn’t require a date.”

Janet Morton smiled as she picked up her costume and moved into the guest bathroom, leaving the door ajar as their conversation continued. “The invitation said gender balanced. If I hadn’t set you up, Rodger would have had to turn you away. You know what sticklers his parents are.”

Tina tossed her brush into her tote bag, wondering how long she could keep her frustration in check. Her experience with blind dates racked up a high score in undesirable and never again. As Janet’s maid of honor, she couldn’t back out.

Combing her fingers through her shoulder-length auburn hair, Tina separated the strands into three bunches and began braiding. “I refuse to lose my cool over this.”

Janet’s laughter bubbled out the door. “Practicing your sixties-speak? I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“Right, and Hades has ice forming as we speak.” Tina wrapped a bright, tie-dyed ribbon around the end of her braid. The ribbon matched the t-shirt and mini-skirt she wore. She tightly secured the ribbon’s ends and shook her head, which eased her hair off her shoulder and out of her way. She added jewelry and earrings as her last items. “Tell me about my date.”

“You met Drake and Jon shortly after Rodger and I started dating. It’s not like they’re strangers. Rodger doesn’t know who chose you or Nita.” 

No matter how reassuring Janet tried to sound, Tina wasn’t comforted. Yes, she’d met them briefly over the first year Rodger and Janet dated. That didn’t mean Jon or Drake was attracted to her. 

Tina eyed the mirror one last time, wishing she’d remembered to pack her contacts. Her dark frames stood out in contrast to the bright colors she wore. At least there was no mistaking her blue eyes. They shone clearly whether she wore contacts or glasses. A grin came and went as a line from her high school days flashed through her mind. She wasn’t wearing birth control glasses. Those days were long gone.

Janet stepped out of the bathroom. Her vintage roaring twenties flapper dress came to her knees. Thin spaghetti straps sparkled against her lightly tanned shoulders. The deep mauve color offset by light pink lace and glass bead accents complemented her. The dress hugged her curves in places Tina wished hers didn’t accent her full-figure curves. Envy wasn’t a feeling Tina even considered as Janet turned around in front of the mirror. 

“I’m glad I stopped being jealous of you a long time ago.” Tina smiled as Janet slipped her shoes on. “That color is perfect for you. I hope Rodger realizes this.”

Janet smiled as she bent to buckle her baby-doll heels. “I’m sure he’ll notice. His mother hasn’t seen the outfit. She fussed about approving everyone’s costumes.”

“I bet Rodger rolled his eyes and counted to a hundred more than once.” Tina pulled on her knee-high boots, zipped them up, and stood.

“He spent the last two weeks with me. To quote him, ‘Mother needs to let go ’cuz the apron strings are long gone.’” Janet grabbed her tote and purse. “Shall we go meet my in-laws-to-be?”

Tina sighed, stuffed the rest of her belongings into her tote, and slung her purse over her shoulder. “What a way to meet Rodger’s relatives and the rest of the wedding party.”

Janet nodded. “Can’t say it isn’t unique. A costume party for the bride and groom.”

Tina snorted as she caught Janet’s saucy wink and exaggerated wiggle as she walked away from her. Janet still hadn’t said one thing about if it was Drake or Jon waiting with Rodger as her date.

Two floors below them, Rodger Daniels tugged at the collar of his tuxedo. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see his mother fervently shaking her head. When would the woman realize he’d grown up? His sister stood beside her so ramrod stiff, he’d swear she had a pole up her . . .

“Haven’t you learned to ignore your mom yet?” Jon Smithson chuckled as he stepped up beside Rodger. “She’s going to keep on until you tell her off.”

“Right, and then Aunt Helen is going to be complaining more.” Drake Cranston rose from where he sat. “Now which side am I supposed to wear the patch on?”

Rodger glanced from Jon to Drake. Both wore pirate outfits with eye patches and almost identical colored shirts. Why couldn’t Janet let one of them be Tina’s date? No, she asked both before she heard back from either of them. With one bridesmaid out due to illness, two pirates awaited Tina. 

“I don’t know what Janet told you.” Rodger shrugged and undid his bowtie. To hell with what his mother said or did. Dressing up like the help and letting the help dress up like them was madness. Twice he’d been asked for more champagne. Hell, they hadn’t opened it yet. A whiskey neat and straight up was more what he had in mind.

“I could use a drink. What about you?” Rodger walked away, leaving Jon and Drake where they stood.

Jon held up his eye patch. “Are you going to put yours on?”

“We’ve got to. I think Janet told me left eye. So yours would be right?” Drake pulled his eye patch out of his waist pack. 

“How about we forgo them instead?” Jon offered, stretching the elastic band on his between his hands. “How are we supposed to see with them on?”

Drake snickered and grinned. “Out of the eye that isn’t covered.”

“Smart mouth, I know that. I’m talking about the one that’s covered. There’s a peephole in the patch.” Jon held his patch up, squinting as he moved it around and closer to him. 

“A what?” Drake arched his eyebrow. He glanced toward the bar where Rodger stood, sipping his drink. 

“A peephole. You know, a place you can see through so you don’t bump into things.” Jon’s infectious grin had Drake catching his tongue between his teeth to keep from laughing.

“Mine has a mesh piece that allows me to see through it.” Drake tossed his patch at Jon. “Do we need them since we’re escorting Tina?”

Jon caught the patch, gave it the once over, and stuffed it in his hand with his. “At least we didn’t get stuck with the outrageous feathered hat!”

Drake rolled his eyes and held out his hand. “Give me those things before you decide to revert to your youth.”

Jon shook his head as he handed the patches to him. “Like I am going to attempt to shoot anything with those things.”

Drake put the patches into his waist pack and zipped it closed. “Aunt Helen still talks about your slingshot incident with shooting the rotten tomatoes into the fireplace.” 

“I’ve grown up. Aunt Helen still mothers us and smothers Rodger.” Jon placed his tricorn hat on his head and moved toward the buffet.

“Let’s see if we can find our date.” Drake put on a similar hat and followed in Jon’s wake.

Janet stashed Tina’s tote with hers in the closet in her room. “I don’t know why you can’t stay here for the weekend. You knew about this before Frank weaseled you into taking the extra shift.”

“Like I could turn down the extra money. Time and a half will help cushion my savings account and replenish the pantry.” Tina fastened a thin belt around her waist, threading it through the strap of the small leather clutch she’d stashed her cash and ID in.

“Yes, I get it. I can’t fault you.” Janet tugged her beaded headband over her head. “I hope you land a great job once you graduate.”

Janet slid her arm around Tina’s waist. Tina leaned into the hug she knew was coming. Her bestie understood her. She hoped Rodger knew what a prize he was getting. He probably did. He’d proposed six months after he and Janet began dating. Tina smiled as Janet released her and stepped back. 

“I’ve got two more classes. Come fall, I’m a certified life coach. Working for Frank will be passé.” Janet returned her smile. Tina hadn’t added that two of her recent interviews looked promising. Getting back to them topped her list of priorities once the weekend ended.

Janet started out of the guest bedroom ahead of Tina. She stopped as she entered the hall. “Wish both of us good luck. Me with Rodger’s relatives and you with ditching Frank.”

Tina eased her way past Janet. “Come on, woman. Nothing and no one can daunt us tonight.” Tina strode down the hall, glancing over her shoulder, making sure Janet kept up with her.

As they reached the top of the stairs, music and the sound of chatter greeted them. Tina sucked in air as she counted twenty people near the stairs alone. How many people had Rodger’s mother invited? Raising her gaze, she counted twice as many standing near the bar and buffet area. Great, a huge gathering that rivaled the number of guests at most weddings she had attended. So much for the intimate group get-together Janet had asked for. With formal invitations, what had either of them expected?

Janet gripped Tina’s hand as she leaned close, whispering, “Shit, my future mother-in-law invited everyone she could. Possibly the ones Rodger and I crossed off the guest list.”

Tina rubbed her lips together, hoping she didn’t start giggling. Nerves aside, Rodger’s grandmother was worse than his mother and sister combined. Old money didn’t take well to new, younger, medium-income folks marrying into their families. Rodger didn’t care. He’d made his own way without his family helping. With a successful architecture business built and new contracts flowing in, he didn’t have to worry. Neither did Janet. Her business had increased twice in the past six months. Interior decorating and design partnered with architecture amazingly well.

“Do I tell them off for you or . . .” Tina caught the glow in Janet’s eye right before she winked. Tina bet Janet’s wicked wit simmered next to her frustration and irritation. By evening’s end, they’d have to compare notes to see who succeeded in telling someone off nicely and the person not noticing it.

As Janet moved down the stairs, Tina noted the subtle changes in her posture and speech. Gone was the easygoing woman she knew and loved. A protective facade formed around her molding to show a polite, successful businesswoman. Tina wondered how long this would hold up.

Toward the bottom of the staircase, two men stood dressed in similar costumes. Drake, with short-cropped brown hair, and Jon, who wore his blond hair a bit longer. They appeared equal in stature. Tina swallowed hard. She could gaze at either man for several moments while her mind raced through several fantasies. Closing her eyes briefly, she waited as she inhaled deeply. One last look wouldn’t hurt. She blinked, glanced at the two, and followed Janet the rest of the way down the stairs.

Rodger looked away from where his mother stood in front of him, mouthing another item she felt important. His one drink had turned into two. The second sat unfinished on the bar. The woman’s voice reminded him of fingernails grating down a chalkboard. His grandmother stood rigidly straight behind his mother, glaring at him as she squinted behind her thick lenses and silver frames. Her bluish-tinted hair almost matched her dress. Rodger bit the inside of his lip to keep from telling her what he thought of her prudish look and face. Where the hell was Janet? Mother wouldn’t open the buffet and seat people until Janet and her maid of honor entered. One more damn lap through the maze and he’d forget manners. Jumping over the tables and overturning the chairs to make his getaway good tempted him greatly. Damn good thing the room was as large as it was given all the people Mother invited. Who knew they could fit a double U formation in there with twenty-five tables?

A loud knock echoed throughout the large formal dining room. Their butler stood between two women. All eyes were probably on them. One more of Mother’s formalities, everyone was announced as they entered the festivities.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I present the bride, Ms. Janet Morton, and her matron of honor, Ms. Tina Davidson.” 

Rodger elbowed his mother aside, mumbling an apology. His father nodded as he passed him. The old man understood. He’d keep the old bats in check while Rodger claimed his bride-to-be.
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Chapter Two
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Janet held out her hand as Rodger approached. She’d seen the look on his face as she made her way down the stairs. His mother stood in front of him with her mouth moving rapidly. His father stood behind her. Off to Rodger’s other side, his grandmother’s stiff posture left nothing to guess at. Poor Rodger. Janet bet both women would give him a piece of their minds later.  

“Hi, love,” Rodger said. His voice took on the low tone that wrapped around her like he did when they lay in the bathtub together with him deep inside her. Memories flooded her as if they were there with his one hand cupping her breast as he thumbed her nipple and his other between her legs, stroking her throbbing, taut clit.

Tina cleared her throat and moved closer to the couple with eyes only for each other. The red flush creeping up Janet’s neck and threatening to overtake her cheeks spoke out loud of where her thoughts were. Time to refocus their attention outward. If the look on Rodger’s mother’s face marching toward them was any indication of the start of the rest of the evening, Tina was ready to grab Janet and Rodger along with Jon and Drake and run far away.

“Oh, hi, Tina,” Rodger offered as he slipped his hand into Janet’s. “Glad to see you made it.”

Tina nodded while she silently mouthed, “Mother,” accenting her message with a slight nod of her head in the direction she faced. “I’m happy to be here, Rodger. Thank you for inviting me,” she added out loud as she watched Rodger roll his eyes. His quick, quiet “thank you” barely reached her when Helen Daniels screeched Janet’s name.

“Janet darling,” Helen’s loud, high-pitched drone began. Tina clenched her fists, wanting to move two paces back to quiet the ringing starting in her ears. The woman inched closer, reaching for Janet with her arms opening as if she swooped down on her intended prey.

“Rodger,” the older woman behind him demanded in an equally irritating pitch. “Introductions, please.”

Tina could feel the older woman’s gaze rove over her like a drill sergeant inspecting his troops. She knew that look and the fire that burned beneath it wasn’t passion or compassion. It smoldered with venom and a sincere dislike for what she saw. Tina had dealt with her kind over the years. Foster care left no secrets unexposed or pasts hidden. Her adoptive parents cured that. She had no reason to be ashamed of who and what she was. A part of her that remained independent and refused to back down when people looked down at her. The years of standing up for herself lingered, etched deep into her psyche. A strong part of her that often colored her outlook and response to people and their actions. Tina met the woman’s stare and refused to look away.

Rodger’s wordless sigh moved over Janet and her as if they were all face-to-face. Tina felt for him. He’d alluded to his maternal side of the family more than once as dragonesses from hell. Janet’s brief nod pricked Tina’s interest. How were they going to do this?

“Janet and Tina, I’d like you to meet my mother and grandmother. Helen Daniels and Sandra Addams.” Rodger moved sideways, placing himself not quite between Janet and his mother. Sandra Addams’ head bobbed up and down as she gave Janet the same once-over she’d done with Tina. Tina had unclenched her hands several times, willing her composure to remain calm and cool. The old woman appeared to be egging to start a fight. She’d have one if she started things. Tina was ready to give as good as she got.

Tina inhaled, fisted part of her shirt in her hand, and tapped her fingers against her hip as she counted to five twice. Janet could handle herself. Rodger appeared to know what was going on. If they couldn’t handle it, well, help was available. Maybe she could convince them to elope tonight.

Janet’s hand briefly brushed against her as she moved forward. Warmth flowed over Tina’s wrist as Janet stepped in front of her. “Mrs. Daniels, good to see you again. Mrs. Addams, pleasure to meet you.” 

Tina could only see the side of Janet’s face. The smile and tone didn’t match. Two against two evened the odds. Tina moved up beside Janet. “Ma’am,” she began, facing Rodger’s grandmother. “Mrs. Addams, I’m honored to meet you.” She offered the woman her hand. Manners and etiquette might get Janet and her through the evening. Tina strengthened her resolve to convince Rodger and Janet to elope.

Sandra Addams barely shook Tina’s hand before she dropped it. Tina chewed the inside of her cheek as she turned to face Rodger’s mother. The woman had voiced her dislike to Rodger more than once over her. Tina was ready for the woman’s phoniness. Lord help her if she laid it on thickly. Tina would call her on it, politely, too, and without preamble. 

Helen Daniels extended her hand as Tina faced her. Tina waited all of thirty seconds before firmly grasping the woman’s hand and pumping it up and down vigorously. “Pleasure to see you again, Mrs. Daniels. Lovely home. Thank you for inviting me. Too bad I won’t be able to enjoy more of your hospitality this weekend.”

Tina slowly slid her hand free from Mrs. Daniels’s. There was no mistaking the icy, chilled look swiftly crossing the woman’s face before her fake smile returned as she faced Rodger and her future daughter-in-law. Tina shuddered as Rodger’s sister glared at her before she moved over beside her mother and grandmother. One thing stood out over anything else. Three female dragonesses as in-laws were more than anyone should have to withstand. Definitely, time to convince Rodger and Janet to elope. 

“Rodger, I’m famished. Please announce dinner and head up the buffet line.” Mrs. Daniel’s voice dripped with enough forced niceness to sugar-laden any response Rodger could give. His brief nod and stiffness as he offered Janet his arm made Tina want to chafe hers. 

Janet’s jaw had to ache from the nonstop smile she’d worn from the moment they’d started down the stairs. Tina inhaled and held her breath while she glanced at the other occupants standing close by. The man with salt-and-pepper hair offered his arm to Mrs. Daniels. Tina couldn’t remember Rodger’s father’s name. He moved as stiffly as Rodger did. There was no mistaking who headed up this family—Mrs. Daniels. 

Tina waited as Rodger’s cousin and best man, Nathan, stepped up to escort Mrs. Addams. The widow shuffled forward. Tina almost felt sorry for her until she remembered an earlier discussion with Janet. The old woman had practically demanded the pedigree of every person making up the bridal party. Janet had nicely told the old bat, as she called her, that everyone had manners and were productive members of society, a.k.a. had jobs and no criminal arrest records. Tina bit the inside of her cheek again lest she burst out snickering. She bet the old bat would froth at the mouth if she could without making herself look undignified. 

The rest of the groomsmen fell into line. Tina looked at Jon and Drake, who held out their arms to her. Both were dressed alike. How had she ended up with two escorts? Wasn’t Nita, Janet’s college roommate, also supposed to be standing here? 

Tina swallowed hard as she moved forward, ready to follow behind Rodger’s grandmother. 

Both men, dressed as pirates, smiled and winked at her as she moved closer.

Janet had dropped hints about Tina’s favorite fantasy over the last few weeks...What had she done?

“Allow us, my lady, to escort you to partake in food?” Drake stood a good five inches taller than her. His brown hair curled tightly in places. No wonder he wore it short. Easy to manage, and the way a few curls stood up like miniature horns around his hat gave him an impish quality. Tina glanced to her left.

She had to look up to meet Jon’s eyes, too. Deep green with a hint of blue glowed at her as his smile grew. Tina estimated his height to be five foot eight compared to her five-foot-five stature. He wore his blond hair a bit longer than his companion. Jon reminded her of the surfers she sat and watched from her patio apartment near the beach. She swore heat rolled off him as his eyes roved over her. It was as though his thoughts lingered on one thing. His eye-humping caress and the quick pucker of his lips raised her internal temperature more degrees than she could handle. Sweat began pooling along her waist and even in the palms of her hands. 

Tina fought hard against the urge to pluck the neck of her shirt to fan herself. She blinked and looked away. No luck in cooling down. Drake stepped closer and his gaze moved over her, scalding many of the same areas Jon’s had. Wiping her hands on her skirt, Tina looked straight ahead and began to close the space between her and Rodger’s grandmother.

As both men fell in step with her, each tucked one of her hands in the crook of their arm. Heat blasted off them, swarming over her until passion gripped her deep within her. She could almost feel every pulse and beat as want ignited and threatened her composure.

She licked her lips, took a deep breath, and continued to look straight ahead. Rodger’s grandmother glared back as though she could read every thought and nuance the men and she silently communicated to each other. The closer they got to the tables, the icier the old woman’s glare got. 

Partway around the table, Tina noticed Janet and Rodger talking animatedly. She could make out part of what Janet said. Two keywords appeared central to their discussion, “parents” and “family.” Tina winced as Janet mouthed two curse words as she glanced over her shoulder. Rodger’s mother stood stiffly behind her chair. Her hands almost appeared white-knuckled in her grip of the chair back. Another drink sat on the table near Rodger. His father was nowhere in sight. Great, Rodger was in one of his “I don’t give a shit” moods, which left Janet to fend off her future in-laws. Tina knew from Janet’s descriptions of past interactions with Mrs. Daniels that the shark was on the prowl, trawling for any bait she could pounce on. Janet needed assistance, and quickly, if dinner wasn’t going to erupt into a major battle. 

Tina caught her bottom lip between her teeth, breathing deeply as she willed her sense of humor to stop with the ironical quips and scenes flashing through her mind. No food fight from Animal House would happen, though that would be a far cry better than a quiet, somber dinner. Separating Janet from Rodger would take a move that wouldn’t draw too much attention.

Tina snuck a sideways glance at each of her escorts. A plan formed as they reached their chairs. “Gentlemen, please excuse me while I talk with Janet. I’ll be back shortly.”

Tina dragged her hands over the muscles on each arm. She felt desire ramp up, demanding a response. She as she dropped her hands in front of her. “Need to rescue Janet.” 

Jon and Drake stood quietly behind their chairs as if they knew what was happening. Their quirky smiles and nods had Tina wondering if they could read her mind. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the three of them would be intimate before the evening was out in ways her mind hadn’t even begun to conceive.
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Chapter Three
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Tina threaded her way through the group of people surrounding Janet and Rodger. She suspected Rodger’s shrug and Janet’s frown concerned his mother and grandmother. Time for rescue had come.

“Excuse me, Rodger.” Tina stuck her arm between Janet and Rodger. “I need to talk to Janet for a moment.” 

Janet nodded and stepped toward her. Tina moved to her right, putting distance between the dragonesses and them. Any more dirty looks from the dragonesses and keeping her cool would be harder than she imagined. As Janet closed the distance between them, Tina turned her back on the group. She grabbed Janet’s hand and tugged hard enough that Janet stumbled a bit. Janet righted herself. “What the hell is your problem?” Janet’s sourpuss frown quickly vanished as she looked up. Good heavens, were they watching them that intently?

Tina leaned in so she could whisper without others hearing what she had to say. “Not a damn thing unless you want to keep dealing with Rodger’s family on your own. Sit on his side close to me. Five on each side of the table should put a bit of space between us and them. Let him deal with his dragons.”

Janet smiled. “Oh, good observation. He’s frustrated and working on keeping his tongue in check. I told him more liquor isn’t the answer.”

“You and I know that. He’s tipsy from lack of food. What do you need to do to get things started?”

“Get his mother seated along with everyone else. He keeps saying let his father handle her.” Janet scanned the people closest to her. “I guess it’s up to me to tell him to do it.”

Tina snorted. “Never took Rodger for a submissive. If it works, go for it.”

Janet turned and began to walk away. Tina grabbed her wrist and tugged her back. “Whoa, I got a question. What’s with me and the two dudes?”

Janet grinned and rolled her eyes heavenward. Tina tightened her grip and sighed. “Tell me,” she began, pausing before she ground out the rest of her statement. “Now. Please.”

Two escorts for dinner wasn’t bad but with the dragonesses and old bat watching practically every move she and Janet made, knowing what was going on made sense.

Janet glanced back to where Rodger and his parents stood. “Nita couldn’t make it. She and her kids are sick. So you ended up with two dates.” 

Tina mimicked Janet’s earlier eye roll. Before she could spit out the retort reeling through her mind, Janet had moved back to Rodger. Tina let go a pent-up, angst-filled sigh and moved back to the empty chair between Drake and Jon. 

After a few tense moments and what appeared to be a brief discussion, Rodger’s father appeared, helping to seat his mother-in-law as Rodger pulled out his mother’s chair. Rodger took the chair between his mother and Janet. Tina closed her eyes, sent a brief thank you heavenward, and pulled out her chair.

“Please let us help you,” Jon offered. He eased the chair from her hands, pulling it out from under the table. Drake pulled her napkin from the table, shaking it out. Lord, the two of them acted like headwaiters at a posh restaurant. 

Tina glanced at both. She took a quick breath, exhaled, and sat down, smoothing her skirt under her. Jon helped her scoot her chair up to the table, not before Drake laid her napkin on her lap. His hand lingered fleetingly on the outside of her bare leg closest to him. He smiled as she looked at him. Heat washed over her. She looked away only to find Jon watching her intently as well.

“Please sit down, gentlemen.” Tina picked up her water glass and drank a third. As the coolness slid down her throat, she imagined a cool breeze wafting over her, hoping against the odds that Jon wouldn’t reciprocate his cohort’s action. No such luck. A warm, masculine hand snaked under the edge of her napkin. Strong fingers massaged the tense muscles under them. 

Tina closed her eyes, willing her hand to not shake as she sat her glass down. Opening her eyes, she perused Jon from beneath her lashes. His gaze met hers as her eyes opened more. Someone cleared their throat. She looked to her right. Drake watched both of them intently. His smile grew as she turned her head. Dropping her hands into her lap, she slid them along the top of her napkin until she felt theirs. She pushed against them while smiling and nodding as Janet introduced her bridal party from the head of the table. 

Jon chuckled and leaned close, whispering, “I’ll acquiesce for now.”

Drake leaned in as Jon pulled back. “I’ll behave for the moment.”

Drake drank a quarter of the water in his glass. He smiled before pushing back his chair. 

As Drake rose, Tina wiped her sweaty palms on her napkin.

“May I have your attention, please?” Drake’s voice carried over the chatter happening at each table. He waited until a hush filled the room before continuing. Tina took the moment to enjoy eyeballing him close-up and letting her mind wander over his muscles and tight abs as her gaze reached his waist. Drake’s massage and touch said he knew tacit and tactile. Tina gripped her napkin more. Images of Drake using those fingers on her flared across her psyche. More sweat coated her palms. 

Tina willed her mind to change direction in thoughts, not that her hormones cared to obey. As her gaze moved back up Drake’s torso, she caught movement out of the corner of her eye. Rodger’s mother was glaring at her and shaking her head. Was the dragoness jealous? She could be all she wanted. Tina didn’t care. Nothing was going on that anyone could tell. She bet the old bat
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