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Chapter One






It wasnt every day a guy saw a headless beaver marching down the side of a road, not even in Dean Robillards larger-than-life world. Son of a Dean slammed on the brakes of his brand-new Aston Martin Vanquish and pulled over in front of her.


The beaver marched right past, her big flat tail bouncing in the gravel, and her small, sharp nose stuck up in the air. Way up. The beaver looked highly pissed.


She was definitely a girl beaver because her beaver head was missing, revealing sweaty, dark hair pulled into a short, scraggly ponytail. Hed been praying for a little distraction from his own depressing company, so he threw open the door and stepped out onto the shoulder of the Colorado road. His newest pair of Dolce & Gabbana boots emerged first, followed by the rest of him, all six feet three inches of steely muscle, razor-sharp reflexes, and unsurpassed gorgeousnessor at least thats what his press agent liked to say. Still, it was pretty much true, although Dean didnt have nearly as much personal vanity as he let people believe. But emphasizing the superficial was a good way to keep people from getting any closer than he wanted them to be.


Uh, maamYou need some help?


Her paws didnt break rhythm. You got a gun?


Not with me.


Then Ive got no use for you.


On she marched.


He grinned and set off after her. With his extra-long legs and her shorter, furry ones, it took just a few steps to catch up. Nice day, he said. A little warmer than Im used to for May, but Im not complaining.


She hit him with a pair of grape lollipop eyes, one of the few curvy things about her. Most of the rest of her came to sharp angles and delicate points, from a set of fragile bladed cheekbones, to a petite, arrow-tipped nose, to a chin keen enough to cut glass. But after that, things got dicey. A razor-edged bow marked the center of a wide and startlingly plump top lip. Her bottom lip was even fuller, giving him the disconcerting feeling that shed somehow escaped from an X-rated nursery rhyme.


An actor, she said with the trace of a sneer. Just my luck.


What makes you think Im an actor?


Youre prettier than my girlfriends.


Its a curse.


Youre not even embarrassed?


Some things you have to accept about yourself.


Brother She gave a grunt of disgust.


Names Heath, he said, as she picked up the pace. Heath Champion.


Sounds phony.


It was, but not in the way she meant.


What do you need a gun for? Dean asked.


Murder an old lover.


Is he the one who picked out your wardrobe?



Her big ol paddle tail smacked him in the leg as she spun on him. Beat it, okay?


And miss all the fun?


She gazed back at his sports car, a lethal, midnight black Aston Martin Vanquish S with a V-12 engine. The machine had set him back a couple of hundred thousand, but even that hadnt made much of a dent in his net worth. Being the starting quarterback for the Chicago Stars was pretty much like owning a bank.


She nearly poked out her eye as she pushed a sweaty spike of hair away from her cheek with her paw, which didnt seem to be detachable. I could use a ride.


Are you going to gnaw my upholstery?


Do not mess with me.


Apologies. For the first time all day, he was glad hed decided to get off the interstate. He tilted his head toward the car. Hop in.


Even though this was her idea, she hesitated. Finally, she shuffled after him. He should have helped her inhe did open the door for herbut he just stood back to watch the fun.


Mainly it was the tail. The sucker was basically spring-loaded, and as she attempted to wedge herself into the leather passenger seat, it kept smacking her in the head. She got so frustrated she tried to rip it off, and when that didnt work, she stomped on it.


He scratched his chin. Arent you being a little tough on the ol beaver?


Thats it! She started to take off again down the road.


He grinned and called out after her. I apologize. Comments like that are exactly why women have lost respect for men. Im ashamed of myself. Here, let me help you.


He watched her struggle between pride and necessity and wasnt surprised to see necessity win. When she returned to his side, she let him help fold over her tail. As she clutched it to her chest, he guided her inside. She had to sit on one cheek and peer around the tail to see through the windshield. He climbed behind the wheel. The beaver suit emitted a musky odor that reminded him of a high school locker room. He cracked the window a couple of inches as he pulled back out onto the road. So where are we off to?


About a mile straight ahead. Take a right at the Eternal Life Bible Church.


She was sweating like a linebacker underneath all that malodorous fur, and he turned the AC to full blast. Are there a lot of career opportunities in beaver work?


Her derisive look told him she knew exactly how much entertainment he was having at her expense. I was doing some promotion for Bens Big Beaver Lumberyard, okay?


When you say promotion


Bens business has been down latelyor so I was told. I just got to town nine days ago. She nodded straight ahead. This road leads to Rawlins Creek and Bens lumberyard. That four-lane highway back there leads to Home Depot.


Im starting to get the picture.


Right. Every weekend, Ben tries to hire somebody to stand out by the highway with a sign to draw some of the shoppers his way. I was his latest patsy.


Being the new kid in town.


Its tough to find anybody desperate enough to do this job two weekends in a row.


Wheres the sign? Never mind. You left it with your head.


I could hardly walk back into town wearing a beaver head.


She pointed this out as if he were slow-witted. He suspected she wouldnt have been walking back into town wearing a beaver suit, either, if she had anything on underneath it. I didnt see a car parked back there, he said. How did you get out here in the first place?


The owners wife dropped me off after my Camaro picked this morning to permanently give up the ghost. She was supposed to come back an hour ago to pick me up, but she didnt show. I was trying to figure out what to do when I saw a certain scumsucker whip by in a Ford Focus I helped pay for.


The boyfriend?


Ex-boyfriend.


The one youre getting ready to murder.


Keep pretending that Im kidding. She peered around her tail. Theres the church. Hang a right.


If I drive you to the crime site, does that make me an accessory?


Do you want to be?


Sure. Why not? He turned onto a bumpy, semiresidential street where some scrappy ranch-style homes sat on weedy lots. Although the town of Rawlins Creek was only about twenty miles east of Denver, it didnt seem to be in much danger of becoming a popular bedroom community.


Its that green house with the sign in the yard, she said.


He pulled up in front of a stucco ranch where a metal deer stood guard over a row of sunflower whirligigs and a sign reading ROOMS TO LET. Except some comedian had drawn a big letter I between the TO and LET. A dirty silver Focus sat with the motor idling in the drive. Next to it, a leggy brunette rested her hips against the passenger door and smoked a cigarette. As she saw Deans car, she straightened.


That must be Sally, the Beaver hissed. Montys latest loser. Me being her predecessor.


Sally was young, thin, with a big rack and lots of makeup, which put the sweaty-haired Beaver at a distinct disadvantage, although showing up in a sporty Aston Martin with him at the wheel might have evened out the playing field. Through the windshield, Dean saw a long-haired, artistic-looking dude in small, wire-rimmed glasses emerge from the house. This could only be Monty. He wore cargos, along with a woven shirt that looked like it had been handmade by a band of South American revolutionaries. He was older than the Beavermaybe midthirtiesand definitely older than Sally, who couldnt have been more than nineteen.


Monty came to a dead stop when he saw the Vanquish. Sally ground out her cigarette with the toe of a bright pink sandal and stared. Dean took his time climbing out and making his way around the hood to open the passenger door so the Beaver could start her killing spree. Unfortunately, as she tried to swing her paws to the ground, her tail got in the way. She attempted to angle it, only to have it unfold and knock her in the chin. That pissed her off so much that she took a swing at it, which threw her off balance, and she landed flat on her face at his feet, that big brown paddle waving in the breeze over her butt.


Monty stared down at her. Blue?


Thats Blue? Sally said. Is she a clown or something?


Not the last time I saw her. Monty switched his attention from the Beaver, who was trying to climb up on all fours, to Dean. Who are you?


The guy had one of those fake upper-crust accents that made Dean want to spit tobacco and say yall. A man of mystery, he drawled. Loved by some. Feared by many.


Monty looked mystified, but as the Beaver finally made it to her feet, his expression changed to hostility. Where is it, Blue? What did you do with it?


You lying, hypocritical, poetry-spouting jerk! She shuffled down the gravel drive, sweat glistening on her sharp little face, murder in her eyes.


I didnt lie. He spoke in a condescending manner that got even Deans hackles up, so he could only imagine how the Beaver was taking it. Ive never lied to you, he went on. I explained everything in my letter.


Which I didnt get until Id blown off three clients and driven thirteen hundred miles across the country. And what did I find when I got here? Did I find the man whod spent the last two months begging me to leave Seattle and come out here? Did I find the man who cried like a baby on the phone, talked about killing himself, and said I was the best friend hed ever had and the only woman hed ever trusted? No, I did not. What I found was a letter telling me that the man who swore I was the only thing keeping him alive didnt need me any longer because hed fallen in love with a nineteen-year-old. A letter also telling me I shouldnt let this kick up my abandonment issues. You didnt even have the guts to talk to me in person!


Sally stepped forward, her expression earnest. Its because youre a ballbuster, Blue.


You dont even know me!


Montys told me everything. And Im not saying this to be a bitch, but you could benefit from therapy. Itll help you stop feeling so threatened by other peoples success. Especially Montys.


The Beavs cheeks grew bright red flags. Monty makes his living traveling to poetry slams and writing term papers for college kids who are too lazy to write their own.


Sallys fleeting expression of guilt made Dean suspect this was exactly how shed met him. But she didnt let herself be thrown off course for long. Youre right, Monty. She is toxic.


The Beaver clenched her jaw and started advancing on Monty again. You told her I was toxic?


Not toxic in general, Monty said, haughty as all hell. Only to my creative process. He poked his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. Now tell me where the Dylan CD is. I know you found it.


If Im so toxic, why havent you been able to write a single poem since you left Seattle? Why did you say I was your fricking inspiration?


That was before he met me, Sally interjected. Before we fell in love. Now Im his inspiration.


It was two weeks ago!


Sally tugged on her bra strap. The heart knows when it meets its soul mate.



A crap mate is more like it, the Beaver retorted.


Thats cruel, Blue, and very hurtful, Sally said. You know Montys vulnerability is what makes him a great poet. And thats exactly why youre attacking him. Because youre jealous of his creativity.


Sally was even getting on Deans nerves, so he wasnt surprised when the Beav rounded on her. If you say one more word, Im decking you. Got it? This is between Monty and me.


Sally opened her mouth, but something in the Beavs expression must have given her pause because she shut it again. Too bad. Hed have enjoyed seeing the Beav take her. Although Sal looked like she worked out.


I know youre upset, Monty said, but someday youll be happy for me.


This guy had graduated right at the top of stupid class. Dean watched the Beav rise up on her paw tips. Happy?


Im not fighting with you, Monty said hastily. You always want to turn everything into a fight.


Sally nodded. You do, Blue.


You are so right! With no more warning than that, the Beav hurled herself through the air, and Monty went down with a thud.


What are you doing? Stop it! Get off me!


He was screeching like a girl, and Sally hurried forward to help. Get off him!


Dean leaned against the Vanquish to enjoy the show.


My glasses! Monty howled. Watch my glasses!


He tried to curl himself into a ball as the Beav landed a chop to the side of his head. I paid for those glasses!


Stop it! Get off him! Sally grabbed the Beavs tail and yanked on it for all she was worth.


Monty was torn between protecting the family jewels and his precious glasses. Youve gone completely crazy!


Your influence! The Beav tried to bitch slap him, but it didnt go well. Too much paw.



Sally had some pretty good biceps, and she started making headway pulling on the tail, but the Beav had game, and she wasnt planning to give up till she drew blood. Dean hadnt seen a pileup this entertaining since the final thirty seconds of last seasons Giants game.


You broke my glasses! Monty whined, pressing his hands to his face.


First your glasses. Now your head! The Beav took another swing.


Dean winced, but Monty finally remembered that he had a Y chromosome and, with Sallys help, managed to push the Beav off and scramble to his feet. Im going to have you arrested! he shrieked like a pussy. Im pressing charges.


Dean couldnt take any more, and he ambled forward. Over the years, hed seen enough film of himself to know the impression he made when he ambledthe way his long physique displayed itself to full advantage. He also suspected the afternoon sun might be setting off some fairly inspirational pyrotechnics in his dark blond hair. Up until he was twenty-eight, hed sported a honkin pair of diamond ear studs, but that had been youthful overkill, and now he wore only a watch.


Even with broken glasses, Monty saw him coming and blanched. Youre a witness, poetry boy whimpered. You saw what she did.


All I saw, Dean drawled, was one more reason were not inviting you to our wedding. He made his way to the Beavs side, wrapped his arm around her shoulders, and gazed fondly into her startled lollipop eyes. I apologize, sweetheart. I should have believed you when you said William Shakespeare here didnt deserve closure to your relationship. But I had to go and encourage you to come talk to the poor son of a bitch. Next time, remind me to trust your judgment. But you have to admit that you should have changed out of your costume first like I told you. Our sex life isnt anybody elses business.


The Beav didnt look like the kind of woman who could easily be caught by surprise, but it seemed like hed done it, and for a man who made his living with words, Montys verbal well had run dry. Poor Sally could barely manage a croak. Youre marrying Blue?


I couldnt be more surprised myself. Dean gave a modest shrug. Who figured shed have me?


And, really, what more could they say after that?


When Monty finally got his breath back, he started whining again about Blue doing something with it, which Dean finally figured out was an apparently valuable bootleg CD of the original press of Bob Dylans Blood on the Tracks that Monty had accidentally left behind at the rooming house.


There are only a thousand in existence! he cried.


Nine hundred and ninety-nine, the Beav retorted. Your copy went out with the trash the minute I finished reading your letter.


Monty was pretty much a broken man after that, but Dean couldnt resist twisting the knife. As Poetry Man and Sally began climbing in their car, he turned back to the Beav and spoke just loudly enough for his words to drift in their direction. Come on, sweet pea. Lets head for the city so we can get a start on buying that two-carat diamond youve got your heart set on.


He swore he heard Monty whimper.





The Beavs triumph was short-lived. The Focus had barely made it out of the driveway before the front door of the ranch house flew open and a heavyset woman with dyed black hair, painted eyebrows, and a doughy face lumbered onto the porch. Whats going on out here?


The Beav stared at the dust cloud on the road, her shoulders slumping ever so slightly. Domestic altercation.


The woman crossed her arms over her ample bosom. I knew the minute I seen you that you was trouble. I never should have let you stay here. She started lambasting the Beav, which gave Dean enough information to piece a few facts together. It seemed that Monty had been living in the rooming house up until ten days ago, when hed taken off with Sally. The Beav had arrived a day later, found his kiss-off letter, and decided to stay put until she figured out what to do next.


Sweat beads broke out on the landladys forehead. I dont want you in my house.


The Beav couldnt seem to regain her fighting spirit. Ill be out of here first thing tomorrow.


Youd better have the eighty-two dollars you owe me.


Of course I have The Beavs head shot up. With a muttered oath, she pushed past her landlady and rushed inside.


The woman turned her attention to Dean and then to his car. Generally, the entire population of North America lined up to kiss his butt, but she didnt seem to watch a lot of football. You a drug dealer? If you got drugs in that car, Im calling the sheriff.


Some Extra Strength Tylenol. Plus a few bottles of prescription pain relievers he decided not to mention.


Youre a real wise guy. The landlady shot him a dark look and turned back into the house. Dean regarded her disappearance with regret. Apparently the fun was over.


He didnt look forward to getting back on the road, despite the fact that hed taken this trip so he could sort out a few things. Mainly the end of an unbroken string of good luck. Hed suffered his share of bumps and bruises playing football, but nothing major. Eight years in the NFL and hed never broken an ankle, torn an ACL, or shredded an Achilles tendon. Not so much as a broken finger.


But that had ended three months ago with a fourth-quarter sack in the AFC Divisional playoffs against the Steelers. Hed dislocated his shoulder and suffered a SLAP lesion. The surgery was successful. His shoulder would serve him for another few seasons, but it would never be as good as new, and that was the problem. Hed gotten used to thinking of himself as invincible. Injuries happened to other players, not to him, not until now.



His charmed life had come to an end in other ways. Hed started spending too much time in the clubs. Before long, guys he barely knew were moving into his guest rooms, and naked women were passed out in his bathtub. Hed finally decided to take off on a solo road trip, but fifty miles outside the Vegas city limits, hed concluded that Sin City wasnt the best place to straighten out his head, which was how he happened to be heading east across the state of Colorado.


Unfortunately, he didnt do solitude well. Instead of getting some perspective, hed only ended up more depressed. The Beavs adventures had been a great distraction that had, sadly, come to an end.


As he began to get back into his car, the shrill sounds of a female argument broke out. The next thing he knew, the screen door flew open, and a suitcase came sailing out. It landed in the yard, where it split open, spewing its contents: jeans and tops, a purple bra, and some orange panties. Next came a navy duffel. And then the Beav.


Deadbeat! the landlady shouted just before she slammed the door.


The Beaver had to grab an iron post to keep from falling off the porch. Once she got her balance back, she didnt seem to know what to do, so she sank down on the top step and dropped her head in her paws.


Shed said her car wasnt running, which gave him a good excuse to postpone enduring more of his own lousy companionship. Need a lift? he called out.


As she raised her head, she looked surprised to see he was still around. The fact that a woman had forgotten his existence was unusual right there, which further caught his interest. She hesitated, then came awkwardly to her feet. All right.


He helped her gather up her things, mainly handling the delicate objects that required manual dexterity. Like panties. As something of a connoisseur, he judged hers to be more Wal-Mart than Agent Provocateur, but she still had a nice assortment of bikinis in bright colors and bold prints. No thongs, though. And, most disconcerting, no lace. Since the Beavs delicate, pointed faceminus the sweat and the accompanying furbelonged in a Mother Goose book, there should have been lace.


Judging by your former landladys attitude, he said as he loaded her suitcase and duffel into the Vanguards trunk, Im guessing youre missing eighty-two dollars rent money.


More than that. I had two hundred dollars tucked away in that room.


Youve got a string of bad luck going for yourself.


Im used to it. Not that its all just bad luck. Some of it is plain old stupidity. She gazed at the house. I knew Monty would come back here as soon as I found that Dylan CD under the bed. But instead of hiding my money in the car, I tucked it inside the new issue of People. Monty hates People. He says only cretins read it, so I was sure the moneyd be safe.


Dean wasnt a regular People reader, but he had a certain loyalty. During his photo shoot, the staff couldnt have been nicer.


Im assuming you want to go to Bens Big Beaver Lumberyard, he said after hed helped her inside. Unless youre trying to set a fashion trend.


Will you let it go? The Beav had taken a powerful dislike to him, which was more than a little disconcerting, since she was female and he waswellDean Robillard. She spotted the map hed tossed down. Tennessee?


I have a vacation place not too far from Nashville. Last week hed liked the sound of those words. Now he wasnt so sure. He might live in Chicago, but he was a California boy through and through, so why had he bought a Tennessee farm?


Youre a country western singer?


He thought it over. Nope. You were nearly right the first time. Im a movie star.


I never heard of you.


Did you see the new Reese Witherspoon film?



Yeah.


I was in the one right before that.


Sure you were. She gave a long sigh and rested her head against the back of the seat. You have an incredible car. Expensive clothes. My life gets suckier and suckier. Ive fallen in with a drug dealer.


Im not a drug dealer! he retorted hotly.


Youre not a movie star.


Dont rub it in. The truth is, Im a semifamous male model with ambitions of being a movie star.


Youre gay. She made it a statement, not a question, which would have upset a lot of jocks, but he had a big gay fan base, and he didnt believe in disrespecting the people who supported him.


Yeah, but Im totally in the closet.


Being gay might have some advantages, he decided. Not the reality of ithe couldnt even think about thatbut hanging out with interesting women without worrying about leading them on. Over the past fifteen years, hed expended too much energy convincing some very nice females they werent going to be the mother of his children, but gay men never had that problem. They could relax and just be pals. He glanced over at her. Word gets out about my sexual preference, itll ruin my career, so Id appreciate you keeping the information to yourself.


She lifted one damp eyebrow. Like its some big secret. I knew you were gay five seconds after I met you.


She had to be putting him on.


She started working away at her bottom lip with her teeth. Do you mind if I tag along with you for a while today?


Youre leaving your car behind?


Its not worth repairing. Ben can have it towed. With the missing beaver head and all, its a good bet I wont get paid, so he owes me.


Dean thought about it. Sally had called it right. The Beav was a ballbuster, his least favorite kind of female. But she was also entertaining. Well try it for a couple of hours, he said, but Im not promising more than that.


They pulled up in front of a corrugated metal building painted an unfortunate shade of turquoise. It was Sunday afternoon, and the gravel parking lot at Bens Big Beaver Lumberyard held only two vehicles, a rusted-out blue Camaro and a late-model pickup. A CLOSED sign swung from a pair of suction cups on the door, which was still wedged open to catch the breeze. Ever the gentleman, he got out to help her. Watch your tail there.


She gave him a withering glare, managed a slightly more graceful exit, and shuffled to the lumberyard door. As she opened it, he glimpsed a barrel-chested man stacking a display. She disappeared inside.


Hed just finished surveying the unimpressive scenerya collection of Dumpsters and some power lineswhen she stomped back out, a bundle of clothes in her arms. Bens wife cut her hand, and he had to take her to the emergency room. Thats why she didnt pick me up. Unfortunately, I cant get out of this thing by myself. She shot a disgruntled look toward the guy in the store. And I refuse to let a professional sex deviant unzip me.


Dean smiled. Who knew there were so many advantages to an alternative lifestyle? Ill be glad to help.


He followed her around the side of the building where a peeling metal door held the faded silhouette of a beaver wearing a hair bow. The bathroom was a one-seater, not exactly clean, but marginally acceptable, with white, cinder block walls, and a fly-specked mirror bolted above the sink. As she looked around for a clean place to set her bundle of clothes, he lowered the toilet seat lid andout of respect for his gay brethrencovered it with a couple of paper towels.


She put her clothes down and turned her back to him. Theres a zipper.


In unventilated quarters the beaver suit stank more than a gym locker, but as a veteran of more two-a-day practices than he could count, hed smelled worse. A lot worse. Some of her damp, baby-fine dark hair had escaped from that sad excuse for a ponytail, and he pushed it away from the nape of her neck, which was milk white except for the faintest trace of a pale blue vein. He poked around in the mangy fur until he found the zipper. He was damn good at undressing women, but hed barely lowered the tab an inch before it caught in the fur. He worked it free, but after another few inches, it caught again.


It went on that way, stop and start, the parting fur revealing an ever expanding wedge of milky skin, and the longer it took to unzip her, the less gay he felt. He tried to distract himself with conversation. So what gave me away? How did you know I wasnt straight?


Are you sure you wont be offended? she asked with phony solicitude.


The truth shall set me free.


Well, youre totally buff, but those are designer muscles. You didnt get a chest like that roofing houses.


Lots of men go to the gym. He resisted the urge to blow on her damp skin.


Yes, but what straight guy doesnt have a chin scar someplace, or a nose bump? Your profile is more chiseled than Mount Rushmore.


It was true. Deans face had remained remarkably unscathed. His shoulder, however, was another story.


Then theres your hair. Thick, shiny, blond. How many products did you use on it this morning? Never mind. Itll just make me feel inferior.


The only thing hed used on his hair that morning was shampoo. Good shampoo, it was true, but, still, shampoo. Its all in the cut, he said, his cut having been administered by Oprahs hairstylist.


Those jeans didnt come from the Gap.


Correct.


And youre wearing gay boots.



These are not gay boots! I paid twelve hundred dollars for them.


Exactly, she said triumphantly. What straight man would pay twelve hundred dollars for boots?


Not even her asinine assessment of his footwear could cool him off because hed reached her waist, and, as hed imagined, she wasnt wearing a bra. The frail bumps of her spine disappeared into the furry V of her costume like a delicate pearl necklace being swallowed by Bigfoot. It took all his considerable willpower not to slip his hands inside, slide them around, and explore exactly what the Beav had going on for herself.


Whats taking you so long? she asked.


The zipper keeps getting stuck, thats what. He sounded grouchy, but his jeans hadnt been designed to accommodate what they now needed to accommodate. If you think you can do this faster, youre welcome to try.


Its hot in here.


Tell me about it. With one last tug, he reached the end of the zipper, which was a good six inches below her waist. He took in the curve of her hip along with a narrow band of bright red elastic.


She pulled away, and as she turned to him, she crossed her paws over her chest to hold the suit in place. I can take it from here.


Oh, please. Like you have anything Id be interested in seeing.


The corner of her mouth ticked, but whether from amusement or annoyance, he couldnt tell. Out.


Oh, wellHed tried.


Before he left, she passed over her keys and asked him, none too politely, to get her stuff from her car. Inside the dented trunk he found a couple of plastic milk crates stuffed with art supplies, some paint-splattered toolboxes, and a big canvas tote. Hed just loaded them in his car when the guy whod been working inside came out to inspect his Vanquish. He had oily hair and a beer gut. Something told Dean this was the alleged sex deviant whod earned the wrath of the Beav.



Man, that is a sweet machine. I saw one of them in that James Bond movie. And then, as he got a good look at Dean, Holy shit! Youre Dean Robillard. Whatre you doin around here?


Just passing through.


The guy started sputtering. Gawdamn. Ben should have made Sheryl drive her own big ass to the hospital. Waitll I tell him The Boo was here.


Deans college teammates had stuck him with the moniker because of the amount of time hed spent at Malibu Beach, which was nicknamed The Boo by the locals.


I saw that sack you took in the Steelers game. Hows your shoulder doing?


Coming along, Dean replied. Itd be coming along a lot better if he stopped driving around the country feeling sorry for himself and started doing his physical therapy.


The guy introduced himself as Glenn, then launched into a review of the Stars entire season. Dean nodded automatically, all the while wishing the Beav would hurry up. But a good ten minutes passed before she emerged. He took in her wardrobe.


This was just wrong.


Bo Peep had been kidnapped by a Hells Angels gang. Instead of a ruffly gown, pink bonnet, and shepherds crook, shed decked herself out in a faded black muscle shirt, baggy jeans, and the big old work boots hed seen in the bathroom but mercifully forgotten. Defurred and delicate, she was maybe five four, and as thin as hed imagined, right down to her chest, which was definitely female, but hardly memorable. Apparently, shed spent most of her bathroom time washing up, because as she came closer, he smelled soap instead of musty fur. Her wet, dark hair lay flat against her head like spilled ink. She wasnt wearing makeup, not that she needed much with that creamy skin. Still, a little lipstick and a dab of mascara wouldnt have hurt her.



She practically threw her beaver suit at Glenn. The head and the sign are out at the intersection. I stuck them behind the power box.


What do you want me to do about it? Glenn retorted.


Im sure youll think of something.


Dean whipped open the car door before she decided to throw another punch. As she climbed in, Glenn thrust his free hand at Dean. Its been great talking to you. Waitll I tell Ben that Dean Robillard was here.


Give him my best.


You told me your name was Heath, the Beav said as he pulled out of the parking lot.


Heath Champion is my stage name. My real name is Dean.


How did Glenn know your real name?


We met last year at a gay bar in Reno. He slipped on a pair of Prada aviators with green lenses and gunmetal frames.


Glenns gay?


Dont pretend you didnt know.


The Beavs husky laugh had a disconcertingly wicked edge, as if she was enjoying her own private joke. But then, as she turned away to look out the window, her laughter faded and trepidation darkened those grape candy eyes. It made him wonder if the Beav didnt have a few secrets of her own hiding behind that feisty exterior.














Chapter Two






Blue concentrated on counting her breaths, hoping that would calm her, but her panic kept trying to resurface. She gave Pretty Boy a surreptitious glance. Did he honestly expect her to believe he was gay? True, there were the gay boots and those stunning good looks. But, even so, he blasted enough heterosexual mega-wattage to light up the entire female population. Which hed undoubtedly been doing since he shot out of the birth canal, glimpsed his reflection in the obstetricians eyeglasses, and gave the world a high five.


Here shed thought Montys betrayal was the final disaster in the rapidly unfolding catastrophe that had become her life, but now she was at the mercy of Dean Robillard. Shed never have gotten in the pro football players car if she hadnt recognized him. His nearly naked, and incredibly buff, body used to be plastered on billboards everywhere advertising End Zone, a line of mens underwear with the memorable slogan Get your butt in the Zone. More recently, shed seen his photo in Peoples 50 Most Beautiful edition. Hed been walking barefoot on a beach and wearing a tux with the cuffs rolled up. Although she didnt remember which team he played for, she did know he was the kind of man she avoided at all costs, not that men like him made a habit of popping up in her life. But now he was all that stood between her, a homeless shelter, and a sign that read WILL PAINT FOR FOOD.


Three days ago, shed discovered that both her savings account, with its eight-thousand-dollar nest egg, and her checking account had been emptied out. Now Monty had stolen her two hundred dollars of security money. All she had left in the world was in her walleteighteen dollars. She didnt even have a credit carda huge miscalculation on her part. Shed spent her adult life making sure she would never be helpless, yet here she was. What were you doing heading for Rawlins Creek? She tried to sound as if she were making conversation instead of accumulating information that might help her feel her way with him.


Following a sign to the Taco Bell, he said, but Im afraid meeting your lover made me lose my appetite.


Ex-lover. Way ex.


Heres what I dont get. The minute I saw the guy, I knew he was a loser. Didnt any of your Seattle friends bother to point that out?


I move around a lot.


Hell, you could have gone up to a stranger at a gas pump.


Hindsight.


He gazed over at her. Youre going to start crying any minute now, arent you?


It took her a moment to figure out what he meant. Im being brave, she said with only a hint of sarcasm.


You dont have to pretend with me. Go ahead and let it out. Fastest way to heal a broken heart.


Monty hadnt broken her heart. Hed made her furious. Still, he wasnt the one whod emptied out her bank accounts, and she knew shed overreacted when shed attacked him. She and Monty had barely been lovers for two weeks before shed known shed rather have him as a friend and shed permanently kicked him out of her bed. They had common interests, and despite his self-centeredness, shed generally enjoyed his company. Theyd hung out together, gone to movies and galleries, supported each others work. Shed known he could be overly dramatic, but his frantic phone calls from Denver had alarmed her.


I wasnt ever in love with him, she said. I dont do love. But we watched out for each other, and he sounded more upset every time he called. I started worrying that hed really kill himself. Friends are important to me. I couldnt turn my back on him.


Friends are important to me, too, but if one of mine was in trouble, Id hop on a plane instead of packing up and moving.


She jerked a rubber band from her pocket and snared her hair back into its disheveled ponytail. I was planning to leave Seattle anyway. Just not for Rawlins Creek.


They passed a sign advertising sheep for sale. She mentally sorted through her closest friends, trying to find someone she could hit up for a loan, but they all had two things in common. Warm hearts and abject poverty. Brinias newborn had scary medical problems, Mr. Grey could barely scrape by on his Social Security, Mai hadnt recovered from the fire that had wiped out her studio, and Tonya was backpacking in Nepal. Which left her dependent on a stranger. It was her childhood all over again, and she hated the too-familiar fear she felt building inside her.


So, Beav, tell me about yourself.


Im Blue.


Sweetheart, if I had your dubious taste in men, I wouldnt be too happy, either.


My name is Blue. Blue Bailey.


Sounds phony.


My mother was a little depressed the day she filled out my birth certificate. I was supposed to be Harmony, but a riot had broken out in South Africa, and Angola was a mess She shrugged. Not a good day to be a Harmony.



Your mother must have quite a social conscience.


Blue gave a rueful laugh. You might say. Her mothers social conscience had led to Blues currently empty bank account.


He tilted his head toward the rear of the car. She noticed a tiny hole in his earlobe. Those art supplies I put in the trunk, he said. A hobby or an occupation?


Occupation. I do portraits of children and pets. Also some murals.


Isnt it a little tough to build up a clientele moving around like you do?


Not really. I locate an upscale neighborhood and stuff the mailboxes with flyers that show samples of my work. It generally does the trick, although not in a town like Rawlins Creek where there isnt an upscale neighborhood.


Which explains the beaver suit. How old are you, anyway?


Thirty. And, no, Im not lying. I cant help the way I look.


Safe Net.


Blue jumped as a disembodied female voice invaded the interior of the car.


Checking in to see if we can be of assistance, the voice purred.


Dean passed a slow-moving tractor. Elaine?


Its Claire. Elaines off today.


The voice was coming from the cars speakers.


Hey, Claire. I havent talked to you in a while.


I had to go visit my mom. So hows the road treating you?


No complaints.


On your way to Chicago, why dont you stop off in St. Louis? I have a couple of steaks in my freezer with your name on them.


Dean adjusted the sun visor. Youre too good to me, sweetheart.


Nothings too good for my favorite Safe Net customer.


When he finally disconnected, Blue rolled her eyes. Youve got them lined up and taking numbers, dont you? What a waste.



He refused to play her game. Dont you ever get the urge to settle down in one place? Or does the witness protection program keep you on the move?


Too much world to see for me to settle down. Maybe Ill start thinking about it when Im forty. Your lady friend mentioned Chicago. I thought you were going to Tennessee.


I am. But Chicagos home.


Now she remembered. He played for the Chicago Stars. She gazed longingly at the sports cars impressive instrument panel and gearshift paddles. Ill be happy to take over the driving.


Itd be too confusing for you to drive a car that doesnt give off smoke. He turned up the satellite radio, a combination of oldies rock and newer tunes.


For the next twenty miles, she listened to music and tried to appreciate the scenery, but she was too worried. She needed a distraction, and she considered ruffling his feathers by asking him what he found most attractive in a man, but it was to her advantage to maintain the fiction that he was gay, and she didnt want to push him too far. Still, she couldnt resist inquiring if he wouldnt rather find a station that played Streisand.


I dont mean to be rude, he replied with starchy dignity, but those of us in the gay community get a little tired of the old stereotypes.


She did her best to sound contrite. I apologize.


Apology accepted.


U2 came on the radio, then Nirvana. Blue forced herself to do a little head banging to keep him from suspecting how desperate she felt. He accompanied Nickelback with a mellow and fairly impressive baritone, then joined Coldplay in Speed of Sound. But when Jack Patriot launched into Why Not Smile? Dean switched the station.


Put that back, she said. Why Not Smile? got me through my senior year of high school. I love Jack Patriot.


I dont.



Thats like not likingGod.


Each to his own. The easy charm had vanished. He looked aloof and formidable, no longer the happy-go-lucky pro football star pretending to be a gay model with dreams of movie stardom. She suspected shed gotten her first glimpse of the real man behind the glittering facade, and she didnt like it. She preferred thinking of him as dumb and vain, but only the last one was true.


Im getting hungry. He turned a mental switch that let him revert to the person he wanted her to see. I hope you dont mind going through a drive-in window. Otherwise, I have to find somebody to watch my car.


You have to find people to watch your car?


The ignition keys computer coded, so nobody can steal it, but it attracts a fair amount of attention, which makes it a big vandalism target.


Dont you think lifes complicated enough without having to hire a babysitter for your car?


Living an elegant lifestyles hard work. He hit a button on the dash and got directions to a picnic spot from someone named Missy.


What did she call you? Blue asked after the conversation ended.


Boo. Short for Malibu. I grew up in Southern California and spent a lot of time at the beach. Some friends picked up on it.


Boo was one of those football nicknames. That explained why People magazine had photographed him walking on the beach. She poked her thumb toward the cars speaker. All those smitten womenDont you ever feel guilty about leading them on?


I try to make up for it by being a good friend.


He wasnt giving away a thing. She turned her head and pretended to study the view. He hadnt said anything yet about kicking her out of the car, but he would. Unless she made it worth his while to keep her around.






He paid for the fast food with a pair of twenty-dollar bills and told the kid at the window to keep the change. She could barely restrain herself from leaping across the car and snatching the money back. Having worked in the food service industry more than a few times herself, she believed in tipping well, but not that well.


They found the roadside picnic area a couple of miles down the highway, a few tables set under some cottonwood trees. The air had grown cooler, and she dug into her duffel for a sweatshirt while Dean took care of the food. She hadnt eaten since last night, and the smell of the french fries made her mouth water.


Chows on, he said as she approached.


Shed ordered the cheapest items she could find, and she set two dollars and thirty-five cents worth of change in front of him. This should cover my share.


He gazed with open distaste at the pile of coins. My treat.


I always pay my own way, she said stubbornly.


Not this time. He slid the pile back at her. You can do a sketch for me instead.


My sketches are worth a lot more than two dollars and thirty-five cents.


Dont forget the gas.


Maybe she could make this work after all. As the cars flew by on the highway, she savored every greasy fry and bite of hamburger. He set aside his half-eaten burger and retrieved a BlackBerry. He frowned at the small screen as he checked his e-mail.


Old boyfriend bothering you? she asked.


For a moment he looked blank, then he shook his head. My new housekeeper at the Tennessee place. She sends regular e-mails with detailed updates, but no matter what time I call, all I get is voice mail. Its been two months, and I still havent talked to her in person. Somethings not right.



Blue couldnt imagine owning a house, let alone having a housekeeper.


My real estate agent swears Mrs. OHaras great, but Im getting tired of doing everything electronically. Just once, I wish the woman would pick up the damn phone. He began scrolling through his messages.


Blue needed to find out more about him. If youre from Chicago, how did you end up buying a house in Tennessee?


I was down there with some friends last summer. Id been looking for a place on the West Coast, but I saw the farm and bought it instead. He set the BlackBerry on the table. The place sits in the middle of the most beautiful valley youve ever seen. It has a pond. Lots of privacy. Room for horses, which is something Ive always wanted. The house needed a lot of work, so my real estate agent found a contractor and hired this Mrs. OHara to oversee everything.


If I had a house, Id want to fix it up myself.


I send her digital pictures, paint samples. Shes got great taste and came up with her own ideas. It works out.


StillThats not the same as being there.


Exactly why Ive decided to surprise her with a visit. He opened another e-mail, frowned, and whipped out his cell. A few moments later, he had his quarry on the line. Heathcliff, I got your e-mail, and Im not crazy about this cologne endorsement. After End Zone, I was hoping to get away from that kind of thing. He rose from the bench and walked a few steps away from the table. I was thinking maybe a sports drink or He broke off. Seconds later, his mouth curled in a slow smile. That much? Damn. My pretty face is as good as an open cash register.


Whatever the other person said in response made Dean laugh, a big, thoroughly masculine sound. He propped his boot on a tree stump. Got to go. My hairdresser hates it when Im late, and were doin highlights. Give the rug rats my best. And tell your wife shes invited to a sleepover at my place as soon as I get back to town. Just Annabelle and me. With a crafty laugh, he flipped his phone shut and shoved it back in his pocket. My agent.


I wish I had an agent, Blue said. Just so I could drop the word into a conversation. But I guess Im not an agent sort of person.


Im sure you have other good qualities.


Tons, she said glumly.


Dean headed for the interstate as soon as they got back on the road. Blue realized she was chewing on her thumbnail and quickly folded her hands in her lap. He drove fast, but he kept a steady hand on the wheel, exactly the way she liked to drive. So where do you want me to drop you off? he asked.


The question shed been dreading. She pretended to think it over. Unfortunately, there arent any really big cities between Denver and Kansas City. I guess Kansas City would be fine.


He shot her a who-do-you-think-youre-kidding look. I was thinking more along the lines of the next decent-size truck stop.


She swallowed hard. Except youre obviously a people person, and youll be bored without company. Ill keep you entertained.


His eyes flicked to her breasts. Exactly how do you intend to do that?


Car games, she said quickly. I know dozens. He snorted, and she hurried on. Im also an excellent conversationalist, and I can run interference with your fans. Ill keep all those yucky women from throwing themselves at you.


His blue-gray eyes flickered, but whether from irritation or amusement, she didnt know. Ill think about it, he said.





Somewhat to Deans surprise, the Beav was still in his car that night as he exited the interstate somewhere in west Kansas and drove toward a sign for the Merry Time Inn. She stirred as he pulled into the parking lot. While shed slept, hed had more than ample time to study the rise and fall of her breasts underneath her muscle shirt. Most of the women he spent time with had pumped themselves up to four times their normal size, but not the Beav. He knew some guys liked overinflated breastshell, he used to like thembut Annabelle Granger Champion had long ago spoiled his fun.


Every time a man like you ogles a woman with artificial E cups, you encourage some innocent girl with perfectly nice breasts to go under the knife. Women should concentrate on expanding their horizons, not their busts.


Shed made him feel personally responsible for the evils of breast enlargement, but Annabelle was like that. She had a lot of strong opinions, and she didnt pull her punches. Annabelle was his one true female friend, but between her marriage to Heath Champion, his bloodsucker of an agent, and the birth of her second child, she didnt have much time to hang out anymore.


Hed been thinking about Annabelle a lot today, maybe because the Beav had strong opinions, too, and she also didnt seem interested in impressing him. It was odd being with a woman who wasnt coming on to him. Of course, he had told her he was gay, but shed figured out that was bullshit at least a hundred miles ago. Still, shed kept trying to play him. But Little Bo Peep was way out of her league.


Her mouth froze in midyawn as she spotted the well-lit three-story hotel. As many times as shed aggravated him today, he still wasnt quite ready to hand her a couple hundred bucks and throw her out. For one thing, he wanted her to ask him for the money. For another, shed been good company today. And then there was the hard-on that had been plaguing him for the past two hundred miles.


He turned in to the parking lot. These places will take most any credit card. He should have felt like a bully, but she was so full of tough talk and swagger that he didnt.


Her lips compressed. Unfortunately, I dont have a credit card.


No big surprise there.


I abused the privilege a few years ago, she went on, and havent trusted myself since. She studied the Merry Time Inn sign. What are you going to do about your car?


Tip the security guy to watch it.


How much?


Why do you care?


Im an artist. Im interested in human behavior.


He pulled into a parking space. Fifty dollars now, I guess. Another fifty in the morning.


Excellent. She held out her hand. Youve got yourself a deal.


Youre not watching my car tonight.


The muscles in her throat worked as she swallowed. Sure I am. Dont worry. Im a light sleeper. Ill wake up the minute anybody gets too close.


Youre not sleeping in it, either.


Dont tell me youre one of those sexist jerks who thinks a woman cant do a job as well as a man.


What I think is that you cant afford a room. He got out of the car. Ill sport you.


She shot her sharp little nose up in the air and followed him. I dont need anybody sporting me.


Really?


What I need is for you to let me guard your car.


Not going to happen.


He could see her trying to find a way around him, and he wasnt completely surprised when she began reeling off the price list for her portraits. Even taking out the cost of a hotel room and a few meals, she said when she finished, youll have to agree that youre getting the best end of the deal. Ill start sketching you tomorrow over breakfast.


The last thing he needed was another portrait of himself. What he really needed wasYou can start tonight. He opened the trunk.


Tonight? Itsawfully late.



Barely nine oclock. This team could only have one quarterback, and he was it.


She muttered to herself and started rooting around in the trunk. He pulled out his suitcase and her navy duffel. She reached past him to snatch up one of the toolboxes that contained her art supplies and, still muttering, followed him to the entrance. He negotiated with the inns sole bellman to watch his car and headed for the reception desk. The Beav stayed at his side. Judging by the live music coming from the bar and the locals spilling out into the lobby, the Merry Time was the small towns Saturday night hot spot. He noted the heads turning in his direction. Sometimes he could go for a couple of days without being recognized, but not tonight. A few people in the crowd openly stared. Those damn End Zone commercials. He set down the suitcases at the front desk.


The clerk, a studious-looking Middle Eastern guy in his twenties, greeted him politely, but without recognition. The Beav jabbed him in the ribs and cocked her head toward the bar. Your fans, she said, as if he hadnt already noticed the two guys whod detached themselves from the crowd and were heading his way. Both were middle-aged and overweight. One wore a Hawaiian shirt that bunched over his belly. The other had a handlebar mustache and cowboy boots.


Time for me to start work, the Beav said loftily. Ill take care of this.


No, you wont. Ill


Hey, there, Hawaiian shirt said. Hope you dont mind the interruption, but me and my buddy Bowman have a bet youre Dean Robillard. He stuck out his hand.


Before Dean could respond, the Beav blocked the mans arm with her small body, and the next thing he knew, she was addressing him in a foreign accent that sounded like a cross between Serbo-Croatian and Yiddish. Acht, this Dean Roam-a-lot, he is very famous man in America, yes? My poor husbandshe curled her fingers around Deans armhis Eeenglish is veddy, veddy bad, and he does not understand this. But my Eeenglish is veddy, veddy good, yes? And everywhere we go, these pipplespipples like youthey come up to him and say they think he is this man, this Dean Roam-a-lot. But I say, no, my husband is not famous in America, but veddy famous in our country. He is a veddy famoushow you say?por-nog-ra-pher.


He just about choked on his spit.


She furrowed her brow. Yes? Did I say this with rightness? He makes the dirty moo-vees.


Dean was changing identities so fast even he was losing track. Still, the Beav deserved his support for all her hard workhowever misguidedso he pulled in his grin and tried to look like he didnt speak English.


Shed thrown the ol boys for a loss, and they didnt know how to handle it. Were, uhWellSorry, there. We thought


Is all right, she said firmly. Happens all the time.


Stumbling over their feet, they made their getaway.


The Beav regarded him smugly. Im awfully young to be so gifted. Now arent you glad I decided to tag along today?


He gave her high marks for creativity, but since he was in the process of passing over his Visa card to the clerk, her efforts to keep his identity secret were pretty much wasted. Ill take your best suite, he said. And a small room by the elevator for my insane companion. If thats a problem, put her next to any old ice machine.


The Merry Time Inn had done a great job training its people, and the desk clerk barely blinked. Unfortunately, were very full tonight, sir, and our suite is already occupied.


No suite? the Beav drawled. Will the horror never end?


The clerk studied his computer screen unhappily. Im afraid we only have two rooms left. One, I believe youll find quite satisfactory, but the other is slated for renovation.


Aw, hell, the little woman wont mind staying there. Im sure you got all the bloodstains out of the carpet. Plus, porn stars can sleep just about anywhere. And I do mean anywhere.


He was having one heck of a good time, but the clerk was too well trained to smile. We will, of course, give you a reduced rate.


Blue leaned on the counter. Charge him double. Otherwise, hell be offended.


Once hed countered that piece of nonsense, they headed for the elevator. As the doors closed, the Beav gazed up at him, her grape lollipop eyes round with innocence. Those guys who came up to you knew your real name. I had no idea there were so many gay men in the world.


He punched the elevator button. The honest truth is, I play a little professional football under my real name. Only part-time, though, until my movie career takes off.


The Beav faked looking impressed. Wow. I didnt realize you could play football part-time.


No offense, but you dont seem to know much about sports.


StillA gay man playing football. Hard to imagine.


Oh, therere a whole bunch of us. Probably a good one-third of the NFL. He waited to see if shed finally call him on his bullshit, but she wasnt in a hurry to end the game.


And people think jocks arent sensitive, she said.


Just goes to show.


I noticed your ears are pierced.


I was young.


And you wanted to flash your cash, right?


Two carats in each ear.


Tell me you dont still wear them.


Only if Im having a fat day. The elevator doors slid open. They headed down the hallway to their rooms. The Beav had a long stride for someone so petite. He wasnt used to pugnacious women, but then she was barely female, despite those curvy little breasts and his stubborn hard-on.



The rooms were adjoining. He opened the first door. Clean, but a little smoky, definitely inferior.


She brushed past him. Ordinarily, Id suggest we toss a coin, but since youre paying the bill, that doesnt seem fair.


Well, if you insist.


She took her duffel and once again tried to hold him off. I do my best work in natural light. Well wait till tomorrow.


If I didnt know better, Id think you were afraid to be alone with me.


Okay, youve got me. What if I inadvertently step between you and a mirror? You might turn violent.


He grinned. See you in half an hour.


When he got to his room, he flipped on the last half of the Bulls game, pulled off his boots, and unpacked his things. He already had more drawings, paintings, and photos of himself than he knew what to do with, but that wasnt the point. He grabbed a beer from the minibar, along with a can of peanuts. Annabelle had once suggested he send some of the glamour shots people had done of him over the years to his mother, but hed told her to mind her own damned business. He didnt let anybody poke around in that twisted relationship.


He stretched out on the bed in his jeans and the white-on-white button-down Marc Jacobs shirt the designers PR people had sent him a couple of weeks ago. The Bulls called a time-out. Another night, another hotel room. He owned two condos in Chicago, one not far from the lake and another in the western burbs close to Stars headquarters in case he didnt feel like fighting the traffic back into the city. But since hed grown up in boarding school dorm rooms, no place really felt like home. Thanks, Mom.


The Tennessee farm had history and roots that grew deep, everything he lacked. Still, he wasnt usually so impulsive, and he was having second thoughts about buying a place without an ocean nearby. A house with a hundred acres of land around it signaled a permanence hed never experienced and might not be ready for. Still, it was only a vacation home. If he didnt like it, he could always sell it.


He heard water running next door. A promotion came on for an upcoming story about the drowning death of country western singer Marli Moffatt. They flashed twelve-year-old news footage of Marli and Jack Patriot coming out of a Reno wedding chapel. He hit the mute button.


He was looking forward to getting the Beav naked tonight. The fact that hed never had anybody like her made the prospect all the more interesting. He tipped a handful of peanuts into his mouth and reminded himself hed stopped doing one-night stands years ago. The idea that he might be turning into his mothera woman whod been so busy snorting coke and giving head that shed forgotten she had a sonhad gotten too depressing, so he limited himself to short-term girlfriends, relationships lasting anywhere from a few weeks to a couple of months. Yet here he was about to violate a decade-long policy against casual hookups and not feeling one bit bad about it. The Beav was hardly a giggling football groupie. Even though theyd only been together for a dayand despite all the ways she raised his hacklesthey had a real relationship, one forged by interesting conversation, shared meals, and similar taste in music. Most important, the Beav had proved herself a match for his BS.


The final quarter of the Bulls game had just begun when a knock sounded on the adjoining door. He needed to start the night out right by letting her know who was in the drivers seat. Im naked, he called out.


Thats great. I havent done an adult nude in ages. I need the practice.


She wasnt biting. He smiled to himself and palmed the remote. Dont take this personally, but the idea of being naked in front of a woman is just plain repulsive.


Im a professional. Just like a doctor. You can drape your privates if youre uncomfortable.



He grinned. His privates?


Better yet, well wait until tomorrow when youve had a chance to adjust to the idea.


Game over. He took a swig of beer. Thats okay. Ill pull on some clothes. He unfastened the top buttons of his shirt and watched the Bulls new guard miss a foul shot before he switched off the TV and crossed the room to open the door.
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