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            About Switch

          

          AND CONTENT WARNING

        

      

    

    
      An escort can’t fall for a client. Especially when the client doesn’t know he’s dating an escort at all. Especially when the client turns out to be the escort’s teacher.

      

      Fallon

      Since the tragic death of my dominant, I’ve drifted around like a ghost.

      Until I’m set up on a blind date with a younger man who brings me back to life. He reminds me of who I am. What I want.

      I’m not ready for a relationship again, but I also can’t stay away. Not even when he walks into a class I’m teaching.

      And when someone threatens me, PJ’s the one I call for help.

      The trouble? I discover a secret he’s been keeping, and it makes everything we’ve shared a lie.

      

      Switch is a full-length, morally complex romance with a happy ending. It features a sweary cockatoo, a wobbly rescue puppy, and a Golden Retriever-esque Dom who takes his job Very Seriously.

      

      Possible Trigger Warnings: Include choking, stalking, hidden cameras, discussion of abuse and revenge p0rn, human trafficking, drug use, fire, attempted murder, and murder-murder.

      

      Tropes include: Age gap, professor/student, kink awakening, bigger sub/smaller Dom, opposites attract, found family, dark secrets, emotional scars, different worlds/unequal social status, dude in distress, old enemies, sibling problems, protective hero, primal and breath play, exhibitionism, a fancy-pants club, rescuer hero, some light stalking.

    

  


  
    
      To anyone who loves the idea of a stalkerish golden retriever baby Dom with an older and more experienced sub as much as I do.

      And to Ella Frank for writing my favorite teacher/student story.
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      If you're like me and enjoy pairing your reading with music, the following songs helped to inspire Switch:

      

      
        
        
        •	“Open Your Eyes” by Snow Patrol

        •	“Human” by The Killers

        •	“I Put a Spell on You” the Annie Lennox version

        •	“Closer” by Nine Inch Nails

        •	“Dusk Till Dawn” by ZAYN ft. Sia
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      Fallon

      

      “Red.”

      The word rips painfully out of my throat. No sooner has it left my mouth than Mistress Shanna’s riding crop hits the floor.

      “Talk to me.”

      Dizzy and ashamed, I slide off the padded bench I’d draped myself over and kneel at her feet.

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel right.” I manage a shaky breath. My voice is too quiet for this big room, but right now it’s all I’ve got. “I’m sorry, Mistress.”

      I’m butt-ass naked as the day I was born in Shadow’s VIP dungeon, and I’ve used my safe word before she even touched me. My friend Daniel crowed about it for weeks when he hired her. “The best of the best,” he’d said.

      Mistress Shanna’s an intimidatingly gorgeous woman with knowing eyes, seductive curves, and copper skin. Her waiting list is so long that there have been bidding wars to move to the front of her line. Daniel slid me into her schedule as a favor.

      And I’ve blown it.

      She taps her finger under my chin, quietly commanding me to look up. I’d rather she look pissed than see the pity shining from her eyes.

      “Daniel told me about your wife,” she says. “Would it help to talk about her?”

      Would it help? Probably. Am I going to? Probably not.

      My feelings since Marina’s death have been so muddled that I wouldn’t know where to begin. How do I unpack losing the person who controlled every aspect of my life? If I pull those threads now, I might unravel.

      I clear my throat. “I thought it would help, coming here. My family’s been on me to get back out there, so to speak.”

      “Fallon.” By simply saying my name, she closes my mouth so fast my teeth click. If I ever need a war general or a CEO, Mistress Shanna would be my first call.

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “You’re not running a race. Don’t let anyone else tell you when you’re ready or what you want.”

      Her kindness eases the tension in my shoulders. It also makes my insides squirm. “To be fair, I did think I was ready to try again. Guess I was wrong.”

      I’ve fucked up in plenty of ways in the last year. Of all of them, this one burns the most.

      “No right or wrong, honey. You either win a victory or you learn a lesson. Tonight you learned you’re either not yet ready for this—” She gestures between us. “—or you’re not yet ready for this.” She gestures around the room. “It’s not failure. Just information.”

      Another deep breath. “Yeah. Okay. I think you’re right.”

      “I’m always right. Forget what anyone else thinks you need, Fallon. Including any past version of you. You’re a different person now that you’re on your own again.” She takes my chin in the palm of her hand. “Be patient. You’ll get there. Soon, I think. I have a sense about these things.”

      I want to believe her so badly. “Thank you, Mistress.”

      She pats me on the shoulder. “I’m going to leave you to get dressed. You know where to find me if you need me.”

      Before I’ve processed what she said, the door clicks shut quietly. She’s already left.

      After a minute, I sigh and get myself dressed. It’s hard not to wonder what Marina would think as I pull my pants on and button my shirt.

      Would she be proud that I’m moving on? Amused that I safe worded before the scene began?

      Or is she thinking of nothing, because she’s dead?

      And she’s not coming back.

      Taking the back stairs down to the main floor of the club, I’m grateful to see things have picked up for the night. Daniel’s not around, thank goodness. I don’t need his worry or his knowing looks. I’m already feeling too frayed around the edges. Too…cracked open at the seams.

      I’m halfway past the bar when I see two men fucking on a platform inside of what looks like a human-sized birdcage. There’s a crowd gathered around. Everyone’s enraptured by the couple.

      And they must be a couple. Their body language makes it so clear that they’re lovers. The slow undulations, the straining muscles, the way the top caresses the bottom’s cheek and whispers in his ear. They’re in a room filled with people, but they’re only aware of each other.

      It’s love. Intimacy. Connection.

      My pulse rushes as I watch them, my arousal tempered by a bittersweet longing. What they have together is remarkable. I’d give anything to have someone lay claim to me that way again.

      “Amazing, right?”

      I jerk my head to the side. There’s a man there, a few inches shorter than me, thin, with glasses. A smattering of body jewelry gives him a goth vibe. Experience also suggests to me a submissive vibe.

      “Uh, yeah. They’re…” I turn back to look at the couple. They’re wrapped around each other so thoroughly I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins. I only know something aches deep inside of me when one sinks his teeth into the other’s neck, leaving an obvious sign of ownership. The same spot on my body throbs with phantom pain.

      You’ll get there.

      Will I? At the moment, those two men and what they have feel so much further away than the other end of this massive room.

      “Hey. Can I buy you a drink?” The man with glasses is too close. Trying too hard. He looks almost sweet in spite of the goth vibe. Too hopeful. Too submissive.

      You’ll get there. Soon, I think.

      Today’s not that day.

      “I was just leaving.” When his face falls, I clear my throat, adding, “We wouldn’t be a match. Trust me.”

      People tend to make assumptions based on my size. While I’ve had thoughts about being the one in the driver’s seat once in a while, it’s not what I want now. What I want is what I lost when I lost Marina.

      Before Glasses Guy can say more, I’m heading out through the nearest door.

      The muggy Florida night weighs me down. I’m already greedy for a shower and my comfortable bed. Not that I’ll sleep, but at least I can be introverted and unsure of myself without having to put on appearances.

      My phone rings as I’m traversing the winding road that leads from Beacon Hill to my home in Belle Argo. My brother’s name and picture pop up on the screen. It’s tempting to let it go to voicemail, but he’ll only call back.

      “Can’t talk long, Wes. I’m driving.”

      “Wow. You went out? Or am I catching you on a late-night pickles and ice cream run?”

      “What?”

      “It’s a joke, bro. Pickles and ice cream, like they say pregnant women have cravings?”

      “You’re hilarious,” I sigh.

      There’s a pinch in my sternum that I try to ignore. Marina and I were fighting right before she died. About having kids.

      This stretch of road I’m on is dark and quiet. I’m only now realizing I have a headlight out. “Wes, I gotta focus on the road,” I tell him.

      “Cool, cool. Real quick: I’ve set up a date for you. Mama Elisabetta’s. Friday. My treat.”

      A deer shoots across the road. I slam on my brakes.

      My heart is racing. My chest is tight. I’m back in that dungeon again, dizzy and defeated. Frayed around the edges.

      “So? What do you say?” Wes prompts.

      “Fuck.” I forgot I was even holding the phone. “You did what?”

      “Blind date. Free food.”

      “No, Wes. Hard pass. Stop trying to get me to go out. I’m fine on my own.”

      “You’re not fine. You drift around that mansion like a fucking ghost. You don’t eat. You don’t sleep. You’re scaring Mom. Me too, if I’m being honest.”

      He’s not wrong. After tonight, though, I’m interested in my family’s interference like I’m interested in a root canal.

      I put my foot on the gas. “Wes, I don’t want to go on a blind date. Worry about your own love life, okay? You sound so excited, maybe you should go on this date.”

      Which is a low blow. Things with Wes and his wife seem tense, especially lately.

      I’m vibrating with this…this mix of anger and want, frustration that my brother keeps pushing me to get out of the house, and envy over that couple in the cage. Confusion, because right now I want connection, and I also want to be left the fuck alone.

      I blow out a breath. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m not up for a blind date, though, okay?”

      “I get it. I hear you. I’m overstepping. The thing is, Mom said last time she saw you there were bags under your eyes. Even I can tell you’ve lost some weight.”

      He means well. They mean well.

      “If I promise to eat a sandwich, will you get the hell off my back?”

      “I’ll get off your back if you have a nice big plate of pasta at Mama Elisabetta’s on Friday.”

      “No. Blind. Dates.”

      For a brief, blissful moment, I’m convinced I’ve won, until he says, “Just this once. Please? I’ve already set it up with the guy and called the restaurant to provide them with my credit card information. It’ll appease Mom until at least Christmas. One date.”

      “The guy?”

      He seems to hesitate. “You dated a couple of guys before Marina, right?”

      “I’m surprised you remember.” By the time I’d finished high school, my brother was already finishing college. Back then, he’d had no interest in my personal life. Boy, do I miss those days now.

      “Look.” Wes clears his throat. “I was talking to a buddy of mine who recently got divorced. He’s been on the dating apps, and he said sometimes he goes out, he sits across from a woman, and then after a while she’s all, ‘I don’t think we have much in common, but I’m up for fucking if you are.’ So, maybe even if you’re not all that interested in the guy, you could at least…you know?”

      “Are you…telling me I need to get laid?”

      “No way. Course not. That would be way over the line.” He clears his throat. “Except, maybe, it might also help.”

      “I don’t think so, Wes.”

      How do I tell my extremely vanilla brother that if I wasn’t ready for a scene with the most sought-after domme in the Southeast, I’m not prepared for awkward conversation over salad that may or may not, but probably won’t, lead to orgasms?

      “Would it matter if I said I can’t get my deposit back from the restaurant?” Wes asks.

      Argh. Dammit. It does. Wes works long hours teaching during the day and managing a hotel at night. Meanwhile, I’ve done the bare minimum this past year thanks to the money Marina left behind.

      “One date. One. Then you agree to butt out.”

      “Got it. No more blind dates.”

      “No dates of any kind. Blind or otherwise.”

      “Yes! Agreed. All right. I’ll text you the info.” He hangs up before I can say anything else.

      As I pull up to my oversized beach house in Belle Argo, I’m already thinking up ways to tell Wes it didn’t go well. Maybe I can cancel. Pay him back and somehow convince him that the restaurant changed its mind about a refund.

      Mistress Shanna says I’ll get there, but after tonight’s disaster? I don’t think so. Not tonight. Not Friday.

      Maybe not ever.
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      PJ

      

      “Give me your fucking wallet.”

      I do not have time for this shit. “Man, are you fucking kidding me?”

      I’m right outside the East End Mission, a place where they feed you and pray over you before spitting you back out into the street. In the pretty tourist town that is Belle Argo, the east side of town is where the folks with money don’t go.

      It’s hotter than the devil’s asshole out here. I’m sweating through my respectable clothes. I’m minding—I’d like it to be known—my own damn business. So, where does this piece of shit get off trying to lift my Midnight Cookies frequent muncher card and my last twenty dollars?

      “Come on, man. Hand it over.” The sharp point at my back presses harder. But the voice… There’s a tremor there. A blink-and-you’ll-miss-it hint of nerves.

      I’m getting mugged by a fucking newbie.

      “You better not cut my clothes,” I grumble. “That shirt is one of my favorites.” It’s not. It’s one of my nicer ones, though, a lucky score from a store’s going-out-of-business sale. In hindsight, wearing it on this side of town was a bad idea.

      “That sounds like a you problem.”

      Dick.

      Funny how people were milling around the Mission until this guy tried to rob me. No doubt this is one of those situations where, if people see something, they pretend they didn’t see it as quickly as possible. Self-preservation, you know?

      I get it. I do.

      “I can’t give you my wallet. It was a gift.” It wasn’t.

      “I don’t give a damn who gave it to you, hand it over.” Another jab into my back.

      “Okay. Fine. Fine. Just…don’t hurt me.” I make my voice shake a little. Enough to sound fragile. “I’m going to take the wallet out of my pocket, okay?”

      I’m not a guy who looks intimidating. Too lean, skin so pale it’ll catch fire under the Florida sun. My eyes are too blue. My hair is too red. Don’t get me started on the fucking freckles.

      You know what you don’t do when you have freckles? Age. Until a late growth spurt at nineteen, I got carded buying cold medicine.

      Slowly, I slide my hand into my left pocket. Where I keep my wallet. And my switchblade.

      I spin. My knife presses to his throat. His knife? It’s a sharpened stick.

      And the guy? If he’s over eighteen, I’ll eat my own dick.

      “Man, what the hell are you doing trying to mug somebody in broad daylight?” I ease the knife away. This kid’s not a threat to me.

      “Not like anybody cares, man. Not around here.”

      He pulls the strings of his hoodie tighter around his face, despite the late-summer heat. It’s ninety-eight degrees out, for fuck’s sake. Like it’s going to give him any actual protection. I could cut right through the fabric.

      A lock of dirty blond hair, a pointed nose, and dark, wary eyes stare back at me.

      “How old are you?”

      “Eighteen.”

      I study what I can see of his face. There’s a mustache, but it’s one of those skeevy, thin ones that kids get at first. “Come on, man.”

      He sighs. “In seven months.”

      Right. “You got parents? Is your home safe?” Kid’s probably not out here trying to rob me for giggles.

      “Y-yeah. Needed some groceries, that’s all. Mom’s been sick.”

      Has his mom been sick the way mine used to be? Fuck it, it’s none of my fucking business. But I’ve got a soft spot for kids with messed-up moms, so I pull out my wallet.

      “Here.” I fork over a twenty, and the damn frequent muncher card. Handing him the slightly wrinkled rectangle with its cheerful lettering honestly gives me heartburn.

      “Man, what the hell is this thing?” He’s frowning at the card.

      “It’s got enough stamps for a free half dozen cookies. You’ve got to get yourself downtown, but it’s worth the trip. Unless you don’t want them…” I reached out to take it back.

      “Fuck you, man. It’s mine now.” The kid jerks his hand away and sticks it behind his back. “I think I’ve heard of that place. They give them to you warm and everything?”

      “Warm and gooey.”

      “Th-thanks. I appreciate it. Really.” For a second, his face flushes red.

      “Good. Then maybe you can help me out with something.” I pull my phone out, which is still displaying the picture I’d been showing around the Mission. “Have you seen this guy?”

      The picture is a couple of years old, but it’s the best one I’ve got. In it, my foster brother Evans is leaning against a pool table, with one of those red plastic cups in his hand.

      He’s got a broad grin on his face, and his dark hair is tousled the way he always wore it. Dark eyes sparkle with laughter because someone had just told a stupid dick joke. He’s got one arm bent to rub the back of his neck. A nervous thing he did. Does, I mean.

      The pose only serves to showcase his well-defined biceps and perpetually sun-kissed skin. He’s the only person I’ve met who can wear a muscle tee without looking like an asshole.

      If I’d known what was going to happen, I’d have made sure to take more pictures. Better ones.

      These days, I’ve come to expect the looks—the helpless confusion, like the expression on this kid who tried to mug me.

      “Don’t know him, sorry,” the kid says. “Who is he?”

      “My brother. Went missing about a year ago.”

      I’ve come to expect this look. The one that roughly translates to you haven’t given up yet?

      Not until I find a body.

      “You know, after that long, he’s probably d⁠—”

      “Yeah,” I snap. “Let’s say that sick mom of yours all of a sudden disappeared. How long before you’d stop looking?”

      “You’re right.” He bobs his head. “Totally. You gotta do everything you can for the ones you love. Also, though, living around here, you learn you can’t save everyone.” He shakes his head, like he realizes he’s said something I don’t want to hear, and I’m still holding a knife. “Uh, I gotta go, but you know, thanks. Sorry I couldn’t help.”

      He turns to leave, but I stop him with a shout.

      “You forgot your knife, man.” I point to the ground.

      He gives me the finger and hurries off, disappearing around the corner behind the Mission—little shit.

      My phone pings in my hand.

      Landlord: Rent’s due a week from Monday, dick bag. Not taking it late any more. Make sure it’s in my male slot by Tuesday morning or you’re ass is getting evicted.

      Fuck’s sake. Autocorrect is doing this guy no favors.

      PJ: I don’t want to put anything in your male slot

      Landlord: You know what the fuck I mean, don’t fuck with me on this or I’ll fuck you

      PJ: All I’m getting from that is you want to fuck me

      Asshole can’t wait a day on the rent, but he’s got time to send me a GIF with someone rolling out a middle finger.

      Fuck. If I had a dollar for every time I’ve been tempted to cut this piece of shit’s throat in his sleep. But if I did, I’d be out a place to live.

      Now that nobody’s around, I fire a quick text to my pimp: You got anything for me? Rent’s due soon, and some teenager with a stick-knife took my cookies and my last twenty

      There’s some cash in my checking account, but not enough to cover the high cost of living in Belle Argo, Florida.

      Brennan: Didn’t anyone tell you not to go around handing out cash when you don’t have any?

      Is it just me, or are there assholes everywhere today?

      PJ: Guess Momma was too busy getting high and passed around by her dealer to teach me that lesson

      Learned lots of other important stuff, though. Fucking the landlord doesn’t guarantee free rent forever, nobody questions the cause of death of a dealer who uses his own product, and the most dangerous phrase in the English language is “just one more.”

      You know, the basics.

      Brennan: One of your regulars requested you for some boating thing on Sunday—a yacht party.

      PJ: I’ll take it. What else?

      Brennan: I’m sure I’ve mentioned before that there’s less demand for companionship setups than the other stuff, straight boy.

      The other stuff is fucking. Most other escorts I know have done it, despite how they identify. Some guy Evans knew made bank doing that kind of porn where a desperately hard-up straight guy was cajoled on camera into getting fucked by a monster cock to make rent. Art imitates life, and all.

      The thought of getting fucked by a monster cock makes my asshole clench so hard it might not open again. I figure you’ve got to be into it at least a little to make the big bucks.

      Besides, I know how some other escorts have been treated by customers. No chance could I tolerate that shit, and explaining away dead bodies is a pain in the ass.

      I only got into escorting after Evans disappeared, when I found Brennan’s contact info among Evans’s stuff. Dinner dates and go-go dancing at parties seemed an easy enough way to pay bills until I found Evans.

      Except, a year later, I’m no closer to finding him. The cost of hiring investigators (who turned up jack shit) has burned through my resources. Not to mention paying double the rent, because I refuse to sublease Evans’s room. I’m keeping it there for when he comes home.

      Brennan: I have a request for Friday night: a dinner date and possible extracurriculars. Sounds like the guy doesn’t get out much, so might require a soft touch.

      Nobody in the history of ever has accused me of being a soft touch. But here we are. And if Brennan starts thinking I’m too good for jobs, I’m not sure where I’ll be.

      PJ: Possible extracurriculars?

      Brennan: Dude didn’t seem sure if dessert would be on the menu, but I was going to give it to one of the other guys in case. The job is yours if you think you can handle it.

      Can I? I’ve watched some man-on-man porn. Gritting my teeth and bearing it while some big dude fucks me looks like a painful day at the office. And most clients want a bottom.

      Pass, I type out as I hoof it toward downtown. My hand hovers over the Send button before I sigh and stick the phone back in my pocket.

      As much as it pisses me off, I need a minute to think about whether I can afford to say no. The yacht party might not cover the whole month’s rent. Even if it does, I’m low on seeds and insects for Jolene.

      It isn’t until I make it to the swankier part of town, with its brick streets and stylish low-slung buildings, that I stop to think harder about my reply. I park myself against a brick wall outside of a coffee shop called Buzz Buzz Buzz and pull out my phone again. There’s an older lady with a Chihuahua at a nearby table. The little dog will probably let me know if danger approaches.

      My brain coughs up the contents of my kitchen, which at the moment is some instant noodles and half a carton of OJ—plus one overripe banana.

      I have a legitimate job working as a custodian at Belle Argo University. It provides me with free tuition and suits me fine because people tend to stay out of my business. The pay is shit, though, and a look at my calendar tells me my next check won’t arrive until after the rent’s due.

      Fuck.

      Eviction is a risk I won’t take. When Evans comes back, his place needs to be there. His room. His stuff. His best friend, or whatever’s left of me.

      Fuck.

      Fire and fury erupts out of me, and I slam my fist into the brick wall hard enough to make my knuckles bleed.

      The Chihuahua growls, and I look over to find both the dog and his human staring right at me. The lady looks at me like I might be losing it—to be fair, she’s right. The dog looks like he wants to fuck me up.

      Wonderful. I’m probably about thirty seconds from her loudly complaining to management about my violent behavior.

      My fingers hover over my phone. I erase the original reply to Brennan and retype it half a dozen times before finally saying, I’ll take the date for Friday.

      The second I hit Send? I slam my fist into the wall again.
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      Fallon

      

      I should have canceled. I nearly did.

      But then my mother heard about Wes setting me up on a date and called me. So glad, so relieved I’m not acting like a hermit for a change. We’ve been so worried.

      What the hell was I supposed to say to that?

      So, here I am at Mama Elisabetta’s, surrounded by soft lighting and the gentle clinks of tableware, waiting for a blind date with all the enthusiasm of my annual dermatology exam. To my left, there’s some sort of celebration going on. Lots of laughter. Lots of wine. Across the restaurant is a couple who can’t stop holding hands. The girl is starry-eyed. The guy keeps checking his pocket. He’s about to propose.

      Which…I don’t need to see.

      I’m fiddling with my cuffs. Picking invisible threads and straightening them over and over. Pulling them down to cover the gold bracelet on my arm, because I’m not in the mood for questions. After months of rarely leaving either my house or my comfortable uniform of basketball shorts and a time-softened T-shirt, I’m having trouble sitting still in this Michelin-starred restaurant and a Zegna suit. I waffled about dressing up or down, but in the end, I chose what I knew Marina would have told me to wear.

      She always knew best.

      Take your elbows off the table, pet. Look dignified.

      She’s not here. Still, I sit straighter. Yes, Mistress.

      A shriek from the table with the hand-holding couple tells me the young man has definitely proposed. Or a mouse ran under someone’s table. Given the situation, I’m not sure which scenario I’d prefer.

      My watch tells me it’s five past eight. That gives me an excuse to leave, right? If I showed up five minutes late to class, my students would disappear faster than you can say “ten-page essay.”

      Wes: How’s the date?

      Fallon: Nonexistent. He’s late. Going to head out.

      Wes: Give it a few more minutes.

      Fallon: I know you didn’t like Marina, but you need to stop pushing. I can manage my own love life.

      Wes: It’s not that I didn’t like her. You deserve to be loved for who you are, not by someone who’s constantly trying to control and fix you.

      I blow out a harsh breath.

      Family, right? You can’t change them, and you shouldn’t murder them even when they’re judgmental dicks. We’ve had this conversation before. I’m not going to rehash it over text in an Italian restaurant with uncomfortable chairs.

      Fallon: I’m not going to find love from a blind date.

      Wes: It’s a start.

      Screw this. I drain the rest of my beer and press my hands to the tabletop, ready to stand.

      “You Fallon?”

      Dammit.

      I glance up and stop breathing. A quiet choking sound leaves me.

      He’s fucking gorgeous. Lean. Boyish face. Intensely blue eyes.

      A little angry.

      I’m not sure what I expected, except that this date was set up by my very straight brother, who has no way of knowing what type of man I’m attracted to.

      Yet here I am staring at a guy with tousled hair somewhere between rust and auburn, a strong jaw covered in thick stubble, and firm lips curved upward in smile that’s less welcoming and more superior. His skin is pale, his cheeks are a bit ruddy, and there’s a weird vibe surrounding him that’s almost dangerous.

      It’s the tension in his body, I think. The sharpness in his gaze. The scrapes on his knuckles. There’s a little bit of arrogance, like a pissed-off prince showing up at a meeting he believes is beneath him. That should probably be a reason to say thanks but no thanks and leave. Instead, I’m standing so I can get closer.

      Which is when I realize he’s about half a foot shorter than me. Honestly, he’s the perfect height to rest my chin on if I were going to.

      I’m not. But if.

      “H-hi there. You must be…” Think. Think. Did Wes even tell me, or did I ignore him because I didn’t think it mattered?

      The guy makes a sound—I can’t tell whether it’s annoyed or amused—and then sticks out his hand. “PJ. Nice to meet you.”

      Is it, though? It’s been a painfully long while since I’ve been on a date, but I could swear his blue eyes scan me up and down less like flirting and more like he’s sizing me up.

      Maybe I’m misinterpreting. I already hate this. Saying my safe word probably won’t work this time.

      You could leave, you know.

      Curiosity keeps me rooted to my spot. I’m caught in his energy field, stupidly leaning into his fuck-marry-kill vibes and wondering if I can handle whatever he’ll choose.

      He pulls out a seat across from me and leans forward with a foxlike smile. “I’m gonna level with you, Fallon. I almost didn’t come tonight,” he says.

      A relieved breath whooshes out of me, my whole body relaxing at his admission. I lean forward to acknowledge that I had the same feeling, but my hand hits my empty beer bottle, and the sound of it clattering across our small table does the talking for me.

      He catches it before it rolls into his lap. His eyes are lit up even though his lips are pressed together. I’m not sure whether I want to laugh or melt underneath the table.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him. “You can laugh. I’m clumsy when I’m nervous.”

      Keep your hands still, pet.

      I could swear I see his eyes narrow, but the expression is there and gone so fast I must have imagined it. Maybe I should consider Wes’s suggestion after all. This won’t be a love connection, but the guy is hot, and I could do worse for… Dammit, I almost said getting back on the horse.

      What a stupid saying.

      “Well, Fallon, how about you tell me what’s good here?”

      “Oh, uh…” Nervous all over again, I glance down at the menu. “I’m going to be honest in a way that’ll probably make us both uncomfortable.” It’s the only way I know how to be these days. “This was my wife’s favorite place. She knew the menu backward and forward. The only thing I’ve ever ordered here is the pasta with red sauce and a side salad. I’m pretty boring like that.”

      “Not boring. Simple. Simple can be good. But if this is a place you came with your ex⁠—”

      “Late.”

      “Excuse me?”

      I’m grateful when PJ waves off an approaching waiter who’s got a pen and notepad out to take our order.

      “Late wife.” I lower my voice, feeling suddenly too loud and too vulnerable for a public place, even one as quiet and intimate as Mama Elisabetta’s. “My wife passed away. A little over a year ago. That hotel collapse in Miami.”

      “I see.” He bobs his head in understanding.

      Aaand, this is the moment when things will get uncomfortable. Avoiding the head tilts and all the sympathetic looks is what’s kept me home this past year. Everyone’s sorry for my loss. I know.

      I’m braced for condolences, not expecting it when PJ slams his menu shut and jumps to his feet. “Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      There’s that knowing grin again. It’s the smile of someone who has a secret. I could swear he knows I have one too.

      “You don’t want to eat here?”

      PJ’s eyes narrow again. “You don’t want to eat here.” He grabs my hand and, with a rough tug, pulls me out of my chair. His grip is confident. Surprisingly firm. “I mean, am I wrong? The place that reminds you of your wife who died? Feels like the sort of situation that’ll help your therapist upgrade his pool house.”

      My heart’s beating a little faster. I’m strangely hesitant to pull my hand from his, but I do, dropping some cash on the table to cover my beer. Too much, knowing my brother has already given the restaurant a deposit, but I know what servers make and I can afford to leave a healthy tip.

      “You’re right,” I say as I follow him out. “This was Wes’s idea. I never would have picked this place.”

      “Wes?” PJ stops at the door, and I wind up running into the back of him.

      My hands brace on his hips. I was right. My chin rests perfectly on the top of his head. He’s solid and warm, and he smells amazing. Something like coconut, but it’s subtle too. The sort of scent you can’t appreciate unless your nose is practically brushing a person’s skin. It takes me longer than it should to pull away.

      Maybe it has been too long since I’ve touched someone.

      “Sorry about that. Uh. My brother. Who set us up?”

      “Right, right.” He’s distracted, navigating around people outside the restaurant door and scanning up and down the street. “Hey, let’s head downtown. They’ve got all those food trucks on Friday and Saturday nights. Maybe some Midnight Cookies for dessert. Love that place. The walk’s not bad from here.” He grabs my hand again, pulling me out the door.

      I pause for a step, feeling like I should say something. Maybe let go of this near-stranger’s hand. Except his grip is so reassuring. He’s got long fingers. Callused palms. These are hands that do manual labor.

      What would that rough skin feel like against mine? I’m stunned enough by the thought that I almost walk into another customer as we leave.

      I can’t deny liking the way he takes charge of the situation. Wes would call it rude or controlling, but I often find decisions stressful. When Marina was alive, she decided what we did and how we did it. She cared. I didn’t.

      I’d forgotten how tiring it can get, having to choose so often. I’ve been a little…rudderless, since she died.

      I don’t need a rudder with this guy. He’s making it so easy for me.

      PJ grabbing my hand and rattling off food options while I follow along keeps my thoughts from spinning, keeps me from wondering if things are going well, if I’m saying the right things, if I’m pleasing him.

      Because I’ll care. I will. Even if I get to the end of the night and we have nothing in common and I don’t want to see him again? I’ll still lie awake reviewing every misstep, every possible social blunder, or any moment when I may have scratched an itch on my nose, but it possibly looked like I was doing something else.

      My brain can be relentless.

      “…about a year ago, to help revitalize downtown. You’ve never been here?”

      I shake my head. In recent years, I’ve hardly been anywhere other than work and home.

      We arrive at an area filled with people and the scent of food, illuminated by a symphony of string lights.

      “Tell me what you want, Fallon.”

      There’s an unexpected tightening in my gut, though I don’t think he meant it the way my body’s interpreting it.

      “Not sure I’m too hungry.” Eating is a chore these days. More decisions to make. “Maybe you could suggest something?”

      The scents of cooking food surround us, savory spices mingling with sweet notes, and even the richness of chocolate and coffee. My stomach lets out a sudden growl that could be heard at the beach.

      PJ’s smile turns almost predatory. “Someone’s a filthy liar.”

      Maybe he didn’t mean for that to sound dirty? Still, my body is pumping an uncomfortable mix of anxiety and arousal through my bloodstream.

      And guilt. Let’s not forget the guilt. It’s practically dripping down my spine.

      Trying to clear my throat winds up in a strange half cough. “I may not have eaten lunch. Sometimes I forget.”

      “Someone needs a keeper.” His expression makes me feel like a baby giraffe when a lion’s about to pounce. Maybe it’s paranoia? Or wishful thinking.

      Because I had a keeper who pulled the rug out from under my life and then died.

      PJ’s eyes get sharper. Brighter. “We’ll start you off easy. You’re a simple food guy, so you’ll probably like this waffle plac⁠—”

      “Shit.” A glimpse of someone I definitely do not want to see has me spinning the other way without thinking. I come face-to-face with PJ, who had been sort of behind me and to the side, guiding my attention by pointing.

      “Sorry,” I murmur. Our bodies are close. I’m practically clinging to him, and I don’t know why. “My wife’s best friend is over there. She humiliated the shit out of me at Marina’s funeral. If I go over there, I’ll do something I’ll regret.”

      Or I won’t regret it. I’m pretty sure that would be worse.

      “Hey. Take a breath.” PJ’s hand squeezes my arm, his expression softening in a way I don’t expect.

      Breathing is tricky, though. I’m gulping air, my chest pushing against his. My pulse is like a runaway train. PJ’s outstretched arm comes around me in a way that feels protective, steady, and safe. His touch shouldn’t feel that way, but it does.

      The crowd noises fade with the thunder of the blood in my ears. There’s a hint of lightheadedness again, but instead of pulling away I curl my fingers into his suit jacket. I use him as an anchor.

      Then I do the last thing even I expect.

      I lick my lips. And then I push them against his.
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      Oh, this is fucking delicious. One second, Fallon’s giving me baby deer energy, the next he’s attacking my mouth.

      I’m not complaining. He’d rather grind on me than face whatever demons lurk behind him? It’s what I’m here for.

      It’s a hot fucking kiss. His lips are smooth and firm. His body yields against mine. Instinct has me tightening my arm to pull him closer and kissing deeper. I don’t hate the press of his solid body. The way he moves against me, frantic and a little desperate? Didn’t expect it, but it’s getting me hard.

      It’s good enough not to care that he’s using me right now. After all, I can use him right back.

      “That’s good.” I tease my tongue against his parted lips to draw him out. “Give me more, baby.”

      Fallon’s like a high-end car. Responsive. Built for smooth handling. Built to obey. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, charging forth with a sweet and bitter hint of beer.

      I lean into the flurry of sensation in my stomach. It’s new and I want to learn more. My hands are grasping and greedy, coming up to the back of his neck and pulling him forward, seeking friction for my hardening cock.

      Oh hell. His tongue tangles with mine, his hands clutching at my ass like he needs an anchor.

      Someone bumps us from behind. Our teeth clash.

      “Sorry,” he breathes. “I didn’t think this through.”

      “Fuck sorry,” I tell him. Why does this guy apologize so much? I never apologize.

      Sounds of sizzling, laughing, and orders being called out filter around us as I lead us both to a quieter spot. We’re at the end of the last row of food trucks, right next to a bank building that’s closed for the night. Aside from the automatic teller around the corner, the place is free of activity. The alley beside it is shrouded in darkness.

      “I have an idea. Let’s go.”

      He doesn’t resist, so I plow ahead.

      I push him past the It’s All Waffles truck, past their gas-scented generator, and over to the side of the building, where I close the distance by giving Fallon a quick shove. He hits the stone wall behind him with a quiet oof.

      He pushes away with a startled-sounding breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “You apologize too fucking much. You want me to stop?” Much as I’d like to get some of that sweet friction on my dick again, he’s still a customer. And the customer is always right, even when I hate him a little for even being here.

      He’d better say no. My lips are buzzing like I’ve been eating hot sauce. I want more.

      So much more.

      Fallon’s breath is rough and choppy. One hand comes up, rubbing his lower lip, a bewildered look
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