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Chapter One

 


Jill Whitney stopped grinding her
pelvis against the super-hot, olive skinned waiter underneath her.
His provocative offering of ‘the best Italian sausage’ in the bay
area had been true. His penis swelled as thick and tasty as
promised. Yet the harder Jill tried to chase an orgasm, the farther
away it slipped.

No strings hook-ups used to offer the
escape from her past that she craved. Hot and wild sex would shut
off her mind and let her body take control. The ultimate reprieve
from reality. Recently, her standard tonic wasn’t
working.

“I’m done, handsome.” Her
feet steadied on the cement floor of the restaurant’s receiving
entrance.

Tonight’s partner, a hottie whose name
was Jay-something, arched his thick dark brows. “But you didn’t
finish…”

“Not for lack of trying,
‘cuz you are gorgeous.” She ran her fingers over the sexy contours
of his abs. Low light shone through an overhead grated window,
highlighting the handsome server’s glistening chest. His strong
hands held her hips snugly in place. She glanced toward the door.
Again. For the tenth time in the five minutes they’d been going at
it.

Usually the taboo of semi-public sex
accelerated her arousal. Not tonight. The fear of discovery became
a nagging distraction. Her stomach gurgled. She should’ve eaten
dinner before fooling around. Maybe the encounter would’ve been
more satisfying for dessert.

“Really, I’m good.” Jill
disengaged from his condom-clad dick and stood. “It’s not you. Your
Italian sausage was as delicious as advertised.”

Their chemistry had sizzled while Jill
waited at the bar for a table. The tall, dark, and well-endowed
waiter enchanted her with sexy banter and five-flame heated stares.
He smelled like a freakin’ summer day at the beach. Salty,
sun-kissed and windblown, his scent mixed with the restaurant’s
ragu aroma, spiking all of her appetites.

Now, the starch from the laundry bags
they humped on overwhelmed the delicious food scents and her desire
fizzled. She would be leaving this restaurant with none of her
appetites satisfied.

“Jill,” Jay-something’s
husky voice rumbled. “You’re so fuckin’ beautiful. Next time, I’ll
last longer.”

“You were great.” She
straightened her skirt and finger combed her hair. “See you around,
Joe.”

“My name’s not Joe.” The
hunk’s voice pitched higher. “It’s Jason.”

She opened the door. His name didn’t
matter. Nothing mattered but escape. Names made things messy and
brought emotions and pain.

“Wait.” He fumbled to
remove the rubber and yank up his pants.

“Bye.” She closed the
door. Long, sashaying strides took her to the pricy, crowded dining
room. Another dozen carried her past the bar where Jay’s
complimentary glass of Sangria sat abandoned. Not only was she
famished, but she was wasting half a glass of good wine. Ugh, why
did she keep doing things that sounded fun, but left her rushing
for the door?

Outside, a warm evening breeze
fluttered through her hair.

A trio of handsome, immaculately
dressed men walked past. The nearest two held hands, and the
closest hunk nodded at her with approval. She tilted her head and
blew him a kiss. Gay men in San Francisco often understood the time
and energy required to look just-out-of-bed mussy. Or
just-finished-fucking mussy. Jill excelled at both looks. A deep
exhale allowed the edge to fall off her “hanger.”

Her stomach gurgled. After a wistful
glance at the restaurant, she sauntered down the street. Her desire
for actual Italian cuisine still needed feeding. Jay’s cock was a
yummy mouthful, but the encounter tallied as her eighth
non-orgasmic romp in a row. Her spontaneous sexual interludes were
trending in a distinct downward spiral.

She increased her pace for a new
dining destination. Ready-for-anything sex had been her motto for
the last decade. The only requirement for her spontaneous
lifestyle? Two consenting adults. Or more, under the right
circumstance.

Her standard formula for fun
malfunctioned. Perhaps less spontaneity and more planning might
help. Oh, balls, she sounded like her goodie-two-shoes friend
Chloe. Could Chloe’s search for true love be syphoning Jill’s
mojo?

She shook her head to dislodge the
mental commentary and searched for an alternative food source.
Spotting a by-the-slice pizzeria, she entered and ordered a
mushroom and peperoni to go. The bready aroma of fresh baked dough,
tomatoes, and oregano wrapped her in a homey hug.

Homey hug? Gag, the term caused a
shudder. Jill took out her phone and scrolled social media.
Anything to distract her from images of that dreaded four-letter
word. Home. Also known as Hell.

Her feed reported that a friend bought
a new house. Not helpful. A cousin had just gotten engaged. Shit.
Families and smiling faces flooded her screen. She shoved the
device back into the wallet-sized black cross-body purse she
favored.

In the years since her life imploded,
she traveled from Michigan to California to put as many miles as
possible between her and her toxic past. She refused to look
backward. Too many nightmares lived there. Her boyfriend’s betrayal
in the arms of her sister lit the fuse. Her parent’s betrayal when
they sided with the cheating couple ignited the
explosion.

Thoughts of home brought nothing but
pain.

Bold and independent, Jill lived her
life to the fullest. She cherished her freedom and open sexuality.
Family and boyfriends could not be trusted. Her crushing education
taught her to take sexual pleasures when she wanted and quickly
move on. No dwelling. No attachments. No regrets.

“Order sixty-nine at the
window,” announced the roly-poly piemaker.

Jill plastered on a big fat fake smile
and straightened her spine. Any lewd jokes over the number would
roll off her back. She walked past a couple huddled together over
an aromatic pie. They shared an intimate look and the man offered
his date a taste of his slice. A sharp stitch pinched the back of
Jill’s neck.

She paid and collected her solo slice
in a grease spotted paper bag. If she were part of a couple the
pizza would be steaming on a nearby table for two. Her neck muscle
tweaked and she rolled her shoulders. Her gaze landed on the
intimate duo as they kissed.

Her neck pain migrated to her chest.
Jill swallowed and her throat constricted. She looked away from the
lovey-dovey couple and her grip on the rolled edge of the bag
tightened.

She didn’t need a man. Or to be part
of a duo. Sure, they looked happy. But happiness wasn’t in the
cards for Jill. Life had dealt her heartbreak, loss, and a solitary
path on which she walked with her head held high.

A group of teenagers tittered as she
passed.

“I’d sixty-nine her
anytime,” said a boy with hair greasier than her pizza. A girl at
his side smacked his arm and he muttered an apology.

Jill raised her chin and kept going.
Much like she’d walked away earlier from Joe, or rather Jason, in
the storeroom. No hesitation. No looking back. Purpose guided her
steps.

Jill Elizabeth Whitney was a poster
girl for strong and independent women.

Somehow tonight didn’t feel like a
win. Inside the pizzeria, the couple huddled in their intimate
bubble of wine and food and romance. The crick in her neck spread
between her shoulders.

The bustling city streets usually
offered anonymity and enough activity to keep her old ghosts at a
distance. Tonight, the isolation of being just another cog in the
city’s wheel stung. Could there be more to life than running and
self-preservation? Maybe the time had come to consider opening more
than her legs to the next man who piqued her interest.

If she were truly brave. Bold. Beyond
the betrayals of the past. She would stand still and allow a man
inside more than just her body. She would consider letting someone
worthy inside her heart.


Chapter Two

 


Kyle Darren peered through the only
city view window in his apartment. The rooftops below staggered and
merged, weaving a jagged path to the bay. The constant haze of fog
or smog or both obscured his actual sight line to the water. The
steep streets of San Francisco were unlike anything found in his
small Ohio hometown. Even this new area with its gravity-defying
angles did not alleviate the gray tones of his
depression.

The culture shock of big city prices
to his suburbanite upbringing remained a sore point. Meals from a
can and packed lunches were the new normal. At least his job at A-Z
Accounting offered a wider variety of clients than at his previous
employment. Anything that kept his mind busy helped to keep the
darkness away.

No matter how many changes to his
daily life, Kyle still spent too many hours reliving the past. Too
many minutes lost in reflection. Too much time reworking his
regrets.

He tapped the gold band on his left
ring finger against the windowsill. The metallic click offered a
sharp reminder of everything he had lost. He slipped the band off
and into his front pants pocket.

“I’m leaving now,” he
said, moving to the door and nudging his glasses a few centimeters
higher on the bridge of his nose.

The refrigerator hummed.

“Be back around
six.”

Silence.

He exited and locked the door, the
bolt sliding into place like the metal clang of a jail cell. The
dank hallway
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