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 Chapter One 
 
    Sadie 
 
    The click of the front door opening woke me from a hazy dream about broad shoulders and a wide male chest. The kind of dream that turned my insides into mush. The fact that it centered around Jake Dawson might have had something to do with it.  
 
    It was Jeanie returning from an extended night out. Again. I reached over and turned on the bedside lamp.  
 
    "Damn," Jeanie muttered under her breath. "I didn't want to wake you. Sorry." 
 
    My sorority sister, roommate, and best friend this past two years, Jeanie Parkinson entered our room wearing a short slinky black dress. The same dress she'd been wearing when she left last night to go dancing. Her beautiful blond hair looked like it'd been through a washing machine and the porcelain white skin of her neck looked like it had been gently rubbed with sandpaper. Some guy in need of a shave obviously. 
 
    Shaking my head, I sat up and swung my legs onto the floor. "Again Jeanie, really? That makes the fourth time in the last three weeks."  
 
    We were so different. Where Jeanie was voluptuous and curvy, I was slim and athletic. She had blond hair and usually wore it down and in waves. I had auburn hair and wore it in an easy to manage ponytail. Jeanie was wild and fun loving. I was reserved and always in control. She had the guys eating out of her hand. If you believed her, other parts as well. While I was a nineteen-year-old virgin.  
 
    "I'm a college sophomore,” Jeanie said. “Use it while you got it. I always say." 
 
    "Yeah, but a different guy every time. Aren't you worried about getting a bad reputation?" 
 
    She laughed and glanced up at the ceiling. “What decade are we in again? Listen, Miss goody two shoes,” she replied with a frown. “I'm working hard for this bad reputation. I want to go through life being thought of as the wild and crazy chick. The kind of woman that virgins like you are secretly jealous of." With that, she pulled her panties out of her purse and tossed them into the laundry hamper. Giving me a look as if daring me to say something. 
 
    Flinching back, I bit my lip before I said something I shouldn't. Jeanie immediately looked contrite. "I'm sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to bite your head off. It's been a long night. A great night, but a long one." 
 
    "That's alright," I said with a shoulder shrug. “It's just that I worry about you. Sometimes I think you're addicted to sex." 
 
    "Ha," she said with a laugh.  
 
    "No, I'm serious. I bet you couldn't go a month without sex." 
 
    "I could if I wanted. But why would anyone want to do without sex." 
 
    I decided to let the matter drop. Things were never going to change. Jeanie stepped into the bathroom to change and then stepped back out in a light blue baby doll nighty 
 
    “Missed you last night,” I said. “The sorority had a meeting, planning next months’ Haunted House fundraiser.” 
 
    “Was Stacy mad I wasn’t there?” she asked. 
 
    I sat up in bed and grabbed my phone. It was still way too early for this conversation. But now that I was awake, I should really go for my morning run. “Not mad, Stacy is the president of the sorority for a reason, she is level-headed. But she did assign us the job of taking tickets.” 
 
    Jeannie shrugged. “Could be worse I guess. This Halloween haunted house is really all about the sexy costumes,” she said with a laugh.  
 
    I reached for my tennis shoes and sports bra, dressing quickly. Snorting I said, “And raising money for the children’s hospital, right?”  
 
    “Right,” she says quickly. “Sorry, my mind is all over the place.” 
 
    I smirked as I laced my shoes. “You sure, because it seems to be in one place pretty firmly.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault I love sex.” 
 
    “I never said it was a fault,” I rolled my eyes. “But honestly? I bet you couldn't go a month without sex." 
 
    "You already said that.” 
 
    I twisted my lips, reached for my earbuds. I can’t run without a playlist. 
 
    "You really think I couldn't go a month without sex. Don't you?" she said as she got into her bed. 
 
    "Yes, don't you?" 
 
    She was quiet for a moment. "What would you bet?" 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "You said, you'd bet I couldn't go a month without sex. What would you bet?" 
 
    "Uh, I don't know." This conversation had shifted. I hadn't really thought it through. 
 
    "I know,” she said with a wide smile. “If I go thirty days without sex then you have to give up your virginity. What's more, I get to pick the time and place." 
 
    "What?" This was not how I had planned on losing my virginity. I had always thought it would be with someone I had fallen in love with. Maybe after a year of dating. I knew I was old to still be a virgin, nineteen, but the idea of sex scared me. Not the physical part, the emotional part frightened me, making my stomach clench into a knot. Maybe doing it with some stranger would be better. 
 
    "You know you want to Sadie,” Jeanie said. “I’ve seen how you couldn’t stop from staring at the Gamma Gamma guys at their carwash last week. How a beautiful girl like you got this far without doing it I'll never know." 
 
    Not guys. Just one guy, Jake Dawson. The man was a walking Greek God. I tried to make light of it by laughing it off and said, "It doesn't really matter, there is no way you can go thirty days without sex,"  
 
    "Does that mean we have a bet?" she asked, her eyebrows rising in surprise. 
 
    I blanched. How did we ever get to this point? I should laugh it off but something inside of me couldn't let her win. "No sex means no vibrator, no oral sex. Nothing. Not even touching yourself in the shower." 
 
    Her face became red. She hadn't known I knew about her shower escapades, but I don't think she was aware of how loud she moaned when she got herself off. 
 
    "Okay," she said. "Just to make sure we agree. If I go thirty days without sex, you have to lose your virginity to a guy I pick." 
 
    My stomach turned over. This was getting serious. Could I go through with it if I lost? Something inside of me almost wished I would lose. The decision would be taken out of my hands. I could rationalize it. Not beat myself up about it. And, finally learn what the big deal was. 
 
    "I get right of refusal. I'm not doing it with some creep." 
 
    "Believe me, honey. I'll make sure you're satisfied." 
 
    My stomach clenched up again. I was sure Jeanie wouldn't make thirty days, but my lady parts became warm and wet thinking about the possibility.  
 
    “And it can’t be Jake Dawson,” I added in a half whisper. 
 
    Jeanie leaned up on her elbow and shot me a look of shock. “Now I know you are weird. The man is sexy as hell. A star athlete who gives up his chance at a professional baseball career, instead he chooses to go to med school. So, hot, intelligent, and a future doctor, and he’s not good enough for you?” 
 
    My insides turned over. How could I explain it to her? The man was everything I had ever dreamed of. But the thought of having him take my virginity then walk away like it meant nothing. No, the pain would be too much. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter why,” I said. “No Jake Dawson.” 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    I swallowed hard and headed out the door for my morning run. Unfortunately, I knew I’d spend it fantasying about Jake Dawson. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    My stomach twisted itself into knots when a month later, as Jeanie and I walked towards the mansion hosting the haunted house, Tonight was to be the night. She’d won the bet. Somehow, she’d surprised me and spent the last thirty days alone. 
 
    Now it was time to pay up. The thought was eating me up inside. 
 
    The cool autumn air and the sweet scents of fall made me almost smile as Jeanie and I walked down the tree-lined street. It reminded me how much I really did love this place. Or at least I did until tonight. 
 
    “Tell me again why I am dressed up this way?” I asked Jeanie as I looked down at my sexy Red Riding Hood costume. The bustier and low cut gown made my chest look big. Bigger than I had thought possible. The red velvet brushed against my skin, sending tantalizing shivers up and down my spine. All of it designed to make me feel aroused and succeeding very well. 
 
    Of course, knowing what was to happen that night might have had something to do with it. 
 
    Jeanie laughed. “It’s a haunted house, for charity no less. And don’t forget, we are here to see that you lose your virginity. The place is going to be filled with guys. The perfect opportunity. No backing out. I didn’t sacrifice for the last month, so you could change your mind. I can’t get those thirty days back. It meant passing on Trent Cheavers. Not something I like to do.” 
 
    I looked over at her. She had come as a Marilyn Munro. Blond hair up, pearls, super red lipstick and a killer golden evening gown that hugged her like a second skin. The woman exuded sex every time she breathed. 
 
    She was dead serious about me not backing out. It had been a major struggle for her to remain celibate for one month. Under no circumstances would she let me change my mind about our bet.  
 
    My insides turned over. Who would it be? How? Where? A thousand different thoughts danced through my head. And tomorrow? What would I think tomorrow? Shame, happiness? A desire for more? And how would it come about? Jeanie said she got to pick the guy. Did that mean she just walked up to him and asked him to come please take her friend’s virginity? 
 
    My cheeks grew warm thinking about the embarrassment. Some guy I hardly knew was going to know I was a virgin. Take me to some room, and … 
 
    Jeanie saw my hesitation and shook her head. “Hey listen, this is so much better than the back seat of a Camaro at the drive-in. Where the guy knows even less than you do. No. this way is better.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. A part of me believed her. I really did think it was time. And I’ve got to admit, I was way curious. Heaven knows I’d thought about it every day for the last six years or so. No, it was better this way. Jeanie would make sure it was someone I could trust. Someone who knew what he was doing. Besides. I could always walk away. No one was forcing me to go through with it, not really. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I nodded, adjusted the small wicker basket I’d brought along to go with the outfit. Jeanie had smiled when she saw it then slipped a box of condoms under the apples and muffins. 
 
    “The important goodies,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Setting my chin, I pulled at my bodices to make sure everything was in place and followed her up the steps to the large mansion. 
 
    “There you are,” Stacy Baron said at the front door. “All the rooms are staffed. I need you guys to take tickets. Okay?” 
 
    Both Jeanie and I nodded. What else could we do? 
 
    “Let me take you on a quick tour so you can answer questions,” Stacy said as she led us into the house. “It starts here, weaves through the downstairs.” The place was draped with cobwebs and someone had set up a sound system with rattling chains, monster moans, and an occasional scream. My body shivered, and no one was jumping out.  
 
    As we walked through the house, I noticed several other girls scrambling around adding finishing touches. All of them in costumes. Everything from French Maids to Slutty nurses and Dragon Queens. Suddenly my outfit didn’t seem too risqué, in fact, it was almost chaste compared to the women around me, even with my boobs threatening to fall out at any moment. 
 
     “Just tell everyone to stay inside the ropes,” Stacy said as she led us upstairs. “That room back there is not set up. It’s just a bedroom. “Be sure to knock first,” she added with a knowing smile. 
 
    I sighed heavily and glanced over at Jeanie, did people know about her plans for me tonight. She subtly shook her head, letting me know she hadn’t told anyone. 
 
    Once we were through with the tour, Stacy took us back down to the front and showed us how to take tickets and how to sell more.  
 
    “Don’t forget,” she said, “This is for charity, so no freebies.” 
 
    I started to tell her I understood, but she was already turning away. “Okay people. Places,” she yelled loud enough to be heard upstairs. 
 
    “Showtime,” Jeanie said as we got set up. “This is perfect. We will get to check out every guy as they go through.” 
 
    My insides turned over. This was getting very real, very fast. 
 
    One of the first guys through was a frat boy in an armored gladiator costume. He smiled at me as he handed over his ticket before going through. 
 
    Jeanie watched him go, admiring him before turning to me and raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “What? Him?” I asked, my heart had suddenly jumped into overdrive. This was ridiculous. Every part of me was telling me to run. To get out of there before I made a stupid mistake. 
 
    Jeanie’s brow softened for a moment. “Listen, Sadie, if you don’t want to do this. You don’t have to.” 
 
    I sighed heavily. “No, I do, but, give me a moment. Not the first guy who comes along.” 
 
    She smiled as she looked after the guy. “You sure? he’s got a great butt. And that whole gladiator thing. Come on, he could totally concur you.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes at her and turned away to let her know that I was changing the subject. My eyes roamed over the line of customers then my heart slammed to an instant halt. 
 
    There he was, in the back of the line. Jake Dawson, himself. Dressed in a Tux of all things. Why? I wondered. What was he supposed to be? Batman in civilian clothes, The billionaire from Fifty Shades of Gray? Possibly. He did have that dangerous air about him. 
 
    Or had he just come from some high society gala and decided to slum with the rest of us lower life forms. 
 
    Handsome, even more so in a tuxedo. Wide shoulders, and an air of confidence that just melted my insides. 
 
    My eyes locked onto him until I realized he was looking back. Staring straight into my soul. Piercing gray eyes. A wolf’s eyes, I thought. The kind to see you better. My mind was dancing around so many different thoughts it took me a moment to realize we were staring at each other. 
 
    My cheeks erupted into full red, not a pretty look with my red hair. I quickly turned away. He had seen me staring at him like a silly girl, flabbergasted to be in the same town as him. Oh, how attractive. 
 
    Jeanie saw my quick turn and white face. She looked over my shoulder to find what had scared me so much. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said with glee as both her eyebrows rose halfway to her hairline. 
 
    I looked back at her, giving her my most serious look. The one I saved for idiot professors and creepy library guys that wouldn’t leave me alone. 
 
    “Don’t you dare,” I told her. 
 
    She smiled sweetly as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. “Who me?” she said, and I swore to myself that I would find a way to ruin her life. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” she continued. “I never agreed to your condition. Jake Dawson. Who knew you set your sights so high. No wonder you’ve been able to keep your legs closed all these years. Only someone as perfect as Jake Dawson can even think about breaching your fortress.” 
 
    I held my stare on her then said the one thing I thought might have some influence. “If you try to set me up with Jake Dawson. I will back out and your thirty days of sacrifice will have been for nothing.” 
 
    Her mouth dropped in mock surprise then she smiled and nodded. “Very well. But I’m not crossing him off my list. But we can see if someone else might do.” 
 
    My heart fell, I was almost willing to take on Mr. Gladiator to avoid the possibility of Jake Dawson taking my virginity. Under no circumstances could I allow Jake Dawson to make love to me tonight. I would spend the rest of my life regretting the fact that it only happened once. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Two 
 
    Jake 
 
    It felt like I’d been kicked in the gut. Hard, with hobnailed boots. A thunderbolt from the gods, some people called it. Where had she come from? And why hadn’t I known about her before tonight? Had I just wasted four years of my life chasing the wrong women? 
 
    Our eyes had locked, and my world had fallen away. The woman was gorgeous, in that sexy, mysterious way. A hint of innocence with a body designed for sex. The kind of girl a guy couldn’t forget. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I grabbed my friend Kyle and nodded towards the redhead in the little red riding hood outfit. 
 
    “Who is she,” I asked. 
 
    Kyle, who knew everyone. Especially of the female persuasion, narrowed his forehead in concentration. “The blond is Jeanie Parkinson,” he said with an appreciative smile. 
 
    “I know that,” I said. “The redhead, what do you know about her.” 
 
    He shrugged, “Sadie, something or other. Joined Mi Alpha Alpha last year. Not really the sorority type, she joined because of some family thing. Her mother was a past president. Leaning towards a teaching degree. Possibly biology. From Nebraska, I think. No known boyfriend, maybe some farmer she left at home? But here, nothing. Sorry, like I said. I don’t know her.” 
 
    I laughed at him. The boy was a walking encyclopedia when it came to girls.  
 
    “Hurry,” I said as I pushed him forward.  
 
    He shot me a questioning frown and shook his head. “Hey, we’re the last in line. You can spend all the time you want with her.” 
 
    The line had slowed down as the people in front started getting backed up. I couldn’t take my eyes off the girl taking tickets. We’d made it about halfway when Jeanie said something to her friend and left her, headed straight for me. 
 
    I stepped out from the line and let her approach, she smiled sweetly and said, “Jake Dawson, as I live and breathe.” I had to laugh, she had that whole Marilyn Munro act down pat. Any other night and we might have had some fun. But tonight. All I could see was that redhead. 
 
    “Who’s your friend?” I asked, looking past her at the young woman. She was staring at something back inside the house. Her face in profile. Delicious, sweet, perfect slightly upturned nose, high cheekbones. Everything about her was pulling at me like an electrical current that refused to let go. 
 
    “Introduce me,” I added without taking my eyes off the girl. 
 
    Jeanie studied me for a moment then looked back at her friend. She laughed for some reason, thought for a moment, then slowly shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. Not tonight.” 
 
    My heart slammed to a halt for a second. What was going on? Was Jeanie acting as a blocker for her friend? Was that why she had come over here? To keep me away from Little Miss Red Riding Hood? 
 
    I turned to Jeanie and smiled as I nodded. “If that’s the way you want it. But, I am warning you. It won’t stop me.” 
 
    She threw her head back and laughed then put her hand on my arm and leaned in to say. “I should hope not.” Then without another word, she turned and pulled Kyle away, so they could talk in private.  
 
    I frowned for a second as I watched them go, then like a magical spell had ahold of me, I turned back to look at Red. The girl was staring at me as if she had just had her worst nightmare. White face, large eyes, and fingers that shook as she fumbled with the tickets in her hand. 
 
    What was that all about I wondered as I looked over my shoulder, wondering if something else might have caused that look of distress in her eyes. 
 
    Nope, nothing. 
 
    Turning back, I saw that she had turned away a little. Enough to pretend I wasn’t there, but not so much that she couldn’t see me from the corner of her eye. Smiling to myself, I knew what that meant, she was interested but didn’t want me to know it. If she had been afraid, she would have never turned away. 
 
    The line had disappeared, leaving just me and Miss Red. With a feeling of renewed confidence, I made my way towards her. I had almost gotten there when she turned towards me. Our eyes locked and I forgot every cheesy line I had ever known. All I could do was stare down at perfection. 
 
    She searched my eyes, waiting, wondering. Somehow, I got my mind back on track and smiled. The best smile I had. 
 
    “So, you aren’t by any chance looking for a wolf tonight. Are you?” I asked her. 
 
    She froze for a second. “Why? Are you offering?” 
 
    I tried to remain cool. “Some of us were born to play the part.” 
 
    She tried not to smile. “The woodsman was the hero of the story.” 
 
    I laughed, “Yes, but he isn’t near as interesting as the wolf. You look like you need a wolf, not a hero.” 
 
    She blanched for a moment then tilted her head slightly. “So, you think you know what I need?” 
 
    My insides turned over, this woman wasn’t going to make it easy.  
 
    “Perhaps,” I answered. “But at some point in her life, every woman secretly wants a wolf.” 
 
    The girl paused for a moment then leaned back to look me over. “Why the tuxedo. Not exactly a costume?” 
 
    I smiled. “A modern-day wolf. We come in many different disguises, just like the story.” 
 
    She laughed and took a sip of her drink. Those luscious lips brushed the rim of her cup and my insides tightened up. 
 
    “I’m Jake,” I told her. “Jake Dawson.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied with a bit of a coy smile. 
 
    An awkwardness threated to descend over us when she didn’t give me her name. So, I said, “I could call you Red if you want. I mean you are perfect for the part. But, I would much prefer to know your real name. it will make the evening go so much smoother.” 
 
    Her cheeks blushed pink for some reason but then she nodded. “Sadie, Sadie Winters.” 
 
    My mind relaxed. Sadie Winters. A sweet name for a sexy woman. No matter what happened here tonight. I had her name. 
 
    “Nice to meet you Sadie Winters.”  
 
    Holding out my hand, I waited for her to take it. At last, she hesitantly placed hers in mine. A shock of pure energy traveled up my arm. She felt it too as her eyes grew big and the pulse pounded in her neck. 
 
    “You have very big hands,” she said looking down where hers was buried in mine. 
 
    “All the better to touch you with, my dear,” I said in a playful growl as I reached up and gently placed a strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    She looked up at me, both frightened and excited. Her eyes searched mine. As if looking for some long lost secret. Desperately wanting to find something that would reassure her. 
 
    I felt a warm comfort flow over me, this girl was special. One look and she had me eating out of the palm of her hand. 
 
    “You know they killed the wolf at the end of the story,” she said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “A lie spread by idiot woodsman to make themselves look better,” I told her while staring into her eyes. “In truth, the wolf escaped. And Red spent the rest of her life dreaming about him. And what might have been.” 
 
    She laughed. But there was something behind her eyes. I don’t know what it might have been but for some reason, I felt as if this woman had a ton of layers. As if there were secrets I was supposed to know but could never discover. 
 
    She continued to study me for a long moment. Turning, she placed the tickets into a small tin box, then checked to see where Jeanie was. Her friend waved a hand letting her know she’d be there in a moment. 
 
    Sadie looked up at me and sighed heavily.  
 
    “Come on,” she said as she started to pull me into the house. “Let’s get this over with.” Looking back over her shoulder she gave me a small smile.  
 
    My heart dropped a couple of feet. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? And if so, how had I gotten into heaven without dying? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Three 
 
    Sadie 
 
    I was going to kill Jeanie. A long slow, painful death was exactly what she deserved. How could she have done this to me?  
 
    She had marched right up to him and asked him to take my virginity. She’d probably begged him even. I’d seen it, that look of shock followed by that confident smile.  
 
    She had known all along. If Jake Dawson talked to me, I would be lost. I couldn’t back out of it, not now. If I did, I would spend the rest of my life regretting it. But, I was also perfectly aware that if I went through with it, I would spend the rest of my life regretting it. 
 
    A rock and a hard place. So, if I was going to regret it, either way, I might as well get something out of it. 
 
    Damn her. A long slow death. 
 
    Everything about the man was made to turn a woman’s head. The drop-dead gorgeous looks. That athletic body that radiated strength and power. Those eyes, oh my god, those eyes just melted my heart every time he looked at me. 
 
    But, it was something else. A sense of rightness. As if he knew exactly what to say and do. As if he had control of the world and made it comply with his desires. The man was just too perfect for his own good. 
 
    His hand encased mine in a firm yet gentle grip. The calluses on his fingers reminded me that this was an athlete. A finely tuned machine who I was about to use for my own pleasure. The thought sent a surge of energy through me and a burning need to my very core. 
 
    We’d only taken a few steps when I looked back at him, raising an eyebrow. He silently smiled back at me, telling me to lead on. I swallowed hard as my mouth went instantly dry and my body tingled. This was it. If I went up those stairs I was committing myself. I was telling him that he could take my virginity. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I led him upstairs as we weaved our way around people taking the tour. I kept looking back to find him smiling like a Cheshire cat with a bowl of milk. The man was enjoying this. Me, on the other hand, I was so nervous I thought I might be sick. 
 
    My stomach turned over, my palms were actually sweating and my heart wouldn’t stop racing. I was about to cross over a special threshold. With Jake Dawson no less. My life would never be the same. 
 
    When we got to the door of the spare bedroom, I remembered Stacy’s advice and knocked. Thankfully, no one answered. 
 
    Jake reached around me and opened it, ushering me in with a cocky smile. Taking a deep breath, I swallowed hard and stepped inside. The room was sparse without being cold. A desk, a small refrigerator, a single bed. 
 
    I actually gulped when I saw the bed. Neatly made with a tartan comforter. It was all I could see at the moment. As if my world had shrunk down to just that bed. 
 
    “Here,” Jake said softly as he reached up to remove my red cape. My heart jumped as his fingers gently brushed against my skin. This was really going to happen. It made me both hate Jeanie and love her at the same time. This was the one thing I didn’t want to have happen… and yet, here Jake was. Right in front of me. Maybe Jeanie knew me better than I even knew myself. 
 
    He draped the red cape over a chair then turned to smile at me. His eyes dancing with a mixture of anticipation, surprise, and desire. 
 
    I looked back at him, clueless. What happened now? Every muscle screamed at me to run. To get out of there before he broke my heart forever. Yet, my soul refused to move. This was my chance to experience a dream. To know, at least one time, what it would be like to be in Jake Dawson’s arms. 
 
    Holding my breath, I watched him take a step towards me. His eyes diving into mine, searching, cataloging. As he drew near, he reached up to gently put my hair back in place. The man liked doing that I realized, and I so liked it when he did. As if it was our own little private thing. 
 
    Tilting his head slightly, he said. “There is one thing every wolf would like to know. Now I am finally going to get the answer. 
 
    My gaze became lost in his. “What is that?” I managed to say without sounding like an idiot. My mouth was so dry I was surprised I could even talk. 
 
    He smiled as his hand came up to cup the back of his neck. “What it is like to kiss Miss Red Riding Hood.” The words had no sooner washed over me when he leaned down and took my lips with his.  
 
    Oh, My, God. My heart melted as I sank into him. I was lost. There would be no changing my mind. Not after I had tasted his lips. The man kissed like a god. Gentle yet firm, tasting, taking, demanding more. 
 
    Without thinking, my hands reached up around his neck to hold him in place. I would never let him go. His arms snaked around my waist holding me in a secure embrace that I wanted to last forever.  
 
    A safe, sure, world that would never let in anything bad. A world in his arms. 
 
    Oh, Sadie, I thought, I had already become lost. I was his. I was still nervous, but now I worried about being enough for him. Would he be disappointed? However, before I could start over-thinking things, he broke away and leaned back. 
 
    His eyes smiled down at me. “I knew you were special the first time I saw you.” 
 
    That was all I needed. Pulling him back to me I attacked him. My lips devoured him while my hands slipped into his jacket and pushed it off his shoulders. I needed to be closer. I needed him. Now. 
 
    He chuckled as he started unbuttoning his shirt. When he shrugged out of it, I learned what was better than Jake Dawson in a tux. Jake Dawson in nothing. 
 
    He gave me a sexy smile then turned me around, so he could unlace my bodice.  
 
    Was this real? Was that desire I had seen in his eyes? Did he really want me or was this a favor to Jeanie. A charity project. My insides turned over with doubt. What if he didn’t want to be here. What if he didn’t want me. 
 
    My stomach churned with worry until he leaned down and began to kiss the back of my neck. My mind went blank, every worry, every doubt disappeared as all I could think about was his hard body pressed against mine. 
 
    Pushing my dress off my shoulders he turned me back to examine me slowly. I stood before him in nothing but my panties while his eyes slowly traveled up, lingering on my hips. My insides tightened up. Please like what you see, I thought to myself. I would die if he was disappointed. 
 
    Licking his lips, he let his eyes continue upward. He studied my breasts and smiled then glanced up at my eyes.  
 
    “You are delectable,” he said with that cocky grin of his. “And I am going to thoroughly enjoy devouring you.” 
 
    My core turned to molten flesh at the need in his voice. 
 
    “Come here,” he demanded, forcing me to move to him. My heart raced, my mind whirled and the world shifted as he scooped me up and gently laid me onto the bed. He hovered over me, his eyes staring into mine then he leaned down to take my lips once again. 
 
    A need began to build inside of me. A desire for fulfillment. A burning want had been ignited. 
 
    I became lost in him as my fingers traced his hard muscles. He was all angles and hard male flesh. A soft leathery and sandalwood scent invaded my senses. A scent I knew I would remember for the rest of my life. 
 
    Slowly, his hand drifted from my waist to cup my breast. 
 
    Oh, God, his touch was like heaven. His caress sending a chill through me to my very center. I thought nothing could be more wonderful until he lowered his head and took a nipple into his mouth. 
 
    “Yes, oh yes,” I moaned as I arched into him. He kissed and suckled, pushing me forward, bringing me higher. 
 
    Then, he left my breast and I felt a sense of loss. A sense of regret. But Jake Dawson knew what he was doing, Jeanie had chosen well. Without any warning, he started to trail kisses down my stomach. I froze as his fingers slipped into the waistband of my panties and pulled them off. 
 
    I swallowed hard. I was exposed. Vulnerable like I had never been before. He could see everything. My insides tightened up and muscles grew tense. He looked up at me, giving me a reassuring smile then kissed the inside of my thigh. 
 
    Oh, I hadn’t known. 
 
    “Please,” he said as he gently pushed my legs open. 
 
    No, was he? Really.  
 
    Slowly, I let him open me to him fully. He smiled and gently kissed me there. 
 
    I was lost. I had departed to another universe. This was impossible. This was too wonderful to be true.  
 
    Jake continued to kiss and suck. Pulling my clit into his mouth and sucking. Sending me into a new orbit.  
 
    “My God,” I yelled as I held his head in place, demanding more, demanding everything. I continued to climb higher. My insides grew soft and swollen with need. A need he began to meet when he slipped a finger inside. Then another. 
 
    I gasped. The sense of invasion was what I wanted. This need to be taken was building something inside of me as his fingers worked in and out. 
 
    “Yesssssssss,” I squealed as a wave of pure pleasure washed over me. Jake continued pushing me higher. Continued to hold me up on the crest of that wave until I could stand it no more. Pushing him away, I fought to catch my breath. 
 
    It was as if my world had changed its very meaning. 
 
    He looked up at me, a smirk on his face that tore at my heart. He had enjoyed giving me pleasure. His only focus. It was enough to make a girl fall in love. 
 
    Without a word, he stood up and removed his pants. The man was perfect. Fully aroused. His large cock throbbed and jumped as if it needed me. Me. Jake Dawson needed me. 
 
    “Now, it is the wolf’s turn,” he said. 
 
    I gulped as I remembered everything anyone had ever told me. Reaching to the basket I removed the box of condoms. 
 
    He laughed and shook his head as he used his teeth to tear open the package and rolled it onto his hardness. My stomach dropped as I watched his hand move up and down his shaft. 
 
    This was it. That was going to be inside of me. Thrusting into me. My heart jumped with anticipation and hope. 
 
    Jake smiled as he kneeled between my legs and positioned himself. His eyes locked onto mine for a second, silently asking to make sure I wanted this. 
 
    I bit my lip as I nodded back at him. I wanted this more than anyone had ever wanted anything. 
 
    He smiled as he began to push himself into me. Slowly. His forehead furrowed in concentration as his eyes closed and became lost. 
 
    My body opened for him. Stretching, taking him slowly. He continued to push forward. Then he reached my barrier, he froze for a moment, frowning down at me. Holding back. 
 
    “Please,” I begged as I thrust myself up onto him. 
 
    A sharp twinge was immediately followed by a sense of fullness. As if I had finally achieved what I had always been searching for. Oh, it was glorious. As if we were designed to fit together. 
 
    He looked at me for a long second then slowly withdrew all the way to the very beginning. No, I thought. No, I need you inside of me. As if reading my mind, he slowly thrust forward. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” I moaned as I rose up to meet him. Yes, this was what I wanted. This was what I needed. “Yes,” 
 
    Jake thrust into me again. Over and over, pushing me higher. Our bodies working together. Our hearts beating the same rhythm. Our souls becoming one. Over and over. 
 
    Once again, I felt that wave approaching me. Lifting me higher, then he thrust one last time, his body going stiff with release as he throbbed inside of me. It pushed me over the edge and my world exploded. Lights and sounds shot off in a thousand different directions. 
 
    “Yes,” I screamed, not caring who heard me. 
 
    Jake sighed heavily as he stared down into my eyes. “You Miss Riding Hood are special.” He whispered as my arms wrapped around him. Pulling him in tight. I wanted this weight on me. I would never let go. This feeling of power and wonder and specialness. No never. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Four 
 
    Jake 
 
    Sadie rested in the crook of my shoulder. Both of us coming down from the highest of highs. Her soft body meshed with mine as my fingers slowly caressed that sweet butt of hers. The woman fit against me perfectly. Almost as if she’d been designed to do so. 
 
    A virgin? Why hadn’t she told me? I would have taken more care.  
 
    I smiled to myself as a sense of happiness washed over me. I had been her first. It made me feel privileged, almost special. As if she had chosen me for this particular honor. 
 
    Who was this woman and how had she affected me so much so quickly? It was more than her beauty. Something about the way she looked at me. As if she saw the real me. But it was still more. A confident innocence that spoke to my soul. 
 
    Pulling back, she looked up at me and smiled weakly. 
 
    “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Sure,” I responded, surprised to find that I didn’t mind things getting more personal. 
 
    “Why didn’t you sign with the Orioles?” 
 
    I laughed. That had not been the question I expected. But really, it was probably the one question that got to the heart of matters. 
 
    “Lots of reasons,” I answered. Her eyes continued to probe, demanding more. I sighed heavily. “Really, because I don’t know if I will make a great baseball player. I might make it all the way to the Majors but I’ll never get to the hall of fame.” 
 
    She nodded as if she understood. 
 
    “A heart surgeon. That’s what I want to be. Those guys are doing something important every day.” 
 
    Sadie smiled sweetly and laid back down. It seemed my answer had satisfied her. 
 
    “My turn,” I said. 
 
    Her body immediately stiffened. She probably thought I was going to ask how someone so beautiful goes this long without losing her virginity. But that was her business. It didn’t really matter. 
 
    “What’s your middle name?” 
 
    She frowned up at me.  
 
    I laughed. “I’m serious.” 
 
    The frown deepened then she answered, “Elizabeth.” She glanced at me then buried her head in my shoulder again. 
 
    “Sadie Elizabeth Winters,” I said “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman. It suits you.” 
 
    She reached over me to pull me into a tight squeeze as her leg draped over mine. I sighed as I took in the specialness of Sadie Elizabeth Winters. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Sadie 
 
    Every muscle ached. My insides were tender, but I wouldn’t have changed this night for anything. We had spent the entire night in the bedroom. Making sweet slow love all night long. To hell with Jeanie. If she was stuck taking tickets all night by herself, tough. It was her own fault. 
 
    Sighing heavily, my eyes fluttered open to find Jake fast asleep. His mouth partly open. His glorious chest rising with each breath. The man was just too perfect. It was intimidating. What had Jeanie been thinking? 
 
    Strong, handsome, intelligent, kind. Everything a girl could ever ask for. And it was over, I realized as my insides twisted up into a knot. The man would return to his life of women, wine, and song. Along with the demands of med-school thrown in. Big man on campus. A hundred women chasing him. His life was mapped out. And nowhere in it was there any room for a sophomore from Nebraska.  
 
    It was over, I told myself again. A memory, nothing more. A sweet, hidden memory that no one could ever take from me.  
 
    My heart hurt so much. I was never going to have what I wanted most in this life.  
 
    A tear threatened to fall, I grit my teeth and started to get out of there. He couldn’t see me like this. He would see it in my eyes. He would know that I was in love with him. The thought of a look of pity from Jake Dawson scared me to my very core. Under no circumstances could I let him see me that way. It would rip my soul into a thousand pieces. 
 
    No, I desperately needed him to think it had been nothing special to me. A one night stand. An opportunity to lose a bothersome condition. Nothing more. 
 
    Carefully swinging my feet off the bed and onto the floor, I tried to get up without waking him. He grumbled in his sleep and an arm reached out to where I had lain. My insides melted. Even now, the man wanted me. It was enough to make a girl feel as if she had control of the entire world. 
 
    No, I reminded myself. Get out while the getting is good. Leave before that awkward morning confrontation I had heard so much about. My insides tumbled at the thought. What would we say to each other? What could we possibly have in common?  
 
    What would Jeanie do? I started to ask myself as the thought of leaving him tore at me. 
 
    No, get away. Quickly. 
 
    Padding across the room, I quickly gathered my clothes. I slipped into the dress without the bustier and then donned the cape. It would have to do.  
 
    Snatching my shoes from the floor, I spun, giving the room one last examination before I silently slipped out of Jake Dawson’s life forever. 
 
    Once I reached the front porch I pulled my hood up, extremely pleased with myself at my choice of costume. The large cowling would hide my walk of shame. 
 
    I swallowed hard and slipped into my shoes. The morning sun was just peeking through the bare tree branches. A cold nip in the air reminded me that winter was coming. It also reminded me how nice and warm and safe and secure it had felt in Jake’s arms. 
 
    Every part of me wanted to return to his embrace. To curl up next to him and never leave. 
 
    No. I admonished myself as I started for the Sorority house. Every step took me farther away from him. Every step took me back to my old life. 
 
    But things were different I realized. More than the physical changes. My virginity was gone, never to return, and in reality, I didn’t feel bad or regretful. How could I? It had been Jake Dawson. 
 
    That thought reminded me of what I was walking away from. I knew that deep in my heart every man I knew from this point forward would be compared to Jake Dawson. I also knew that most of them would come up short. 
 
    A weird sadness combined with happiness settled over me. I loved what had happened. It had been special. Memorable. But it was gone. Like a perfect last bite of dessert. You loved it but wished there was more. 
 
    A sluggish emptiness began to fill me as I realized just how much I had left behind. Was he awake yet? Had he only pretended to sleep hoping I would leave, and he could avoid the whole next morning thing? 
 
    Or was he still sleeping? Should I have woken him? Maybe he had a class. What if he was late?  
 
    I came to a screeching halt and turned to go back. No, Sadie. I told myself as I forced myself around and back towards home. He’s a big boy. Besides, he would discover the truth about how I felt. It had to be written all over my face. 
 
    When I got to my room, I slowly opened the door, determined not to wake Jeanie. She would demand a detailed explanation of every detail. And in all honesty, I didn’t want to share. It was too personal. To much my own thing. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Jeanie demanded before I could even get the door closed. She switched on her lamp as she sat up in bed and shot me a hard stare. My heart fell. So much for a surreptitious entry. 
 
    “Where do you think?” I said as I slipped out of my cape and hung it over the back of a chair. A bath. All I wanted was to sink into a hot bath and recall everything, point for point. 
 
    “How should I know,” she said with a huff. “You disappeared. I couldn’t even go looking for you. I was tied to that front door all night.” 
 
    I shrugged as I removed my shoes. 
 
    “Seriously. Where did you go?” 
 
     “With Jake Dawson just like you set up,” I said as I tossed my panties into the laundry hamper just like I’d seen her do a dozen times. A small sense of pride washed through me. 
 
    Her eyes grew very big as she slowly shook her head. My stomach quivered. No, this was impossible. My insides suddenly tightened up as a sick feeling began to build inside of me. 
 
    “No,” she said, “I asked Kyle. I never said anything about it to Jake Dawson.” 
 
    It was official. My world was now over. I would have to transfer to a different university just to continue to live. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, desperately hoping I had misunderstood. “I saw you guys talking. He looked at me when you told him about me.” 
 
    She smiled widely. “I never told him. I swear.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said as I flopped onto the side of my bed and buried my face in my hands. 
 
    Jeanie laughed. “I take it from the wadded up panties that you are no longer a virgin. And with Jake Dawson of all people.” 
 
    “No! this wasn’t the way it was supposed to go.” 
 
    Jeanine laughed again. “So, was it good?” 
 
    I dropped my hands and gave her my best-disgusted look. She only smiled and raised an eyebrow in question. There was no putting her off. 
 
    “You know it was,” I said as my cheeks grew extremely warm with a blush that was probably traveling over my entire body. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. “Poor Kyle, I had him all set up but then we couldn’t find you. I’ll have to make it up to him somehow.” 
 
    “Jeanie,” I whined. “How did this happen. Oh, this is the worst.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked with a frown. “You lost your virginity which was the whole point remember. And to Jake Dawson, so that made it even more special. What is the big deal? 
 
    I had to fight to catch my breath. “I thought …” Oh, how had this happened? How could I be so stupid? “I thought he knew. I thought he understood.” 
 
    “So? You got what you wanted. All on your own. I didn’t pick him. But that’s okay. You’re paid in full.” 
 
    “Jeanie,” I said, exasperated. “You don’t get it. I basically kidnapped him. He’s going to think I’m someone I’m not.” 
 
    “Hey,” Jeanie said, obviously offended. “Speaking for … willing women everywhere… Just because you slept with a guy doesn’t mean you should be issued with a scarlet letter. Besides, you were a virgin. Believe me, he knows you’re not the kind to sleep around.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. “This is different. You weren’t there. I ravaged him. I mean all night long. I was insatiable. I just assumed he was doing me a favor. You don’t understand.” 
 
    Jeanie laughed. “I bet he didn’t mind.” 
 
    “No, but it wasn’t me. Not the real me. It was as if I was someone else. Or worse. Just like every other girl throwing herself at the famous Jake Dawson.” 
 
    Jeanine continued to chuckle. “I wouldn’t worry about it. Don’t forget. Those other girls weren’t virgins. Believe me, that makes you unique.” 
 
    My insides slid into a puddle of pure anguish. If it had been anyone else, I wouldn’t have cared so much. But this was Jake Dawson. What he thought about me was of the most importance. And now. I’d never be able to talk to him again. I wouldn’t be able to look him in the eyes. Not after the way I had acted. 
 
    “I will have to leave school,” I said without the slightest bit of hyperbole.  
 
    Jeanie just shook her head and lay back down. “It will look better in the morning.” 
 
    No, it wouldn’t. For one simple reason, I realized. Deep in the bottom of my heart, I had hoped that Jake might find me different. Might find something worth knowing. But that would never happen now.  
 
    Now, I was just the girl who pulled him in off the street and had my way with him. Now I was just another on a long list. 
 
    My world was over. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Five 
 
    Jake 
 
    I’ve got to admit I was a little pissed off to find the bed next to me empty. The faint sweet scent of her lavender perfume still hung in the air. I closed my eyes and remembered our night together.  
 
    The way her body responded to my caress. That beautiful pink blush that covered her body when she came. The way her eyes lit up when she thought I said something funny. How she could be both coy and aggressive at the same time. The woman was a contradiction wrapped in a mystery. 
 
    Where had this woman been all my life? 
 
    Grumbling to myself I got out of bed. I had an anatomy lab first thing that morning. Why had she left without saying goodbye? Was I nothing more than a means to an end? Was that it? A sex object to be used and tossed aside? 
 
    I’ve got to admit that I wasn’t happy about it. A fact I was going to change as soon as possible. 
 
    It took me most of the day to find Kyle. He was buried in the back of the campus coffee shop. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I barked before I could stop myself. 
 
    He looked up from his textbook as if I’d grown a second head. “Sorry, I didn’t know I was at your beck and call.” 
 
    I shook my head as I slipped into the chair across from him. He was right. I was acting like a raw freshman after a girl smiled at him. 
 
    “Sadie Elizabeth Winters.” 
 
    Kyle frowned at me, obviously wanting more. 
 
    “Who is she. Where is she?” I asked as I forced my voice to sound half-way calm. 
 
    Again, he frowned and slowly shook his head. “The redhead, from last night at the haunted house? The virgin.” 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Jeanie told me. Said she was looking to set up her friend with someone willing to … end her situation. Although, now it seems you’ve already taken care of it.” 
 
    My stomach fell. Had that been it? Just a one-time thing. The girl didn’t want to be a virgin anymore and I was the lucky bastard to help out. Was I nothing more than the first opportunity? The thought made my insides turn over. No, it had to mean more than that. At least it had for me. 
 
    “Yes, that’s the one,” I told him as I tried to force my racing heart to slow down.  
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “I gave you everything I had yesterday.” 
 
    I stopped myself from snapping at him and took a deep breath. “I know. I need you to find out. No way am I going to talk to her at her Sorority house. We wouldn’t get any privacy.” 
 
    His eyes grew larger for a second. “You didn’t get her number?” 
 
    “No, she left this morning before I could ask.” 
 
    He grinned. “So, let me see if I have this correct. A beautiful woman rocks your world. Then the next morning, she leaves. No questions asked. No demands made. And you find this a problem why?” 
 
    I sighed heavily. How could I explain it? Kyle would never understand. Hell, I didn’t understand. I just needed to find her. I needed to know that she was alright. That I hadn’t done something to make her upset. 
 
    I just needed to talk to her again. 
 
    Kyle continued to stare at me, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    “Just get me what I need,” I said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    He continued to study me for a minute then nodded. “You know, you could probably get it from the registrar. I know for a fact that the lady in the office has a thing for hot baseball studs. She’d give you her first born if you asked nicely.” 
 
    “Just do it, Okay?” 
 
    He studied me for a moment then nodded. “Sure, I’ll have something for you tomorrow. You could always ask Jeanie. She’d have the information.” 
 
    “No, I don’t want Jeanie involved in this.” 
 
    He smiled. “Okay, I get it. Sure, tomorrow.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing that I was on a path to finding her again made it easier to breathe. 
 
    Kyle tipped his head and looked at me strangely. “This is different. She got to you.” 
 
    My guts tightened up. No way was I telling Kyle anything. The man lived to talk crap in the locker room.  
 
    He saw it in my eyes though. He laughed and sat back. “Well, well, the great Jake Dawson is human after all. So how does it feel being the one left behind? You do realize two dozen girls will relish in your agony.” 
 
    I ignored him. No way was I going there. Sure, I’d been known to play fast and loose. But they always knew beforehand. And I never snuck out the next morning. Not without saying goodbye.  
 
    “Just get me the information. I’ll meet you here. In fact, I’ll buy you a coffee.” 
 
    He smiled, “You must have it pretty bad if you’re willing to spring for an entire coffee.” 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said before I got up and left. Tomorrow, I could start trying to find her tomorrow. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    I swear she was avoiding me. For two days I tried tracking her down. Once, I saw her auburn hair and those perfect hips of hers draped in a plaid skirt. I knew it was her, but before I could catch up to her she disappeared into the library and was lost. 
 
    Kyle had given me her schedule and even her phone number somehow. But no, I needed to talk to her in person. In private. I needed to know if she had felt any of the things I felt or was I just an idiot. Had I gone insane? For the first time, I understood the term ‘Lovesick.’ 
 
    The next day, using Kyle’s information, I placed myself outside her English Lit class. No way could she avoid me. I leaned up against the wall directly across from the door. Arms folded, waiting. As soon as it opened I started scanning the crowd. 
 
    There, in the far back. Our eyes met, and I knew she saw me. That spark of energy between us hung in the air. But then, without any acknowledgment, she turned and walked back into the class. 
 
    Okay, I thought. Maybe she forgot something. I waited. As the seconds drew out I started making excuses. Maybe she needed to talk with the professor. 
 
    Still, I waited, all the while my anger grew. I just wanted to talk. 
 
    At last, I couldn’t wait any longer. I opened the glass door and stepped into an empty room. 
 
    She’d gone out another way. 
 
    My heart fell. I was becoming a stalker I realized. I’d probably scared her off. What should I expect? 
 
    Sighing, I turned to leave, my mind reeling from the rejection. I had been but a means to an end. And I would just have to accept it. 
 
    Gritting my teeth, I made my way to class, but each step felt as if I was walking away from something important. 
 
    All I wanted was to talk to her for a moment. That would tell me what I needed to know. If she didn’t want anything to do with me. Then fine. There were more than a few girls in the area who thought otherwise. 
 
    But, obviously, she didn’t want to talk to me. Obviously, I was to be forgotten and tossed aside. I almost laughed at myself. Boy, I sounded pathetic. 
 
    “Get over yourself, Jake,” I mumbled to myself. The girl doesn’t want anything to do with you. Tough. That’s life. 
 
    A sadness filled me. But, also a determination. I wasn’t letting her go that easily. Sometime, somewhere. No, this was going to take special action.  
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Sadie 
 
    I swear, he was everywhere. I couldn’t turn around without him being in the general vicinity. Each time my stomach would turn flips, back and forth, then churn at high speed. 
 
    The man just stood out. Taller, better looking, wide shoulders and narrow hips. The kind of man that drew a woman’s attention.  
 
    Believe me. I wasn’t the only one aware of his presence. More than one girl would be checking him out. Some of them weren’t so sly about it either. Another reminder of just how much of a fool I had been. The man must think I was a groupie. A stalker who couldn’t keep her legs shut. 
 
    Once I saw him outside my English lit class waiting for someone. My mind froze as I backed out of there. The last thing I wanted was to see him talking to some girl. 
 
    Every waking moment and half the night I had this recurring nightmare of bumping into him in the hall. He’d look down at me and slowly shake his head before brushing past me as if I was an afterthought.  
 
    When my classes ended I would scurry home, praying I got there without seeing him.  
 
    Of course, every time I did see him, my heart would flutter, and I would be reminded of how he made me feel. How his kisses took me to another world. How his arms wrapped around me made this world feel safe and secure. As if nothing could ever go wrong. Not as long as Jake Dawson held me. 
 
    Then I would remember that I would never have that feeling again and my soul would plummet to the deepest abyss. 
 
    And then, I didn’t see him. It was as if he had disappeared off the face of the earth. I had trained myself to be on the lookout. But now, he was gone. Days went by without Jake anywhere. 
 
    Was he okay? Was my first thought. Or had he been so disturbed by my stalking that he had left college? Surprisingly, the thought made me feel even worse. While it was bad enough knowing that I might run into him at any time. The thought of never seeing him again sent a bolt of pure misery straight to my heart. 
 
    “Get a grip, Sadie,” I said to myself. He is only a man. There will be others. But deep down, I knew they would never be enough. 
 
    When I came into our room I slumped against the door and sighed. 
 
    Jeanie looked up from her book and frowned. She had been doing that a lot lately. She would frown at me and slowly shake her head. As if I had a terminal disease or something. 
 
    I took a deep breath and pushed myself off away from the door as I tried to figure out what had become of Jake Dawson. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Six 
 
    Sadie 
 
    I changed into shorts and a T-shirt. It was going to be a Top-Ramen night. Jeanie and I were staying in and catching up on our homework. I was pretty sure Jeanie was doing it because she was afraid to leave me alone. Afraid I’d end up in the corner crying my eyes out. 
 
    Like I’ve said, she was definitely good friend material. 
 
    I’d barely gotten settled on my bed, legs folded under me, my Western Civ book open, when a sharp knock at the door made me jump. 
 
    Jeanie looked over at me as if asking if I was expecting anyone. I shook my head. It could be any one of our sorority sisters or it could be a serial killer for all I knew. More likely one of our sisters needing to borrow an eyelash curler or something ridiculous like that. 
 
    She reluctantly got up to answer the door. It was her turn. When she pulled it open, the space was empty. A cardboard box had been left just outside our door. Jeanie stuck her head out and looked both ways. Then glanced back at me and shook her head. 
 
    I shrugged. This was college, it could be anything.  
 
    She picked it up and shook it gently. “It’s to light to be a severed head.” Holding it up to her ear she again shook her head. “Nothing ticking.” 
 
    I laughed. “Open it.” 
 
    Jeanie studied the box then pursed her lips and shook her head. “I can’t. It’s addressed to you.”  
 
    She twisted the box to show me my name written in large letters across the top. Someone had wanted to make sure I was the one to open it. I gently took the box from her hands and frowned. It wasn’t from Mom or Dad. They would have put a shipping label on it. Besides, Dad’s handwriting was indecipherable. And Mom’s was neat, always in blue pen. This was large, strong and in black marker.  
 
    Bringing it up to my nose, I sniffed. Nope, just dry cardboard. I turned it over, examining it. Two feet square. The box was sealed by shipping tape. That plastic stuff that is stronger than an elephant on steroids.  
 
    “Will you open it already,” Jeanie said with her hands on her hips. The girl hated suspense. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I gently shook it again. Slowly drawing out the tension. 
 
    “Ahhhh,” she yelled. 
 
    “Okay, Okay. But who would be leaving boxes outside the door? 
 
    She frowned heavily. “If you would open it, we would find out.” 
 
    Setting the box on the floor, I used my nail to slit the tape and pulled the top open. The box was stuffed with fluffy gray tissue paper.  
 
    Who uses gray paper to wrap presents? I wondered as I slowly moved it aside. 
 
    Inside, at the bottom, a stuffed animal. A middle sized one. Not a giant like you win at the county fair. Not a small bean bag type either. Just an ordinary toy. Okay, now I was very confused. Pulling the paper out of the way, I lifted it up out of the box. 
 
    My stomach fell. Oh no. 
 
    “What?” Jeanie demanded, obviously keying in on my expression. 
 
    “It’s a wolf,” I said as I stared down at it, unable to believe what I was seeing. A gray wolf. A cute, adorable wolf. A combination of fierceness about its eyes with a hint of happiness in the set of its mouth.  
 
    “So?” she said with an exasperation in her tone that let me know I had better explain quickly or she was going to lose it. 
 
    I sighed heavily as my heart began to race. “It’s from Jake Dawson.” I knew it without any return address on the box. I looked down at the animal in my arms and had to smile. It would always remind me of him. In fact, I knew that after enough time had gone by I would name it Jake. 
 
    “How do you know?” she asked with a furrowed brow. “And why a wolf. I mean it’s cute. But I can think of cuter animals than a wolf.” 
 
    “That night, he mentioned that every woman secretly wants a wolf in her life.” 
 
    Jeanie laughed. “The man isn’t wrong.” 
 
    “But why send it to me?” I asked. None of it made any sense.  
 
    Jeanine pushed me aside and reached into the box, retrieving a small envelope. “Most gifts come with a note,” she said, handing over the envelope. 
 
    I tucked the wolf under my arm and took the note. I couldn’t dare think of setting the stuffed animal aside. Instead, I used an elbow to hold it in place while I opened the envelope and removed the card. 
 
    My heart raced as I turned it and read the one word. 
 
    Dinner? 
 
    I frowned. Why? 
 
    “Here,” Jeanie said as she turned the note, so she could read it. “Oh, the man is good. Intriguing, yet straight to the point.” 
 
    “What am I going to do?” I asked with that little whiney girl voice that I hate. 
 
    Jeanie looked back at me like I’d just landed from a distant planet. “What do you mean? You are going to go to dinner with Jake Dawson. What a silly question.” 
 
    My stomach fell to the ground at the thought of sitting across the table from him. Knowing what we had done. Knowing that I’d been so aggressive. That wasn’t me. He would be disappointed when he found out the true me. And once again I would be crushed. 
 
    “You don’t understand, I can’t” 
 
    She continued to frown at me and started to tell me how stupid I was being when another knock at the door interrupted her. She paused and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “What could it be this time, a Red Riding Hood doll?” She asked as she went to the door. 
 
    Only this time. It wasn’t a box. It was Jake Dawson himself. Dressed in a sports coat, a buttoned-down shirt, open at the collar and a bouquet of daisies in his hand. My heart jumped into overdrive. The man was gorgeous. Just eat your heart out delectable. 
 
    He smiled at Jeanie and gave her a quick nod, then looked over her shoulder and caught my eyes with his. 
 
    “How’d you get up here?” Jeanie asked with a deep frown. 
 
    “A combination of stealth and bribery,” he told her without taking his eyes off me. 
 
    She continued to frown. All the while my stomach tumbled over itself. He smiled that knee-melting smile of his and said, “I realized that you don’t have a way to answer my question about dinner. So, I thought I’d stop by and get it in person.” 
 
    I froze. A solid block of rock. My mind whirled. I didn’t understand. Why was he doing this? Was he worried about me telling people he had taken advantage of me? Ravished an innocent virgin. 
 
    “Oh, these are for you,” he said as he stepped into the room and handed me the bouquet of flowers. 
 
    Somehow, I was able to take them from him. But my eyes never left his as I tried to fathom what was happening. 
 
    “Yes,” Jeanie said when I forgot how to talk. “Yes, she will go to dinner with you. And she thanks you for the flowers. Or at least she will.” 
 
    Her curt glance broke me out of the spell. “Yes, thank you,” I said to him as I caught a whiff of fresh flowers. 
 
    “Where are you taking her,” Jeanie asked, again saving me from my stupor. 
 
    Jake continued to look at me, his eyes trapping me in place like a frightened rabbit. “I was thinking of Georgina’s over on Sixth Street?” He said with a questioning tone, as if not really sure I had accepted. 
 
    “Oh, that is nice. Italian food is so romantic.” Jeanie said as she glanced at me again and shook her head. Obviously, I was failing miserably. 
 
    I took a breath, but nothing came out. I swear I had forgotten how to talk. Or more accurately, my brain had forgotten how to form words. 
 
    Jake looked at me, his brow narrowing in doubt. “Is that a yes?” he asked me. 
 
    Still, I lacked the ability to speak. Instead, I did the only thing I could do considering the situation. I slowly nodded. His face lit up with a large smile that made my legs wobble. Our eyes locked and we were lost in our own separate world for a moment. 
 
    Jeanie looked at him, then me, then back at him. She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Out,” she told him as she started to push him to the door. “Come back in an hour.” 
 
    He sighed heavily then smiled again as if he’d just been granted a reprieve from the hangman’s noose. “An hour. Yes, I can come back in an hour.” 
 
    Jeanie continued to shake her head until she had him outside and the door shut. Turning, she studied me for a long moment as she frowned while biting her lip.  
 
    “What?” I asked, finally remembering how to talk. 
 
    She sighed heavily. “We have an hour to make you sexy yet stylish enough for Georgina’s. This isn’t some pizza parlor.” 
 
    “Listen Jeanie …” 
 
    “Shower,” she said, pointing to the bathroom. “We don’t have time for discussion. I’ll start assembling possible outfits while you get ready. And don’t forget to shave the important parts.” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I felt myself blush. This was so not ending up with Jake and I sleeping together. No, this was just him wanting some closure. He probably felt guilty and thought that by taking me out it would make it all right.  
 
    Who knew with boys? They thought in strange ways sometimes. Saw the world from a different perspective.  
 
    The next hour was a mad rush as I tried on a dozen different outfits but not before I put his flowers in a tall glass on my bedside table. Besides the outfits, I tried different hairstyles. Up, middle-up, down. Finally, I settled on the down. It was the way I wore the night we met. 
 
    After the last effort with the dresses, my favorite tartan skirt, Jeanie slowly shook her head. “No, it says college chick, not a sexy woman. No, we don’t have a choice. It is a bit of a cliché but I think we are going to have to go with my little black dress.” 
 
    My heart jumped, Jeanie did realize how important this was. 
 
    When I slipped it on, I felt as if I was putting on a silky piece of armor. In that dress, I could take on any man. 
 
    “Here,” she said as she handed me my black heels. 
 
    Jeanie stepped back and examined me with a large smile. “The poor bastard. He’s never going to stand a chance.” 
 
    My heart swelled with the first hint of hope. Was she right? Did I have a chance of making Jake like me? Or was this just another chance for him to take me to bed. 
 
    And if so, would that be so bad? I wondered. No, I couldn’t do that. Hop into his bed any time he beckoned. Of course, I couldn’t blame him for thinking that ways since that is exactly what I had done the first time. Well, to be honest, I had done the beckoning. 
 
    A sharp knock at the door had us both jumping. Jeanie held up a hand, silently telling me to calm myself. Then she ran around frantically gathering up all the dresses, bras and panties strewn throughout the room. Once they were stuffed out of the way, she opened the door. 
 
    Jake filled up the doorway. His broad shoulder taking up half the space in the world. In his hands, a box of chocolates. I couldn’t help but smile. The boy was pulling out all the cheesy stops and I loved him for it.  
 
    He wasn’t afraid of looking uncool. No, not Jake Dawson, the man didn’t know the meaning of uncool. 
 
    His eyes slowly traveled over me as he examined every curve. I was reminded of our time together when I stood before him naked and he had looked at me. Why did I feel more nervous now?  
 
    “Here, I’ll take those,” Jeanie said as she pulled the chocolate box from his hands. “Payment, for letting you borrow my dress,” she said to me with a smile. 
 
    Jake smiled back and said, “Jeanie, you are a genius. I will get you a case if you let her keep that dress.” 
 
    I smiled as my insides curled up. He liked what he saw. 
 
    “Shall we?” he asked as he held out an arm. 
 
    Swallowing hard, I glanced at Jeanie, silently thanking her. As I walked past, she leaned in to whisper. “Don’t forget to speak occasionally. Let him know you have half a brain.” She then whispered even quieter. “I’ll be gone for the night if you want the place to yourselves.” 
 
    I tried not to gulp as I fought not to think that far in advance. Right now, I was concentrating on making it to dinner without blurting out a thousand questions. 
 
    As I slipped my arm into his. He smiled down at me. Okay, two thousand questions. I could live on that smile for weeks.  
 
  
 
  



 Chapter Seven 
 
    Jake 
 
    She was gorgeous in the gut-wrenching way that made a guy rethink every aspect of what he knew. The dress highlighted her curves perfectly. Her hair fell in silky waves down her back. Her lavender perfume pulled at me. The soft click of her heels, the way she kept glancing up at me with those large doe eyes of hers and my heart was lost. 
 
    The woman was too sexy. I know, I had never thought that possible. But, I hated the idea of any other guy seeing her. A possessive passion had taken up permanent residence in the bottom of my gut. I know I wasn’t supposed to feel that way. Believe me, I had attended enough sexual harassment lectures. But that didn’t change the fact that I would kill anyone who tried to hurt this woman. 
 
    As we walked down the stairs an awkward silence hung in the air. It was like I was in high school all over again. That prickly tension where both of us were too nervous to even speak. 
 
    Why? I wondered. What was it about this woman that made me feel like a gawky teenager. A stage I had put behind myself a long time ago.  
 
    This is too important I realized. That was why I was nervous. If I said the wrong thing I might lose her before I ever had a chance. And with the way I felt, that could not be allowed to happen. No, I told myself. Everything must go perfectly. 
 
    When we stepped out of the house we were greeted with a brisk autumn breeze. The air was filled with the scent of pine, pumpkin spice, and a hint of approaching winter. 
 
    Sadie shivered. My heart jumped. Was she having second thoughts? Then the goosebumps on her arm let me know she was probably freezing. That dress didn’t offer a lot of protection from the elements. 
 
    “Here,” I said as I draped my sports coat over her shoulders.  
 
    She looked up at me with a thankful smile, making me feel like I had just conquered a hoard of barbarians. I swear I could have moved half a mountain at that very moment if she but asked. 
 
    .o0o. 
 
    Sadie 
 
    Of course, the man was gallant, I thought as I tugged his jacket tight around my shoulders. When he wasn’t looking, I pulled it up to take in a deep breath, savoring that delicious smell of leather and sandalwood. 
 
    The night was brisk with a hint of coming winter as we walked towards the restaurant. Why had he asked me out? He’d already had what guys wanted. Sex without demands or questions. Why hadn’t he moved on to any of the other dozen girls waiting in line? 
 
    No, don’t do that, I told myself. Just enjoy the evening. You are with a strong, handsome, intelligent, kind man. A man who was also gallant, I reminded myself. Enjoy it. I knew it wasn’t forever. Just dinner. I would deal with the sense of loss tomorrow. Tonight, I would just enjoy myself. 
 
    As we walked, my churning stomach fought with my fluttering heart. Jake smiled down at me and my very core caught fire. Oh, this was going to be a long night if he kept smiling at me that way. 
 
    When we reached the corner, he took my hand to help me across a rough patch of street. My heart jumped as I mentally checked if my hands were sweaty. Obviously, they weren’t too bad because he didn’t let go when we got to the other side.  
 
    Okay, fluttering heart was winning. 
 
    When we got to the restaurant, I reluctantly slipped off his jacket and gave it back. All the while, it felt like I was giving away a treasured possession. 
 
    He nodded his thanks as he slipped it on then pulled the door open for me. His hand gently rested on the small of my back as we stepped in. I had to close my eyes for a second as I felt the electricity from his touch travel through my entire body.  
 
    A strong aroma of garlic, fennel, and some unknown spice caught me as I stepped inside. Jake had made reservations. The hostess glanced up at him and smiled, obviously liking what she saw. I wanted to lean over and rip her eyes out. Okay, maybe I was being a little overdramatic. But that didn’t mean the thought didn’t cross my mind. 
 
    As we were seated, I sighed internally. First part done, we had gotten there. My heart was still fluttering and the smell wafting in from the kitchen made my mouth salivate. This was going to be so much better than Top-Ramen. 
 
    While we studied the menus, that awkward feeling descended over me again. How do you have a first date with a man who has been inside of you? Taken your virginity no less. How do you sit there and pretend that there wasn’t this huge issue between you? 
 
    What did he think of me? Had he been satisfied with me? Or had I been an inept amateur in bed? Questions I could never ask. Questions that would scare the crap out of him. 
 
    “So, I have a question,” Jake said as he looked over the top of his menu. Those eyes of his penetrating my very soul 
 
    Here it comes. How does a girl get to be my age and is still a virgin? He is going to attack the issue head-on. Bringing it out in the open where it could be examined in fine detail. Gritting my teeth, I nodded slightly for him to go on. 
 
    “What is your favorite book?” 
 
    “Ha,” I barked before I could stop myself. He frowned back at me, obviously wondering why his question had elicited such a funny response. 
 
    I smiled weakly, letting him know it wasn’t him as my mind shifted to a different spot in my brain. 
 
    “I’ve always liked fantasy.” Realizing how that might sound. I felt my cheeks grow warm, but Jake just nodded, waiting for more. My favorite is Dragon Fire. It’s a fairy tale at heart but still …“ 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It’s really romantic,” I sighed, wondering what he might think of my dragon-shifter fetish? But he just smiled, taking in my words. “How about you?” I asked, desperate to turn the conversation onto him. 
 
    “Enders Game,” he said firmly. “Both most read, and favorite.” 
 
    I nodded as once again a silence fell between the two of us. It was my turn to ask a question, but I couldn’t ask the question I wanted to ask. Why had he asked me out? No, that would make me sound like a foolish school girl who couldn’t believe the great Jake Dawson had asked her out.  
 
    Instead, I copped out and asked about his favorite music. And that was how we moved the evening into a safe zone. Where neither of us would address the fact that we had already slept together.  
 
    The meal was perfect, of course, nothing about that evening would be anything less than perfect. We spent it discussing our lives, friends, school, families. I told him about the first time my dad took me to a Royal’s game in Kansas City. How he taught me to keep the scorebook and how I fell in love with baseball and all its complexities. 
 
    His eyes lit up even more. “Be careful,” he said. “If you get me talking about baseball we will never get to anything else.” 
 
    My inside’s softened, I loved how we had that in common. 
 
    Slowly we drifted into talking about the future, our dreams, our hopes. All of it perfect first date material. But, still, that question ate at the back of my mind. Why had he asked me out? 
 
    After the most perfect Crème Brule’, Jake paid the bill and escorted me to the front. Once again putting his hand on my lower back. Okay, I could get used to that feeling of specialness. When we got there, he quickly slipped out of his jacket and put it on my shoulders before even opening the door.  
 
    This time I didn’t wait until he was not looking before I pulled it up to take a deep sniff. God, my insides dissolved into a puddle. It was so Jake. So perfect. 
 
    He took my hand, as we walked home. Each step, the tension grew. What would he expect? Was I someone he just assumed would sleep with him again. After all, we already had, and this had been a pretty great date. And oh, by the way, he was Jake Dawson after all. 
 
    Was that how he looked at me? Just another girl in a long line of girls. 
 
    As we drew closer, I felt as if I was walking to the gallows. I knew that if Jake assumed we would sleep together I would be hurt. That this hadn’t been special. Of course, he was a guy, so I knew that he wanted to. Or at least I hoped he did. But it was the assumption part that bothered me.  
 
    It would mean I wasn’t special. It would mean that he didn’t feel towards me the way I felt towards him.  
 
    I know, silly girl logic. But that was what I felt deep in my stomach. 
 
    As we walked up the path to the house. I glanced up at him and realized that I was in love. Deep, no doubt about it IN LOVE.  
 
    That stomach churning, hopeful happiness that was hemmed in by doubt and worry. That silly feeling in the bottom of my soul that I had met the one man I would ever love. The one man I was meant to be with. 
 
    And yet, I had absolutely no idea how he felt about me. Oh, I’d seen the hungry look in his eyes. But that was the wolf inside of him. The male animal. No, what did he think about me? The real me. 
 
    When we got to my door of the sorority house, he stopped and turned, smiling down at me. Turning my insides to mush. Oh, who was I kidding? I wanted him to come in. I wanted to sneak him into my room and have him to make love to me all night long. I wanted to wake up sore and happy. 
 
    My own stupid self-doubt was the only thing stopping me from pulling him into my room and having my way with him, over and over. What would he think of me? 
 
    Without thinking, the question that had been eating at me all night burst free. 
 
    “Why did you ask me out?” 
 
    There I had said it. The one thing I desperately needed to know. 
 
    His brow furrowed for a moment, then he smiled and gave me a shrug. I could have killed him. The most important question of my life and he dismissed it with a silent ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    He sighed heavily then stared into my eyes. Suddenly my nervous tongue took over and I began to babble. “I mean, why? You already had what a guy wants. Why the fancy dinner. Why that fluffy stuffed wolf. Why go to all this trouble?” 
 
    Again, he shrugged. “Because,” he began. “When a man finds a girl that he might potentially fall in love with. He sort of wants to get to know her. I figured if …” 
 
    “What,” I interrupted. 
 
    He took a deep breath. “Listen, Sadie. You are special. But then you know that.” 
 
    “No, I don’t” I corrected him before I could stop myself. 
 
    Jake smiled again and slowly shook his head. “Sadie Elizabeth Winters, you are one of the most special girls I have ever met. Gorgeous, intelligent, funny, you love baseball. I mean, what more could a guy ask for. And I want us to become more than a fast hook-up. A lot more, for a long time.” 
 
    My world slammed to a quick halt. Had I heard him correctly? 
 
    But, before I could confirm anything, he bent down and took my lips with his. Shoving aside any doubt. This was the man I loved and would always love. 
 
    After a long breathless kiss, he pulled back and said, “It is important what you think about me. I don’t want you thinking I just want sex from you. I want so much more. So, I will say goodnight and hopefully, you will agree to go out with me again. Maybe next Friday?” he said with a hopeful smile. 
 
    I stood there, my arms draped around his neck and stared up into his eyes. How had this happened? How had this wonderful man come to care for me? 
 
    “Jake Dawson,” I said as I opened the door to my room, finally finding my confidence now that I know he wants me. “If you think you are leaving me alone tonight, you are insane. Get your beautiful butt in there. Be quiet and we might make it to my room without anyone knowing.” 
 
    He smiled that big boy smile of his. The one where he knows what he is going to get. The one that makes me want him immediately. 
 
    “Okay,” he said as he pulled the door open. “But only because you are too damn sexy to resist.” 
 
    My heart melted as I fell into his arms. My man, Jake Dawson was my man and always would be. A girl can’t ask for anything more. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Epilogue  
 
    Six years later 
 
    I was writing the homework assignment on the board when one of my students called out. 
 
    “Mrs. Dawson?” 
 
    My mind froze. It always did when I heard that name. Six months and I still wasn’t used to it. 
 
    “Yes, Mary,” I said as I turned back to her. 
 
    “Is your husband a doctor?” 
 
    Okay, that was a different question. I’d only been teaching for a few years. But I thought I’d heard it all. 
 
    “Yes, he is a surgical resident at City General. Why?” I asked. 
 
    Mary smiled. “I met him this weekend. I was visiting my Grandmother. He was one of her doctors.” Her eyebrows wiggled. “He’s a hottie.” 
 
    I blushed. “Yes, he is,” I answered. The class laughed. 
 
    My stomach turned over when I thought about the coming evening. I would tell him tonight. I couldn’t keep it to myself any longer. 
 
     I’d been praying for this miracle. We both had. And tonight I would finally be able to let Jake know that he would be a father later this year.  
 
    My heart jumped thinking of Jake holding my baby. Yes, my wolf would make an excellent father. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    My Brother’s Best Friend 
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Karla 
 
    There he was, Dean Parker. My secret fantasy. And so far out of bounds I couldn’t even see the boundary from here. 
 
    He walked across the quad like he owned the campus. Not for the first time, I secretly congratulated myself for choosing the same college. Sometimes I can be halfway smart. 
 
     Tall, lean, and mean. Or at least tough looking. He had that whole bad boy thing down pat. Dark hair, a little too long. Piercing blue eyes, a little too sharp. And wide shoulders that looked like they could carry the weight of the world. 
 
    The scar over his right eye and the bump from a formerly broken nose were the only blemishes on an overly handsome face. The kind of face that made a girl’s knees go weak.  
 
    I’m sure most of the women around here believed he’d gotten those scars in a nasty barroom fight. 
 
    Only I knew the truth. 
 
    He’d received those badges of honor at the ripe old age of twelve. He and my brother Jack were jumping their bikes over a ramp. I still like to believe he had been showing off to try and impress me. Okay, Okay, we can all have our own fantasy world. 
 
     Dean caught his front wheel and went over the handlebars like he was shot out of a cannon.  
 
     I still cringe, thinking about it. Face first into the asphalt. There was so much blood that it took half a Seattle winter for it to all wash away. Dean bounced up, blood flowing out of him like a punctured fire hose, and said, “I’m okay,” 
 
    Me, being the strong, independent eleven-year-old girl. Fainted dead away. 
 
    When I came to, Dean was bent over me with a look of concern that melted my heart. The boy was still bleeding and he was more worried about me.  
 
    I fell for him at that exact moment. I mean head over heals full on love. Not a silly school girl crush. Oh, I’d always had a crush on Dean, what girl wouldn’t. The guy was so … so … boy. 
 
    The first time I heard that poem, I thought it was written about Dean, you know the - Snips and snails and puppy dog tails. That was Dean as a boy.  
 
    And here he was walking right towards me. My heart skipped a beat and what I called the Dean butterflies took flight. They only flew and fluttered when he was around. I bit the inside of my lip and waited. 
 
    “Hey, Kid,” he said as he sat down on the bench next to me. He knew full well I hated being called, Kid, but then that was why he did it.  
 
    God, how I wished he’d call me Karla. Just once. 
 
    I swallowed hard and pushed back at the nervousness rushing through me. My one goal in life was to never let him know how I felt about him. I would have died a thousand deaths if he ever found out. Unless my brother Jack found out first. In which case he would kill me before I had a chance to die. 
 
    “Hey,” I answered. As always, my skill at conversation seemed to disappear whenever he was around. 
 
    “Jack asked me to check in on you. He said you won’t answer his calls.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’m not talking to the idiot.” 
 
    He laughed and shook his head. He had learned long ago not to get in the middle of our family squabbles. 
 
    “What did he do this time?” 
 
    I shook my head, “The traitor told Mom about my grade in Economics.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yeah, that will do it.” 
 
    “I thought that by going to a different school I could avoid the whole big brother thing. He’s all the way across town and he still found out.” 
 
    He laughed again and shook his head. “That won’t ever go away. It doesn’t matter where you are, he’s still going to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    How well I knew it. My big brother made it a point to ruin my life on a quarterly basis. 
 
    “So, what are you up to.” I began, desperate to change the subject. I hated talking about my brother with Dean. It just emphasized the fact that I could never have what I truly wanted. Even if somehow the scrumptious Dean became interested in me, Jack would make sure nothing happened. Like I said, out of bounds. 
 
    He shrugged his wide shoulders, “Nothing much.” 
 
    “What? No girls waiting by the phone for you to call. From what I hear if you crook a finger a dozen rather willing and able young females will appear as if by magic.” 
 
    He laughed. “You keeping tabs on me?” 
 
    “Why not? You tell Jack what I do.” 
 
    He shook his head, “No I don’t. I promise. I wouldn’t do that. Of course, that doesn’t mean I’m not here if you need me. But you’re twenty. You’re old enough to make your own mistakes.” 
 
    I looked at him, unable to believe what I had just heard. Did he really think of me as a grown up? 
 
    “Besides, a pretty girl like you. You’ve probably got a dozen guys chasing you. If I told Jack about them all, he’d have me spending all my time scaring them off.” 
 
    My heart stopped. Full halt. Dean Parker thought I was pretty. Never, in a thousand years would I have thought he thought that way. Grown up and pretty.  
 
    Suddenly I felt my cheeks grow warm and knew I was blushing. Great, now he was going to go back to thinking of me as a little girl again. 
 
    He smiled at me and then leaned back on the bench as he spread his arms across the back and tilted his head up to the sun, catching the last rays of the fall before winter set it. 
 
    My eyes couldn’t help themselves as I studied his profile. The man was just too good looking for his own good. A hard chin with a four days growth of beard. High cheekbones and lips that begged to be kissed. My heart skipped a beat just looking at him. 
 
    Sighing internally, I let my eyes roam down over his body. The open flannel shirt over a tight T-shirt was his normal look. A good look for him, simple yet male, very male. At least the way he wore them. 
 
    As my eyes traveled lower, I couldn’t stop myself from glancing down at his crotch. The three-year-old memory of me walking in on him as he came out of the shower flashed into the forefront of my brain and refused to leave. 
 
    Even now, my cheeks grew warm thinking about it. The man was hung. Big enough to make a girl wonder if he was too big. 
 
    I swallowed hard and tried to look away. Instead, I licked my lips as I remembered how hot he had looked coming out of that shower. Hard muscles dripping with water. 
 
    When he saw me there, staring, he’s simply smiled and shook his head. I, of course, being the idiot I am, screamed and rushed from the room to spend the next three hours frightened to death that he would say something to my parents. Or worse, Jack.  
 
    I knew my brother, he’d blame me. Say I’d walked in on Dean intentionally. 
 
    But Dean hadn’t said a word. That was him, despite the bad boy looks, deep down he was a gentleman at heart. 
 
    “You said earlier that you’d help me if I need it,” I said before I could stop myself. Suddenly a plan had jumped fully formed into my brain. I was twenty, why couldn’t I have what I wanted at least once. To hell with my brother. Besides what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. 
 
    Now it was only a matter of pulling my plan off without crumbling into a blithering idiot in front of him. 
 
    Dean opened one eye and squinted at me through the bright sun. 
 
    “Do I need to beat up someone? If so, who and when?” 
 
    I laughed, that was Dean. I think deep down he wanted to be a knight in shining armor. And who could blame him? The man was born for the role. 
 
    “No,” I told him as my stomach clenched up into a tight ball. If this went wrong, so many things would be ruined. My secret hopes most of all.  
 
    “I need a date,” I said as I held my breath. 
 
    Both eyes opened fully as he twisted towards me. 
 
    “A pretend date,” I added quickly. 
 
    His shoulders relaxed as he studied me closely, giving me a chance to explain. 
 
    “My English teacher is having a party.” 
 
    His brow furrowed in confusion. 
 
    “It’s all the students that have been picked to help with his research project. And their dates. A couple of dozen people at the most.” 
 
    “You got selected as a research assistant, that’s pretty cool. I get it.” 
 
    I quickly looked down at my hands in my lap. A compliment from Dean always did that to me. He didn’t hand them out easily, but when he did, you knew he meant it. 
 
    “Yes … well,” I stammered, “I … Uh … It’s this Friday. At his house. We were told we could bring a date. I sort of thought …” 
 
    “Sure,” he said as he shrugged his shoulders. “But why me? Like I said, there have got to be a dozen guys who would jump at the chance. I mean, a girl like you does not have a problem finding guys.” 
 
    My stomach turned over. Two compliments. I could grow to love this. What Dean didn’t understand was that guys sort of figured me out real quick. They learned I wasn’t into quick and easy and those that were willing to stick around changed their mind when they realized they would never match up to Dean. 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, pretending it was no big thing. “It was just a thought. And the truth is, I don’t want any complications. This is too important.” 
 
    He smiled as he nodded. “Sure, no problem Kid, do you want me to pick you up, or meet you there?” 
 
    Sighing internally, I let myself relax just a little. That had gone much easier than I had anticipated. Suddenly the thought of Dean and I together, on a sort of date, sent shivers down my spine. The good kind of shivers. The kind that went straight to my very core. 
 
    “Pick me up, if that’s okay? Seven?” 
 
    He nodded, “No problem,” he told me as he returned to catching the sun’s warmth. 
 
    That was it. Wow, one minute we are talking and the next, we are going to a party. 
 
    I smiled to myself as I leaned back, mimicking his pose. The sun felt delicious as it warmed my skin. But then, all of life felt delicious.  
 
    This might actually work. It might take longer than I wanted. But it really was very simple. If I was ever to have what I truly wanted in this life, Then I was going to have to seduce Dean Parker. What’s more, I had to make him think I wasn’t doing it on purpose. He had to think it was all his idea. 
 
      
 
      
 
    My Brother's Best Friend 
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