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  Basically: Please don’t steal my work. I work hard to make a living to support myself and my child, and I appreciate your support very much when you pay for my books. This story came entirely from my weirdo brain that usually keeps my head in the clouds for long periods of time. If you’re lucky enough, or unlucky enough depending on the chapter you happen to be reading, to experience such a journey as I’ve created, then way to go you! But it is nothing more than mere coincidence.


  
    
  


  


   Blurb – Inappropriate


  
    
  


  Cohen is a man apart on Bristol Island—an outcast loved by all but separated by his position within the community. Dylan is the newest resident in town, but she arrives with a dark secret and a desire to keep it buried.


  But when burning attraction is thrown into the mix, his job and her secrets are quickly forgotten—that is until one impetuous decision renders a relationship off-limits, unethical, and utterly inappropriate.


  Living next door to one another on the island’s isolated peninsula guarantees their paths will cross time and time again. With fate tempting Cohen to ignore his conscience and, for the first time in his life, gamble with the rules, will he risk everything for Dylan?


  And what happens when Dylan’s past suddenly catches up to her? Will she find the strength to bare her soul to him? Or will she let her secrets take them both down?


  Sometimes the inappropriate relationship is the most appropriate of them all.


  



  For more of Bristol Island check out Isaiah and Joss’s story, The Fight for Us, another standalone tale of life and love in the remote northern waters of Lake Superior.
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  She ran the palm of her hand up the inside of his thigh, and when he sucked in a sharp breath, her focus snapped to his eyes. His lips were parted as he watched every move she made. She was sitting naked between his legs as he lounged back in the chair, but there was nothing casual about the way his fingers gripped the arms of the chair, and there was certainly nothing calm about the expression on his face.


  When her hand moved again, slowly trailing farther up his naked thigh, his body lurched and his stomach muscles clenched and rippled. She’d spent the better part of the past few months wondering if this man could fall for her, but right now, there was little doubt in her mind.


  “Damn it, woman.” His voice was deep and seductive. The smirk that played on his lips as she studied him was more than seductive. He was letting her call the shots—not something she suspected he did often in the bedroom, but at the moment, it was all about her agenda. And her agenda was his rigid cock lying high on his abdomen, waiting for her touch, her lips, her tongue, her…


  “You’re driving me insane.” His mutter interrupted her thoughts.


  “I’m very well aware.” She wasn’t nearly so bold as her response implied. Instead of letting her nerves get the best of her, she forced her attention away from his searing hot eyes. He was handsome, with … hair, and his eyes were…


  



  “Damn it…” Dylan muttered as her hands left her keyboard. “Well, what the hell do you look like?” Talking to herself was perhaps a bit loony, but she’d fought with herself about the man’s appearance for days now, and she’d barely made it ten thousand words in. Hell, the man didn’t even have a career yet. She had more non-descript placeholders for the man’s appearance than she knew what to do with.


  She stared at her computer screen and tried to visualize this man. Was he a Michael Fassbender look alike; no Shame in that—pun intended. Or perhaps he was a Karl Urban. Could he pull off the look of Mads Mikkelsen? Or maybe he was some hybrid man she could grow in the test tube of her mind if she thought about it for long enough. He must have a face, an identity, a look. But she’d be damned if she could place it.


  Rap rap rap!


  She jumped where she sat in her chair, practically spilling her laptop onto the floor. As she let her heart rate return to normal for a moment, she cursed. She wasn’t used to visitors, largely because she didn’t actually know anyone in this place. That was on purpose. She could easily become lost in her work, and in fact, it was the intention most days—she was far more productive, after all, when she was so enthralled with her characters that she was unable to set them aside.


  She sighed as she pulled her feet from the ottoman and her gaze from the French doors that opened to the backyard and lake beyond it. “Shit. I guess we’ll meet some other time,” she said to the Word document on her screen. She left the room, pulling her mess of hair back in a bun as she walked. She’d not been out of the house for days, and makeup … well, what the hell was that at this point?


  She sighed as she stood at the door, reaching for the knob. Did she really give a shit who was on the other side? She said a silent prayer this wouldn’t keep her from what she preferred to be doing for too long, and then she turned the knob.


  “Hi. I’m Cohen. I’m your new neighbor. Or I should say, you’re my new neighbor, seeing as I was here first.” He smirked at her.


  She realized quickly she was holding her breath and acting nervous, and it took him little time to figure it out, too, given the concerned look on his face.


  “Uh… And you are?” He shook his head quizzically as he spoke.


  She scratched her forehead in confusion as she stared into his blue eyes. They were beautiful eyes against his brown hair that seemed naturally streaked in highlights. He wore it pushed or blown back, and it was longer than most men wore their hair, though trimmed short on the sides—almost mohawkish. The cut was a rather cool from her perception.


  “I’m … I’m sorry,” she managed to get out.


  He chuckled as she stammered. She hadn’t intended to open the door to a handsome man.


  “I said, I’m Cohen. You are?”


  “Oh. I’m Dylan.” She finally stopped acting like a lunatic, and when she held her hand out to him, he took it. His palm was warm against hers, and he clamped down on her hand firmly as he shook.


  “Can I call you Dill?” he asked jokingly.


  She laughed, finally behaving herself. “I suppose. It’s a bit herbish, though, don’t you think? Should I call you Co?”


  “Everybody calls me Co, so of course you may. It’s good to meet you Dylan. I should have … I don’t know … baked you some cookies or something.” He smiled broadly as he chuckled.


  “Well, something would have been nice.” She chided him.


  His smile broadened even farther as he laughed.


  “So you live where?” she asked as he stood casually on her porch.


  To her knowledge, she was alone out on the mile long peninsula that jutted off Bristol Island into Lake Superior. There was only one narrow road surrounded in thick tall trees that led out to the point. The point was beautiful and once the trees opened up, she could see for miles out into the open dark horizon of the lake. There was a house, aside from hers, out on the tip of the peninsula. It was a large home, but she was certain it was empty. Her house, on the contrary, was far smaller and sat a hundred yards farther inland from the larger home.


  “The main house is mine. Yours was parceled off from it long ago.”


  “Oh! I thought it was vacant.” She remarked. She’d been on Bristol Island for nearly a month, and she’d have staked her life on that fact. Hell, she’d even snooped around the large house one day when her brain was particularly blocked and she was accomplishing nothing.


  “I was traveling to the mainland for a couple of months for work. Just returned a few days ago. I wasn’t even aware the cottage had sold until I saw your car pull in a couple days ago.”


  “Your house is really beautiful.”


  “I’m guessing you’d know. I did just follow fairly small shoe tracks in the snow that led directly from my place to yours.” He was cocking his head to the side, but the smirk was playful.


  She grimaced in embarrassment, and it wasn’t until he laughed that the pinched up muscles of her face settled.


  “Relax. You’re welcome to snoop whenever you like. Hell, I’ll even give you the guided tour if you’re willing to knock on the door.”


  “Sorry. I really did think it was empty.”


  “So, why the cottage? Our homes are about as far out on the peninsula as you can get, not to mention as far outside of Bristol as you can get for this small island.”


  “I guess that’s why. Just looking for some quiet.” She wrapped her arms around herself as the cold started seeping into her bones.


  “Well, you’ll have no problem finding that here.” He studied her for a moment. “I should probably go. It was nice to meet you, Dylan. Sorry I didn’t bake any cookies for you.” His smile was easy and casual.


  “I’ll forgive it this time.”


  “Thank goodness for that.” He winked as he glanced over his shoulder at her and bounded down her front steps.


  She watched for a moment as he followed the trail in the snow that led, just as he said, straight from her front door to his. Of course, she knew full well that trail didn’t stop at his door. It circled around to the waterfront side of the large two-story structure as well. It stopped at a few windows on its circular path around the home, and there was little chance he didn’t realize that. Dylan shook her head in mortification as she watched him. Why hadn’t she snooped before the first snowfall of autumn? The ground had been dry as a bone one week before.


  He was at least six feet tall, perhaps an inch or two taller, and he was built. Not steroid bulky, but he was strong and fit with broad shoulders. He was casual in dark gray cargo pants and a black wool coat. He looked cool, nearly militant cool. But his eyes … now those were something. They were a beautiful blue that looked steely against his very masculine appearance.


  When she finally pulled her gaze from the quickly retreating image of him, she closed her front door, leaning against it for a moment. She uncorked a bottle of wine once she entered her kitchen, and she pulled herself up to sit on the counter as she sipped the glass. By the time she made it back to her office and sank into her writing chair, her glass was half empty and warmth was circulating through her veins. She grabbed her laptop, setting it on her lap, and then she started rereading. By the time her fingers were on the keys, her brain knew where it was going.


  



  “You’re driving me insane.” His mutter interrupted her thoughts.


  “I’m very well aware.” She wasn’t nearly so bold as her response implied. Instead of letting her nerves get the best of her, she forced her attention away from his searing hot eyes. He was handsome, with straight longer hair pushed back in a sleek cool style. The brown was naturally streaked in highlights, and his eyes were the most incredible blue…


  


   Chapter Two


  
    
  


  “Hi.” Cohen rounded the end-cap and nearly careened into Dylan as he pushed his cart through the small supermarket on Bristol Main.


  “Oh!” She practically shrieked in surprise. “Hi.” She laughed as she shook her head.


  “Dylan, right?” He smiled as her wide startled eyes returned to normal. Of course, her eyes were naturally round as hell¸ and her dark lashes were long. She had incredibly light hazel eyes with flecks of blue and green in them, and he stared for a moment at the interesting color. Her lips were pale pink against her equally pale skin, and her darker brown hair was long and had natural loose waves to it. It looked nothing at all like the high messy bun she’d had a week before.


  She was pretty, and now that she was wearing something other than yoga pants and a baggy sweatshirt, he could actually see how the rest of her was put together. She was put together quite nicely. Her worn and fitted jeans showed just how small her waist was and just how perfectly curvy her hips were. The dark pink henley she wore hugged her skin, and the swell of her breasts that he took half a second to glance at was large and added to that stunning hour glass she was so very blessed to have.


  He cleared his throat quickly as he glanced away. Behaving like a drooling cock of a man wasn’t an option for him on this island. It didn’t mean he was above noticing how stunning she was. It was an odd stunning though. Or it was unexpected maybe. She didn’t have that formulaic waspish beauty to her that magazine covers and Hollywood alike were so fond of. Frankly, that got boring. She had that earthy beauty to her that felt real. She was of average height—not at all on the tall side, and her curves were perfectly proportionate to her small frame.


  “Cohen. It’s good to see you again.” She regained her composure with her hand to her chest as she attempted to overcome the shock of nearly bumper-carring their carts into one another in the frozen food aisle.


  He steered past her, returning the comment when he was finally parallel with her. “It’s good to see you, too.” He chuckled as he strolled by, and when he glanced back, she was still there, staring at him with a diet dinner in her hands. He smiled, but she glanced away quickly, and by the time he rounded to the next aisle, moving in the opposite direction than her, he was chuckling quietly again. He found himself in the cookie section, and as he studied the packages that lined the shelves, he caught himself smiling yet again. He grabbed a package and moved along.


  Their supermarket procession ended up being a perfectly timed and well-orchestrated dance that gave him frequent glimpses of Dylan as she’d round the same end of an aisle. They were putting more and more distance between each other as the dance went on, but at the end, he found himself walking toward the checkout at exactly the same time as her. Stepping into the same line just behind her was no coincidence, and as she set her groceries up on the counter, he watched.


  She clearly enjoyed her red wine, and she also liked veggies far more than he did, and when she glanced back and caught him studying her every move, she smiled shyly and looked away for a moment. He rounded his cart as Hank, the clerk, started scanning her items. Cohen stood right next to her as he unloaded his cart, letting his arm brush up against hers occasionally.


  “How are ya, Co?” Anyone who knew Cohen knew the casual address was just fine with him, and Hank certainly knew Cohen well enough.


  “I’m well thanks. You?”


  “Oh … been a hard fall already. Both girls are still struggling with that darn cough that just doesn’t seem to want to go away.”


  “Yeah. Been a lot of that going around. Seems to have hit early this year.”


  “I think they’re finally on the mend though, but it was a good three weeks of congestion and hacking.”


  “Sounds about right. You keep a close eye on them.”


  Dylan was still beside him, sliding her debit card through the slot and keying in her code as Cohen made small talk with Hank, but within moments, he was alone with Hank, watching her walk away. Her ass was entirely too distracting in those damn jeans, and as he watched, those cheeks moved under the fabric and his jaw clenched tight. She had just as exceptional a back side as she did front side, and her ass was tight, high, and beautifully round.


  “She’s a pretty lady. Who is she? What does she do? Seen her a time or two in the store, but she’s new in town, yeah?”


  “Yes, she is. Good question, though. I guess I can’t say what she does. Her name’s Dylan—”


  “Dylan Corbett… Odd name for a woman.” Hank had just snatched up the receipt he’d set on the counter for her but she’d failed to pick up. “Least that’s the name printed on the receipt.”


  “Well, there you have it. Dylan Corbett. She just bought the cottage by my place. I’ll take the receipt to her.”


  He loaded his groceries quickly into the back of his Range Rover before he headed home. She was just lifting her bags from the trunk of her far less practical sedan. She wasn’t going to get very far with that thing this winter. They’d gotten seven or eight inches of snow so far with the first snowfall a couple weeks before, but much more, and she was going to find herself stranded. She nodded her head as he waved, and once he’d gotten his own groceries carried in, he hastily put them away before he snatched up his cell phone and dialed four-one-one.


  “Dylan Corbett in Bristol, please.”


  He walked around his kitchen absently with a package in his hand. When the operator put his call through, he set the package down and paced around again.


  “This is Dylan.”


  “Hi. It’s Cohen. I owe you some baked goods.”


  She laughed quietly for a moment. “Yes, you do.”


  “I also have your receipt from the grocery store. Come on over when your groceries are put away. I’ll give you the inside tour, so you don’t have to settle for the outside in view from my windows.”


  She was laughing again. “Give me five minutes.”


  When she arrived a few minutes later, he pulled the door open for her and he stepped back. She slipped off the snow boots she’d not even bothered tying and left them on his entryway rug. She followed him as he turned and walked toward the living room, and when he paused, she paused, too.


  “So, given the very intricate trail you walked in the snow surrounding my house, I’m guessing you’ve seen the majority of this room.” He glanced at her, smiling in reassurance.


  Her cheeks turned pink instantly, and he chuckled.


  “I really did think the house was vacant.” She smiled sheepishly up at him.


  “Did you? I can’t imagine why given the furniture.” He sauntered away from her casually, glancing back just to see those pink cheeks turn the color of a cranberry.


  He led her upstairs to the second story. His home was large and old. Once an outpost of sorts, the house was a lodge type structure with wide woodwork and high vaulted wood beamed ceilings in places. Her eyes roamed as he led her down the central hallway. The man who owned the home prior to him was an architect, and he’d redesigned the interior of the house, knocking down walls, opening up rooms, and maintaining the original exterior structure while contemporizing the interior.


  Cohen showed her into each of the bedrooms, and she glanced around, peeking out the windows to the rocky shoreline that was visible through the trees. And when he stepped into his own room, she glanced up instantly. The other bedrooms had normal ceilings, but his was entirely different. His room sat at the opposite end of the home from the front door, and his walls extended up nearly twelve feet. But where the others had ceilings boxing them in, his room was open to the high wood beam ceiling above. The windows on the exterior end of the house were large and looked out over the water, and they framed a massive fireplace surrounded by slate tile. The same slate made up the floor hearth, and the mantel was thick worn oak.


  “Wow.” She ran her hand along the mantel and wandered over to the nearest picture window. “This view is incredible.”


  He joined her as she stood at the window. “Yes, it is.” He looked at her, and he studied the side of her face as she stared off into the distance. She had a slightly upturned nose that was ridiculously cute on her. And, as he watched, she mindlessly ran her middle finger over her lower lip.


  His jaw clenched tight, and his heart fluttered. He wanted to ask her out. In fact, he was going to. He knew nothing about her at all except she was beautiful and she seemed nice. That was enough to start, and he was absolutely going to start with her. He glanced down, checking her ring finger to make sure she truly was alone here on this island, and then he looked back out the window to his view, taking a deep breath and smiling.


  When she looked over at him, he glanced back at her. “Did you promise me baked goods?” she asked with a sly smile.


  He laughed, and he cocked his head toward the door. She followed him downstairs and into his kitchen, and he lifted the blue package and placed it in her hands.


  “Oreos?”


  “Oreos. You wanted baked goods. Someone must have baked them.” He winked at her as she laughed.


  “Why, thank you.” She took the package from him, and pulled back the plastic to open them. “Want one?”


  “Of course.”


  He snatched up a cookie, twisting it and then licking the frosting on the inside. He didn’t give a shit if it made him immature, and the way her lips parted and her eyes studied his tongue wasn’t lost on him.


  She pulled her eyes up quickly from where they were zoned in on his mouth, and she glanced away shyly.


  “So, what do you do for a living?” He took a break from eating.


  “Uh… I write.” She glanced away again for a moment, but when her attention returned, she grabbed a cookie for herself and bit into it.


  “Hmm. Tell me about that. What do you write? Articles, obituaries, birth announcements?” He cocked his head to the side. They were a bit too remote for any real newspaper, and the nearest town large enough was Baymont on the mainland.


  She laughed nervously. “Something like that.” She didn’t appear to have much more to say about it, but her blushing cheeks were saying something.


  They stared at one another for a moment, but he didn’t push her any further on the topic. That didn’t mean he didn’t want to. His new neighbor, who he had a crush on after having only spoken to her twice, was standing in front of him with pink cheeks, and he was enjoying her nervousness entirely too much.


  “Listen, seeing as you’re new in town, maybe you’d like to—” His cell phone suddenly interrupted him as it buzzed on the counter, and when he looked at the screen, he read the message quickly and sighed. “Shit. I’m sorry. I have to deal with this. It’s work. I’m going to have to run out.”


  “It’s not a problem.” She smiled politely. “Thanks for the tour.” She headed for the front door with her cookies in hand, and he followed her, snatching his coat and keys from the table in the entryway and the wall rack.


  He didn’t bother locking the door as they headed out into the evening cold. It was Saturday night, and he’d hoped he’d get through the night without any interruptions. “Hop in. I’ll drop you at your house so you don’t have to wade through the snow. There’s actually an old paving stone path that runs between our houses buried somewhere under this snow believe it or not.”


  “Yeah. I think I caught a glimpse of it a few weeks ago. It disappeared after the first snowfall.” She smirked as she rounded his car and took him up on his offer, but she inhaled deeply and stared at his dashboard when she climbed in. She had a certain shyness to her that was sweet. But she was also friendly and easy to talk to. He definitely wanted to do more talking.


  “Well, it’s only going to get worse. Where are you from, out of curiosity?” He started the car, and backed out of his driveway.


  “Umm… Chicago most recently.” She glanced at him.


  “I have a friend here from Chicago. He moved to the island a few years ago in fact. I will say, he came more prepared than you in some ways.” He smirked.


  She cocked her head as she studied him. “Is that so?”


  “I’m guessing that little car of yours isn’t all wheel drive.” He smiled.


  She cringed. “Nope.”


  “It’s not going to get you very far once winter is here.”


  “Looks like winter’s here already.”


  “This is nothin’. Wait until an arctic cold front pushes down from Canada, we’re pummeled by storms, and lose power for a day.”


  “You’re saying I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into, huh?”


  He laughed as he pulled into her driveway. “Not if you think this is winter.”


  “I’m trying to wait until next spring to trade my car in, seeing as I sunk a small fortune into moving and buying this place. I might just have to be a hermit this winter.”


  “Well, I’ll just have to come up with some way to entertain you then, won’t I?”


  She laughed quietly as she climbed out of his car. “Goodbye, Cohen. It was nice to see you again.”


  She rounded his car toward her front door, and he shook his head the whole time. “Entertain you? Seriously, Co?” he muttered to himself. “What the hell was that? Did I just offer to fuck her so she doesn’t get bored?”


  He put his Range Rover in reverse as she glanced back to him once. He smiled, forcing himself to behave normally, but the moment she turned back to her door, his smile dropped.


  “Fuck.” He’d been halfway through asking her out when he got the text message, and now he felt like a fucking shmuck. He could have at least finished asking the question. Was he in such a hurry he couldn’t even finish one damn sentence?


  With one last shake of his head and an exasperated sigh, he headed toward town.


  


   Chapter Three


  
    
  


  “So when are you going to have something for me?” Lilly was her normal gruff self as Dylan lounged back in her writing chair with her phone wedged between her ear and shoulder.


  “It’s going slow with this one, Lil. Took me ten-thousand words just to decide what the man looks like. I’m struggling to even figure out where the hell the storyline’s going to go. You know, I thought relocating and giving myself a new environment would jump start my creative brain, but…” She shrugged.


  “I’d say that’s to be expected, wouldn’t you? You’ve had a lot on your mind.”


  “I suppose. It’s just frustrating. When my head won’t cooperate it just makes me feel anxious.”


  “Maybe I should come visit. In a few weeks or so? I’m your editor. I should see where my girl is calling home and just what your setup is on that godforsaken island.”


  “Yeah. That’d be nice. I’d love for you to see the place. Getting here could be tricky, and I wouldn’t wait much longer than a few weeks or you run the risk of missing the ferry and being stuck taking wind sled over or waiting until the ice road opens.”


  “Okay. Let me check my calendar, and I’ll get back to ya.” She was silent for a moment. “So, met any interesting islanders yet?”


  She laughed. “I have a pretty cool neighbor. He’s—”


  “He’s? Now you’ve got my attention.”


  Dylan laughed again. “He’s nice. He owns the only other house out on the peninsula.”


  “What’s his name? What’s he look like?”


  “His name is Cohen—”


  “Cone?” Lilly asked in confusion.


  “No. Co-en. The H is silent, two syllables, not one.” Dylan sounded it out for her. “I don’t know what he does, but he has this… I don’t know… Almost military look to him. Like he’s got this cool haircut that’s longer on the top but short of the sides, and he wears it pushed back—”


  “Ew… Like slicked back?”


  “No! Are you going to keep interrupting?”


  “Probably. Sorry. Keep going.”


  “Not slicked back, just pushed back or blown back—you know? It looks so… I don’t know. Cool. He’s got brown hair, but it’s kind of streaked with highlights. Like he spends a lot of time outside. He’s fit, too. He was wearing a short sleeve T-shirt when I stopped at his house a few days ago, and holy hell. He had those incredibly nice arms. Not overly huge. But strong. He just has this look to him—like he should be wearing fatigues or something.”


  “Handsome?”


  “Yeah. Really nice blue eyes, always seems to have a five o’clock shadow. Rugged handsome.”


  Lilly harrumphed. “Maybe you should ask him out.”


  Dylan snorted. “No. I like to keep my men imaginary these days. Remember? They tend to disappoint me less that way. I’m gonna have to let you go. I’ve got a doctor’s appointment in forty-five minutes.”


  “Why? What’s wrong with you?” Of course Lil would have no problem asking.


  “Nothing. I just want to go back on birth control pills—”


  “To protect from imaginary pregnancies from your imaginary boyfriends and their imaginary penises?”


  “Yeah. Something like that.” She laughed. “No. I’ve been getting cramps from hell for the past six months, and I’m done with it. I ended up in the fetal position last week wishing for a swift death. There are some birth control pills that will stop your period altogether.”


  “Sorry, I can’t sympathize, doll. I’m past menopause.”


  “Lucky you. I’m hoping I can save myself from any more suicide inducing pain. Plus … I have pimples.”


  “Oh, please. You always say you have pimples, and oddly, you’re the only one who can ever see them.”


  “Whatever. I’m not doing one more month of this bullshit. I’m ready to join you in menopause world.”


  “God help us,” Lilly muttered. “I hate to break it to you, but you’re thirty-four. It’s going to be awhile.”


  She hung up moments later and grabbed her purse and keys on her way out the door. The clinic was the only one in town and was a far newer looking structure than most buildings on the island. It sat a couple blocks off Main Street, and when she entered the lobby, it was nearly deserted. She’d intentionally set up the earliest appointment they had to avoid any possible wait. As the receptionist set out clipboards, and hit the power button on the copy machine, she glanced up smiling.


  “Caught me still getting ready for the day,” she said sweetly.


  Dylan approached the desk. “No problem. I’m Dylan Corbett. I have an eight-fifteen.”


  The gal jiggled her mouse, and Dylan waited patiently as she woke her computer up.


  “Ah… here you are. Dylan. You’re seeing Dr. Jessup, yes?”


  Dylan smiled as she shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I’ve never been here before.”


  “Dr. Jessup is the only doc in town at the moment.” The receptionist winked at her. “Looks like we’ve gotten your records from your previous doctor, so we have everything we need. Do you have your insurance card?”


  “Oh, no. I’m self-employed, and … uh … self-insured I guess you could say. Don’t tell Obama. I’m just paying for it out of pocket.”


  Once she was finished checking in, she sat in the lobby for less than three minutes before a middle-aged nurse poked her head out the door and called her back.


  “I’m Beth. I’ll be your nurse. So we’ve never seen you before,” Beth commented as Dylan followed her down the hall to the height and weight station.


  “No. I’m new to town.”


  Beth indicated the scale, and Dylan cringed. She stepped up, holding her breath, and she scowled when the number popped up on the screen of the digital readout that just happened to be right at her eye level. It was intentional. As though it wasn’t enough to force a woman to step on the damn scale, she should be forced to confront the blasted truth about what a bit too much pasta and not enough veggies would do to a gal.


  But Beth just chuckled quietly as she caught the screwed up expression Dylan was making at the scale. “Nothing wrong with that number that ten pounds couldn’t fix. And ten pounds is nothing. Going into a long winter; we have to stay warm somehow, don’t we? Besides, you wear it well.” Beth actually looked like she stayed plenty warm. She was round—her face, her body—all of her in the most pleasant and comforting way. She smiled gently. It was the type of smile that instantly made Dylan like and trust the woman.


  She followed sweet Beth down the hall of the clinic and into the exam room, but when her eyes found the tray stand and tray sitting next to the exam table, she froze. “What’s with the medieval torture devices?” She tried to smile at Beth.


  Beth turned toward her, glancing at the tray. “Well, you’re about five years overdue for your pelvic exam. And your chart indicates you want a birth control prescription. It’s standard protocol when you’re that past due for an exam.”


  “Really? Five years? Seems like it was just yesterday…” she trailed off as she eyed the tray.


  “Discuss it with Dr. Jessup when he comes in. If he can avoid doing the exam, I’m sure he will, but … it has been a long time, and we have protocol.” She offered Dylan a sympathetic smile. “Now, you hop up on the table, and we’ll get through your vitals. Then you can change into the gown.”


  “Thank God I shaved this morning,” Dylan commented as she dropped her purse on a nearby chair and then wriggled herself up on the table. She tended to make stupid jokes and be overly sarcastic when she was nervous, but Beth just smiled at her as though she weren’t acting like a weirdo. It took Beth less than five minutes to check her pulse and her blood pressure and ask her some basic questions.


  “Here’s the gown. Ties in the front in a couple places, and here’s a sheet to cover your lap. Dr. Jessup is running just a few minutes late getting in this morning, but he’ll be in shortly.”


  When Dylan was finally alone, she undressed and slipped into the gown, pulling the sheet over her lap as she pushed herself back up onto the table. And then she waited, trying to avoid the sight of the tray sitting a few feet from her. Maybe if she hid the tray—


  There was a knock on the door, and then it was pushed open. “Good morning, Ms.… Ms.…” And then he looked up at her, his eyes wide for a moment as he stared at her.


  Her mouth fell open as she shook her head, and then she watched as his eyes moved to the tray beside her, and his brow furrowed.


  “You’re Dr. Jessup?” she asked.


  He nodded as he entered the room, closing the door behind him. He looked unhappy or maybe it was nervous. “Also known as Cohen Jessup.” He looked down at the ground between them for a moment, his eyes shifting around for a moment, and then he looked back at her chart. “Birth control? Why are we doing a full exam if we’re just…” He flipped through pages, scanning as he went. “Five years?” He glanced up at her. “Beth’s notes say it’s been five years since you last had an exam.”


  She pursed her lips. “Must have forgotten to … get that done,” she said quietly.


  He glanced at her again, but then he started scanning her history some more. He seemed nearly desperate to find something in there, but after a minute he gave it up and tossed the chart on the counter as he leaned back against it. He crossed his arms on his chest as his lips pursed and he watched her.


  She stared back for a moment. “Is this really necessary? I mean just for birth control. I’m healthy. I’m not here because of a medical issue, it’s just… You know… I have bad cramps, and I want to stop my periods so I can avoid a week of misery every month. This just seems a bit…”


  He stared at her for a moment and then he slowly nodded his head. But he wasn’t agreeing. “You haven’t had a pelvic exam in over five years.”


  She shrugged. “I’ve been busy.” She laughed nervously.


  He smirked. It wasn’t a very friendly smirk though, and he seemed more irritated with her than anything. “With your symptoms, it’s important to—”


  “They’re not symptoms. They’re cramps.” She laughed as though she thought he was crazy. She was doing an awful lot of laughing for a situation that wasn’t at all funny.


  He took a deep breath, his lips still pursed and his eyes still intently watching her. “We have certain protocol we follow in this clinic. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. If you want to see someone else, then you can go to the mainland. There’s a gynecology clinic there. I’ll gladly give you their contact information. Once you have a recent pap and pelvic on your record, I’m more than happy to prescribe you birth control.”


  She sighed. “Yeah. I’ve called the clinic there. Seven weeks to get in for a new patient wellness exam. That will put me traveling either by wind sled, which means I’ll have no transportation once I get to Baymont, or by ice road in my sadly inadequate car as you pointed out.”


  “They won’t let your car on the ice road. Four-wheel drive only.”


  She sighed. “Basically, it means I may or may not even be able to get myself there any time before spring.”


  He nodded. “Welcome to winter on Bristol Island.” He said nothing for a moment. “I’m sorry, but I’m not going to prescribe birth control without an examination first. I would be breaking protocol for one, and it’s important for two.”


  She stared at the floor between them, her fingers fidgeting in her lap and her teeth gnawing on the inside of her lower lip. When she looked back up at him, she took a deep breath. “Well, let’s get this party started then,” she commented sarcastically.


  He watched her expressionlessly for a moment longer, but then he nodded as his jaw clenched tight. He turned to the sink to wash his hands, his back to her, and she watched him as her heart pounded in her chest. He was wearing cargo pants again, brown this time, and his shirt was an oatmeal-colored henley under his white lab coat. He was certainly like no doctor she’d ever met.


  Beth walked in as he was still washing his hands, and, as he dried them on paper towel, he turned to her and smiled quickly before he turned to face Dylan again.


  “Beth will remain in the room.”


  “Is that necessary?”


  He watched her for a moment. “It’s to make you more comfortable.”


  “Discomfort is a given. Wanting a bigger audience is not.”


  He smirked, and he glanced at Beth beside him before looking back to her again. “It’s your choice.”


  He dismissed Beth after Dylan gave him the go ahead, and as he approached the exam table, her fingers trembled. She was pretty sure she’d avoided this for five years because it was unpleasant. And now, she was going to let a rather handsome man between her legs for all the least sexy reasons in the world.


  He stood at the foot of the exam table, helping her feet find the stirrups, and he stepped between her feet as she laid back.


  “Scoot down until you feel my hand.” He watched her as she wriggled closer to the foot of the bed, keeping her knees tightly held together and the sheet covering her to her ankles. Her modesty was going to be a thing of the past in a moment, but he was letting her keep it for the time being. When her naked bottom hit his fingers at the edge of the table, she stilled and he pulled back.


  He lifted a pair of gloves from the tray, and she watched his Adams apple bob as he swallowed. Was he nervous? She couldn’t tell. He was definitely far quieter than he’d been the few times she’d interacted with him, and his easy and laid back demeanor was missing entirely.


  “You dress kind of casual for a doctor,” she commented more to keep herself calm than anything.


  He looked at her, and he finally smiled as he finished pulling his gloves on. “Well, Bristol’s a pretty casual place. Besides, I was an Army doc in an overseas hospital for quite a long time, and a good portion of that time was spent wearing scrubs and covered in blood. We didn’t worry too much about appearance.” He lifted the sheet from her lower legs, folding it up to just under her knees.


  “You are military. I thought you had that… I don’t know… je ne sais quoi about you.” She was stalling, her knees still held tightly together.


  He chuckled. “You just used French with an army man. That’s almost funny. Drop your knees out.”


  And now the humor was gone. She couldn’t seem to relax her muscles enough to actually comply, and she had to force her legs apart more than drop them. As she moved, she made an odd sound that fell somewhere between a nervous hum and a horrified whimper, and his attention moved to her face as he waited for her to get into position. When she stopped moving, he touched the inside of her thigh gently.


  “More. Relax your muscles completely. You’ll be more comfortable if you relax.”


  She actually scoffed at that, and he glanced to her eyes again. His face was back to stone expressionlessness. So expressionless that she was certain he was hiding something. He’d not even sat on the stool at this point, so he’d yet to even see her body, and already she was fighting to behave herself. She forced her legs out farther, letting them part wide, but her muscles were still tense and tight.


  Why was she being such a spaz? She didn’t know this man—at least not on any real level. Why the hell should she care that he was doing his job? He seemed to be avoiding looking at her face at all when he swallowed harshly again and sank to the stool. She held her breath, staring at the ceiling as her heart hammered. Cool air drifted between her legs. He was silent as she stared up pretending she was alone. But then metal clanked as he picked up the speculum from beside him on the tray.


  “You’re going to feel me touching you and then some pressure as I insert the speculum.” His voice was calm and quiet as he spoke, and then she felt it. His fingers brushed gently across her entry, leaving cool wet lubricant in their wake. And then he pressed the hard metal tip of the speculum against her skin.


  She whimpered quietly.


  “You’re not relaxing. Right here.” He tapped her bottom. “You’re too tense.” He touched her again on the bottom, and every muscle in her body jolted.


  All her trembling and jerking movements caused the sheet over her lap to drop lower between her legs. As she glanced down, his expression was austere and serious as he focused on her face.


  “Now take a deep breath, and let it out slowly.”


  She nodded as she inhaled and then exhaled and relaxed her body.


  His focus remained on her face as she let her breath out, and he pushed the speculum slowly in. “There you go,” he commented quietly, still watching her face even as he pressed into her. Then he looked down, and she closed her eyes.


  She listened, keeping her eyes closed as he worked. Her body was stretched as he opened the speculum, and she whimpered again quietly at the discomfort. Her body was still tense and trying to fight against the torture device. She opened her eyes, looking down at him, and he glanced up as he reached for a swab on the tray.


  “You doing okay?” he asked gently. He had a soothing voice for a man whose physical appearance was so masculine and strong.


  She nodded.


  He reached for another long swab from the tray, and she closed her eyes again.


  “You might feel some mild cramping for a moment.”


  She gritted her teeth against it, and then he pulled the swab from her body. He tilted the angle of the speculum, and she opened one eye as she spied on him. He was intently studying her body as he moved the apparatus. And then it was over. She sighed as she felt the speculum narrowing, and then he slipped it out, returning it to the tray. He stood then, and he hooked his right thumb under the wrist of his left glove, pulling it free from his hand as it turned inside out. He dropped that glove on the tray but left the right one in place.


  She closed her legs as he folded the sheet on her lap up over her knees nearly to her groin.


  “Legs apart again.” He watched her for a moment until she spread her legs, and then he reached his gloved hand between them. “You’re going to feel my fingers touching you.”


  She sucked in a quick breath when his fingers parted her lips, and he pushed the sheet higher on her stomach with his ungloved hand as he exposed her body to him. He studied her, his fingers spreading her lips open. And then he released the touch, and she breathed again.


  “You’re going to feel my fingers penetrating you.”


  He pushed two fingers into her vagina, but then his other hand touched her stomach. He’d not warned her of that one. It was the least of the invasive touching that was happening, but in her overly wired state, it startled her, and every muscle in her lower body clamped down hard when she felt his hand on her lower belly.


  His body suddenly went rigid as she constricted on his fingers, and as she glanced to him, he was staring back at her, his jaw clenched tight. She watched as he swallowed harshly again, but he said nothing, waiting for her to relax her muscles.


  As her tension eased, his hand on her stomach palpated her lower abdomen.


  He looked at her eyes. “Any pain?”


  She shook her head rigidly, and then his fingers were moving inside her. He pressed on her right side, her left, his fingers moving within her body as his other hand continued to palpate and press on her belly. His eyes were distant as he stared across the room. He was intentionally avoiding looking at her, and when he was finished, he pulled his fingers gently from her as her knees instantly clamped shut.


  He slipped the right glove off, depositing it on the tray with the other, and then he pulled the sheet down to cover her lower body to her feet. He approached the head of the table, and he undid the tie on the gown that was at her chest. He parted the fabric, exposing one breast, and then he lifted her arm above her head before his fingers pressed into her breast. They stroked with a firm touch as he did the breast exam, and his eyes never once looked at her or her body as his hands worked.


  He glanced down quickly as he covered that breast and exposed the other, and he lifted that arm as well, repeating the process.


  “Are you sexually active?” he asked as he closed the top of her gown again.


  “No.”


  “When did you last have sexual intercourse?” He moved away from her, walking toward the counter. “You can sit up,” he commented over his shoulder.


  “Six years ago,” she answered quietly.


  He froze for a moment with his hand on her chart, and then he picked it up, turning to face her as she sat on the edge of the exam table. “Six?”


  She wasn’t sure if he simply didn’t believe her or if he’d not heard her correctly. “Six,” she repeated just as quietly as the first time.


  He nodded, making a note in her chart, and then he returned to her, pulling his stethoscope from his neck. He put the earpieces in his ears, and then he slipped the diaphragm past the opening in her gown. She recoiled slightly at the coolness, and he looked to her eyes.


  “Sorry.” He focused on the exam table beside her as he listened, and when he pulled back, he also pulled the stethoscope from his ears.


  “Still working?” There was her nervous sarcasm again.


  He smiled. “In overtime at the moment, but yes.”


  She bit her lip, her cheeks burning.


  He reached up to her neck, palpating her glands and finally holding his attention on her eyes. “Why six years?”


  She was the one struggling to swallow then as she looked back at him. She shrugged. “Why not?”


  He nodded. “Nothing medically related I should know about?”


  “Not at all.” She shook her head. Completely emotionally related, but she didn’t much feel like admitting that at the moment.


  “Have you ever been pregnant?”


  She shook her head, and his fingers dropped from her neck. He reached for the otoscope that was attached to the wall, and then he tapped her lower lip. “Open up.”


  He checked her throat, and then he checked her ears and nose, and when he finished, he looked at her again. He was standing close to her. Very close. He smelled good, and as she focused on his neck, he swallowed again. She wasn’t sure why she was so drawn to watching him swallow, but she knew he was nervous, and seeing it made her feel more comfortable for some reason. That didn’t make much sense, except to say she didn’t want this to be easy for him.


  “Look at me, please.”


  She finally looked up.


  “Focus on my finger. Follow it with your eyes.”


  She blushed scarlet when her traitorous brain reminded her that finger had been inside her body less than ten minutes before. She took a deep and shaky breath as she stared at that finger, and his eyes glanced to it, too. And then he swallowed again…


  He trailed his finger away, watching her reaction, and then when her eyes met his again, he stared at her. There was a knock on the door, and they both jumped. He instantly stepped back from her body, though he’d not been touching her at all.


  “Come in,” he said, and then he cleared his throat.


  Beth appeared and smiled at her.


  “Sample’s on the tray if you’d like to get it to the lab.”


  “Of course.” She left quickly after that, and Cohen remained standing rigidly in front of her a few feet away.


  “Is there anything we need to talk about? Any concerns? Any health problems, mental problems?”


  She shook her head. “No,” she replied quietly.


  He smiled. “Was it worth it just to stop your periods?” he asked with a smirk. “When you’re not even sexually active.” He was smiling.


  She laughed quietly. “I’m questioning it. But in a few weeks I won’t be.”


  “Well, regardless, five years is too long. There are a few pills designed specifically to eliminate your period for long periods of time—”


  “Will they help with my acne, too?”


  He stopped talking as his brow furrowed, and he took a step closer, studying her face. “Now is this imaginary acne or real acne?”


  She smiled. “Look. Right here.” She pointed to the small bump on her chin.


  He shook his head, chuckling. He was acting more himself again—at least what she knew of him. “Uh… Yes, should you ever actually get acne, it will help with that.” He studied her eyes for a moment, still chuckling quietly. “You have beautiful skin.” And then his jaw clamped down tight again, and he looked away. Apparently paying her a compliment on her skin left him unsure how to behave around her.


  He recovered quickly, looking back at her. “Sorry for all the trouble. I know you weren’t expecting your morning to involve all this unpleasantness.”


  “It’s not your fault. Irresponsible patient right here.” She pointed to her head.


  “Yeah, what gives? I didn’t take you for such a slacker.”


  She shrugged. “Well, speculums are just so much fun, I was saving it for the right occasion,” she said sarcastically, regretting it instantly and looking away awkwardly.


  He laughed again. “Beth’s going to come in and pull blood for some tests. I don’t suppose you’ve eaten nothing since last night and gone coffee free this morning?”


  “I haven’t had anything actually.”


  “Great. We’ll have fasting results for cholesterol and blood glucose.”


  She nodded.


  “Have a good day, Dylan.” He started walking toward the door.


  “You, too, Doctor.”


  He froze for a moment and then turned back. “Cohen. Or Co.”


  “Okay,” she said quietly.


  And then he was gone, and she finally breathed again.


  


   Chapter Four


  
    
  


  “Hey, little brother,” Caleb answered after the second ring.


  “Hey. Did I catch you between patients?”


  “West coast time, idiot, I’m not even in the office yet. Stuck on the four-oh-five at the moment. What’s up?”


  Cohen took a deep breath. “I think I fucked up.”


  Caleb hummed. “I find that hard to believe. You tend to be annoyingly perfect and mature most of the time. What happened?”


  “Well, it’s an ethics dilemma. And…”


  “And since your big bro happens to be a shrink, I’m the lucky man.”


  “Yep.”


  “What else is new?” he asked sarcastically. “Lay it on me. My car is surrounded by other cars, all of which happen to be at a standstill like me, so I’ve got all the time in the world, and I could use the entertainment.”


  Cohen closed his office door, and he walked to the window. Dylan was just walking out to her car, and he watched her. The windows were all one-way mirrored to protect patient privacy, and he was cowering behind his own at the moment, studying her as she moved.


  “I just did a pelvic exam on a woman I’m attracted to,” he blurted it out as he watched her climb into her car.


  “Oh.” Caleb was silent for a moment. “Does she know you’re attracted to her?”


  “No. At least I’m guessing not. I’ve not told her. She’s my new neighbor. I’ve talked to her a few times. I like her. Hell, I even started to ask her out a few days ago but then we got interrupted, and then I show up this morning, and she’s my first damn patient. I didn’t even know it was going to be her when I walked through the door because I was running late and hadn’t looked at my schedule.” He took a deep breath, sighing as he let it out.


  “Well, she can’t be the first attractive woman you’ve treated.”


  “No. It’s just … different. I was literally thinking about this gal on my way to work this morning and planning on calling her tonight to see if she wanted to go to dinner this weekend, and then—bam—I walk into my exam room to her in a gown and a fucking speculum on the exam tray.”


  Caleb chuckled quietly.


  “Caleb, I’m serious,” he said defensively.


  “Okay. What should you have done differently? Should you have refused to do the exam?”


  “And how exactly does one go about refusing to treat a patient? ‘Sorry, ma’am, I can’t stick a speculum up your pussy because I’d rather be fucking it.’” He sighed again.


  “That’s my point. You treated a patient. It happened to be difficult for your own personal reasons, but you did it anyway because it’s your job. Did you follow protocol?”


  “Yes. She came in for birth control. She was overdue for her pelvic exam.”


  “And you have to do a pelvic in order to prescribe birth control.”


  “There’s no legal requirement, but it’s North Central Medical Associates’ policy to make sure they’re current on their pelvic exam if the patient is requesting birth control for non-prophylactic purposes. It’s also our policy to require it if the pelvic exam is more than two years late regardless of why the patient is requesting birth control.”


  “So you followed your policies. That’s good. How about the exam itself? Did you stick to procedure?”


  “You mean aside from the fact that I was acting like a damn lunatic? Yeah.”


  “You didn’t touch her in any way that was inappropriate?”


  “Of course not.” He shook his head. “But I didn’t require the nurse be present.” He kept shaking his head. “I should have.”


  “Is that policy?”


  “It’s … a gray area. It’s standard procedure, but on those occasions when a woman asks not to have a nurse present, we defer to them. Some patients are more comfortable without having additional chaperones in the room.”


  “That makes sense. But you think you should have required it in her case?”


  “Yes.”


  “Why? Would you have if it was anyone else?”


  “No.”


  “Then you made the right call. I’m sorry, Co. It sounds like an awkward situation, but you handled it.”


  “I didn’t handle it at all. I was a nervous wreck. I was acting like I’ve never done this before. I’ve been a doctor for well over ten years now. It’s not like—”


  “Need I remind you that seven years of that time were spent dealing with suppurating stomach wounds and missing limbs at LRMC?” He chuckled quietly. “It’s okay to get nervous sometimes. You’re human. You handled it. You know, you signed up for this. It’s a small community, and you knew going in you’d be responsible for the health of fifty percent of these folks, and consequently, that means you’re relegated to the role of caretaker for those people, too—not friend, not lover.”


  “If Crilly were here, I could have … pushed her off on him.”


  “Yeah, well, that’s not the case. It’s just you now. At least for the foreseeable future. It is what it is. You’re just going to have to write this woman off. Or… stop treating her for a while, and maybe once enough time has passed and she’s forgotten about the unfortunate speculum assault you can… Don’t you medical doctors get away with such things on occasion?” he asked sarcastically.


  Cohen chuckled quietly. “Even if NCMA didn’t have policies in place prohibiting such things, it’s still not considered appropriate under these circumstances. There’s a big difference between treating a sprained ankle and performing a pelvic exam. Doctors all over the place deny meeting their spouses during a routine sinus infection visit.” He laughed at his own sarcasm, and Caleb joined in chuckling right along with him. It was a well-known, though always denied, fact that plenty of doctor-lover relationships started out as doctor-patient relationships. But not like this. He shook his head. “You don’t date a patient, regardless of how much time has passed, after this level of… Hmm…” He trailed off trying to figure out the right word for it.


  “This level of intimate examination?” Caleb offered.


  “I was going to say invasive, but yeah.”


  “It’s no different than the reason why I could never date a patient—regardless of how much time had lapsed. There’s just too much intimacy involved in therapist-patient relationships. There’s obviously too much intimacy involved in pelvic exams as well.” Caleb chuckled, but it wasn’t a humored laugh this time. “Well, then… More fish in the sea. You just have to let this one go. But it changes nothing in terms of how you should feel. You didn’t do anything wrong.”


  Cohen was silent for a moment. “So why do I feel so damn guilty?”


  “Don’t get pissed at me for asking, but I’m your brother, and I’ll ask whatever the hell I want. Were you aroused?”


  Cohen sank into his chair, closing his eyes for a moment and remembering every inch of her body. He’d seen entirely too much of her, and he wasn’t willing to acknowledge out loud exactly what was going through his mind that entire time. “Yes,” he said quietly as he closed his eyes.


  “Kind of explains the guilt, don’t you think?”


  Cohen nodded his head.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Cohen spent the next three days pretending Dylan didn’t exist. Of course, he caught himself staring out his window toward her house on more than one occasion, and when her results were back from the mainland lab, he didn’t bother handing it off to a nurse to make the notification. So perhaps saying she didn’t exist to him was a bit of a stretch.


  “Hi. It’s Co.”


  “Hey.” She sounded nervous.


  “So apparently neglecting your health for five years isn’t going to kill you. Everything we want to be negative is, and you have impressive cholesterol.”


  She chuckled.


  He spent the next couple minutes running through her specific numbers and results, and when he was finished, he stalled, not entirely sure how to end the call. “Umm… Are you okay?” he asked quietly.


  “Yes.” Her voice was equally quiet. “Are you?”


  “Mm-hmm.” He was silent for a moment. “I should probably go. I called in the birth control to the pharmacy on Main Street.”


  “Thanks.”


  “Yeah. Uh… Bye.”


  “Bye.”


  He sat there, shaking his head once he’d disconnected. Then he grabbed his coat and took off. He had lunch plans at The Landing that day, and he was cutting it close if he was going to get there on time. When he pulled up, Isaiah’s Land Cruiser was already parked out front.


  “Hey.” He slid into the booth next to Joss, leaning over and pecking her on the cheek.


  “Hey,” she said with a sly smile.


  He stared at her quizzically for a moment, and then he turned to Isaiah. “Chief. How’s it going?”


  “I’m fine. My wife has something she’s dying to say to you, and you know she doesn’t keep secrets—”


  “What do you think of her?” Joss practically shrieked at him, her face all excitement.


  He gaped at Joss for a moment. “I’m sorry. Who?”


  Isaiah chuckled as he focused on Joss.


  “Dylan Corbett,” she replied.


  And his heart stopped. He glanced to Joss, his eyes wide and confused. How the hell could Joss possibly know what he’d done to her?


  Joss grabbed his arm. “I sold her the house.” She shook her head, seemingly dumbfounded that he wasn’t picking up on this.


  “Oh!” he said, relief coursing through him. His brain had completely gone down the wrong path there for a second, and his rapidly fluttering heart said clearly what path that was.


  “She’s pretty. Isn’t she?” Joss continued.


  “Joss has decided you shouldn’t be single anymore,” Isaiah weighed in.


  “I see,” he muttered as he looked at Joss again and shook his head.


  “What?” she asked incredulously. “You’re not dating anyone. Haven’t for a while if I’m not mistaken—”


  “I dated someone when I was in Chicago.”


  She gave him her best chastising look. “You mean you had a fling to pass the time? You were only ever going to be there for two months. That’s not a relationship. And why am I just hearing about this fling?” She scowled as though the idea was offensive.


  “Because it was casual, and I knew it wasn’t going to go anywhere.”


  “That’s my point.” She nudged his arm. “You need something to go somewhere.”


  “Well, I won’t be dating my neigh—”


  “Speak of the devil,” Joss muttered. “Hi, Dylan.” She waved at the woman who’d just walked in.


  The problem with small town living was biting him in the ass. There was simply no chance of avoiding anyone in this place. He glanced up just in time to see Dylan smile broadly at Joss and then her face fall as she took in the sight of Co sitting next to her. Her brow flinched, and she looked away for a moment. But she looked back, forcing herself to walk toward them—at least it looked forced to him.


  “Hi.” She smiled at Joss. Her eyes moved to Isaiah then. “Good to see you again, Chief.”


  “You, too, Dylan. Have a seat.”


  She finally glanced at Cohen, but she glanced away quickly. “I shouldn’t. I’m just going to…” She cocked her thumb toward the bar. “I was just going to grab a quick bite.”


  “Oh, for God’s sake, woman. Sit down!” Joss remarked. “We haven’t even ordered yet, and we don’t get enough new people around, so that makes you my new best friend.”


  Dylan laughed, but it trailed off as she glanced at Co again.


  “Please,” Co pointed to the seat across from him that was open next to Isaiah.


  She nodded, sitting next to Isaiah as Joss smiled at her. The waitress arrived at their table moments later, and Dylan ordered on the fly after they took turns, and then she glanced around nervously. She didn’t appear any more comfortable than he was. Joss picked up on the awkwardness and eyed them both suspiciously.


  “Well, you two have clearly met.” Joss’s brow wrinkled as she studied the still panicking Dylan.


  “We are neighbors thanks to you.” Cohen cocked his head toward Joss.


  “So … you all know each other.” Dylan nodded as she looked around the table.


  Joss smiled at her. “It’s a small town thing. You’ll get used to it.” She winked. “Cohen and I have known one another for most of our lives. Grew up together here on Bristol. I graduated two years before him, and his brother graduated one year before me. Co went off to college on the east coast and then to medical school in the army, and I went to college in Madison and did my best to destroy my life for a while.”


  Cohen chuckled quietly, and Isaiah reached across the table, taking Joss’s hand as he smiled gently at her. It was true. It was also part of the reason Cohen was there—in a roundabout sort of way at least.


  “Yeah,” Dylan responded. “I’ve done that a time or two.” She glanced at Co again, but she was being so shy she could barely hold her focus on him for more than a second.


  “Co returned home to the island a few years ago. The town had a need for a doctor, not something we ever had here on the island.” Joss glanced at him, and he smiled at her.


  “Really?” Dylan glanced around. “People had to go to the mainland anytime they were sick?”


  Cohen nodded, and she looked at him for a moment.


  “It wasn’t very practical. We…” Isaiah glanced at Joss as he spoke. “…found out the hard way what a pain it can be to need a doctor and not have one readily available.”


  “Oh?” Dylan looked between Joss and Isaiah.


  “Oh, yeah,” Joss added. “After a couple trips to the hospital in Baymont in a short period of time and in the dead of winter…” She shrugged. “The island is small, but since it was first settled a long time ago, it’s grown. Even in off season, there are too many people here not to have medical treatment available. It’s just too hard to get to the mainland sometimes.”


  Isaiah took over then. “I pushed the board to look into it, and they did. Cohen came back to the states when his father passed away a few years ago. Joss introduced me to Co when he was in town for the funeral. Of course the board already knew very well who Cohen was, and when they started talks with a few different medical networks about setting up a clinic here on Bristol, it was with Cohen in mind. Eventually, the council decided on North Central Medical Associates, and the rest is history.”


  She nodded, but her eyes eventually settled on him. “I’m sorry you lost your father.”


  “Thanks,” he responded quietly.


  “But you were in the Army then?”


  “Yeah. I was working at Landstuhl in Germany; it’s a military hospital.” He took a deep breath. “But my mom was all alone after my dad died, and I just felt like it was time to come home.” He focused on her, and she looked right back.


  “How is your mom doing?” She asked, her voice gentle and her expression soft.


  “Umm… She died less than a year and a half after my father died.”


  “I’m sorry.” Her brow furrowed as she watched him.


  He looked away for a second as his throat tightened. What was it about the sympathy of others that made it hard to breathe when he talked about his parents? “I was one of two doctors when NCMA opened the clinic here. But the other doctor, Dr. Crilly, was new to the island, and he didn’t end up loving our quiet little community. It’s an acquired taste, and you have to enjoy seclusion to survive out here. He recently accepted a position at a practice in Chicago. I was actually in Chicago doing some emergency medicine training when I found out. I got back a few weeks ago just as Crilly was moving.”


  “And now you’re the only doctor on the island,” Dylan commented.


  He smiled and nodded. “Yep.”


  “So, don’t get sick, Dylan,” Joss pointed at her. “At least not until they get another doctor hired. You don’t want to end up in stirrups in his exam room—that would be awkward, especially if you two—”


  “Baby,” Isaiah cut her off, pinning Joss to her place with his eyes.


  “Sorry,” she replied as she bit her lip and looked at her husband.


  “You wanna plan their wedding, too?” Isaiah’s eyebrows were cocked in amusement.


  “Yeah,” she nodded. “I kind of do.”


  Isaiah chuckled as he winked at her.


  But that sweet little exchange was missed on Cohen for the most part because he couldn’t seem to look up from the table between him and Dylan. And when he finally pulled his eyes up to her face, she was studying him. He tried to swallow, and her focus shifted to his neck. And then he looked away.


  When the waitress arrived with their food, he sighed. Thank God. Something to focus on other than the awkwardness that Joss had so conveniently pointed out. But as he glanced around the table, it was to see Joss and Isaiah looking back and forth between him and Dylan curiously.


  “What about your family, Dylan? Are you close to them?” Joss asked.


  Dylan froze in place as though every muscle in her body suddenly went rigid. “No. We don’t speak.”


  She looked down at her plate, clearly uncomfortable with the topic.


  Eventually, Joss cleared her throat and changed the subject. “So, Dylan, how’s the writing going?”


  Dylan’s cheeks blushed as she looked back up, but at least she was looking and not trying to hide in her plate of food. She nodded. “Okay. I’ve been fighting with a character for a while now, but I’m finally working out the details.” She smirked as she glanced at Joss.


  “What does that mean?” Joss asked curiously.


  Cohen was just confused as shit. He thought she wrote for a newspaper or wrote … death notices or something.


  Dylan glanced at him nervously before she looked at Joss. “Uh… Sometimes it’s hard to really define your characters at first—at least for me. Who they are, what they look like, what they do, what their hang-ups are. I’ve just been struggling with a male character in particular.”


  He studied her for a moment, his food forgotten. “I thought you wrote articles or…”


  Joss laughed. “Books, Cohen, not articles. Fiction.”


  He hummed as he looked at Dylan. Well, this was intriguing if nothing else. “What kind of books?”


  Her pink cheeks turned crimson all of a sudden, and Joss snorted. He glanced at Joss, and she cleared her throat. By the time his eyes returned to Dylan, she was staring at the table.


  She cleared her throat, too, finally looking up at him. “The kind where men and women fall in love and do interesting and explicit things in bed.”


  Joss instantly busted out laughing beside him. “That’s one way to put it.”


  Cohen couldn’t seem to pull his attention from Dylan, and he studied her. She was managing to look back, but it was clearly a struggle.


  “You write erotic romance?”


  She nodded. “Yep.” She looked too nervous.


  The woman who’d not had sex for six years spent her time writing sex. Huh. His groin was suddenly throbbing, and when her foot accidentally nudged his, he jerked away in surprise.


  “Sorry,” she said quietly.


  He shook his head.


  She ended up having them box up half her lunch to go, and as she was waiting for her check, she stared at his hands. When she glanced up and caught him watching her, she looked away. And she practically bolted from the table once her check was taken care of.


  “I’ll call you.” Joss smiled at her sweetly. “We’ll grab coffee soon.”


  She stopped stuffing her wallet in her tote bag at the same time as she wrapped her wool scarf around her neck hastily, and she smiled. “Yeah. I’d really like that,” she said sincerely. She shrugged into her black pea coat, and then she finally looked at him. “Bye,” she said quietly.


  “Bye.”


  She waved over her shoulder as she walked away, and his eyes followed her to the door.


  “Wow,” Joss remarked. “That was … intense.”


  “Yeah, Cohen. I’m siding with my wife on this one.”


  He looked back and forth between the two of them for a moment, and then he shrugged. Of course that wouldn’t satisfy them—at least not Joss. Isaiah watched him sternly, his eyes narrowing. Joss just gaped at him.


  He finally sighed. “Leave it alone,” he warned Joss. There was little chance she’d be doing that.


  “You slept with her. I know you did. You both have this whole … morning after cute thing going on—”


  “No,” he shook his head. The irony was she’d nailed him on the whole morning after mentality. It felt remarkably like that.


  Joss hummed as she tapped her lip.


  Isaiah laughed.


  Cohen rolled his eyes, standing and fishing his wallet out of his pocket. He tossed some money on his check. “I’ll see you two later.” He walked away.


  “You two look cute together,” Joss hollered after him.


  He stopped, turning back slowly. “You’re gonna have to let this one go, Joss. Sorry.”


  He was sorry, too. He didn’t want to let it go any more than Joss did.


  He turned and headed out into the crisp air and returned to the clinic. He was overbooked that afternoon, and it wasn’t until four-thirty that he managed to sit down for longer than two seconds. And when he sank into the chair at his desk, he swiveled it to look out his window. It had been snowing since shortly after he’d returned from lunch. There was at least three inches of new snow on top of the four or five remaining from their first snow of the year, and it was supposed to keep snowing for the remainder of the evening. It was mid-November, and winter was hitting a bit early for them.


  He looked back from the window to his desk, and he opened Explorer, pulling up Amazon. He searched for Dylan Corbett, and when he struck out, he closed the search window and pulled his coat on. When he was driving toward the peninsula, he snatched up his cell phone and hit Joss’s speed dial number. He suspected he was going to regret this.


  “Hey,” she answered.


  “Hey. So does she write under a pen name?” He wasn’t going to waste any time. He knew full well she’d grill the hell out of him for this.


  “Not so much a pen name.” She sounded entirely too mischievous. “She only goes by her first initial though. D. Corbett.”


  He chuckled. “I see. How does anyone even know she’s a woman?”


  “Well, her first name’s not a typical female name either, so I’m not sure that would matter much. But maybe that’s the point. A way to protect her identity perhaps. I’m sure that’s important to her. She purchased her house under the name of an indistinguishable trust. I can only guess it’s to keep people from knowing how to find her.”


  “Yeah. Hey, how is Nat’s tendonitis. I didn’t get to the last volleyball game, and I wanted to know how she was getting along. I’d hate to see her have to sit out any of her senior year.”


  “She’s on the mend. She’s keeping that compression wrap you gave her on all the time. She’s worried about her scholarship if she can’t bounce back from this, so she’s being diligent.”


  “Good. Keep me posted. If we need to schedule physical therapy, we can set it up through the clinic in Baymont.”


  “Sounds good. You still coming to Thanksgiving dinner at our place this Thursday?”


  “Yep.”


  “Great.” Joss was silent for a moment. “We’ve known each other since grade school. Are you really not going to tell me what’s going on with you and your new neighbor?”


  He chuckled. He was just passing by her house at that moment, and he glanced toward her front porch, seeing lights on inside. “I’m really not going to tell you a damn thing, and you’re just going to have to deal with that.”


  They hung up moments later, and he pulled into his garage. He poured a glass of wine and headed upstairs to his bedroom. After he took a shower, he grabbed his iPad and pulled up Amazon again, searching on the right name this time. Thirteen books popped up that time.


  Beyond the Need


  It was the first title listed. He didn’t bother reading the description. He hit download, adding her eroticism to his collection of murder mysteries, espionage, and history. And then he sank into his warm bedding and grabbed his reading glasses and his glass of wine as her book opened up.


  



  Beyond the Need


  When Want Becomes Obsession…


  By D. Corbett


  


   Chapter Five


  
    
  


  Dylan spent the first couple hours of the Saturday after Thanksgiving writing. She had a new found love for her male character—who was finally starting to cooperate and take on some actual shape. She suddenly couldn’t seem to stop wanting to tell his story. It was at once arousing and exhilarating. She loved this feeling—when she’d captured something she was happy with. She was definitely happy with him.


  But she pulled herself from her laptop and her coffee at ten, giving it up for a snow shovel and her snowsuit. Another six inches of snow had fallen the night before, and it was starting to add up anywhere she didn’t keep shoveled. By the time she walked out the door, she looked like a mass of thick black fabric. She got lost staring at white as she scooped and tossed, hoping she was actually over the sidewalk that led from her front door to her driveway. She wasn’t strong enough to get all the way through the twelve inches to the concrete underneath, so it was a layered process.


  She was panting within ten minutes, sweating into her snowsuit within fifteen, and then ready to pack cold snow into her clothes to cool down by twenty. Her face was scrunched up in exhaustion, and her arms felt like rubber as she scooped and tossed over and over and over—


  “Hey.”


  She squealed at the sudden voice from behind her, and as she stood up spinning toward the sound, her shovel nearly took out his knees as he hopped back with a “Whoa.”


  She started toppling over backward as Cohen’s hands reached out for her, but he wasn’t quick enough or she simply fell faster than normal humans, and she ultimately ended up falling on her ass as his eyes shot open wide. She busted out laughing, and he chuckled as he crouched down to her level.


  “I give up,” she said through her panting breaths.


  “First winter on the island, and you’re giving up already? Come on, Dylan, I pegged you as tougher than that.”


  She shook her head. “No. I’m not. You totally misjudged me on that.” She blew out a huff of air as she still fought to catch her breath. “I’m sweating under all this.” She held her arms up, dropping them dramatically to the snow.


  He laughed. “Well, first of all, it’s twenty-five degrees out. That’s practically sunbathing weather here. You’re way overdressed.”


  She finally took in the rest of him. He was wearing jeans, his coat, a pair of gloves, snow boots that he’d left untied and loose, and aviator sunglasses that he happened to look hot as hell in. Shit. Why did he have to be good looking? And why couldn’t she figure out just how his cuteness would affect her before jumping headlong into speculum hell.


  “I thought you came from Chicago. You have winter there.”


  “Yeah, but … I mean, I lived in an apartment and took the L pretty much everywhere.”


  “Your ass okay?” he asked.


  “Why, you want to examine it?” The question popped out cheekily before she realized the inappropriateness of it. Damn her nervous sarcasm.


  But he chuckled. “You wouldn’t ask if you knew what the examination for a coccyx fracture entailed.”


  She cocked her head to the side in question.


  “Digital exam of the rectum.” He smirked. “Still interested?”


  Her eyes bulged. “No. I think you already had enough fun with my vagina.” And more nervous inappropriate responses.


  His jaw suddenly tensed, and he looked down at the ground between them.


  “Sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t mean to insinuate… I say weird things sometimes when I’m nervous.” And clearly she over-divulged, too.


  “Nervous, huh?” He held his hand out to her and hoisted her off the ground.


  “My ass is fine, I assure you. My dignity could use some help.”


  He finally smiled at her. “Well, I can’t help your dignity, but I can at least help you get your driveway clear. My Ranger is out of commission sitting in the garage waiting for a part to come in, so we’re going to have to tackle this the old fashioned way.”


  “Your Ranger?” she asked.


  “It’s like an … all-terrain four wheeler type thing,” he said awkwardly. “I put a blade on it in the winter, so I can plow out the lane and driveways.”


  She nodded.


  She worked alongside him. He managed to actually hit concrete every time, and she continued to pathetically scrape the top off. He stripped out of his coat when the sun came out, and she struggled to keep her eyes on the snow and not him. He was wearing a long sleeve shirt that fit. It fit so well, she could see damn near every muscle working under the fabric. And the jeans? They were fitted and worn, bunched up at the ankle where his boots hit.


  She’d never met a man who could pull off casual in such a confident way, and she was becoming more and more wired the longer she was around him. She’d thought he was attractive the first time she met him, but being attractive didn’t do much for Dylan. It was odd—like she could recognize an attractive man, but it just didn’t … make anything happen inside her—not anymore at any rate. Maybe her hormones were broken.


  The problem with Cohen was that he was nice, decent, commanding yet gentle, intelligent, hard working. The list grew every time she saw him, and it was all making her feel something again. It had been a long time since she’d felt anything at all about a man, except the ones she wrote to perfection in her books. And of course there was the humiliation that went along with the fact he’d gone spelunking in her vagina that she had to deal with, too.


  “I’m such an idiot,” she muttered out loud before she remembered she wasn’t alone.


  “I’m sorry?”


  She stood up, whipping toward him and freezing. He had no idea that talking to herself was quite the normal event in her world, and the quizzical expression on his face said it was not normal in his world.


  “Nothing,” she said quickly. “Just talking to myself.”


  “Oh… Well, as long it’s nothing serious like a symptom of schizophrenia—oh, wait…” he trailed off dramatically.


  She laughed, shaking her head as she returned her focus to the snow. In an hour they had her driveway and sidewalk clear, and they both collapsed to the steps that led up to her porch.


  “Do you need help with your driveway?” she offered.


  He peered over at her and smiled. “No. I was up early and got mine done before you even poked your head out.”


  “Oh. Well, I was writing this morning.”


  He looked at her then, studying her. “Why didn’t you tell me what you wrote?”


  Her cheeks warmed. “Um… I guess I’m never quite sure how people are going to take it, especially men.”


  “Because men judge women who write sex harshly?” he asked sarcastically.


  “Yes,” she said quietly, glancing away. “But not in the way you assume.” She finally looked back at him. “And I don’t write ‘sex’ by the way.” She used her finger quotes. “I write romance. Sex just tends to happen where romance is involved.” She smirked, but when she caught his wide eyes looking back at her, she cleared her throat, trailing off in a nervous laugh. Was she trying to justify herself to this man?


  “I wasn’t trying to demean what you write, Dylan,” he said quietly as he focused on her eyes.


  She smiled. “I’m sorry.” Her voice was just as quiet as his. “It’s just… I think men make all sorts of judgments about women they have no business making—judgments based on the way they dress, how large their breasts are, how much makeup they wear. Don’t you think there’s a certain degree of judgment the average man would make based on the fact I write sex—as you call it?” She was trying to make a point, though she was trying to do it as gently as she could.


  His brow flinched as he looked at her. “I didn’t think about it that way.” He glanced away. “But I wouldn’t have made that judgment.”


  “Are you sure?” She focused on him, and he turned back to her.


  “Yeah, I’m sure,” he responded in an almost offended tone. “What? You think I’d have assumed you were promiscuous?”


  “You seemed pretty shocked when I told you I’d not had sex for six years during my appointment.”


  He just stared at her, his expression frozen and unreadable. “I didn’t even know what you wrote at that point,” he said. “So you can hardly draw a connection to my impressions of you given your genre of choice and how long you choose to go without being sexually active.”


  “That’s not the point. You still made a judgment based on…” she shrugged as she tried to decide what she wanted to say. “I don’t know. My age, my appearance, my—”


  “How about statistics?”


  She nodded her head. “Okay,” she conceded. “If you say so.”


  He looked at her and smirked, and then he stood, taking a couple steps and then turning back to her slowly. “That’s a hell of a chip you have on your shoulder.” He studied her for a moment. “It’s okay. I’m sure you came by it honestly.”


  She laughed quietly.


  He was studying her again, smiling. “So, does your writing have anything to do with why you’re not close to your family? Did they judge you?”


  She stood then, too, saying nothing for a moment. She glanced away, squinting into the sunlight as she considered how to answer this one. When she looked back, he was still studying her. “They’ve judged me plenty. But oddly enough, no, it isn’t my writing.” It was the truth—at least as much of it as she was willing to give him. “Thanks for helping me shovel. I appreciate it.”


  He nodded. “Anytime. You are my only neighbor, after all.”


  She smiled. “So that means I have to take care of your dog when you go on vacation?”


  “I don’t have a dog.”


  “Damn it,” she muttered in feigned disappointment.


  He chuckled, and then he watched her for a moment before he turned and started down her sidewalk.


  “Cohen,” she called after him. Her heart pounded in her chest.


  “Yeah,” he turned back.


  “I shouldn’t have had you do my exam last week. I should have known it would make you uncomf—”


  “Dylan,” he cut her off quietly. His smile was gone. His mood was shifted, and as she stared at him, he shook his head. “I’m sorry if you regret your decision to let me treat you.” He seemed to be spewing some rehearsed line. “But—”


  “It’s just that… It seems like it’s been awkward since…” she stuttered. “I just meant … I’m sorry if—”


  “I can’t talk about this with you.” His face looked nearly angry.


  She shook her head in confusion, her brow wrinkling. “Why?”


  “Because I’m your doctor.”


  “And you can’t talk to your patient about her exam?”


  He looked away, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “We’ve already discussed the results of your—”


  “I’m not talking about—”


  “Exactly,” his voice was firm as his focus snapped back to her. “I can’t talk about what you want me to talk about. It’s not appropriate.”


  She didn’t have a clue how to react to that. Her feelings were hurt as much as anything, and as she tried to regroup, she stared at the ground. “Appropriate,” she repeated him, still staring at the ground. “Okay.” She glanced up at him as she reached back for the doorknob.


  He sighed in what sounded like frustration, anger even.


  She pushed the door open, turning toward her house.


  “Dylan—”


  “It’s fine,” she lied as she looked back toward him, but she was struggling to hold eye contact. “Thanks for…” She pointed to the driveway.


  “I’m sorry you’re upset about this…” he tried.


  “No. It’s okay.” Anger was biting into her, masking the hurt underneath. They’d had a perfectly nice conversation—open, honest, real… That wasn’t something she experienced very often with men these days. And now he was shutting it down, and the painful part…? He was shutting her out. “I was just trying to say I’m sorry if it made you feel uncomfortable. I wasn’t trying to suggest you should feel that way.” And then she shook her head as she turned and walked into her house. “But given your defensive reaction, I’d say my apology was warranted,” she muttered as she closed the door behind her.


  She took a deep breath, sinking to the door. Well, that conversation had certainly gotten away from her. Damn it.


  


   Chapter Six


  
    
  


  Chelsea’s mouth touched his. Her lips sucked on Ryan’s, and she tugged at it with an intense pull. He needed this. He needed this more than he’d needed anything in his entire life. Why did she do this to him? What was it about this one woman that seemed to incite so much need in him? But he did need her. He needed to touch and taste and consume the depth of her body with his own…


  



  “Holy fuck,” Cohen muttered as he pushed his reading glasses up to his forehead and set his iPad down on the bed beside him. But then he picked it back up, and he let his glasses slip back down to sit on his nose.


  



  His cock was hard and thick, and her eyes glancing at it were such a fucking turn on, he pulsed with desire. She wanted this. She wanted this as much as he did, and who they were supposed to be to one another simply didn’t matter. She could be his student tomorrow. Right now, he needed to just be a man, not a professor. He needed her to just be a woman, not a graduate student. It was quite simple really. Men were supposed to be men, and women were supposed to women. And, frankly, everything else was supposed to be irrelevant.


  



  She was a fucking genius. And he was fucking tired, aroused, and frustrated. He really did set the iPad aside then, and he removed his black rimmed reading glasses completely that time, dropping them carelessly into his nightstand drawer. He turned his lamp off, he stared at his ceiling, willing his brain to ignore the arousal coursing through him until his eyelids got heavy, and he let them close.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Her lips trembled against his, and his cock settled between the wet lips of her pussy. He ran his hand through her hair, letting his palm circle back up to clutch at her cheek. Her eyes were heady and seductive as they watched him. She was leaning back on her hands, teetering on the edge of the table, and he was between her legs, ready to consume her body.


  “Please,” Dylan begged.


  He nudged. He was absolutely going to give her what she needed, but he preferred a bit more torture before he took what he wanted. His hand that held her cheek, trailed down from her face to her neck. He gently glided his palm over her throat, and then he kept going. Her nipples were hardened peaks, and he lightly grazed his fingertips over one. Her stomach muscles rippled, her body trying to turn inside out as he toyed with her. He leaned closer, his chest touching those rock hard nipples.


  “Please,” she whimpered.


  He nudged again, letting the head of his cock push into her, but then he stilled, reaching for her chin and clutching it in his hand. Her eyes shot open wide, and she stared at him as her lips parted. She looked so needy, so desperate, and he forced her patience, knowing it was utter torment for her—never mind how overly ready he was, too.


  When he pulled the tip of his dick back out, she whimpered. It turned into a growl as her hands fisted at her sides. He reached his other hand to her face, too, and he clutched her cheeks in both of his hands and held her face close to him. His cock settled between the lips of her pussy again, sliding back and forth over her slit. Every time it passed over her clit, she grunted and her stomach muscles tightened as she tried to grasp at the orgasm she was so desperate for.


  She took shallow gasps of air as he held his mouth close to hers, and he could feel it on his lips. He knew her sex. He’d explored, looked, touched, stretched her open to him, and he knew fucking well she was tight as hell. Her tits were round and large, and he knew they’d bounce the moment he thrust into her and started pounding her body. He could imagine it all… But he wasn’t done torturing them both.


  “You like it hard, don’t you?” He spoke harshly against her ear as his hips still humped, refusing to enter her body.


  He pulled back, and her lips trembled, her face a desperate contorted thing as she waited for more.


  “Yes, Doctor…” she whispered.


  He sucked in a hissing gasp, and he pulled away from her as he staggered back. He stared at her, his lips snarling in fury, and then his focus widened to the room around them—the examination table, the stirrups her feet were planted in, his own fucking lab coat. He looked around him, his fury fading into terror. What was he doing? Her legs were gaping open, her body so exposed.


  Her lips trembled again as he finally looked back at her face. Her eyes were glossed over now, and as he watched, a tear rolled down her cheek. “Did you like touching me?” she whispered out the question accusingly.


  Her eyes shimmered, but even with a tear streak down her cheek, she wasn’t sobbing, she wasn’t crying, she was just watching him. Perhaps this was vengeance for the sexual torture he’d been inflicting on them both.


  “Did. You. Like. Touching. Me?” She repeated, enunciating each word as she sat up straighter.


  He nodded, his movements lurched and jagged as he confessed it to her, wanting to regain control of this but knowing she’d taken that control from him. All she’d had to do was expand the scene a little, remind him who she was to him and furthermore, who she wasn’t allowed to be—his lover.


  “Did you like putting your fingers inside my pussy?”


  He was still nodding, and she was still looking at him with a calm cruelty.


  She dropped her legs from the stirrups, and as she stepped down from the table the gown that opened in front fell from her shoulders, loosely hanging from her arms and trailing behind her. She walked seductively toward him. It was a nearly cold look on her face as she tauntingly closed the space between them.


  “Did you want to lick my pussy when you were working between my legs? Hmm?”


  “Please,” he was the one pleading now.


  “Did you like sticking that cold metal thing into my body?” She looked up at him, her face expressionless.


  He gritted his teeth, anger welling up inside him. He didn’t like this mirror being held up in front of him.


  “You did.” Her voice was too seductive. “I know you—”


  “No!” he snapped and lunged. He marched toward her as she stumbled back to the table, and when her bottom bumped the edge, he swiftly reached to the backs of her legs, gripping into her thighs as he lifted her to teeter on the exam table.


  “Doc—” she gasped out.


  But his hand shot out, his palm covering her mouth and stifling her words. And as his thumb dug into her lower jaw, he thrust hard into her, violently jolting her body as her eyes popped open wide. She groaned against his hand, the warmth of her breath moistening his palm, and then her eyes fluttered.


  He pulled slightly from her, sinking just as harshly back to her core, and he leaned to her ear, seething, “This … is what I wanted to stick in you.”


  Her sheath trembled and clenched around his cock, and as he felt the stricture of her muscles, he groaned. He pulled swiftly from her slamming back in. Her eyes blinked rapidly, and his hand slipped from her mouth, trailing down to clutch at her breast. His fingers dug into the supple pale skin, and he pounded one fast and hard penetration after another into her body.


  “Doc—” she groaned out again.


  That’s when he snapped. “Stop calling me that!” he yelled at her.


  And then he sat bolt upright in bed as he gasped deeply for air. He sat there, panting like an animal with nothing more than the moonlight subtly lighting up the space around him. He threw back his covers, sitting on the side of his bed as he reached over for the bedside lamp. Once he’d started breathing again, he dropped his head back to stare at the tall ceilings above him, and it wasn’t until many minutes later that he moved.


  “What the fuck was that?” he muttered as he stood and walked to the master bathroom. He turned the shower on, and stripped out of his underwear. His skin was clammy with sweat from his nightmare… Was it a nightmare? Part of him wanted to go straight back to bed and jump right back into that nightmare. Shouldn’t he want to escape it? He looked at himself in the mirror. He’d had plenty of bad dreams in his life, and not a damn one had ended up with an erection. This one had left him engorged and hard, ready to erupt.


  He shook his head as he stepped into the shower, and he adjusted the water to a nearly cool temperature as he let it soothe his skin. He braced his body with his hands on the wall, and his chin dropped to his chest. His longer hair on the crown of his head saturated with water and washed over his forehead and into his eyes. But he ignored it.


  His erection was still high on his stomach, and his fingers curled into fists against the tile as he tried to decide if he wanted to indulge. What he wanted was to go back to sleep without the fear he’d be thrust into more dreams like the one he’d woken from. But he also knew succumbing to this arousal meant succumbing to her—at least in his mind, and she would be propelling his every stroke. He didn’t know how to feel about that. Guilty? He wanted to come with thoughts of her in his mind, but what did that mean? It’s not like he was doing it in real life, but did it, and should it, make a difference to his conscience?


  He reached down, pausing for a moment as he took a deep breath, and then he gripped. And he groaned. He stroked harshly against his skin, and he closed his eyes, fully immersing in her and feeling ashamed at the same time. But he ignored the guilt and he focused on the ridiculously vivid images of her body that he had in his mind. He didn’t have any right to know her body so well, but he did. He knew what every ounce of flesh between her legs looked like. She kept herself completely shaved, and she had small but plump lips. The skin within, including her tight little clit, was pink, smooth, and soft.


  His imagination played as he fantasized about running his ungloved fingers over that skin. He slipped his middle finger between her lips, running his index finger and his ring finger along the outside of her lips and plumping that flesh all the more as he squeezed.


  His hand kept pulling and gripping, sliding tightly over his arousal, and he was gasping before long as he focused on the images in his brain. She’d tightened on his fingers during her exam, constricting them as he’d penetrated her. He’d nearly fallen apart then. Her muscles were strong, and her pussy was incredibly tight. She wasn’t tightening on him for any of the right reasons then, but fuck, in his fantasies she sure as hell was.


  He groaned as his hand sped on his cock. He was close. He was so close his lips were trembling and his body tremoring.


  “Fuck,” he cried out as he fought to get there.


  He’d barely let himself glance at her tits during her exam, but they were larger and perky, her nipples as light pink as the skin of her pussy and when he finally hit his release it was as he imagined impaling her on his cock as he gripped into the soft flesh of her tits.


  “Oh, God,” he groaned as he surged cum onto the tiled wall in front of him.


  He caught his breath as he braced his body with his forearm to the wall, and he dropped his forehead to rest on his arm, slowly inhaling and exhaling as his body relaxed again. When he finally turned the water off and stepped out, it was many minutes later. He stood at the bathroom counter, staring at himself. His body was strong, but he was starting to question whether there was any strength of character in himself at all.


  He ran his hands through his hair, pushing it back from his face and then he walked out, flipping the light off. He didn’t bother dressing when he ran downstairs to get a drink, and as he stood at the study window that sat off the large great room, he stared at her home. He knew the layout of her home. He’d been in it several times over the past few years, and he stood there focusing on it as he gulped down water.


  Her office light was on. It was nearly two-thirty in the morning, and as he watched, a shadow moved in front of the window. He panicked for half a second, but his lights were off, and if she bothered to look she’d see nothing at all. And then … she did look. Her hand pulled the sheer curtain aside, and she stood there looking out toward his house. His heart raced as he watched her.


  She was definitely looking at his home, and his cock throbbed as his need reinvigorated. He crossed an arm on his naked body and he gnawed on his opposite thumbnail as he watched her watching his home. He wanted her to see him. As wrong as it was, as unethical as it was, he still wanted her to know he was watching her, too. Hell, he wanted her to know every last raunchy and inappropriate thought that was in his head.


  But that simply wasn’t possible.


  He’d been terrified of talking to her about her exam. He’d been afraid because he didn’t want her to see this—the desire he’d just released all over his fucking bathroom tile. His feelings on the matter weren’t as professional as they should be. And he’d been afraid she’d sense that—even as he’d wanted her to. In the end … she had. His unwillingness to discuss it made it obvious. There was no question he was struggling with what he’d done. And he’d not avoided sharing that with her. He’d just done it in a way that ended up hurting her feelings.


  He shook his head as she dropped her curtain back in place, and then she was gone, and he went back upstairs.


  


   Chapter Seven


  
    
  


  “Now you just hop up on the table. So, tell me about your symptoms.” Beth smiled at her.


  Dylan didn’t bother answering. She just pointed to her throat. Talking was entirely too painful at this point, and she’d been ignoring it for days, dreading having to see the good doctor in this place again. Hell, she’d just been dreading seeing him period, and she’d ended up being a hermit for an entire week just to avoid the possibility of having to deal with him.


  She couldn’t sleep; she couldn’t swallow; and after waking up that morning and crying for fifteen minutes straight at the pain, she gave up avoiding him and arrived at the clinic five minutes before they even opened. She didn’t bother calling, because a full conversation’s worth of talking just sounded like torture. And when Beth saw her standing at the entry door waiting for it to be unlocked, she ushered her in, pulled her file, and escorted her to an exam room, bypassing the still vacant check-in desk altogether.


  Now Beth was standing in front of her, wrapping the blood pressure cuff around her upper arm and nodding sympathetically. “Seeing a lot of sore throats right now.” She smiled. “How long has this been going on?”


  Dylan held up five fingers, but then she rolled her eyes, adding two from her other hand.


  Beth chuckled. “What on earth took you so long getting in here to see us? We didn’t scare you off too much last time, did we?” Her voice was sweet at first, but after the question was asked her face slackened and then turned serious. She studied Dylan for a moment. It was suspicion on her face.


  Dylan quickly shook her head, and her brow furrowed.


  Beth forced the smile back to her lips, “Well, then, you lie on back and rest. Dr. Jessup will be in shortly.”


  Dylan nodded. She was in the same room she’d been in previously, but the torture tray was thankfully missing this time around. She laid back on the exam table, and she closed her eyes. Sleep would be impossible of course. She’d learned that after many nights of tossing and turning and waking in agony, but she closed her eyes anyway…


  * * * *


  
    
  


  “Dylan?”


  She felt a hand on her upper arm, and as she blinked her eyes, she peered up at Cohen. His smile was subtle, and he looked hesitant. She yawned, and he reached for her hand, pulling her up to sit on the side of the table. So much for not falling asleep.


  “Hi,” she croaked out as she winced.


  His lips pulled up into an actual smile. “Sounds like you have a case of man-voice. It’s lovely,” he remarked sarcastically. “Swollen tonsils, sore throat that just won’t go away I’m guessing?” His brows arched as he studied her.


  She nodded. He moved to the sink, washed his hands, and dried them, and when he was standing in front of her again, he reached for her neck, palpating near the back of her jawline. He studied her eyes as his fingers moved, and she stared right back. She wasn’t sure what to make of his disposition. He was quiet, but he was kind—not that he was an unkind man at all, but after their last encounter, she just wasn’t sure what to expect.


  “Wow,” he commented. “Those are some swollen tonsils you have. I can feel them externally. Impressive.” He smirked, but it was a cool look. “How long have you ignored this in an effort to avoid seeing me?” He asked it casually, but it was loaded as hell.


  She looked down at her lap taking a deep breath. She’d been ignoring it for days.


  “Please look at me,” he said quietly.


  She peered up at him.


  “It’s okay. I’m glad you’re here now.” His lips pursed, but after he studied her for a moment, his lips pulled up in a small smile. When he grabbed her chart from the counter, he returned, setting the file folder next to her on the exam table and pulling his pen from his pocket. He scribbled some notes that weren’t the least bit legible.


  He pulled his stethoscope from his neck, fitting the earpieces in his ears, and when he held his palm against the diaphragm, warming it, he met her eyes again. When he lifted the diaphragm to her chest, he slipped it under the neckline of her cotton shirt, pressing it against her chest. His fingers touched her skin, and she froze for a second.


  He stared at her neck as he concentrated, and after a few long seconds, he pulled the diaphragm back. He reached around to her back, pressing the diaphragm against her cloth covered skin and holding it in place with his fingers again.


  “Deep breath in, please.”


  She inhaled as he listened.


  “Out.”


  She exhaled, and then he moved the diaphragm.


  “Again.”


  She inhaled once more, and when he asked her to let it out, she did. By the time he’d pulled away from her, her heart rate had accelerated. He smelled entirely too good. He stepped back from her as he pulled the earpieces from his ears and slung the stethoscope around his neck. He grabbed the otoscope and stepped back to her. Her knees were parted, and his hips were between them.


  “Open up. Let’s see just how pretty these tonsils of yours are.” He cringed as he shined the otoscope down her throat, and then he lowered it.


  “That bad?” Talking hurt like hell, and she shook her head as she forced herself to swallow.


  “No,” he mocked. “They’re lovely. They are, however, swollen, red, and infected. How about we get you on some antibiotics? Maybe some cough syrup, too, to help you sleep?”


  She nodded.


  He started chicken scratching on her file again, and as he wrote, he spoke. “I need to talk to you about last week.” He glanced to her eyes as he set the pen back down.


  Her lips pursed, and she scowled as she pointed to her throat.


  He chuckled quietly. “What? Afraid you’ll want to argue with me some more, and you won’t be able to?” He cocked his head as he watched her, but he smiled.


  She nodded.


  “I promise I won’t upset you this time.” His voice was quiet.


  She took a deep breath and nodded.


  “I’m sorry. I hurt your feelings by refusing to talk about this. It wasn’t my intention. I was just trying not to overstep any boundaries with you. That can be difficult when we…” His voice trailed off.


  He took a deep breath, and he opened his mouth. But just at that moment the door opened and Beth walked in. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Can you give us a few minutes, Beth?”


  She glanced between the two of them, and her brow flinched in what looked like confusion. But she eventually smiled and nodded, closing the door as she left again.


  When he looked back at Dylan again, he glanced to her lap where she was fidgeting. “You were right. It was uncomfortable.” He focused on her eyes for a moment, saying nothing. “But it wasn’t uncomfortable because of anything related to the exam or you or … your body.” He glanced away, but he looked back quickly, letting his eyes focus on her hands again for a moment. “It was difficult because of my relationship with you—the fact that I’m your neighbor, hell, our friendship … or the friendship I’d like to think we can have as neighbors. But you need to understand that my discomfort was absolutely not a poor or negative reflection on you.”


  She gnawed on the insider of her lip, but she nodded.


  “It’s not ethical for me to discuss it with you beyond that, and I need you to accept that. I can’t be the person to make you feel okay about it. I just can’t—not without overstepping those bounds. All the things I would say to you to make you feel better about this are things I’m not allowed to say to you, and that frankly could make this even worse. But I really need you to trust me when I say you have nothing to feel embarrassed about with me.” He focused on her eyes again.


  She studied his face for a moment, but eventually she nodded again.


  “At the end of the day it’s a small island, and we’re neighbors. I want us to be comfortable with each other. I don’t want this to be the thing you think about every time you see me.”


  “Yeah.” She winced. She really had to stop trying to talk.


  He chuckled and shook his head. “And I don’t want to see you ignore your health again—not five years for your pelvic exam, not even five days while your tonsils quadruple in size. Got it?” He cocked his head to the side. “Just nod. Don’t bother answering.” He smirked.


  She nodded.


  Within ten minutes, she was back outside and in her car. She spent the thirty minutes it took her to get to the pharmacy and then home replaying every word he’d spoken to her. He was right. He’d said nothing at all to upset her, and she did, in fact, trust his words. She felt better, and yet, she wasn’t sure why she should. He’d told her nothing at all that truly explained his subtle inability to relax around her. He treated town folk he must see every day, so while she understood what he said from a logic standpoint, she still just wasn’t sure it explained everything.


  By the time she got home, she was wiped out, exhausted, and in pain, but try as she might, she still couldn’t sleep, she couldn’t eat, and the most she managed to get down in terms of calories was Sprite. She winced even as she enjoyed the carbonated bubbles washing over her searing hot tonsils. This was hell. It was more hell than she’d experienced in a long time.


  She tried to sit in her writing chair, but she couldn’t concentrate on the book. She ignored a call from Lilly, her editor, entirely because there was simply no point trying to carry on a conversation. And when she crawled back on her couch, giving up on being the least bit productive, she pulled a blanket over her lap, and she stared at her coffee table.


  


   Chapter Eight


  
    
  


  Dylan opened the door that evening looking like hell. That’s not to say she wasn’t stunning in her hellish appearance, but she clearly wasn’t feeling well. She had natural loose wave to her hair, and it was piled on top of her head in a messy knot, very much like the first time Cohen met her—though she was decidedly less chipper this day. Her nose was red, her lips chapped, and her face pale. Her eyes were bloodshot and not nearly as round and open as usual either.


  He held up the paper bag he’d gotten from the Chinese carryout place. “Chopsticks on Main Street. Great hot and sour soup. Perfect for sore throats.” He smiled, and she backed away from the door, inviting him in with a weak smile.


  He set the soup on the kitchen counter, and he pulled the container from the bag.


  “Stay?” she asked in her frog-voice. It was nearly painful just listening to her.


  He stalled. He shouldn’t stay because, in fact, he very much wanted to. But she was watching him hopefully.


  “Tired of being alone. Need the distraction,” she rasped out. She sounded incredibly sexy with a rasp.


  “You sure you’re up for the company?” His eyes narrowed as he watched her. She sure didn’t look like she was up for anything at all except perhaps some painkillers and sleep.


  She nodded vigorously—almost desperately. She really did need the distraction.


  He smiled. “How about hot and sour soup and a movie then?”


  She nodded again as she pulled two bowls from the cupboard. They didn’t bother eating at the table, and he followed her into her living room. She pulled a thick blanket over her lap as she sat down, and he sank onto the leather sofa at the opposite end. She pulled her feet up beside her, and when she tossed the remote next to him, he chuckled.


  “You asked for it. I like scary movies.” He turned to her, cocking his eyebrows.


  She shrugged nonchalantly, meeting his challenge with her expression.


  Within fifteen minutes she’d nearly spilled her soup on her lap, she’d jumped five times, she’d barked a few times—which he was guessing was the equivalent of squealing, and he couldn’t seem to stop laughing at her.


  “Do you concede defeat, you lightweight?”


  She pulled her blanket around her tightly as her wide eyes stared at the screen. “No,” she muttered in her man-voice.


  He chuckled.


  But then the tits came out. Not hers, of course, the sad-looking B list actress on the screen. What was it about horror flicks and tits that seemed to go together for some inexplicable reason? He glanced at her, just to see her pale cheeks blushing scarlet.


  She caught him watching her. “Fake,” she offered.


  “Yes, they are,” he agreed. Unlike Dylan’s, which were natural and large. He was suddenly plagued by images from his dreams. Images of thrusting into her so hard her tits bounced as he jolted her body. That fucking image was killing him, and it had been for days. He really needed to figure out how not to be attracted to this woman before he went insane.


  The next time he glanced at her, she’d pulled the blankets up past her face, uncovering only one eye at a time to peek at the screen every few seconds or so. The tits were gone, replaced with gore, and she looked like she was going to snap from sheer terror. She’d wedged her feet up against his hip, her toes under his leg, but given the look of horror etched on her face, he was guessing she wasn’t even aware she was doing it.


  When she finally glanced over and realized where her feet had strayed, she pulled away quickly, and she stood abruptly, walking away to the kitchen. He craned his neck back to watch her. He’d prescribed her cough syrup with codeine in it, and she measured the dose out and then downed it as her face scrunched up in obvious distaste for the acrid cherry flavor.


  She returned to the sofa and sank back down to her place, pulling her feet tightly up to her side. She suddenly seemed very conscious of where her body was in relation to his. Her attention shifted back to the television.


  She lasted another fifteen minutes—clutching the blankets to her chest, hiding her face, peeking out, yelping, jumping, and then doing it all over again. He laughed at her every reaction, but then she hit her limit. She threw the blanket back, snatched up the remote, and hit the pause button on the DVR. “I can’t. No more or you’re going to have to sleep with me tonight.” She stilled for a moment and then shook her head as though she were shocked the words had come out of her mouth, and she instantly started coughing.


  He reached for her glass on the coffee table and handed it to her. As she raised it to her lips, he responded. “The Wisconsin Medical Board should love that.”


  She froze, her eyes wide above the rim of the glass as she stared at him. He stared right back. It seemed to go on for too long—their eyes refusing to look away as she slowly lowered the glass from her lips.


  “Sorry… Codeine talking…” she finally offered.


  He chuckled. He had no doubt that was true. Her eyes looked lazy and tired. She was fading fast. He snatched the remote from the table and quickly found a comedy instead. “I’m going to go soon, but how about I stay until your brain switches gears from horror to comedy?”


  She nodded, finally smiling and relaxing again. She relaxed so much, in fact, that when he cleared his throat twenty minutes later and said, “I think I better get going,” she didn’t respond to him at all. He glanced at her. Her legs were stretched out again, and she was hugging the throw pillow, resting her cheek to it. Her eyes were closed, and she was sound asleep.


  He thought about carrying her upstairs to her bed. He thought about it so much that when he crouched down beside her and grabbed the throw blanket that had fallen to the floor, he stared at the open stairs to the lofted second story bedroom. It was dark aside from a dim lamp that was lit somewhere near the far wall. He loved this cottage. He always had. It was far smaller than his home, but it was still an enviable place.


  The lower level had the great room and kitchen with its vaulted ceilings. Beyond that was a hallway that led back to the office and a small half bath. The lofted master bedroom and bath in the second story sat above the office, hallway and half bath, and it was open to the great room they were currently in.


  He may have been in the cottage a number of times, but he still wanted to see her stamp on it. But instead of being that bold, he stayed crouched beside her with the blanket in his hand. He just looked at her. She murmured incoherently in her sleep, and his skin prickled and his cock hardened at the warm almost seductive sound she made. He inhaled deeply and slowly as he studied her. She smelled sweet but not flowery. It was like warm vanilla crème—damn near edible, and he closed his eyes.


  When he covered her with the blanket, she hummed again, and he groaned so quietly he could barely hear his own sound though he could feel it vibrating through his chest. Her eyes fluttered and then opened as she tried to wake up.


  He was too close to her as he still crouched next to the couch, and she watched him, her eyes barely open and her lips slightly parted. Her long bangs were caught in her eyelashes, and as she blinked, they pulled and her eyelids fluttered again. He reached up, brushing her hair away.


  God, he wanted to kiss her. He swallowed the need down as her eyes glanced to his neck—likely seeing the struggle his restraint entailed. He wanted to taste her mouth and lick her tongue, and as those thoughts whirled through his mind, so did the fantasy of pushing his hand past the loose waist of her pajama pants and invading that private place between her legs with his fingers, his mouth, his tongue. He wanted his skin on hers—no latex glove between his fingers and her pussy, and sure as hell no latex between his cock and that tight little passage into her body.


  He knew her health damn near as well as he knew his own. They could. They could safely and freely fuck with nothing but their own bodies, and that’s how he wanted it with her. He wanted to feel all of her—every inch. The woman he couldn’t ethically fuck, he wanted to fuck six ways to Sunday without a single socially acceptable barrier between them.


  She watched him as he let himself float in that incredibly erotic place in his mind, and when her focus shifted to his mouth, he became very aware his lips were parted, too. But then she reached for him. Her hand lifted toward his cheek—her brow etched with lines of worry. At the last moment, he sucked in a quick breath, and his hand met hers, stopping it. He cleared his throat as he straightened his posture and sank down to sit on the edge of the coffee table. He reached for her forehead, resting his palm against her skin. She was warm, but the fever wasn’t high.


  “Are you okay?” Her voice was even more hoarse and raspy than usual, and she winced at the pain.


  “Mm-hmm. Better than you,” he said in a whisper as his lip pulled up at the side. “Get some rest. You should feel better in a couple days, but let me know if you don’t. Okay?”


  She nodded. “Yes, Doctor.” She smirked even through her tired expression.


  He studied her, suddenly fighting to smile back. His mind was stuck on the dream he’d been plagued by nights before. He still couldn’t decide if it was a nightmare or an incredible sex dream—perhaps a bit of both. But he remembered her saying those exact words to him in that dream. And hearing those words now was an unintentional reminder of something he didn’t want to accept. He was a doctor, and not only that, he was her doctor. And he’d done very invasive and intimate doctorly things to her body to prove it.


  He stood, forcing the smile to his mouth. “Good night. I’ll see you later.” He was nearly whispering. He glanced back once as he walked toward her entryway. She was watching him. He turned back around and walked away.


  


   Chapter Nine


  
    
  


  He was a large man. A man who knew he was large, knew what he could do with that size, and damn well knew how to do it. She’d learned that about him in the couple weeks since they’d become intimate.


  “Come closer, baby.” He slipped out of his lab coat and tossed it to the chair behind him.


  She walked toward him, slowly inching her tight skirt up her thighs. He pulled his tie from his neck, and undid the top button of his shirt, never once taking his focus off her hemline that was getting closer to her waist with every passing second.


  “Paging Dr. Ash to ER-1. Dr. Ash to ER-1,” suddenly blared over the hospital’s PA system.


  His jaw tensed, and he shook his head subtly. “Pause that, baby.” He reached back and snatched his lab coat from his chair, and as he approached her, he leaned to her lips, letting his touch hers but not kissing. And then he spoke. “How about you take those silky little panties off that you’ve been getting wet for me the past five minutes and put them in my desk drawer.” And then he did kiss, making it quick and pulling back moments later. “I promise I’ll return them to you tonight at dinner.”


  She smiled shyly and nodded, and he sauntered toward the door. He stopped and glanced back, winking quickly as he slipped out of his office. Her hands trembled as she worked them up her still nearly completely bare thighs, and she clutched the skimpy fabric that fit low on her hips, pulling her underwear down.


  Wet was right, and as she stared at the fabric in her hands for a moment, she shook her head in mortification. She could see exactly where the seam of her pussy was against the material by the moist line running down the center of the crotch. Her cheeks were flushed as she walked toward his desk, and she sat in his chair, grabbing a small sticky note. She wrote quickly.


  



  
    I want proof these served their purpose well, so after you’ve pleasured yourself while enjoying my scent, how about you wipe up your cum with them?

  


  
    Until tonight,

  


  
    Angelica

  


  
    


  


  Before meeting him, she’d never in her life say such a thing, let alone write it down, but he’d taught her just how much fun dirty talk could be, and more than that, he’d taught her she was just as capable of being lewd with her mouth as he was. He enjoyed her…


  



  Dylan’s phone rang from beside her, and she forced herself to set her laptop on the ottoman before she answered. She really didn’t want to take a break, but as she picked up the phone, she saw Lilly’s smiling picture on the screen.


  “Hey, Lil. How are you?”


  “Holy shit. This doctor is killing me. I want more … now. Tell me you have more words to give me. I can’t even concentrate on editing this stuff, because I’m too busy imagining myself humping him,” Lilly’s over-loud and low voice blared through the phone.


  “Well, you just interrupted the good doctor and me. I should have another ten-thousand words to you by the end of the week.”


  “Thank God,” Lilly muttered. “So what made you decide this man was a doctor after you were twenty-thousand words into the piece? I mean, that was some pretty heavy re-writing.”


  Dylan was sure she was blushing, which seemed odd considering she was alone, but she reached her hand to her cheek, feeling the warmth as she gritted her teeth. “Oh, no reason. Just… Just sounded like an interesting angle to explore.”


  “Damn right about that.” Lilly was quiet for a moment. “So you’re obviously feeling better. I can actually understand what you’re saying now.”


  “Yes. Took nearly a week for my tonsils to shrink back down.” And that was after she’d finally gone to the doctor. It had been a hell of a two weeks. That’s for sure.


  “Have you met any interesting islanders yet?” Lilly shifted gears.


  The long and honest answer to that question was, of course: Yes, a lovely doctor, who happens to be off-limits thanks to a rash and stupid decision and while liking is now unacceptable, writing, as it turns out, is very very acceptable. But the answer Dylan gave her was instead, “Nope. Not really.”


  “Well, what about that handsome neighbor you mentioned a while back?”


  “Oh, no. He’s just a neighbor—a friend.” She sighed inside her mind, keeping it from passing her lips and refusing to say anything more about him.


  “I’ve decided to come visit you in a couple weeks on that block of ice you now consider home.”


  Dylan instantly smiled. “That’s great news. I can’t wait to see you.” And then her phone beeped in her ear, alerting her rudely that she had another call. She pulled the phone back, seeing Joss Henry’s information pop up. “Oh, hey, Lil. I need to let you go. I’m getting another call. Will you call me when you know your travel plans for sure?”


  “Of course, doll. I’ll talk to you soon. Keep on this doctor. He’s good stuff.”


  Dylan bit her lip. “Yeah, he is, and I sure will.”


  She switched over to Joss quickly.


  “Hiya, Dylan.”


  “Hey, Joss. What’s going on?”


  “Well…” She drew out the word. “Isaiah is going to the city council meeting tonight, and my girls are both out with their friends to see a movie, so…” Another drawn out word. “I thought maybe you’d want to go out for a bit. The Landing, maybe? Drinks and dinner?”


  Dylan glanced down at her laptop and she grimaced. It was hard to walk away when the words were there for the plucking. But…


  “We won’t stay out late.”


  “Sorry … sorry.” She was taking too long answering. “That actually sounds like a lot of fun. Umm… I can be ready whenever you want.”


  “Great! I’ll pick you up at seven. I’m dying to see the cottage now that you’ve gotten moved in. I’ve always loved that property.”


  “That sounds perfect.”


  * * * *


  
    
  


  “I think you should go out with Co.”


  Dylan nearly shot her beer through her nose as she tried to take a drink and process Joss’s blunt words at the same time. “Umm… Uh… What?” She quickly mopped up what beer had managed to spill from her mouth with her napkin.


  The Landing was pretty crowded, but they’d managed to snag a quiet booth near the rear of the restaurant where the booths sat against the floor to ceiling windows that overlooked the water.


  “I’m serious. You two look good together. He couldn’t take his eyes off you when we had lunch a few weeks ago—”


  “Uh, that’s because I was sitting right across from him. He’s my neighbor. We know one another. It’s not that odd that he would look at me.”


  “He wasn’t looking at you like a neighbor. He’s attracted to you. I can tell.”


  Dylan chuckled even as her skin flushed with warmth. Joss was an interesting character, but in a very good way. She was fun. She was also more than willing to say exactly what she wanted to say at any given second.


  “Are you telling me you’re not the least bit attracted to him?” she asked.


  Case in point.


  Dylan scoffed but failed to respond in any sort of timely manner, and as she fought to figure out how exactly to come back at that, Joss cocked her head to the side.


  Dylan eventually decided the truth was the only sure fire way to put the kibosh on this. “You know when you said I shouldn’t let myself end up in stirrups with the man? Something along those lines…”


  Joss’s brow wrinkled. “Yeah…”


  “Well, approximately three or four days prior to you making that comment, I found myself in exactly that position.” She held her hands up in front of her as though she was saying, Ta-da! Look what I did, friend.


  When Joss’s eyes shot open wide and her mouth dropped open simultaneously, Dylan clicked her tongue. There was nothing to say to that, and neither of them even attempted it for a few moments. Eventually Joss whistled under her breath, and as Dylan met her eyes, it was absolute sympathy she saw.


  “Have you ever made a quick impetuous decision, not really thinking of the consequences? You just … say yes when you should have said no? And I’m not talking about some concrete this-is-a-clear-N-O-question. I’m talking about the gray zone question, and rather than erring on the side of…” She bobbled her head. “…prudishness. You err on … some other side.” She shook her head. She wasn’t making any sense.


  But Joss smiled at her encouragingly. “Yeah. I know what you’re talking about.”


  “I didn’t know him at the time. I’d met him a couple times. He was my neighbor. He seemed cool. But beyond that…” She shrugged her shoulders. “I was looking at a seven week wait for an appointment on the mainland in the dead of winter that I had no real hope of even getting myself to. I just … didn’t realize how this whole being-stuck-on-the-same-small-ass-island mentality thing would work. I should have known it would be a mistake to let him be my doctor, but… Sometimes I don’t figure these things out quickly enough.” She sighed. “Besides that, I’m not really the dating type.”


  Joss’s face scrunched up, and she shook her head as she laughed. “You’re single and in your early thirties, and you’re ‘not really the dating type?’” She used her finger quotes mockingly. “Are you a closet nun or something?”


  Dylan laughed then. “No. Men and me just don’t work that well.”


  “Umm… I’ve read your work, dear. You and men work just fine.”


  “Only in my head.” Dylan winked at her as she tapped the side of her temple. “Anyway, doesn’t much matter now.” She shrugged.


  Joss took a deep breath and sighed as she nodded. “Yeah. So, I’m going to confess.” Her face was suddenly far more serious than usual. “A few years ago, I was assaulted. A couple times. By my ex-husband. It resulted in my needing to go to the mainland in the dead of winter on wind sled once and on the ice road the second time.”


  “Oh, God, Joss. I’m so sorry.” Dylan’s mouth hung open.


  “No. Please don’t be. I’m fine now. I’m really fine.” She studied Dylan for many seconds. “We’re beyond fortunate to have medical care on this island now. I know that from a very personal perspective. I do.” She nodded, affirming her own statement. “But I also know Co—have since we were children. You know, he wasn’t the only doctor at first. I mean, how could you be? Right? Being responsible for the health of every individual on this island. That would be too isolating. You can never really get too close to someone when your role is that of caretaker.”


  Dylan nodded then, too. Joss was right. There was no doubt it must be isolating for him.


  “I mean, I might have wanted a doc on this island for my own personal reasons, but I would never go to Co as a patient myself, because I know him too well, and I don’t want that awkwardness.” She stopped talking then, glancing out the window to the water beyond. “He’s too … social, young, human…” She enunciated that last word as though it was the most important. Of course it was the most important. “…to be that alone.”


  “Yeah.” Dylan nodded her head.


  “It just sucks for him now, I think.” She looked genuinely sorry for him. “I mean, regardless of whether the two of you could have or would have hit it off, I feel bad. When Isaiah and I approached him with the prospect of heading up a family practice clinic here a few years ago, we laid it all out on the table for him in regards to what had happened to me. We wanted him to understand the importance of having a clinic here and why we felt so passionately about it. But now I just feel like I used what happened to me to talk him into coming here, accepting all this responsibility, and frankly … giving up his personal life.” She shrugged. “I want more for him than that. He’s not a shallow person, and a casual fling with some gal in Chicago can’t possibly be enough for him. Never mind the fact he has to worry he may not be able to ethically treat anyone he gets involved with here on Bristol now that the other doctor we had is gone.”


  Dylan was suddenly frozen, forcing her expression to remain neutral, though her heart pounded in her chest. He’d just been in Chicago… Meaning, he’d just been involved in the fling. She couldn’t say she enjoyed the thought of that in any way. She also couldn’t say she had any business caring.


  “Umm…” Joss pursed her lips and scrunched up her nose. She looked like she was sucking on a sour grape. “You’re probably not going to appreciate this any…”


  Dylan was a bit too confused to react much. “Uh…”


  “He’s going to be here soon.” Joss cringed at her own words.


  “What?” Her voice was just a bit too loud.


  “Well…!” Joss shrugged. “I was under the misguided notion the two of you just needed a little nudge in the right direction. Not, that the nudge was pointless.” She sighed apologetically. “He was going to the council meeting with Isaiah tonight to fill them in on the progress, or lack thereof I should say, of filling the open doc position at the clinic, and I just told them to meet me here for a nightcap after they broke for the evening.” She glanced at her watch. “Which by my calculation will be happening about any minute. They’re literally five hundred feet away in the Pavilion.” She cringed again. There was as much apology in her cringe as there was in her sigh. “Sorry.”


  Dylan laughed, but she eventually shrugged. “It really is okay. I like Cohen. We get along just fine as friends. It’s not awkward at all.”


  It took her less than five minutes to prove that last statement was a lie…


  


   Chapter Ten


  
    
  


  Cohen had learned pretty quickly that seeing Dylan was absolutely always going to make his heart rate soar. But when he slid into the booth next to her and accidentally put his hand where hers rested on the seat, he also learned he apparently had the same effect on her. She instantly yanked her hand back, smacking her elbow painfully into the hard wooden seatback of the booth.


  “What the—” escaped from his mouth before he could temper his reaction to the loud sound of her bone cracking against the wood—never mind the reverberation running through the seatback.


  Isaiah froze, still partially standing as he lowered himself to the seat next to Joss, and Joss’s jaw dropped open in shock. Dylan winced and shook her arm as she groaned in pain, and once Cohen’s brain registered what had happened, he couldn’t seem to do anything but stare at her.


  “Funny bone,” Dylan squeaked out, and then she groaned again.


  “Here take a drink… That’ll help.” Joss said nervously as she nudged Dylan’s beer closer to her.


  But when Dylan reached up, her hand collided with Joss’s, and she knocked the beer over, spilling it into Cohen’s lap. He leapt to his feet as the cold liquid saturated his thigh through his jeans, and then it was mass pandemonium—also known as the ever diligent wait staff of The Landing. He suddenly had waitresses’ hands clamping dish towels to his leg as he laughed nervously. The busboy was wiping off the seat he’d just vacated, and when he glanced at Dylan, her elbows were planted on the table as she covered her eyes, refusing to deal with the chaos she’d just created.


  When a hand inched just a bit too close to his business, he stopped it, taking the dishtowel away from the over-eager waitress. “Ohhh… I’ve got that. Thanks so much.” He finished drying his leg as best he could and then he slid into the seat next to Dylan again.


  The table was utterly silent. Joss’s mouth was still hanging open, Dylan was still hiding behind her hands, and Isaiah was silently chuckling. Cohen shook his head as he tried not to join Isaiah in laughing at the situation. He wanted to comfort Dylan, and when he glanced to her, he instantly reached out a hand toward her shoulder, but he thought better of it, deciding he didn’t want to find out what that touch would incite.


  Isaiah was the one to finally break the tension. “Look, sweetie. Someone who’s as klutzy as you.” He wrapped his arm around Joss who finally closed her mouth.


  “Oh, I think that was nerves more than anything.” The comment spilled out of Joss’s mouth, like such comments tended to do, and the table went silent again. Joss stared at the ceiling, shaking her head back and forth.


  When Dylan finally uncovered her eyes, they were filled with tears. But she wasn’t crying. She was trying her utmost to stifle laughter that just didn’t want to be stifled. She ended up covering her mouth as she met his eyes, and she cleared her throat before she bothered trying to speak. “I’m so sorry.” Laughter almost overtook her for a second, and she hummed as she held it back.


  He shook his head as he smiled at her.


  She reached for her small and miraculously dry cocktail napkin, and when she held it out to him, it was with nothing more than, “Here,” spoken quietly as she still fought the giggles.


  The entire table broke down in laughter then. Many long moments later, when they finally got themselves under control, he peeked around, almost afraid to see what sort of attention the chief of police, town doctor, local realtor, and resident smut author had attracted. More than a few eyes were glued on them, and he instantly picked up a menu and started scanning it.


  Dylan rubbed her elbow absentmindedly as she scanned the restaurant herself to see just how embarrassed she should be.


  “You okay?” He reached over and rubbed the bony prominence of her elbow she’d just released.


  She blushed as she looked back at him. “Yeah. I don’t how that…” She trailed off, giving up on what he could only assume was going to be a pathetic attempt at an excuse for her bizarre behavior. “Sorry about your jeans.” She glanced down at his lap.


  His leg was cold, and the beer made the wet fabric cling uncomfortably to his skin. “It’s okay. I’m leaving in a couple minutes to go home anyway.”


  “You don’t want to stay for a drink?” Joss asked.


  “Nah. Not tonight.” He glanced at Dylan.


  “Well, I’m starving,” Isaiah commented as he grabbed a menu. “Have you ladies eaten already?”


  “Yeah, but I’m eyeing that pecan pie they have on the menu.” Joss glanced up to the bar. “It’s Mable Ellis’s homemade pie, and I’m not sure I can pass it up. Dylan, you should try it. It’s amazing.”


  Dylan smiled, but she shook her head. “I better not. Don’t think my waistline needs that much brown sugar.”


  Cohen glanced down at her body before he could stop himself. She’d clearly lost her mind if she thought there was something wrong with her waistline—or the stunning curves that attached to it. Her furthest arm wrapped around her waist nervously, her hand clutching at her hip as she tried to block his view. She glanced at him sheepishly, and when his eyes met hers they stared at one another for a moment.


  Joss cleared her throat, and Cohen instantly braced for it. He had no doubt the woman was trying to play matchmaker with a match that was impossible to make, and he knew Joss well enough to know she would make no bones about her intent. But when he glanced to her, her gaze was moving back and forth between him and Dylan. Her expression wasn’t mischievous, and the glint in her eye wasn’t scheming in the least. She took a deep breath and let it out as though she were trying to let go of something more along with it.


  Odd…


  “Well, then, kiddos…” Cohen started as he stood from the table. “I’m headed out.” He glanced at Dylan then, who was still hugging her body. “If you’re ready to go, I can give you a ride.”


  “Yeah. Sure.”


  They said their goodbyes, and as they walked away, Joss craned her head over her neck, watching after them as they walked. His eyes narrowed as he glanced back at her. He was suddenly sure he knew what had happened, and as he drove them home to their peninsula jutting off to the north into Lake Superior, he contemplated asking Dylan about it.


  It wasn’t an uncomfortable silence as they drove. She was oddly very easy to be quiet around, and when he pulled up in her driveway, he was suddenly wishing he had an excuse to continue their comfortable silence. She didn’t immediately climb out, and he put the car in park and took his foot off the brake as he waited, not wanting her to feel rushed.


  “Thank you for the ride. I appreciate it.” She glanced over at him.


  He dropped his hands from the steering wheel to his lap, again giving her no reason to think he was in a hurry to be away from her. “Of course. Did you and Joss have fun?”


  She smiled. “Yeah. I like Joss a lot. She’s easy to get to know.”


  He chuckled. “That’s because she’ll say just about anything.”


  She laughed then. “You do have a point there.”


  “You told her didn’t you?” His statement came out quietly and completely misplaced. It cut off her laughter, and she turned to him, staring with her lips parted. He didn’t need to clarify that he was talking about her pelvic exam. The shocked look on her face said clearly enough she understood his implication.


  She nodded, but she remained quiet for a moment. “Is that okay with you?” Her eyes dropped to his hands in his lap.


  “It’s not my private business to decide who should know. It’s yours.”


  She pulled her leg up casually in her seat to face him more. “You didn’t answer the question.”


  He knew exactly what she was asking him. She wanted him to weigh in on her decision to divulge that little secret to someone he knew far better than her. But once again, what she wanted, hell what she needed, was for him to make her feel better about something he had no business making her feel better about. She regretted the decision. He knew that. He understood that. Should have, could have, would have. Too bad the rewind button on this life was broken.


  “Of course I’m fine with it.” He owed her that much. He was the one, after all, who had the gall to call her out on spilling the beans to Joss. “How did it come up, out of curiosity?”


  “Do you really need me to tell you?” She smirked.


  Well, she had him there. He was well aware Joss was trying to play matchmaker… had been trying at least. Dylan had, without doubt, put a damper on that, and Joss’s forlorn behavior at The Landing confirmed it.


  “She’s worried you’re isolated here.”


  He scoffed. “I’m not isolated. That’s ridiculous.” Was it really?


  “Then why no girlfriend?” Her head was cocked to the side as she watched him casually. This was someone he’d instantly felt at ease with when he first met her. That’s what he’d liked most about Dylan from the start. He may not know the ins and outs of who she was, but there was just a comfort there—aside from certain unmentionable medical exams and the subsequent fall out…


  He just stared at her for a moment.


  “I’m sorry. Aren’t we allowed to discuss these things? You know, as neighbors … friends?” She smiled playfully as she waited for him to get his shit together.


  “Of course we can talk about it.” But then he was silent, trying to figure out how to answer.


  She apparently got tired of waiting. “Let me guess. Too many patients walking around this island?” She cocked her head smartly to the side. “I’m well aware of the inappropriateness of such things.” She smirked. “I’ve read Tender is the Night.”


  He laughed then, finally relaxing. “Ah, yes, an oft discussed novel in medical ethics classes.”


  She smiled. “I see you know that story.”


  “Story being the operative word.”


  “Indeed. We can get away with all sorts of inappropriateness in fiction, can’t we?”


  He hummed and nodded but kept his mouth shut. They were treading dangerously close to inappropriate territory. Or perhaps just close enough to remind him of his inappropriate thoughts for her. That damn fucking word. Inappropriate.


  She looked at him openly, and he suddenly wondered if she wasn’t a bit drunk to be so boldly and openly studying him, and he started to worry she was going to push this topic further.


  “What about you? Why no husband or boyfriend?” He needed this topic change.


  She shrugged. “I can write a better man than exists in this world.”


  He was offended for a half a second, and in that time, he made a mistake. He opened his damn mouth. “Yeah, well you can’t fuck him.”


  Her willingness to look at him so closely became uncomfortable then as her expression moved from relaxed to shocked to downright hurt. Her leg dropped back down to the floor, and she leaned over grabbing her purse from the floor at her feet. When she reached over for the car door handle, he grabbed her nearest elbow, stilling her. She looked back slowly.


  “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.


  Her eyes shimmered as she looked at him. It wasn’t tears, but one more wrong move, and she might be fighting them back. He’d hit a soft spot with that one.


  He tried again. “I’m sorry, Dylan.”


  She shook it off, trying to convince him it was nothing. “It’s fine.” She forced a tight smile to her lips as she pushed the car door open. “Thanks again for the ride.”


  She walked up to her house, and he groaned quietly as he berated himself in his head for being so insensitive. She might be off limits romantically, but he still liked her, and he sure as hell didn’t want to hurt her feelings or make her feel like shit. If he wasn’t careful, he wasn’t even going to be able to keep this gal as his friend, and he oddly knew he needed to.


  He didn’t even bother taking his coat off once he entered his house. He dropped his keys on the table and pulled his phone from his pocket, dialing her quickly. “I shouldn’t have said that.”


  She hummed. “Well, as my friend and neighbor, I think it’s okay that you used the f-word in front of me. That is what you’re referring to, I assume.”


  “The statement that contained the f-word, yes, but not the f-word itself. I’m a big boy, and I’m well aware I can fucking cuss in front of you.”


  She laughed at that. “My statement was pretty insensitive, too. You simply reacted to it. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


  “It wasn’t an offensive statement at all. It was just honest from your perspective. My point is, there’s obviously a reason you’ve chosen to be celibate and single, and I’m guessing there’s more to the comment you made about the men you write than I initially assumed. I didn’t mean to ... belittle that. If you ever want to talk about it, I’d really like to listen. I just wanted you to know that.”


  “Moonlighting as a shrink, are you?” she asked casually.


  He knew there was more to her sarcasm than just her good sense of humor. This wasn’t a light topic for her. “No. That’s my brother’s realm. Just moonlighting as a friend.”


  “Thank you.” Her voice was quiet that time. She took a deep breath, and he listened to her exhale. “So, your brother’s a head doc, huh?” The tension was gone from her voice.


  “In California.” His tension was gone, too.


  “And he escaped the island, and you were pulled back in?”


  “Something like that. He was never one to let responsibility to others dictate his decisions.”


  “Does that mean you resent him for leaving, because you felt like you had a responsibility to come home after your father died and he didn’t?”


  “Wow. Talk about moonlighting as a shrink.”


  She laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m prying… It comes with the profession. Though I’d like to think I have a decent grasp on human psychology. Not sure I could write effectively if I didn’t. Of course … others may disagree.”


  “Hmm…” He thought about that. “What others?”


  She laughed quietly. “Those who don’t appreciate my work. For every reader who loves my voice, there’s another who does not. It’s just the way it works. What I’m saying is empathy is an author’s most important tool. We’re also just nosy as hell and like to delve.”


  He was quiet for a moment. “Indeed you are nosy, but I don’t mind.” He chuckled. “In truth, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. Caleb and I are just different. And, yes, it’s very much about responsibility for me. He just operates differently than I do. That’s not a bad thing. In fact, I envy him sometimes, because there’s something very liberating about how he chooses to live his life. Doesn’t mean I regret my choices. In the end, I needed to be here. He needed to stay in California. I don’t resent him for it.”


  “I understand.”


  He had no doubt about that. “He’ll be home in a couple weeks for the fall festival. I’ll introduce you to him then.”


  “Ah, the fall festival. I’ve heard tell of this affair. Dancing, food, and drunk islanders. Sounds like a blast.”


  He chuckled. “Yeah. It is pretty fun.” He was standing at his kitchen counter, and as he shirked out of his coat, his hand passed over his cold wet thigh. “Listen, I better go. I still have to get out of these wet pants.”


  She groaned. “I’m sorry. I’m embarrassed.”


  “You should be. It was pretty damn funny watching you single handedly provide the entertainment for so many townsfolk. Thanks for sharing your beer with me—even if I didn’t drink a drop.”


  She laughed. “You’re very welcome. I’ll just toss it in your face next time.”


  “Good night, Dylan,” he said through his own laughter.


  “Good night.”


  He poured a glass of wine and took it upstairs with him, and as he stood in the bathroom, peeling and then kicking his jeans free from his leg, he hit Joss’s speed dial number.


  “You gonna cool it now and stop trying to fit a square peg in a round hole?”


  She laughed. “She told you she told, huh?”


  “No. I asked her if she told, because you were acting like she’d told.”


  “Wanna see who can say ‘told’ more in one sentence than the other?”


  “Wanna answer my question?”


  “Fine. Yeah. I’m done trying to nudge you two together. I get it. But can I just say this isn’t about a misfit? And we both know it. You two fit just fine.”


  He harrumphed as he shirked out of his shirt, dropping it to the floor. He turned to face the mirror above the bathroom vanity. He was naked, smelling like hops and barley, and lonely for a woman whose company in his life would always be limited in a way he didn’t want to limit it. And for what? For the sake of appropriateness? He’d seen her body in an exceptionally gratuitous and intimate way, more intimate than even intimate was allowed to be. But that was the thing. There was nothing at all truly intimate about what he’d done to her, and he was left craving the intimacy of her body, because he knew in truth he’d never experienced it—regardless of how invasively he’d viewed, touched, examined her.


  “Are you still happy you came home?”


  He sucked in a quick breath, startled to hear Joss’s voice after getting lost in his mind for a minute. “What?” He leaned over and planted his elbows on the countertop, propping his chin in his hands.


  “It’s just… I don’t know. I see you two together, the attraction you try to hide, and it’s… You’ve given up a lot, far more than I would ever want you to, in order to be here. There isn’t a day goes by I’m not thankful we have you, but… You deserve more.”


  “Being the only doc on this island is a temporary thing, Joss, so let’s cut the depressing poor Co talk, okay?”


  She chuckled. “I just want you to be happy is all.”


  “I know. And I am.”


  “Are you lonely?” Leave it to Joss to ignore any and all boundaries. It’s not that they weren’t close and couldn’t talk about such things. It’s just that she did it with such ease.


  “Yeah,” he was nearly whispering when he responded. “But you know, she’s also just a great person. I like being her friend as much as anything. I kind of need that.”


  “I think she needs you as a friend, too. In fact, she said the same thing. That you two were friends. I’m glad, because she really is a good one I think.”


  “Yeah.”


  “But, hey, don’t worry. Your secret’s safe with me if something ends up happening between the two of you.”


  He scoffed. “Yeah right. I know you, Joss.”


  “Well, fine. I mean, I would have to tell Isaiah because he’s my husband and I tell him everything, but mums the word beyond that.”


  He chuckled quietly as he stood up straight. His eyes slowly traveled down the image of his own body in the mirror. All he could think about were the many things he wanted to do to Dylan’s body with his own. And they weren’t the things friends did to each other. “Nothing’s going to happen,” he said quietly.


  “Okay,” Joss said as though she was actually accepting his words. “I better go.”


  “Yeah, bye.” He disconnected.


  His focus slowly shifted back up to his eyes, and he stared himself down. “Nothing’s going to happen,” he said again.


  And then he turned to his walk in shower, turning the water too warm by a few degrees, and he let the heat scour his skin, and rewarm his leg that had been chilled since Dylan had decided to panic at his presence and humiliate herself. He’d loved every second of her humiliation—the rosy cheeks, the panic, the giggles that helped her recover, the wide eyes that finally managed to focus on his without looking away.


  When he finally stepped from the shower, he toweled off quickly and returned to his bedroom. His home had two large fireplaces. One was in the great room downstairs and one in his bedroom. His bed directly faced it, and when the island lost power during a snowstorm it provided all the warmth he could need.


  While he had power on this night, he didn’t have warmth. He couldn’t seem to get the chill out of his body. He didn’t bother dressing as he moved to the wood stack next to the fireplace. He stacked a few larger logs in the fireplace, packed the kindling in around the logs, and lit the fire. He crawled onto his bed, collapsing on his stomach with his head at the foot of the bed, and his iPad in front of him.


  He’d already moved onto the second book of hers he’d downloaded—The Neighborly Nuance. Fuck neighborly.


  She seemed to have a thing for unrequited love or maybe it was just the forbidden, because he knew her writing style enough at this point to know unrequited would not remain unrequited for long. Her stories always involved heavy and hot amounts of requiting.


  



  Sina’s lips trembled as her fingers fumbled with his to untangle the mess of grocery sacks that had their hands stuck together. She stumbled back into her kitchen as she tried to free herself from him. He had no choice but to follow. Had he only known offering to help his neighbor carry her groceries into her house could cause such chaos and catastrophe, he’d have continued down the sidewalk. But as he staggered after her, nearly tripping over the threshold and their fingers still wound up in the plastic handles of the bags, he managed to stumble right into her, pinning her to the kitchen counter.


  They stood panting and staring at each other. His fingers burned from the strangulation of the plastic, but he ignored it as he licked his lips and watched her. Her cheeks were pink and flushed, and when he cleared his throat, her mouth opened and her brow wrinkled. He wiggled his fingers again, trying to free them.


  “I should… I should…” he was going to say “go,” but before he even got the words out, she lunged for his lips, covering his mouth with hers. He gasped as she kissed, and he froze in place for only a second before he returned it, pushing her body harder into the counter. The damn kiss, long overdue as far as he was concerned, turned nearly violent after that.


  He wanted, needed in fact, to get his hands on her face, and he shook his hand that was still wound up in the bag, listening to cans, and boxes of food spill out on the floor at their feet. She groaned against his lips, and he thrust his tongue into her mouth at the very moment the last item fell to the floor. The weight was lifted, and he reached between their bodies, tearing through the plastic and freeing them both.


  His hands reached for her cheeks as hers reached for his, and they clasped at each other, crushing their lips together, and moaning as though they couldn’t get close enough.


  



  Cohen groaned. The harder his cock got, the more painful it was to lay on his stomach, and he rolled over onto his back, listening to the fire crackle and pop as he stared at his ceiling. He pulled his reading glasses from his face and stretched his arm out beside him, still clutching the black frames in his hand. His free hand moved to his groin, running low to cup under his balls and then dragging slowly up from there to run over his erection.


  “Damn it.” He slipped his hand from his dick.


  


   Chapter Eleven


  
    
  


  The door jangled out Dylan’s arrival when she walked into The Bean. It was a coffee shop on Main Street, actually the only coffee shop on the island. It was near the ferry landing, hell, it was near everything, because everything on this small ass island was near. It was still dark out at six-fifteen on a winter Sunday morning, and it was frigid as hell. Sunrises took their time happening here in the winter, and the sun wouldn’t be making an appearance for another hour and a half.


  She’d woken up early and had fought it for a good thirty minutes before she crawled from bed. She wasn’t a morning person by any means, but she tended to let her body dictate when she would work, and when she woke, she instantly wanted to write something. When she finally crawled from bed and gave into it, she cranked out five-thousand words in lightning speed. By the time she stopped for coffee, she was tired again.


  The problem with writing in the pre-dawn hours of the day with no coffee in her system was that little of what she’d gotten down was intelligible. The plot itself was just fine; it was her mad delirious typing skills that tended to get her in trouble. Deciphering it all when this happened was usually quite the chore. Coffee was definitely required.


  But she was out. This was not good.


  She stood at her Keurig shaking her head nearly in a panic. “I can’t be…” She pulled cupboard doors open, rifled through a drawer or two, searching desperately for a K-cup. Just one K-cup. That’s all she needed. But alas, she’d not been to the grocery store for weeks.


  She had a bad habit of letting the domestic requirements of life lapse when she was in the middle of writing a story. She tended to forget to eat, cleaning up the house was so far down her to-do list it was a minor miracle if it got done in a two month period of time, and laundry? It’s a good thing she had a large wardrobe.


  That’s not to say she bothered dressing in anything more than yoga pants, T-shirt, and hiking boots when she left the house. She knew the grocery store was still closed, and when she left, she took a printed out copy of her jumbled up mess of five-thousand words and a red pen. She was going to sit in The Bean, downing caffeine as fast as her body could process it, and work until the grocery store was open at eight, and then go buy more caffeine to take home with her.


  It was all about the caffeine.


  And now as she stood, stomping her hiking boots on the coffee shop’s entryway rug, she was regretting not at least taking the time to brush her hair. She’d pulled a stocking hat over her head, and her waves were an unruly mess as they cascaded down past her shoulders from under the hem of the hat. She slipped out of her coat, hanging it on the coat rack just inside the door, and she pulled the zipper of the fleece pullover that she’d layered over her T-shirt up higher on her neck.


  She stepped farther in, scanning the small, quaint shop with its rustic wooden booths and small tables. And then her eyes lit on him. Co was just peering up from his iPad from the corner booth. At first, he didn’t even pull his head up to look at her. He simply, and quite sexily, just lifted his gaze to see who was coming in. His head remained down, angled toward the iPad he held in his hand, and it wasn’t until he registered it was her that he lifted his head as well to take her in full on.


  He was wearing heavy rimmed black glasses, and she instantly flushed at the sight. They were sexy as hell on a man like him, and her cheeks warmed as she stared at him. He smiled and closed the scratched and worn leather cover of his iPad, pushing it aside.


  “Hey,” she said as she approached.


  “Hi. Have a seat. What brings you out so early?” He clasped his hands on the table.


  She slid into the booth. “I’m out of caffeine, and I’ve been up too long to survive without it.” She smiled.


  “Yes. I noticed your lights were on at four-fifteen when I left the house.”


  “Four-fifteen?” She cocked her head to the side.


  “Little boy with an asthma attack. I couldn’t unwind after that.”


  “Is the boy okay?”


  “Yep. It happens regularly with him.”


  She glanced at his iPad. “You sure I’m not interrupting?”


  He glanced at the binder clipped stack of papers in her hand. “I could say the same to you.”


  She laughed quietly. “Edits.”


  “Well, then, you edit, and I’ll read. Just don’t spill your coffee on me, and we should get along just fine.”


  She unwound the scarf from her neck. “That was forever ago,” she said dramatically.


  “Two days, Dylan, and I haven’t recovered yet.”


  “Whatever,” she muttered jokingly.


  He smiled at her, and they looked at one another for a moment. He seemed to realize he was wearing glasses at the very same moment she realized she was still wearing her stocking cap. As his eyes shifted away, he reached for his glasses and removed them. Her hand moved up to the stocking cap for only a moment until she decided it was too big of a risk. She had no real idea what mess she was hiding underneath. Instead, she pulled it down farther. He set his glasses aside and went back to looking at her.


  “You have to go up to order.” He smirked at her.


  “Oh! Duh.” She was acting nervous. But then … he kind of was, too.


  She slid from the booth and walked quickly to the counter. She was wearing her navy yoga pants, a gray worn out T-shirt, and a Kelly green fleece pullover. Neither the T-shirt nor the pullover came down far enough to hide her rear, and as she stood at the counter, she became infinitely aware that her backside was far more visible than she’d like it to be. Her pants hugged every inch of her skin, and she did not have a tush that was hard to miss. She didn’t dislike her figure, but her proportions were maybe a bit curvier than most.


  She glanced back at Co, hoping to see his focus on his iPad again, ignoring her and her tight yoga pants. What she saw instead made her body go rigid and her breath stop in her lungs. Again his head was angled to the iPad in his hands, but his attention was glued to her ass, watching her out of the corner of his eye.


  The moment he caught her watching him, he looked away, and then the waitress was at the counter, asking her what she’d like. She glanced back quickly to Cohen just to see him rake his hand through his hair as he looked out the window to the sidewalk beyond.


  She placed her order, and the waitress said she’d bring it out. Dylan slid back into the booth, and he glanced up to her. But his smile was small, and he looked back down quickly.


  “What are you reading?” She didn’t like this tension, and she sure as hell didn’t like that it somehow involved her ass.


  He finally looked back up and smiled—a real smile. “This great book by my new favorite author.”


  “Oh, yeah. Tell me about it.” She was intrigued. This also, very conveniently, broke the tension from his attention on her ass.


  “It wouldn’t interest you.” He studied her, his expression cool and almost challenging.


  She scoffed. “I read all sorts of stuff.” She pursed her lips and scowled at him.


  “What are you editing?”


  “It wouldn’t interest you.”


  The side of his lip pulled up. “I read all sorts of stuff, too.”


  “I doubt you read much erotic romance. You’re not really my target audience.”


  He just grinned back at her, saying nothing for a moment. “Get to work. Times a-wasting. Pretty soon this town is going to be awake and our private little coffee time won’t be so private anymore.”


  She wasn’t quite sure why the word “private” from this man’s lips was such a turn on, but she was suddenly flushing with warmth as he watched her. He put his glasses back on, leaning back into the corner of the booth as he opened his iPad cover again and started reading. She cleared her throat as she uncapped her red pen and began reading through the train wreck she’d created a few hours earlier.


  They were silent, and she mindlessly stirred her coffee as her eyes ran over the words—crossing through some with her pen, drawing arrows here and there, and even writing question marks where she simply couldn’t decipher what the hell she’d been trying to say. But then things heated up. Not between her and Cohen. Between the good Dr. Ash and the lovely Angelica.


  She suddenly felt like she was watching a porn movie in front of Cohen and trying to hide it. Yes, her own words could get her as wet as any man could, and by the time the first of the Sunday morning coffee drinkers entered around seven forty-five, her palms were sweaty, and she was jumpy as hell.


  “Well, good morning, Dr. Jessup,” a sweet voice came from behind the booth.


  Dylan recognized the voice and turned toward it as Beth stepped up to the table, only just taking in Dylan across from Cohen. She was the only person Dylan had ever heard call Cohen by his title.


  “Hi, Beth,” Dylan said as she smiled up at the woman. But it wasn’t a smile that was returned to her.


  Beth stared at her as though she were shocked for a moment. When she did smile, it was forced and concerned. “Oh, hi, dear. I … uh…” And then her attention moved to Cohen.


  Cohen was staring at the table, his thumbnail picking nervously at his lip as he avoided much of everything for a moment. Dylan’s heart raced as she waited for him to do something, and when he glanced up at Beth, it was with his own strained smile.


  “Mornin’, Beth. How are ya?”


  They stared at one another. Beth’s eyes were big and blank.


  “I’m fine. Just fine,” she said nervously, glancing back to Dylan.


  Cohen’s top teeth clamped into his lower lip. At any other time, Dylan might actually think such a thing was sexy on a man, but his expression was panic, and there was nothing sexy about it.


  “I ran into Dyl… Ms. … Ms. Corbett when she came in for coffee.” He focused on Beth. His tone was bordering on defensive, and when Beth glanced away to the counter, Dylan watched as Cohen’s jaw clenched tight. He finally looked at Dylan, and he sighed as his eyes closed for just a second—longer than a blink, but not so long as to miss Beth turning back to them. “I should go,” he said as he looked to Beth again.


  Beth didn’t appear angry, just … uncomfortable. About as uncomfortable as Cohen seemed. Cohen stood from the table. “It was good to see you.” He glanced at Dylan, not bothering to add an address to the comment at all this time.


  Ms. Corbett? The man, himself, didn’t even go by doctor to most people who knew him, and he’d just called her Ms. Corbett?


  “Yeah…” Her voice trailed off quietly.


  His brow flinched as he looked at her, but he looked quickly back to Beth. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Beth. Enjoy your Sunday.” And then he walked away.


  The moment Co walked out the door, Beth turned back to her, smiling in that horribly contrived way. The thing was, Beth was a nice person—a kind woman, and every previous interaction Dylan had with the woman suggested she’d not misinterpreted the woman in any way. But Beth was very much taken aback by the sight of Dylan with Cohen in the coffee shop.


  “Beth, are you okay?”


  “Yes, dear, of course.” She smiled awkwardly again, glancing out the window. “I should get back to my husband.”


  Dylan watched her walk away, and a minute after that, Dylan left as well. It was twenty minutes later when Dylan pulled up in her driveway. She grabbed the plastic sack with her three boxes of K-cups in it, and climbed from her car, only just noticing Cohen sitting on her front porch steps.


  His smile was small, and when she reached him, she joined him to sit on the step. It was entirely too cold to be hanging out on her front porch.


  “Do you want to come inside?”


  He said nothing for a moment, just staring at the ground. “Nah. I gotta get going.” He looked at her. “I’m sorry about the coffee shop.”


  They were sitting very close, and his elbows were planted casually on his knees just like hers were. It was strangely intimate, and she imagined leaning over and kissing him. It oddly seemed like the thing to do, but of course, it wasn’t. Not in the real world. Maybe on the pages of her book, but here, when he’d just been bitch-slapped by his own employee for a completely unfounded suspicion, most definitely not.


  “It’s okay,” she said quietly. “We didn’t do anything wrong, you know.” She cocked her head to the side as she propped her chin up in her hands.


  “I know.” He looked at her.


  “You acted like we were doing something wrong,” she said quietly. It was, without doubt, an accusation, though she hoped it would come across as a gentle one.


  “I know.” His voice was just as soft as hers, and he looked back down to the ground. He stood and walked down the steps to her sidewalk, but he didn’t leave. He turned to her. “I’m having a small get-together at my place next Saturday night for my brother Caleb. He always comes to town for a week or so this time of year, and I like to get some of his old high school friends together when he’s here. Joss and Isaiah will be there, too, and a few other folk. It’d be great if you could come, too.”


  She smirked. “And Beth…”


  “Is not invited. I swear.”


  “You’re just inviting me because you know I’ll know you had a party without me if you don’t.” She stood, rubbing her hands together to warm them up.


  “That’s exactly why.” He bit into his lower lip, and this time … it was very sexy—not at all like the nervous reaction at the coffee shop.


  She laughed. “My editor is going to be here next weekend for a visit.”


  “Bring her along. The more the merrier.”


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  “Bye, Dylan.”


  “Bye.”


  She watched him walk away toward his house for a second, before she finally entered hers. She set the K-cups on the counter, and tore into one of the boxes. But as she grabbed a K-cup, she yawned. She’d been up since three-thirty in the morning, and it was now eight-thirty, and she wanted a nap.


  She crawled into bed, coffee forgotten, and she curled up on her side. Her curtains were drawn, and it was dim in her bedroom, and when she closed her eyes, she thought about him. Dylan didn’t fall for men easily. In truth, she didn’t fall at all, hadn’t for years. Her heart had numbed to them long ago, six years before to be exact. She loved the idea of them. But she didn’t love the reality them.


  But there was something different about Cohen. He was strong, virile, she suspected quite dominant, but … good, kind, decent. He couldn’t seem to hide that part of himself from her. He apologized easily when he was compelled to. And he seemed to be always restraining himself with her. Dylan’s experience with men was that they rarely restrained themselves with much of anything—even when they ought to. She couldn’t even say what he was restraining himself from, but it was the self-control and strength she was impressed with. It also just made her feel safe with him.


  She wasn’t frightened of men in general, but she didn’t trust them—very much in general. And to this point she’d suspected she might actually go the rest of her life without another man in it, at least in any romantic capacity. She was even okay with that, because she had an amazing capacity to live in her mind, and there was nothing unfulfilling about that to her … until now. Now, she was writing an amazing man that made her blood feel warm and tingly even as her fingers clicked over her keyboard, but at the end of the day, she was left with an emptiness she didn’t like, and that begged to be filled.


  Sadly, it begged to be filled with a man who couldn’t ethically fill any part of her, least of all the empty, lonely place in her heart.


  She slipped her hand between her thighs. She was warm, and she squeezed against her skin before sliding her finger between her lips. She was wet. She knew damn well she was. She was every fucking time she spent any measurable period of time around him. Something about his voice, or maybe it was his eyes. His voice was deep and soothing, and his eyes were such an incredible crystalline blue. He always had a five-o’clock shadow, and every time she saw it, she imagined what those whiskers would feel like brushing the inside of her thigh.


  She ran her fingers through her cum as she imagined his voice speaking to her, and his eyes focusing on her, and fuck, she could nearly feel the prickles of his facial hair along her leg. When she pressed two fingers into her vagina, she groaned out his name. The very utterance of “Cohen” from her lips made her skin burn in humiliation, and she grabbed her pillow, holding it over her face. She didn’t want to deal with how pathetic she felt moaning a man’s name she couldn’t have while she masturbated, so she said his name over and over and over again into her pillow as she squeezed her eyes tightly shut and thrust her fingers into her body.


  Her thumb circled and swirled around her clit as she let her mind remember just how distending his two fingers felt inside her pussy when he’d examined her. It had been forever since a man had penetrated any part of her body with anything, and she’d forgotten just how thick a man’s fingers could feel.


  By the time she let him fuck her in her mind, she was writhing on the bed, still moaning his name into her pillow. She imagined him looking down on her, his biceps strong and defined as he held himself above her. She could see him so clearly—his face, his lips, his eyes, the motion his body would make as he rocked his hips between her widely parted thighs. As she focused on the images, her fingers moved faster and faster and faster until she fell apart, crying his name out loudly into the down pillow over her face. Her muscles spasmed and her body lurched as she gasped for breath, and when it was all said and done, she lay on her bed panting.


  But then she began to cry, sucking in shaky breaths as her chest hitched. She sat up, covering her eyes with her hand and pulling her knees up to her body. It was a miserable thing wanting something she couldn’t have, and because she’d not let herself feel such a thing for such a long time, it felt like the first time in her life someone had said no to her—someone had rejected her. Her heart felt broken, really and truly broken. She was so fucking good at playing out the emotions when she wrote—always feeling them but holding them at arm’s length. But, God, the truth of those emotions and the implication they had on her life was pummeling her in a very real and very ugly way. She didn’t want this. She didn’t want to hurt for a man. But she didn’t want the emptiness, and she didn’t know how to fill it anymore.


  


   Chapter Twelve


  
    
  


  “Hi,” Cohen said as he opened the door for Dylan.


  She smiled shyly and held a bottle of wine out to him. His fingers brushed hers as he took the bottle from her, and as he thanked her, he leaned to her cheek, kissing her quickly. But as he pulled back, her eyes flit away, and her lips pursed as she swallowed over a lump. It didn’t look like nerves, not even as though he’d done something wrong. She just looked oddly sad for a moment. When she looked back, she smiled, and reached for the arm of the woman standing just behind her left shoulder.


  “Lilly, I want you to meet my neighbor. This is Cohen Jessup.”


  “Hi, Cohen. So good to meet you.” She was an older woman with silver white hair cut in a sleek bob. She was tall and slim, wearing a dress and ridiculous heels for the time of year. Her voice was loud, and there was something very entertainingly garish about her look.


  “Good to meet you as well, Lilly. Please come in. Can I take your coat?”


  Lilly slipped out of a metallic silver coat with a wide belt, and he hung it in the entryway closet. Dylan took a hanger, handling her own coat, and when he glanced at her beside him, she smiled shyly again. Lilly didn’t bother waiting for them, and he smirked as he turned to follow her into his own home. He could tell she was going to turn out to be quite the character already.


  Dylan was wearing high-waisted black dress trousers that fit her waist, hips, and ass perfectly. Too perfectly. The pant dropped to the floor with a very wide leg, and paired with the charcoal gray fitted long sleeve knit shirt that she’d tucked into the pants, she was stunning. Her shoes weren’t much better than Lilly’s, and as they followed her editor, he leaned to her ear and said, “You realize how ridiculous those shoes that you’re wearing are for this island in the middle of winter?”


  He placed his hand at her lower back, and her cheeks instantly flushed as she looked at him, but she smiled anyway. As she started talking, he leaned close so no one would hear.


  “Well, Lilly insisted on wearing her new Demeulemeester ankle boots, so I had to drive us over here. I thought, what the hell? When with Lilly, one does what Lilly does. She’s unapologetic in her style, and her decisions to bestow her style on the world regardless of the appropriateness of the situation are legendary.”


  He chuckled quietly as he listened to her, feeling her breath on his ear and fighting the arousal it stirred in him. Regardless of the turn on, he was still completely amused by her explanation.


  He failed to remove his hand from her waist until he absolutely had to. She had an incredibly round bottom, and the indentation at her lower back just before the cheeks of her ass rounded out perfectly was begging to be touched and so he did until he couldn’t make a case to in any socially acceptable manner any longer. He wanted to do more than touch, and when he finally pulled his hand away as he set the bottle of wine on the kitchen counter, he had visions of lying on her legs as she laid on her stomach. He could imagine gripping her hips, covering the bony prominence on the front of them with his palms as he kissed her lower back and licked her skin.


  Caleb walked up to them then, and as Dylan rounded toward him, she yelped. “Oh! There’s two of you.” She busted out laughing.


  Caleb smiled broadly. “We get that a lot. Clearly I’m the better looking of the two. And you are?”


  Caleb knew damn well who the hell she was, but he also knew better than to let on just how much he knew about her.


  “This is my neighbor Dylan Corbett.”


  Caleb held his hand up, palm facing her. “Man name for a woman. I like it.” He said animatedly, and she high-fived him, cocking her head to the side playfully.


  Cohen rolled his eyes from behind her as he chuckled. “My brother Caleb, the older, yet more immature one.” He touched her back again, pulling back quickly. He couldn’t seem to stop touching her.


  As he scanned the room, it was just to see Lilly already chatting up Joss. Obviously Dylan’s editor wasn’t going to need to be babysat, which was a damn good thing, since he didn’t want Dylan any farther away from him than she currently was.


  He opened Dylan’s bottle of wine and poured her a glass, and as she took a sip, she leaned against his kitchen counter, and he pulled a beer from the fridge. Caleb looked between the two of them for a minute, smiling cheesily. He was a bit buzzed at this point, and Cohen hoped that didn’t mean his mouth was going to start loosening up. The last thing he needed was Caleb outing the absolutely pointless crush he had on Dylan.


  Caleb was as professional a man as you could get, but only when required for professional purposes. And when he was home with his old group of high school buddies, his restraint and maturity became even more nonexistent. But just as quickly as Caleb had swooped in for the intro, he took off toward Joss. He grabbed her around the waist, and she shrieked and laughed as he lifted her in the air for a moment.


  Joss’s and Isaiah’s daughters were there as well, and, as they came zipping into the kitchen, they were giggling and glancing toward the great room.


  “Quick,” Nat said to Harper in a quiet voice. “Before she catches us.”


  Cohen stepped back to lean against the kitchen counter next to Dylan. He cocked his head to the side as he watched them each stealthily pull a Coke from the fridge, and as they turned around, they smiled their guilty smiles at him.


  “Don’t tell,” Harper said to him in a whisper. “Mom’s decided we can’t drink pop ever again, because she’s convinced it’s going to kill us.”


  Dylan chuckled quietly.


  “Are you Co’s girlfriend from Chicago?” Harper asked, smiling sweetly.


  Dylan froze next to him, her chuckle suddenly silent, and Cohen couldn’t swallow for the life of him. He cleared his throat. “I don’t have a girlfriend in Chicago, Harp.”


  “Well, Mom, said you dated someone when you were there. Is this—”


  “No.” He cut her off quickly, glancing at Dylan just to see her gnawing on her lower lip. “No. I’m not dating that woman anymore. We split up when I returned to Bristol.” He was going out of his way to explain his single status to a seventeen year old for Dylan’s sake. That might be a bit fucked up. He took a deep breath. “This is Dylan, my new next door neighbor.”


  Both girls jumped into excited teen mode then. “Oh!” Natalie shrieked.


  “You’re Mom’s new friend,” Harper gushed.


  “Yeah! The writer. That’s so cool,” Nat added.


  “What do you write?” And now it was back to Harp.


  They barely let each other finish one sentence before the other began speaking. As he looked to Dylan, her eyes were wide as she glanced back and forth between the two of them, laughing.


  “Umm—” Dylan started.


  “Do you write murder mysteries?” Natalie asked.


  “I’m totally into steam punk right now. Do you write—”


  “Steam punk … Ewww,” Natalie interrupted. “I feel like I don’t even know you anymore.”


  “Do you know Stephen King?” Harper ignored Natalie’s admonishment.


  Dylan just shook her head. “No… No, I don’t—”


  “Can we read your books?” they asked in unison.


  And that’s when Joss finally arrived. “Sure you can, girls. Just as soon as you turn thirty and are married.” Now scram, and I’ll take those Cokes, thank you.” She plucked the cans from their hands. The girls groaned as they left the kitchen.


  “This stuff will kill you, Co.” Joss said as she dumped the pop in the sink.


  “Well, that might be a bit of an exaggeration,” he muttered. “I only bought it for the guests coming who don’t drink.”


  “And which of your brother’s friends would that be?” Joss asked with a smirk.


  He laughed. Isaiah joined them moments later, and soon Lilly and Caleb strolled in. Lilly wrapped an arm around Dylan’s waist. She took Dylan’s wine directly from her hand and took a big drink. Caleb watched Dylan with interest as she looked at Lilly and smirked and chuckled. Caleb’s interest in Dylan was veiled enough to everyone there, but it still made Cohen nervous.


  “I just love your home, Cohen. It’s got this amazing rustic charm,” Lilly said in her gravelly voice that seemed just a bit too loud for the room. Then she looked at Dylan. “You need to remember this, Des. Too beautiful not to write a setting like this.”


  “You call her Des?” Caleb asked, his eyes alight with intrigue. Cohen couldn’t say he wasn’t intrigued, too.


  Dylan suddenly looked nervous, but as she glanced at Lilly, her eyes wide, Lilly just laughed easily. “Nickname.” She winked at Caleb. “But, I’m serious. Can you just imagine a book or two in a place like this?” Her hand swept up in a dramatic arc.


  “Yeah, it’s lovely.” Dylan glanced to him quickly.


  “What’s it like being a writer?” Joss asked a bit whimsically. Cohen thought she was perhaps as buzzed as his brother.


  “Umm…” Dylan shrugged. “It’s like … being … a normal person and just writing a lot. Exciting, huh?” she asked sarcastically.


  “And apparently stress inducing,” Joss commented.


  Dylan looked at her quizzically, clearly puzzled by that.


  “I mean, how’s the troublesome male character coming along?” Joss asked.


  Dylan suddenly choked on the drink of wine she’d just taken, and when she inhaled, she cleared her throat, shaking her head. Cohen studied her as she struggled to regroup, but he couldn’t for the life of him figure out what was going on with her. It seemed like a simple enough question, but she suddenly looked like she was ready to crawl out of her own skin.


  “Fine. Fine.” She nodded emphatically. “But I have other projects, too.” Her face looked panicked as she glanced at Joss.


  “Fine?” Lilly asked gruffly. “It’s better than fine. It’s half the reason I came up here. She can’t write this man fast enough for me. He might just be her best characterization to date, and this girl is a character writer if ever I’ve met one.”


  “Oh…” Joss said excitedly. “Tell me more.”


  “No, it’s really—” Dylan cut in quickly, trying to shut the conversation down.


  But Lilly was already speaking. “Well, after she moved to this blessed island, she apparently became inspired.” Lilly’s hands shot up, spirit fingers wiggling as she glanced upward to the heavens. Dramatic… “She decided to re-write this male completely.”


  “And…” Jos continued excitedly.


  “No! Please—” Dylan tried desperately. “It’s not—”


  But it was too late. “Well, he’s a doctor.”


  And then Cohen’s brain came grinding to a halt.


  He was aware that he let out a huff of breath the moment he registered those words. He was also aware that Joss’s and Isaiah’s mouths were hanging open. He hadn’t missed Caleb’s wide eyes staring at him either. It was Caleb’s holy-shit-that-just-happened look. And it wasn’t even lost on him that he had no idea whether Dylan’s mouth was hanging open or not because she’d covered it with her hand. Her wide eyes stared across the kitchen at some random place on the floor, and the hand covering her mouth trembled.


  He was aware of all of that, and yet … he felt completely detached from himself as though he were in shock and his brain simply couldn’t process what he’d just heard.


  When her hand finally dropped from her mouth, he saw that her lips were parted, and they trembled just as much as her hand had been. Her eyes were glossed over when she finally looked at him, and he just stared at her. His jaw was tight, his hand gripped his bottle of beer that was sitting on the counter so hard he was almost afraid it might shatter. His nostrils flared, and his teeth gritted as he held the eye contact for entirely too long. He wasn’t sure she was breathing at all, and when she suddenly sucked in a deep gasping breath, he was certain of it.


  “I … Co—”


  “Don’t,” he cut her off, speaking through gritted teeth. He wasn’t sure why, but he suddenly knew if he didn’t get away from her he was going to scream at the top of his lungs until he could empty himself of whatever the hell it was that was coursing through his veins.


  He walked out of the kitchen without another word, and the last thing he heard was Lilly asking, “Am I missing something?”


  Joss’s voice responded quietly, “That’s the doctor.”


  “Oh…” Lilly replied.


  He walked straight up to his bedroom, passing the spare room Harper and Natalie had commandeered to watch a movie.


  “Hey, Co,” they called in greeting as he passed the room.


  “Hey, girls.” He had to force the response, and when he entered his bedroom, he shut and locked the door, sank to the side of his bed and stared at the floor.


  Fuck.


  


   Chapter Thirteen


  
    
  


  Dylan could still see the shocked faces of Isaiah, Joss, and Caleb watching after her as she briskly walked out of Cohen’s kitchen.


  “Dylan,” Isaiah’s concerned voice trailed after her, but her feet were moving, and she wasn’t going to stop until she was safely away from this nightmare and able to properly fall apart in private.


  “I’m … I’m so sorry…” Lilly said as she made her escape on Dylan’s heels. Lilly wasn’t one to apologize for much of anything, and it was eerily ominous to hear such words from her mouth.


  The great room was abuzz with conversation, and not a one of Caleb’s friends seemed aware that she’d just suffered the biggest humiliation of her life, but Dylan’s feet were still moving, and they were making a beeline for Cohen’s front door.


  “Oh, fuck,” she muttered just as she’d climbed into her car and pulled the door shut.


  “Yeah,” was all Lilly could say as she slid into the passenger seat.


  Dylan sat there staring at her dashboard for a moment, and then she fumbled with her keys, finally fitting the damn thing in the ignition.


  Within two minutes, she’d parked in her driveway, made it inside, and collapsed into a chair at her dining room table.


  “That’s your doctor?” Lilly asked, still standing and pointing toward Cohen’s house. “Your doctor is a real doctor? Like a real life real doctor?”


  Dylan’s head collapsed to her hands, and she shook it back and forth. She wasn’t disagreeing with anything Lilly said. She was simply unable to do anything else.


  “Please tell me you’ve not decided to go non-fiction, and you forgot to tell me?”


  “Oh, Lil,” she practically sobbed. “What have I done?” She peered up at her friend, pleading with her eyes.


  But Lil didn’t give an inch. “Love, I have no idea what you’ve done,” she said almost sternly. She took a deep breath. “Now I’m going to fix us some coffee—the strong kind with alcohol in it. And then you’re going to start talking.”


  Dylan regurgitated the last month or so of her life once a very weak coffee with a very strong amount of Irish Cream was sitting in front of her. She held nothing back—from the first time she met her rather handsome new neighbor, to the time she let him do naughty things to her body for the sake of good health, to their argument following that bit, and everything that had come after. She left nothing about their interaction out, and as she talked, she brushed frustrated tears from her eyes even as she talked on animatedly, swinging her arms dramatically in the air, and rolling her eyes.


  But when she was done speaking and she sat there slumped in her chair, holding her coffee cup in her hand, Lilly said nothing. Lilly saying nothing was an oddity. Dylan lifted her eyes to meet Lil’s, just to see the older woman staring back at her with wide eyes.


  “You let that man do what to you?” The “what” was so overly pronounced that even Lilly’s gravelly voice sounded shrill.


  Clearly Lilly had gotten hung up on the same damn detail of their friendship that both she and Cohen had gotten stuck on, too.


  “I didn’t know him at that time!” Dylan responded dramatically. “We were just neighbors. I’d spoken to him twice … maybe three times. It wasn’t like I had any reason not to let him be my doctor.”


  Lilly just shook her head. “And then you went and got yourself a crush on him. And then you went and wrote his handsome, sexy ass into a book. And then you failed to fill me in on any of it, so I could bust your little shameful secret wide open in front of him. And then—”


  “Enough with the and thens!” Dylan took a drink of her coffee, watching as Lilly’s face softened. “I made a mistake. I write the things I know and see all the time, but writing the only doctor on this damn island who happens to be my nearest neighbor into a book where a doctor has a tawdry affair with a patient was … wrong. Especially after the … exam.”


  “And especially when that doctor has an intense attraction to you that he’s doubtless trying to deny,” Lilly remarked sarcastically.


  Dylan sucked in a quick breath. “He does not! No. No, he—”


  There was suddenly a loud rap on her front door, and she jumped where she sat.


  She was hoping it was Joss or Isaiah, hell, Caleb even. She wanted a kind face, kind smile, kind something on the other side of that door.


  She did not get her wish.


  He glared at her, his eyes cold, and as she stood there staring blankly at him, her insides twisted into knots of panic. He stepped into her entryway without an invitation, and she took a few steps back from him.


  “I need to talk to you.”


  She hated the tone of his voice. It was icy and angry, and it wasn’t the Cohen she thought she knew in any way. It was nearly terrifying to see him this way. Lilly stepped into the entryway, her arms crossed on her chest. She hadn’t missed his demeanor, and knowing Lilly, she was ready to duke it out with him verbally if she needed to. That was Lilly’s gift. She was unapologetic in her vocal strength as much as her outlandish style.


  But Cohen looked at Lil with that expressionless cool gaze and then let his eyes move back to Dylan. “Alone,” he seethed.


  Dylan turned, and as she passed Lilly, still staring boldly at Cohen, she placed her hand on Lilly’s shoulder. “We’ll be in the office.”


  “Mm-hmm.” Lilly pursed her lips, never taking her eyes off Cohen.


  She led him down the hall to her office. Her legs felt like rubber, and her hands were clammy. This was going to be bad. He followed her into the office, and as she scanned the room, the door closed behind her. She’d left her laptop on her ottoman, open and waiting for her next burst of inspiration. Lilly’s printed copy of the manuscript was sitting on the desk, binder clipped together and covered in red ink where Lilly had started to make notes on the document earlier in the day.


  This was the den of her shame, and he was standing in it, glaring at her and hating her for everything she did in this room. When she turned toward him, she didn’t bother trying to look him in the eyes. She stared at the middle of his chest. She bit into her tongue to stifle whatever emotion might try to break free, and she waited.


  “I want to see it.” His voice was low and frightening. There wasn’t an ounce of sympathy in his tone.


  She shook her head. “Please. I don’t—”


  “I want to see it!” he bellowed, cutting her off in a furious eruption.


  She closed her eyes for a second, letting her teeth sink deeper into her tongue. “It’s on the desk.” She choked on the words, finally glancing to his eyes.


  His features were startlingly angry. He rounded her desk that sat by the French doors that exited out to her back patio. She followed, standing on the opposite side of the desk and just staring at the bunch of red-inked pages on the desktop.


  He started at the beginning, flipping through page after page of her work, scanning the words—for what… She wasn’t sure she wanted to know. His hands moved quickly as he stood, looking down at the desk. The further he made it into the story, the more damning her words were, and as he progressed, she panicked—her fear and paranoia ratcheting up a notch with every page number.


  “Cohen, please—” she pleaded.


  “No!” He looked up at her angrily before he began flipping through the pages again. “I want to know exactly how I fuck you in this book. That is what we do, isn’t it?” He stared at her for a moment. “Of course it is. It’s one of your trashy books after all,” he muttered cruelly.


  “They’re just characters. They’re not real. They’re not us.” She was practically whispering.


  “Don’t patronize me, Dylan. We both know it’s us.” He glared at her, his eyes narrowing. “Tell me, do I make you hot in real life? Huh?” His voice was suddenly quieter, taunting, and cruel as he watched her. “Do I make your pussy wet? Is that why you did this?”


  She said nothing, and she just stared at the desk.


  “Answer me!” he snapped out angrily.


  “Yes,” she said quietly, closing her eyes as the humiliation ate into her.


  And then he continued—his voice even quieter. “Do you think I’m attracted to you? Do you think I make myself come thinking about you?”


  Her lips pursed, but they trembled, and she fought the tears that were biting at the back of her eyes. She finally shrugged. “I don’t know.” She brushed a tear from her cheek, wanting nothing more than to run away.


  She couldn’t see the expression on his face, because she was refusing to look at him, but from her line of sight she could see his chest rise slowly and then fall in a long drawn out exhalation. And then his hands started moving again, turning page after page.


  When his hands stopped flipping many long seconds later, she held her breath. She glanced up to his face, but he was staring at the words on the page. She knew exactly what he was reading by nothing more than the chapter number and page number printed at the top of the page, and she began to tremble as she stood there. A huff of breath left him as he sank into the desk chair behind him. The pages stayed in his hands, and he continued to do nothing but stare at her words as he sat slackly in the chair.


  He was silent as he read, and now when he turned to the next page, it was slow. He wasn’t scanning; he was delving. He was studying every word of an exceptionally explicit scene, and Dylan felt like she was crawling out of her skin. Her body wouldn’t, hell, couldn’t stay still, and she rounded the desk to him, clasping her hands together. She’d never felt so desperate in all her life.


  “Please,” she whispered.


  But he ignored her… Until he didn’t.


  He stood so fast, she yelped and jumped back, bumping the edge of the desk with her bottom. Her focus shifted around rapidly, trying to avoid his eyes—his searing and vicious eyes.


  “Goddamn it! This is my fucking job, Dylan!” He raged. “This is my integrity you’re fucking with. Don’t you get that?” She looked up at him just to see him glaring back at her. “I’m struggling enough with it on my own, and you go and do this?” He held the pages up. “Spell it out for the world to see. What right do you have?”


  “I’m sorry,” she said quietly, staring at his mouth.


  His nostrils flared as he breathed. “Pathetic is more like it. You write literary porn after all. It doesn’t get more pathetic than that,” his voice seethed quietly.


  And God if that didn’t do it to her. Her eyes filled with tears again in a flash, and her hand, seemingly of its own accord, reached up and smacked him hard across the cheek. Her teeth were clenched tight as her face twisted in agony.


  She sucked in a lurching breath as her lungs hitched and her tears fell. “You don’t know me.” She sobbed, her lips and her jaw trembling.


  She had to close her eyes to hold it together, and when she opened them, she inhaled deeply through her nose. His hand was on his cheek, and he looked shocked. He was suddenly the one avoiding her eyes, and as he shook his head and his eyes blinked rapidly, he stretched his jaw.


  “Get out of my house,” she said. It was part anger, part hurt, part just her desperate need to put distance between them.


  “Fuck this,” he muttered as he turned and walked away.


  She watched after him, her face finally relaxing and her tears falling unrestrained. She followed, but at a distance, and she hugged the frame of the office door, peering down the hallway after him. Lilly stepped in front of his path as he reached her open living room. Lilly’s eyes looked down at the binder clipped inch thick stack of papers he held in his hand, and she scoffed loudly as she folded her arms on her chest. “You don’t have the right to judge her.”


  “Yeah? Well, she doesn’t have the right to exploit me,” he responded.


  Dylan’s fingers tightened on the doorframe as she watched them, listening to a conversation that revolved completely around her but didn’t actually involve her at all.


  “What you hold in your hand is so much more to her than just a paycheck. Don’t you get that?” Lilly’s eyes narrowed on him. “Haven’t you at least figured that much out about her?” Her voice was angry. “What you hold is an invitation into her world, her mind, and frankly, you don’t deserve it.”


  “That’s pretty fucking pathetic to me,” he said cruelly.


  “Then there isn’t a single shred of the man she wrote in you. She’s not exploiting you at all, because the man on those pages would never misunderstand her so gravely. You don’t deserve the compliment of being likened to him in any way.”


  “He does not exist.” Cohen’s voice was getting louder again.


  “Now that, we both agree on. Because he isn’t part of this package.” She pointed from the top of his head to his feet as he glared at her with his arms crossed.


  He cocked his head to the side. “Fair enough.” He brushed by her, through the entryway, and out the front door, slamming it behind him.


  Dylan didn’t bother returning to the kitchen. She collapsed in her writing chair, slammed her laptop closed, and shoved it under the chair. She stared at nothing as she sat there in a stupor. She didn’t quite know if she deserved what she’d just gotten from him. She’d never taken the time to think about it from his perspective. That much was clear. But, God that man was terrifyingly good at getting angry in a way that made her want to dissolve into nothing.


  He hadn’t frightened her, not physically at least. But she couldn’t say anyone had ever been that upset with her before, and she couldn’t for the life of her figure out if she deserved it.


  “Here.” Lilly held out another cup of coffee, and as Dylan lifted it to her mouth, it smelled strongly of Irish Cream and she suspected there was little to no actual coffee in it. She set it aside on the end table next to her.


  “I didn’t…” She shook her head. “I didn’t realize…” She just shook her head again. Coherent thoughts and sentences were beyond her at the moment.


  “Tell me what you were thinking when you wrote him.” Lilly sank down to sit on the ottoman in front of her.


  “I just…” Her tears started to fall again, and she shrugged. “…wanted him, and I couldn’t have him.” She brushed the tears away angrily, feeling stupid. “I just wanted to make him real. Real in a way I could have him.” She looked away. “He’s right. I’m just … pathetic.” She whispered the last word out as her voice gave out on her. She was ashamed and embarrassed of every last word she said.


  “No you’re not,” Lilly said firmly as she clasped Dylan’s hand in hers. They were silent for a minute as Dylan stared slackly at the floor. “He likes you, you know.” Lilly eventually said.

  “Fucker doesn’t deserve you, but he does like you,” she muttered angrily.


  Dylan shook her head.


  “How can you not see that?”


  “Because I just spent ten minutes getting chewed out by the man and told what a sorry ass loser I am in no uncertain terms.” Her jaw clenched tight.


  “Come on, sweetie. Play it out in your mind. You know how to work through a character’s thought process. So work through his character—not the one you wrote, the real one who was standing in front of you a few minutes ago.”


  Lilly sat there staring at Dylan, but Dylan didn’t even want to try to delve into this.


  Lilly eventually gave up waiting on Dylan to say something. “Okay then. Allow me. If he wasn’t attracted to you, too, he might still be upset with you, but he would pity you entirely too much to lay into you like that. It’s hard to maintain anger when you pity someone.” She studied Dylan. “You get angry when someone forces you to deal with something you’ve been trying to deny. You get defensive. And that man was defensive.” Lilly took a deep breath and sighed. “You are so good at looking at the rest of the world and seeing that emotional thread that runs beneath it all. And yet … you are so bad at realizing what is happening right in front of you.”


  Dylan stared at Lilly. She wasn’t sure what to make of that comment.


  Lilly sank back, resting her hands behind her on the ottoman, and slinging her slender leg over her knee. She nudged Dylan’s calf with her ridiculously expensive shoe. “You’re just out of practice after six years of shutting yourself off from the world, and you’ve lost the ability to discern these things in your own life. This is how you operate in the world anymore. I’ve watched it for years. You churn out everything you want onto the pages of a book, not because you can’t have those things, but because you’re too afraid to have them. You quit life after…” Lilly shook her head. “…after it slapped you in the face and labeled you a slut. You gave up believing in decency, and you decided you’d rather hide in the nice safe pages of a world on paper. There isn’t a doubt in my mind if there was nothing standing between you two, you’d still be holding him at arm’s length, writing him into some plot where you can make him moral and decent and kind and all the things you’re terrified to find out he might not be in real life. Hell, you’re sitting here right now denying that the man is as attracted to you as you are to him.”


  Lilly cocked her head to the side, tiredly smiling her sad smile as she looked at Dylan.


  “I slapped him.” Dylan let her head drop back.


  “Good. He deserved it.” She smirked. “I thought his cheek looked a little pink when he was leaving.” Her eyebrows shot up.


  Dylan finally smiled, or managed something distantly related to a smile.


  Lilly stood, leaning down and kissing her forehead. “You’re so afraid of the world,” she said quietly, and then she walked out.


  


   Chapter Fourteen


  
    
  


  Caleb was up before Cohen the next morning. In truth, Cohen had laid awake almost all night long. He’d started reading the manuscript he’d taken from her, but he put it down, feeling too guilty. He wanted to read it, but he was also afraid to. Instead, he stared at his ceiling, wishing he could stop replaying what had happened in her office. Hell, he wanted to just erase the entire evening. He couldn’t seem to wrap his head around any of it, and at eight-thirty that Sunday morning, he stumbled downstairs, giving up on it.


  He and Caleb were taking the ferry over to the mainland one last time to get to a big box store. The ferryman’s office was reporting that they’d be switching to wind sled within a few days, and wind sled was a pain in the ass. Better to stock up on firewood and other essentials when he could still get there easily enough, and who better to drag with him but his brother.


  “Well, well, well,” Caleb remarked with a smirk. “Finally decided to get up and entertain me. You ready to go?”


  Cohen had stayed up just long enough the night before to speed talk his way through the events that had occurred in Dylan’s office with Caleb. Caleb had been mildly drunk, and now Cohen wasn’t entirely sure how much Caleb had retained.


  “Yeah, I’m ready.” He filled his travel cup with coffee and grabbed his keys from the counter.


  They left moments later, and as they approached Dylan’s house, he stopped and put the car in park. Dylan’s car was parked in her open garage, but her editor’s car that had been there for the past few days was now gone. He was quick as he hopped out, walked up to her front door, and set the binder clipped stack of pages on her front mat. She had a cheesy looking snow gnome lawn ornament sitting beside the front door, and he picked up the creepy looking little man and set him on the stack of papers to keep them from blowing away should it get windy later.


  When he returned to his car, Caleb watched him. Co put his car back in drive, and he sighed as he took his foot off the brake, trying to release the tension in his jaw.


  “We need to finish talking about this Dylan situation,” Caleb remarked.


  “Ah… You do remember that, huh? Thought you might have been too drunk.”


  “I remember every word of it—what you said to her, what you yelled at her, what you took from her, and now … what you gave back to her. Unread I assume? Or did you read it?”


  “No. I didn’t read it,” he muttered quietly. Then he took a deep breath. He didn’t want to think about this.


  “What I don’t know is why it upset you as much as it did. I mean, I get it … but she seems awful nice for anyone to be getting that upset with her. Hardly seems like you.”


  Cohen inhaled slowly, but it was a chore, and his breath lurched audibly as the tightness of his body tried to keep him from breathing. It wasn’t like him at all, and Cohen could barely stand the man he’d become the night before. But rather than answer immediately and try to solve that mystery, Cohen drove on to the end of the lane where his peninsula met the body of the island. He sat there, looking both ways at the intersection, and he finally responded. “This thing has been a constant struggle for me since the day of her first appointment, and the struggle has just gotten more difficult with time.”


  “By thing I assume you mean your attraction to her.”


  Cohen glanced at Caleb and nodded.


  “Why has it gotten harder?”


  “Because I like her more,” he said quietly. “Every day, every time I see her, every conversation, every look, stare, subtle interaction … it just gets worse. Time isn’t making this crush fade a bit.”


  “Maybe it’s more than a crush,” Caleb offered.


  “It can’t be.”


  Caleb nodded, his demeanor a bit more serious than was natural for him. This was the psychiatrist side of him. Caleb may well be a laid-back soul, but he knew how and when to be serious. Cohen wasn’t sure he liked that Caleb had decided this was such a time.


  “We got busted by my nurse, Beth, last weekend.”


  “Busted doing what?” Caleb cocked his head to the side.


  “Having coffee. Nothing more, but you should have seen the suspicion. And all day Monday and Tuesday Beth acted off.” He was silent for a moment. “This is my career, Caleb, and Dylan acts as if it’s a plot point in a book. I try constantly and daily to hide my attraction to her from everyone, including her, and… And I fail. I know I fail, because I can’t stop looking at her, touching her, talking to her, or just … thinking about her. But I try,” he said emphatically. “And she… She goes and threatens to expose it as though it’s nothing.”


  Caleb nodded. “She wasn’t exposing your attraction to her. You know that, right?” Caleb glanced at him. “She’s exposing her attraction to you.” Caleb shut up then and let it sink in.


  Cohen’s body flushed at nothing more than the thought of her desiring him, but it didn’t really change the outcome. “That doesn’t really matter though. This island is too small. It’s no secret she’s a writer, and it’s sure as hell no secret she happens to be the only next door neighbor to the only doctor on this island. Couple that with the fact that my closest employee suspects I’m misbehaving… Dylan’s fucking work is a risk to my career. There will be little question who the hell she’s talking about in this book. The damn character even looks like me.” He shook his head. “We’re friends. How could she be this careless with my job?”


  “She may not have thought about it that way. Writers write what they know, what they see, what they feel. They morph it into stories of fiction, but bits and pieces of it must exist somewhere. In a big world that equates to nothing—another random doctor with blue eyes. In a small world like Bristol…” He shrugged. “It means more. She’s not used to living in your small world. I find it hard to believe this girl would hurt you intentionally. You must know that.”


  Cohen pulled up to the line for the ferry, and he put the car in park. He said nothing as he nodded his head, and he stared out the front window at the short line of cars waiting. It was silent for nearly five minutes as he ran over everything he’d done wrong in the last twelve hours. His brother was right. She wouldn’t hurt him intentionally. So why the hell had he proverbially shoved her away so hard?


  “Caleb?” he asked after sitting in a stupor for a while.


  “Yeah.”


  He was silent for a moment longer. He had no idea how to explain this. “She likes me, too.” He said it simply and quietly. In actuality, it was one of the most impacting truths in his life at the moment.


  “Clearly. We already established that.” Caleb smirked at him, but he was missing the point.


  “In any other situation in the world, I would be thrilled.”


  “But?”


  “But … I need her not to like me, because…” He shook his head.


  “Because her reciprocation tests your resolve?”


  “What resolve?” He said quietly.


  Caleb was silent for a moment. “Were you cruel to her last night to push her away from you? To ensure you ended that reciprocation?”


  Cohen’s throat was tight as he tried to swallow.


  The cars began to move forward slowly, inching their way onto the ferry, and once the cars stopped moving and the gate lowered, he put his car in park and climbed out, leaving it running. He walked to the railing nearby and Caleb followed him.


  “You know, there are more important things in this world than your job,” Caleb commented out of left field.


  “Oh, fuck, Caleb,” Cohen replied angrily. “Don’t do that.”


  “What?” Caleb cried defensively with his hands up.


  “You know what. Don’t…”


  “Give you permission to compromise your integrity?”


  “You’re a lousy shrink, you know that?”


  “I’m not your shrink. I’m your brother. I want you to be happy more than anything else—more, even, than I want you to be successful.”


  “And apparently more than you even want me to be fed, clothed, and sheltered—all those nice perks that go along with being employed.”


  Caleb chuckled quietly, staring off toward the water, but when he glanced back at Cohen, his eyes caught on something over Cohen’s shoulder.


  “Fuck,” he muttered. “This should be fun.”


  When Cohen turned around, he came face to face with Lilly the editor, who apparently pulled double-duty as Dylan’s personal protector as well. She was once again dressed ridiculously for the place and weather in a skin-tight black dress with insanely high heels on her feet. Her face was pinched and angry as she appraised him, and as he glanced around, he panicked. He wasn’t ready to see Dylan yet, and he was suddenly terrified he was going to come face to face with her as well. But Lilly was alone.


  “Where are you off to, Lilly?” Caleb stepped in.


  She glared at Cohen for another moment before glancing at Caleb. “I’m due back in Chicago by tomorrow morning, so I’m headed home today.” Then her eyes moved back to Cohen.


  He bristled in a combination of fear and irritation.


  “A word?” she asked, and then she walked away.


  There was little doubt she expected to be followed, and he walked after her, glancing over his shoulder at Caleb who was making the sign of the cross on his forehead and shoulders like the good catholic he was not. She stopped farther down the rail, and he stood beside her.


  “You hurt her. She didn’t deserve that.”


  He said nothing, refusing to start an argument with a white haired woman out in the middle of Lake Superior on a ferry. He didn’t trust the old bat not to kick his ass overboard.


  “She has ... trust issues.” She didn’t bother looking at him as she spoke. She stared out at the water, looking almost sad.


  He rolled his eyes. “Show me an adult with a failed relationship who doesn’t.”


  “That’s just it. She did trust you. She respected you, and that’s not… That’s not an easy thing for her.” She did look at him then. “You just destroyed her. And for what? She made a mistake.” She was silent for a moment, and then she looked off at the water, sighing heavily. “She should have altered the appearance of the character, or…” She shook her head as though she were considering nothing more than how to move on from a small oversight.


  He scoffed rudely. “That’s her mistake? How about she shouldn’t have written me into her book at all? You’re aware I’m the only doctor on this island, right?”


  “She has never batted an eye at writing a character with a particular profession into a story simply because she happened to know someone with that profession. Put her on this damn island and suddenly she has to tiptoe around what she chooses to write. Let me guess, she can’t write a grocer now because there happens to be one on Bristol. Do you see the idiocy of that?” She snarled at him angrily. “You know, in the real world the fact she happens to have a neighbor who’s a doctor would mean nothing.”


  “Yeah? Well, this isn’t the real world.” His teeth were gritted, but he kept his voice quiet. “This is Bristol Island. This is my world. And this is all I have. My life is here, my career.”


  “If you can’t forgive her for this…” She looked around as though she were searching for the right word. “…mistake.” She shook her head as if settling on the word was painful. “Well, frankly she’s better off without a friend like you in her life.” Lilly turned then and walked away to the nearest car, but she paused when she reached the door and turned around. “You hurt her again, I’m going to cut your cock off and feed it to you. Got it?” She climbed in without a backward glance.


  He didn’t waste any time returning to Caleb, who was still standing at the railing.


  “How’d that go?” Caleb asked.


  “She wants to castrate me and shove my dick down my throat. Other than that, she was sweet as pie and we’re best friends now.”


  Caleb chuckled.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  It wasn’t difficult to avoid Dylan for the next few days. With his brother in town, Cohen was either working or being dragged off to go ice fishing, snowshoeing, or meet anyone of a gazillion of Caleb’s old high school buddies. His brother tended to be high maintenance when he was in town, and his maturity level took a nose-dive when he was around his old friends.


  But Wednesday afternoon was a different story. Cohen had just finished up his last appointment and had returned to his office to check his email one last time when his cell phone rang. It was Joss.


  “Joselyn Abigail Henry. To what do I owe the pleasure?” he asked as he answered the phone.


  “To your own stupidity, that’s what,” she remarked sarcastically.


  “Okay,” he said simply. This was clearly going to be about his estranged neighbor, so he stood and walked to the door, shutting it. He didn’t need to deal with the suspicious Beth who was still lurking around wrapping things up for the night. “What’s going on?” He sank back into his desk chair.


  “She’s going to kill me for doing this,” Joss muttered as though she were talking to herself as much as him. “But you know what? Fuck that. She’s being unreasonable.”


  “Joss, please tell me what’s going on.”


  “Fine. I slammed her damn fingers in the car door when I was helping her carry groceries in just a little while ago. Apparently my klutziness extends to others when they happen to be in my presence,” she said angrily. “We had lunch and then we went grocery shopping. When I was dropping her off at her place, she dropped one of her bags. Her arms were loaded down with them, so I was trying to be helpful and was going to close her car door for her. Well, she reached for the doorframe to steady herself when she bent over to pick up the bag, because it’s icy as hell in her driveway. I wasn’t paying attention, and I … slammed her fingers in the door. Now, she’s trying to convince me she’s fine, when her damn middle finger looks like it belongs on E.T.”


  He shook his head in confusion for a moment. “ET, like Entertainment Television?”


  “No! ‘E.T. phone home,’ you idiot.” This was not happy chipper Joss, and she sounded pissed as hell at him. “If you hadn’t been a complete dick to her, I’m guessing I wouldn’t have just spent the past hour trying to convince her to go to your clinic. As it is, I barely managed to get her to agree to take the wind sled to the mainland tomorrow if the swelling didn’t go down.”


  He sighed. “I see.”


  “Her other fingers look okay, bruised, and missing some skin, but her middle finger … it’s broken. It’s got to be. Now you listen here. You’re going to go over there, and you’re going to fix her finger. You’re going to put a cast on it. You’re going to put some ice on it, and then you’re going to give her a shot of feel-good juice. And you’re going to be nice!”


  He chuckled. “You don’t cast fingers, Joss. And tell me again how much vodka is in the feel-good juice shot?”


  “Don’t you be cute with me, Cohen Jessup. You’re a doctor. You figure it out.” She sounded angry, but her sarcasm was telling.


  “Fine. I’ll stop by on my way home.”


  He left the clinic five minutes later with a finger splint, gauze and tape that he’d stashed in a small box, and by the time he pulled into Dylan’s driveway ten minutes after that, he was nervous. He knocked on her door and waited. When she opened the door, it wasn’t all the way, and she certainly wasn’t being inviting.


  “How are you?” His eyes ran over her right hand that gripped the side of the door. It wasn’t injured, but her left hand was conveniently hidden behind the door.


  “I’m fine.” But there were small beads of perspiration along her brow regardless of the fact she was standing in an open doorway in the middle of winter. When her brow flinched ever so slightly it sealed the deal in his mind. He already knew she was injured. But she was in a damn lot of pain.


  “I talked to Joss—”


  “Joss shouldn’t have called you.” She looked away for a moment, but her brow flinched again, and she inhaled deeply and slowly through her nose as though she were trying to keep her lunch from coming up.


  “Joss was worried about you.” He held his eyes on her. “Come on, Dylan. I’m not going to leave until you let me help you.”


  She finally stepped back from the door, and he entered. They stood facing one another, but she wouldn’t look at him. She seemed as irritated and angry as she did nervous and in pain, and it wasn’t until he reached for her left hand, lifting it between them, that she made eye contact. Her hand was shaking, but this was pain, not anxiety. Her arm was rigid, and as he looked at her hand, he winced. Joss was right, this was not a pretty thing.


  She bit into her lip as she stared at the mess. Her fingers were swollen, but none so much as her middle finger. There was a deep abrasion between the first and second knuckles of her middle finger, and that abrasion tapered off into deep indentations across her index finger and ring finger. He was clasping her wrist gently, and he ran the palm of his other hand along hers to steady the shaking.


  “I can take you to the clinic and X-ray it if you’d like. Or we can err on the side of caution and simply assume it’s broken—which I’m pretty sure will be an accurate err.” He studied her face, waiting for her to look at him again.


  She eventually did, and she nodded. “Okay.”


  “Let’s get it cleaned up. Then I want to check your range of motion and make sure there’s no nerve damage.” He led her into her living room, and she sat on the couch as he filled a small bowl of water from the tap in her kitchen. He sat on the coffee table in front of her, his leg between hers, and he leaned close, their foreheads nearly touching as they looked down at her fingers.


  He gently dabbed at the drying bloody abrasion. The cut itself wasn’t deep, but the skin had been smashed and indented more than anything. That’s not to say there wasn’t plenty of blood seeping from the abraded skin. She hissed as he cleaned the raw and open skin, and he would pause every time, giving her a second to regroup. He had no doubt it was broken right under the indentation.


  “You’re not going to be working on your computer for a while. At least not easily.”


  “I’m not working right now anyway.” Her voice was soft, and she said nothing else, refusing to perpetuate the subject and looking away from him dismissively. It wasn’t cruelty on her face, though. She just didn’t know how to act around him at the moment, and so she wasn’t going to bother trying.


  When he had her fingers clean, he pressed a dry gauze pad to them, holding it there. They were silent as they waited for the bleeding to slow. Her temple was next to his chin, and when he turned, his lips brushed against her loose wavy hair. That light touch tickled, and she pulled back, staring at him.


  “Sorry,” he said quietly. He pulled the gauze away, ignoring her wide eyes. “Tell me if you can feel this.” He gently and slowly stroked the underneath side of her middle finger with his. He moved from the palm to the tip.


  She nodded.


  “Good.” He touched just the tip of her finger after the last knuckle. “Here?” He glanced up to her eyes, focusing on her as the pad of his finger moved across hers.


  She nodded.


  He lifted her hand, touching the top of her middle knuckle. “Try to bend your finger here.”


  Her middle finger was swollen, and she gritted her teeth as she wiggled the joint. The swelling was making it difficult, but the movement was there.


  “Good.” His voice was entirely too quiet, but he was still louder than her silence.


  Rather than stop touching her, he ran his hand around to her palm, holding her hand gently in his. He pressed along her fourth finger and index finger, moving the joints himself to ensure those fingers were okay. They moved easily and didn’t appear to cause her much pain. He grabbed the finger splint he’d brought with him, slipping it over her middle finger. He took the tape then, wrapping it around to hold the splint in place, and when he was finally done, he let her hand rest in his palm again.


  They sat there silently, and he took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about the other night.” His voice was so quiet, and his throat constricted.


  She said nothing, and he waited for her to acknowledge him in some way. He didn’t expect her to accept it outright—he had been a complete ass after all—but he expected something. But her head remained down, refusing to look up at him. Her hand trembled in his, but still, she refused.


  “Please look at me,” he tried, the tightness in his jaw making it hard to speak.


  When she did, there were tears in her eyes. But she wasn’t crying. They sat there, ready to spill over her lower eyelids, but there they stayed, making her eyes shimmer beautifully.


  He shook his head, letting his focus shift to his lap as the strangling tightness in his chest increased. His eyes blurred with warm wetness. She was in so much pain because of him, and he didn’t know how not to fall apart because of that. He sniffed his nose, looking back up at her and knowing full well she’d be able to see his shame in his own glossy eyes. His jaw trembled, and his nostrils flared as he tried to breathe, but she still said nothing.


  That was terrifying. People shared their hurts and anger with a person who meant something to them. And when they stopped, it meant they’d lost a reason to. He had to mean enough to her that she’d give him her anger.


  “Say something,” he whispered.


  She looked away. “I don’t think we can be friends anymore.” Her voice was quiet, and a tear finally fell.


  The panic he felt was instantaneous—nearly overpowering.


  “It hurts to be your friend.” She brushed a tear from her cheek with her good hand as her voice broke.


  “Dylan, I said I was sorry. I am sorry… Please.” He was begging. He didn’t want this. The very notion that he might not have any sort of relationship with this woman wasn’t something he could digest.


  She looked at him, and she smiled this sad smile that disturbed him to his core, because he wasn’t sure why, but he knew there was no swaying her on this. “It hurts for reasons that have nothing to do with the other night. And it’s going to keep hurting, and I… I can’t do that to myself.” She shrugged, and her lips pursed. “It isn’t your fault. I allowed myself to … feel something I shouldn’t have.” She nodded and glanced away as if it embarrassed her to admit that to him.


  She stood then, pulling her hand that he was still holding from him. She walked to her dining room table and picked something up. He was staring at her, barely seeing a thing, and he rose to his feet numbly. But he wasn’t really numb. His brain was spinning as he fought to figure out what to say to stop this, to change her mind. She had to change her mind.


  When she walked back to him, she held the manuscript out, offering it to him.


  “No. I don’t want it.” He shook his head.


  “Please,” she said quietly.


  He ignored what she was offering him. “I don’t want to not be friends.” It was admittedly a stupid and juvenile sounding statement, but it was simple and accurate, and he wasn’t capable of anything more at the moment.


  “I’m sorry. Please take this.”


  “Damn it! I said I don’t want it.” His voice was angry, and he shook his head, pushing past her and heading for the door.


  “Please.” She followed him.


  He stopped at the front door, turning back to her. “It doesn’t belong to me.”


  “It belongs to you as much as me.” She sniffed her nose, still holding it out to him. “You were right.” She shrugged even as her eyelids fluttered and her mouth pursed. She was embarrassed. “It was us. It was what I wanted.”


  He stared at the floor between them, saying nothing, and the silence went on for too long. But she never pulled the papers back. She still offered them as though she expected nothing less than for him to do exactly what she wanted him to do. When he looked at her face, she was staring at his chest, not moving, not even blinking. He finally reached for the papers, still bound in their binder clip with red ink showing. The second he took them from her, she turned and walked away into her house, leaving him to stare after her. She choked out a quiet sob as she walked, and he watched her right hand lift to her face. He had to grit his teeth against the pain, and when he couldn’t stand it any longer, he turned to the door, pulled it open, and walked out.


  He pulled up in his driveway thirty seconds later. He stared at the manuscript sitting in his passenger seat. Her giving the book to him felt very much final to him. She was giving up on them—the friendship. He was already well aware that a relationship with her would be considered unethical at best, but the friendship was important, too, and the papers sitting beside him were the end of that. He didn’t want to accept it.


  Caleb was out that evening, and Cohen went straight upstairs to his room, started a fire, crammed his reading glasses angrily on his face, and then crawled onto his bed, starting at the beginning. He read on and on, falling in love with the story the more he read. The female character, Angelica, didn’t act like Dylan, but there were threads of Dylan’s personality that seemed to hold the character together. He could say the same of Dr. Ash. He saw bits of himself in the man, but it wasn’t really him—not to his perception anyway. But they were them in some strange understood way that was both obvious and veiled at the same time.


  But there was one thing he’d come to know about her writing style. She didn’t like to pave an easy road; he suspected it was her ode to life in general. Life wasn’t easy, nor was it supposed to be, and she seemed to understand that. Overcoming obstacles was as important as the happily-ever-after to her. Her characters were always fighters in that way—regardless of how many times they fell down, made stupid mistakes, groveled for forgiveness, and then got back on path. He loved that about her mind.


  So why had she given up on their friendship? Didn’t she want to fight for at least that much?


  At nearly two in the morning, he made it to the last chapter she’d written, and as expected, the story arc hit darkness. The anxiety felt palpable as he read, and his hands were clammy. It wasn’t a reiteration of their own fight. The story, in fact, didn’t follow anything at all that had happened in the real world. But Dr. Ash was leaving Angelica, because he was going to plead out a medical malpractice suit that, in truth, he wasn’t actually responsible for and that had nothing at all to do with his relationship with Angelica but would doubtless dredge up their affair were it to go to trial. He was leaving her because he’d failed at balancing his relationship with her and his job, and he didn’t want his mistakes to touch her or ruin her own burgeoning career. He was leaving her, more or less, to protect her.


  And as he neared the end of the final page, knowing the story was stopping long before the end, his heart pounded. The red circle around one particular quote had caught his eye the moment he flipped to the last page as did the handwritten note that took up the last third of the page in red ink. But he ignored both, waiting until he got to that particular passage. Dr. Ash was trying to comfort Angelica, fighting his own need to fall apart. Angelica understood full well what his motive was for leaving her, and there wasn’t an ounce of anger to her. She was just heartbroken. And as Ash kneeled on the floor at her feet, trying to console her, she cried, and he wiped away his own tears as they fell, too. And in a hitching voice, choked with tears, she spoke to him.


  



  It hurts to want something so much that you can’t have.


  



  It was circled in red.


  Ash pled with her to understand and apologized profusely, begging for her forgiveness, but she was numb. There was nothing left for him to say, and Angelica understood that. The book stopped at the end of some obscure sentence that when taken as a whole meant nothing nearly as impacting as the sentence circled in red. Of course, the book wasn’t meant to end there. It was simply where Dylan had stopped last.


  But below the text was a note written in red ink, and now that he’d finished reading, he allowed himself to see it.


  



  Co,


  I’m so sorry for doing this to you.


  Dylan


  


   Chapter Fifteen


  
    
  


  Dylan didn’t know how to dress for this thing, and given Cohen was supposed to be there, the task was infinitely more stressful. But Joss made her promise she’d go. Joss’s best friend Steph was going to be in town for the fall festival, and she desperately wanted Dylan to meet her.


  She finally decided on a fitted, very fitted, winter white sweater dress that was short—just as short as it was fitted. But she paired it with jet black tights that made the length of the dress more appropriate. Her black ankle boots with tall heel made her legs look longer than they actually were, and she rounded off the outfit with her black belted peacoat. It left only a few inches of her dress showing at the bottom hem, and as she appraised herself in the mirror, she prayed she was appropriately attired.


  Her hair was up in a large bun on the crown of her head—far neater than she usually managed, and loose hairs wisped down around her face and neck. She had no idea how she managed to pull off the hair, given her middle finger was in a splint, and don’t get her started on how stupid the white splint with blue foam padding looked with her outfit. She also spent more time on her makeup than was typical for her, and as there was a knock on her front door, she glanced one last time in the mirror.


  “Here goes nothin’,” she muttered.


  Joss beamed at her as she opened the door, and she looked like she was holding back a squeal. Dylan chuckled at nothing more than the excitement on her face and followed her to Isaiah’s Land Cruiser. She climbed in back, and Isaiah craned around to see her.


  “Heard my wife broke your finger. Can’t say I’m surprised. Her klutziness is legendary, and she’s good at sharing.” He smirked.


  “Someone should have warned me how dangerous groceries and a car door can be around her.” Dylan held up her left hand with the splint on it. She glanced toward Cohen’s house quickly. The lights were on. Perhaps she’d get lucky, and he would decide not to come.


  When she looked forward again, Isaiah was studying her in the rearview mirror. “You going to be okay with this?”


  Isaiah was a kind man, but he could be intimidating as well. The first time she’d met him was when she’d stopped into The Landing for dinner only a week after she’d moved to the island. He and Joss walked in shortly after she did, and Joss had instantly smiled at her. Isaiah … not so instant. But after spending only an hour with them, it had become clear he was as kind as any; he just showed it in a different way.


  Dylan nodded. “Kind of have to be. Small island.” She smiled. “I’ll be fine.”


  Joss reached over to the center console and took his hand. He glanced at Joss, and she smiled at him. The smiles bouncing between the two of them were a little too sad, worried, something…


  “Did someone die, or are you two just feeling sorry for me and my humiliation?”


  Joss looked back at her. “Totally your humiliation.” She winked, and Dylan finally smiled too. “That said,” Joss continued. “You have nothing to be humiliated about, and he was wrong to react so harshly.” Joss turned back around.


  “He apologized,” Dylan added.


  Joss whipped back around to see her, and Isaiah’s eyes were on her in the rearview mirror again as they drove down the lane toward the main road that led into town.


  “And?” Joss looked just a little too intrigued—desperate for information in fact.


  “And … you may not want to know how I responded.” Dylan cringed.


  Joss’s face dropped. “Tell me.”


  Dylan inadvertently glanced at Isaiah in the mirror.


  Joss knew exactly what she was thinking. “It’s okay. He loves girl talk.”


  “It’s true. I do. It’s something about living with three girls and being the only man in the house.”


  Dylan laughed. “Okay. I told him we shouldn’t be friends anymore.”


  Joss balked at her, even shaking her head subtly as though Dylan’s words didn’t compute. “Wha—why?”


  “I’m not sure,” she said quietly. That was a lie, but she didn’t know how to explain it in a way that would make sense to them—odd, considering she spent her life putting every facet of humanity into writing. But this was different. And putting it into words exposed her in a way she wasn’t comfortable with—even with Joss and Isaiah who she liked and trusted.


  The truth was she didn’t know how to stop wanting him. She didn’t know how to let that desire go. And she didn’t want to torment herself with him. It was probably fair to say she was a chicken shit, and quitting him seemed easier than trying to pretend she knew anything at all about being friends with a man. She didn’t. She didn’t know anything at all about being anything to a man—not a friend, not a lover. She wrote what she needed from the world, not what she had; she just happened to do it very convincingly, because once upon a time, she actually did have those things, until she found out she didn’t. Not the trust, not the honesty, not the integrity, not any of those important things necessary to make any friendship real, let alone friendship with a man.


  She’d nearly lost her career because of it, and her humanity had followed, not by one but by thousands, tens of thousands … who knew how many in truth. Now she had desire for one man—only one, and she didn’t want to try to be friends with him all the while fighting the attraction because in truth, she no longer believed she was capable of trusting a man enough to be friends with him, so … what was the point? It was going to hurt no matter how she sliced it, and she couldn’t handle more pain from a man, least of all this man who she wanted, needed to believe was better than the others. Being hurt by a genuine and decent man, it turned out, was even more painful than being hurt by a less than good man.


  But how does one explain such things to a married couple who were so in love with each other they’d yet to stop holding hands though they were nearly to town already?


  They pulled up in front of the Pavilion within minutes, and she followed Isaiah and Joss—still holding hands—into the large circular brick building on the waterfront. It was a cool building, and she started gawking when she was inside. Isaiah took both her and Joss’s coats, and disappeared to hang them up.


  Joss put an arm around Dylan’s waist, and pulled her close. “You sure you’re doing okay?”


  Dylan nodded. “Aside from the humiliation, I’m just fine. And difficult as it is to believe, I actually have had more humiliation than even this.” She smirked.


  “Well, you look amazing, doll.”


  Talk about looking amazing. Joss was a beautiful woman. She had those startling contrasts to her features that set her apart from others. Her hair was dark, her skin pale—interrupted only by one small scar that ran across her chin. But her eyes were her most striking feature. They were this incredible vibrant blue that nearly glowed against her milky smooth skin. She was slim and petite, and in the emerald green slip dress she wore, she was a showstopper.


  “I’ll give you some of my extra curves,” Dylan said wryly.


  Joss laughed. “Trust me, hun, you wanna hang onto those. They’re what make that dress of yours look bangin’ on you when it would look hangin’ on me. And I am not paying myself a compliment. Your curves are perfect.” She gave Dylan’s waist one last squeeze as they walked into the large circular room.


  Within seconds, Joss gasped, and tugged Dylan toward the center of the room. “There she is! My good friend Steph moved to Madison a year ago, and I haven’t seen her for nearly six months. Come on.” As though Joss was giving her a choice. “I want you to meet her.”


  She dodged one person after another as she was pulled by her good hand through the crowd of people. It was a mix of families, singles, kids, and the elderly alike, and heads nodded kindly in her direction, and smiles were offered aplenty as she stumbled after Joss. If there was one thing she could say about this isolated little plot of land in Lake Superior it was that folk were nice.


  Joss pulled the pretty young woman they’d just approached into her arms, and they bear hugged the hell out of each other for at least half a minute. When they finally separated, Joss reached for Dylan’s arm.


  “Steph, this is my replacement friend, Dylan,” she said with a huge smile.


  But rather than offense, or even feigned offense, Steph pulled Dylan into her own suffocating bear hug. When she pulled back, she was all smiles. “I just know I’m going to love you as much as myself.” She nodded matter of factly.


  Dylan laughed. “Well, I’m sure I’m going to love you as much as you love you, too.”


  When there was suddenly a tap on Dylan’s shoulder, she spun around just to see Caleb standing in front of her.


  “Good to see you again, author Dylan.”


  “Good to see you again, too, shrink Caleb.” She glanced around nervously, assuming Cohen must not be too far off, and her heart fluttered in her chest as she did.


  “Don’t worry, ass hat brother Cohen is missing in action.” He smiled broadly. “Dance with me. I want to get to know you better.”


  Caleb may well look like Cohen, or vice versa given Caleb was older, but he had a far different demeanor. He was playful, where Cohen was more serious. That’s not to say Cohen was humorless or stuffy—not in the least, but Cohen’s sense of humor was just quieter and more reserved—sarcastic rather than boisterous. And she had to admit, even now, she just plain preferred that about him. It’s something she’d liked in him straight away. He was nice, sarcastic, playful, but there was an intensity to his character that ran underneath it all.


  The man standing in front of her simply wasn’t his brother, but the hand he held out to her was inviting and the smile genuine. She took it.


  “How are you?” he asked gently, his demeanor now more professional and concerned. He clasped her lower back in one hand and her hand in the other as he moved her slowly around the dance floor. He kept more than the appropriate amount of space between them, and she relaxed at his formality. It’s not like she expected him to hit on her, but she always felt uncomfortable around men she didn’t know until she could safely ascertain their intent.


  Isaiah had never bothered her because from the moment she met him, he was with his wife, and it was clear where his intentions lie. But Caleb was different. He looked too much like his brother, but he didn’t … feel like his brother to her emotionally. Oddly she’d always felt relaxed around Cohen, barring a few instances of course, but she needed to see Caleb’s behavior and decorum to know he meant her no disrespect.


  She hated this part of herself. The part that just never connected to men on the same level as she connected to women. She wanted to see them as human and real, but they always seemed … different. The connection just wasn’t there. Except that wasn’t true. She’d thought a connection was there with Cohen, or maybe she’d just wanted to believe there had been one. Wow, had she lost her grip on common sense there for a while.


  Now as she looked at Caleb, she smiled and hid that malfunctioning part of her psyche. “I’m fine.”


  He chuckled quietly. “Sure you are. Then why do you keep looking nervously around for my brother?”


  She took a deep breath, rolling her eyes. “Because I don’t want to see him.”


  Caleb nodded slowly, his expression suddenly serious. “Well, I don’t know where he is. We were going to ride together, but he got a phone call about thirty minutes before we were supposed to leave. He asked me to get a ride from one of my friends and then he took off. He’s on call when the clinic is closed, so I’m guessing he got called in…”


  But Dylan had just caught sight of him over Caleb’s shoulder, and as Caleb saw her distraction, his words trailed off, and he turned to look as well. Cohen was standing by the entrance to the room. He was dressed in a suit and tie, and standing right next to him was a woman, looking equally stunning in a short black cocktail dress. She was tall, slim, and classic, with chestnut hair that was cut in a short pixie. She looked sophisticated and sleek, and Dylan took a shaky breath as she tried to make herself look away.


  She and Caleb were no longer dancing. They were standing still in the middle of the dance floor simply staring at the door. Cohen spotted Caleb first and started toward them, but he only made it a step before he took in Dylan. He stopped instantly in his tracks, staring with his lips parted and his eyes wide. She watched as his chest rose and fell, and when the woman at his side, took his arm, his eyes closed, and he shook his head slightly.


  “Excuse me,” she said quietly to Caleb, and she walked away.


  When she glanced back to Cohen, he was raking his hand through his hair. He looked about as miserable as she felt, and yet … he had a stunning date on his arm, and she was the one standing there alone like a fool. What the hell had she expected? She told the man she didn’t want to be his friend. He apparently took her at her word.


  The next hour of her life was hell. She couldn’t seem to stop looking at him, even though she wanted desperately to get the image of him and the other woman who was hanging on his arm out of her mind. But every time her eyes ‘accidentally’ found him, he was always looking back. She couldn’t tell if it was a glare or just a harsh stare, but his jaw was set tight, and she’d not seen him smile once. Caleb was milling about by him, and when he’d catch them looking at one another, his lips would purse uncomfortably, and he’d try to smile at her.


  She made it through dinner, sitting by Steph, Joss, Isaiah, Harper, and Natalie. In addition were the town mayor, Bill Fillmore, and a couple of councilmen and their wives. The mayor was chatty and asked far more questions about her career and her past than made Dylan comfortable, but Isaiah ran interference, distracting him easily. The girls had arrived fashionably late, and instantly started chatting her up excitedly. Dylan had tried to be conversational, but she wasn’t pulling it off very well. Fortunately, the two younger gals were easily distracted, and as soon as they’d ask her a question about how amazing it was to be a writer—if only they knew—their attention would get pulled somewhere else.


  “Who’s that woman with Doc Co?” Harper asked Joss.


  Joss shrugged, glancing uncomfortably at Dylan.


  “I ran into Co a little while ago. She’s from Chicago. Name’s Hillary,” Mayor Fillmore responded.


  “I told you he has a girlfriend in Chicago!” Harper nudged Nat in the side. “She’s really pretty, too.”


  Dylan’s hell couldn’t seem to get hot enough, and as she listened to the girls analyze her perfect dress, her perfect long lanky legs, and her perfect style, Dylan stared at her lap, gritting her teeth.


  “Girls, that’s enough,” Joss snapped quietly, silencing them. She reached over, taking Dylan’s good hand discretely in hers and squeezing.


  When the band took the stage again after dinner, Isaiah and Joss left for the dance floor, and the girls descended on her.


  “Did my mom seriously do that to your hand?” Harper took her hand, holding it between them.


  “She’s super accident prone. You have to be careful,” Natalie interjected.


  “Yeah, she almost stabbed Isaiah once because she was dancing in the kitchen when she was cooking.” Back to Harper.


  “It was awesome!” Natalie rounded off that little exchange.


  Dylan’s eyes bounced back and forth between the two girls, and she started laughing, really laughing. They were too damn cute not to laugh at. Natalie was tall and athletic with long brown hair and light hazel eyes. She was clearly cut from the cloth of her father, and the same could be said of Harper in relation to her mother. She was small, with dark hair and vibrant blue eyes. The girls couldn’t be more different in terms of their look, but they acted like one person—a very schizophrenic person that topic hopped in a perfectly coordinated routine from one thing to another.


  At that moment, the band struck up a rendition of Fade Into You by Mazzy Star. The singer on stage had a far more Stevie Nicks sound than Mazzy, but as she started crooning out some of Dylan’s favorite lyrics, it sounded perfect. The song had always felt like sex and intimacy to her, and this night was no exception. Sadly, she had no intimacy in her life, and as she glanced around the large room, she saw that the only intimacy she wanted was dancing with another woman thirty feet away from her. She closed her eyes, turning back to the table and shaking her head.


  “Dylan, dear, what on earth happened?”


  Dylan looked up to see Beth smiling concernedly down at her.


  “Oh!” Her eyes flit to her hand that Beth was staring at, and then her focus darted to the dance floor to find Cohen again. But he was too busy staring at the woman standing in front of him as he danced to Mazzy’s words.


  And as the intense and emotional lyrics filled the large room in the singer’s folksy sound, Dylan’s insides clenched painfully, and she forced her eyes back to Beth to escape the sight of him.


  “Umm…” Dylan started to say, but Beth’s attention had followed Dylan’s out to the dance floor, and she was staring at Cohen who was still oblivious as he looked at the girlfriend in his arms. “I broke my middle finger.” Dylan tried to draw Beth’s attention back to her. When Beth’s eyes returned to Dylan, they were expressionless for a moment, and Dylan could nearly see the gears turning in her head, trying to work it out. “I … Joss slammed it in her car door.”


  Beth nodded, finally smiling. “I don’t recall you coming into the clinic.” Beth’s suspicion was without a shred of anger. It was just confusion Dylan saw on her face. But it didn’t really matter what emotion was behind her words. It was damning all the same—at least to Cohen.


  “I didn’t go. I had … this at home.” She held her hand up stupidly between them, glancing out to the dance floor again. Cohen had finally noticed what was going on, and he was standing stock still in the middle of the floor watching her. The girlfriend was standing beside him, looking rather annoyed.


  “Odd,” Beth said, holding Dylan’s hand in her palm. “Looks just like the brand we use.”


  “Oh?” Dylan tried. She looked frantically around, and when her eyes lit on Cohen, he was making his way toward her, dodging around people as he moved, the Chicago girlfriend in tow.


  “Hi, Beth,” he said casually, but it was a bit too rushed, and he took a deep breath as he stood there looking at his nurse.


  “Oh… Hi, Dr. Jessup.”


  “Umm…” He looked around nervously. “Have you met…? This is…” His eyes kept glancing to Dylan, even though his hand was on Hillary’s arm. He was using Hillary as a distraction, but it meant little to Dylan at this point. She was drowning in her hell now, and all she wanted was to flee.


  Hillary got tired of waiting for the introduction and held her hand out to Beth. “Hi. I’m Hillary. I’m Cohen’s girlfriend.” She smiled broadly at Beth.


  Dylan’s eyelids fluttered as pain coursed through her, and she could feel her lips pulling up in a deranged half smile that had absolutely nothing to do with happiness. Cohen was still staring at her with wide eyes, and that’s when Dylan hit her threshold. “Excuse me,” she whispered, still smiling her ridiculous smile.


  She skirted past Cohen, but he grabbed her by the upper arm, stilling her. He held her body close to his, refusing to look away from her.


  Mazzy’s words were haunting as they were sang out, and Dylan’s eyes warmed and the roof of her mouth ached as she fought against what her body wanted to do. She wanted to fall apart. She needed to fall apart and let go of this in some ugly way that involved tears, and sobs, and every ounce of pent up emotion that she’d stifled for entirely too long.


  She tugged against his hand on her arm, and after his fingers tightened for just a moment, he released his hold with a deep sigh. She didn’t bother looking back as she walked away. Beth, Hillary, Harper, Natalie, never mind Cohen—they must all be looking at her as though she’d lost her mind, and as Dylan looked forward, it was just to see Isaiah and Joss watching her from the dance floor. She couldn’t seem to stop attracting attention for all the wrong reasons.


  But that attention wasn’t to be the last, and as she made a beeline for the door, a squat round man staggered in front of her.


  “Know you,” he slurred holding a drink up as one of his lazy eyes squinted. “Sure do. Recognize that pretty face, that…” His eyes wandered down her body. “…body. Sure is nice,” he said sloppily, but then he grabbed her hip, and she shoved him hard in the chest before she even realized what her hands were doing.


  “Don’t touch me,” she hissed as she staggered back from the man, but he kept advancing on her, stumbling forward as she staggered back clumsily. She didn’t stagger far, though, until she bumped into someone.


  Cohen’s hand reached over her shoulder, pushing the man back harshly. “She said, don’t touch her. I suggest you listen.” Cohen’s other hand, rested on her hip, gripping her and pulling her back into his body.


  “I know her. Trust me, she likes it—”


  “Oh, no, you don’t.” Isaiah swooped in, grabbing the man by the back of the neck and steering him away from her. “Randall, you’re going straight back over to your table. I really don’t want to have to arrest you, so I suggest you stay there.”


  “I know that gal.” Randall pointed over his shoulder toward Dylan.


  “I find that hard to believe.” Isaiah’s voice got quieter the farther they moved away from her.


  Dylan’s heart pounded. It was paranoia. Did he really know her? Did he recognize her?


  “You okay?” Joss reached to Dylan’s shoulder.


  Dylan nodded, her heart rate still soaring high.


  When Joss stepped back, her attention moved down to Cohen’s hand that was still gripping her hip, wrapping around from the back with his fingers covering her hipbone in the front. At the very moment Joss’s focus found his hand, he released his hold on her, stepped away, and cleared his throat.


  Hillary stepped up beside him, and they stood facing Dylan and Joss. Hillary looked Dylan up and down suspiciously for a moment, before forcing a rather unconvincing smile to her lips and holding her hand out.


  “I’m Hillary. Good to meet you.”


  “It’s nice to meet you as well. I’m Dylan.”


  Cohen’s attention remained on Dylan the entire time she forced herself to be polite to Hillary. But the moment their hands parted, he glanced at his watch and looked around. Hillary looked at him, but she sighed uneasily. They made small talk for less than a minute, and in that time, Cohen took his eyes off Dylan exactly three times. All three times he checked his watch.


  When Mayor Fillmore approached them, he wrapped his arm around Dylan’s shoulder. “Come on, dear, time to introduce the newest resident to the rest of the town.” He said with a jovial smile.


  “Oh, no… That’s not necessary—” But the man pulled her along after him toward the stage as Dylan looked over her shoulder. Joss shrugged with a grimace on her face, and Cohen still just stared at her.


  She was led up the stairs to the stage, and as Fillmore stood there tapping the microphone, she twisted her hands nervously together. She glanced out to the crowd, and Steph, Joss, Isaiah, Harper, and Natalie were now standing up close to the stage. Cohen and Hillary were about halfway back in the crowd, and as Dylan held her focus on him for a moment, he once again checked his watch.


  He tugged on Hillary’s arm, and Dylan watched them leave as Mayor Fillmore started talking. It was five minutes of her life she would never get back, and it was not a fun five minutes. Standing in front of a crowd was about the last thing in the world Dylan wanted to do, and couple that with the man Randall still stumbling around at the back of the crowd, her introversion was not only getting a work out, her nerves were too.


  She had no idea if Randall actually did truly recognize her or not, but it was entirely possible, and the reason he might recognize her was entirely too damning for her to be stuck on a stage in front of a crowd of people. Dylan said nothing more than thank you to the mayor when he introduced her, and when he mentioned she was a writer, her hands twisted into each other even harder.


  Randall snorted from the back of the crowd. “Writer?” he hollered. And then his next words were so slurred it was pointless to even try to decipher. That was a good thing she suspected. Everyone snickered at the interruption, and she forced a smile to her face as well, to hide the racing heart in her chest that was a bit too terrified to appreciate the humor of a drunk man misbehaving.


  She practically sprinted off the stage when her introduction was over, and when townsfolk began approaching and greeting her, she shook hands quickly, moving as fast as she could back to Joss.


  “I hate to ask, but is there any way I could get a ride home. I’m just…” She shook her head.


  “I know,” Joss replied. “Maybe this night was a bad idea for you.” She glanced around. “Speaking of shitty nights, where did Cohen go?”


  “He left with his date when I was up on stage.”


  Joss took a deep breath. “I’ll run you home. Of course.”


  “I’m sorry. I know your friend is here, and I—”


  “Don’t apologize. It’s been a rough week for you, and I don’t blame you in the least for wanting to call it a night. I’ll just run you home and come back. Won’t take any time at all.”


  Joss took Isaiah’s keys from him, and he gave Dylan an apologetic smile as she said good night. Within ten minutes, she was walking into her house alone. It was dark, and she flipped on the entryway light, sighing loudly in the way a person can only get away with when they live alone.


  She picked up the wall phone in her kitchen, dialing Lilly quickly as she poured herself a glass of wine. She then set her cell phone in the speaker doc that sat on her kitchen counter to charge. She spent the next fifteen minutes rehashing her evening as Lilly listened patiently.


  “I’m sorry, Des. Perhaps you should move back to Chicago? I mean, remote is good. I get it, but … small towns… I don’t know. Everyone involved in everyone else’s business?”


  “Speaking of, I ran into a man tonight. He was drunk as a skunk, but he said he recognized me. He kept saying it, and he grabbed me. I don’t know. Maybe he did. Wouldn’t be the first time. He was a sleaze, too.”


  Lilly’s sigh was troubled. “That’s what I mean. If you expected anonymity there, you’re not going to find it. You’re more exposed in a small town.”


  “I know, but I… I love it here. I want this to be home.” She took a big drink of wine, and as she did, she leaned against her kitchen counter, swiping her finger across the screen of her phone in the charging dock. She pulled up the very song that nearly reduced her to a puddle of tears less than an hour before, and she put it on repeat.


  Her open downstairs filled with Mazzy’s voice, and she stood there taking a deep calming breath. When there was suddenly a knock on her door, she jumped. “I have to let you go, Lil. Someone’s at the door.”


  “Okay, love. I’ll talk to you soon.”


  She could tell it was Co by nothing more than the silhouette of his body through the opaque glass of her front door. She stopped five feet from the door, pausing as a tremor ran through her. But when he reached up to knock again, she managed to get her feet moving. She pulled the door open just as his knuckles touched the wood frame surrounding the window in the door.


  His hand froze in mid-air as he stared at her. “Hi,” he said quietly. His eyes slowly moved down her body, stalling over her breasts. He made no attempt to hide what he was looking at, and her nipples hardened at nothing more than the invasive way his eyes studied her.


  “Did you come to parade your girlfriend around in front of me again?” she asked rudely. It was unfair, and she regretted the comment immediately.


  But he ignored her comment and stepped into her entryway, shutting the door behind him. He walked to the dining area that sat off her open kitchen, turning around and staring at her as she followed him. “I’ve now been slapped twice in the past eight days alone, so maybe you can cut me a little slack.” And then he took a deep breath. “I didn’t invite her or want her here.”


  Dylan turned to the table, saying nothing as she gripped into the side of the table with her good hand. She was at once relieved and confused as hell at the same time. She stared down at her tabletop. “It doesn’t matter, Co.” She shook her head. “Haven’t we already established that?”


  But she felt his hand on the back of her arm, and she froze. When his free hand gripped gently into her other upper arm, a rush of breath left her lungs. And then he was against her body, his chest touching her back, her bottom brushing against the front of his dress pants. But it was his breath on the side of her neck that put her over the edge, and she whimpered quietly as she felt his warm exhalation against her skin.


  “I like this song,” he said quietly. “I’m pretty sure I was dancing with another woman while wishing I was dancing with you the last time I heard it.” He nuzzled against her neck, letting his whiskers brush her skin. “You looked so beautiful tonight.” His lips brushed just under her ear, and her chest shuddered as she tried to inhale. His hands trailed down the backs of her arms, gently moving over the soft sweater fabric. They settled at her elbows. “We both know this matters,” he whispered against her ear this time, just slightly higher than his mouth was the last time.


  Her chest was rising and falling quickly, and her knees were shaking. But it was nothing compared to the violent trembling that took over her entire body when his hands left her arms and found her waist. She sucked in a deep breath, and his hands squeezed gently, his thumbs running along her lower back, and his fingers wrapped around to the sides of her belly.


  She watched his reflection behind hers in the window on the opposite side of the table. It was dark out, and with the pendent lights over the dining room table lit up, it was nearly like seeing it all in a dimly lit mirror. His lips and his nose brushed along the back of her neck as he moved from one side of her head to the other. He was a good many inches taller than she was, but he was angling his head down to her neck, getting his mouth and nose against that most sensitive skin.


  And when he reached the other side of her neck, he spoke again. “Does your skin tingle and prickle when I’m around like your entire body is desperate to be touched?”


  That was a damn good way to explain it. She nodded.


  “Do your fingers tremble, your heart race, your throat tighten up as though it’s going to suffocate you if you don’t get what you need?”


  “Yes,” she whispered. It was more than a damn good explanation.


  “Does the thought of losing this make your insides turn black and your soul feel like it’s shattering into a thousand pieces?”


  She whimpered quietly as she nodded that time.


  His hands trailed low along her hips, slowly descending. He watched her in the reflection of the window as intently as she studied him over her shoulder. His palms smoothed over the curve of her hips, taking their time. They didn’t have far to go. The hem of the short sweater dress clung to her thighs more than halfway up—the bottom hem even tighter than the marginally looser body of the dress. And when his fingers passed over the hem to her tights, he hummed quietly.


  “I’ve lost track of the reactions I have to you.” His fingers brushed along the hem, taunting her. “I don’t know how to stop wanting you,” he whispered, and then his forehead dropped to the top of her shoulder. His fingers peeled the hem of her dress up higher on her thighs, stopping just under her bottom. When he pushed up under her dress, rounding the cheeks of her bottom with his palms, she moaned.


  He lifted his head, watching her in the reflection again as he slipped his fingers under the top of her tights and pulled them slowly down. He swept under the top of her underwear as well, peeling them down with the tights, and soon, the cool air was touching her bottom. He stopped when her tights hit her mid thighs. One hand glided over her naked bottom gently before gripping hard into her butt cheek.


  She let out a quiet grunt as he squeezed her skin. His free hand reached up and around her shoulder, and he clutched at her lower jaw, his fingers along one side of her face, and his thumb anchored along her opposite jawline. He turned her face toward his as he leaned over her shoulder. She was suddenly face to face with him, rather than seeing him in the darkened reflection of the window eight feet away. He was there—his breath touching her lips, his blue eyes searing into hers. She could see the stubbly hair she’d come to expect on his face, and after taking all that in, her eyes settled on his lips. He was so close, surely he was going to kiss her. But he didn’t.


  “I’ve wanted to touch that soft, sweet place between your legs, really touch it, from the first moment I saw you naked.”


  She gasped, and he watched her closely his nostrils flaring. There was only one time he’d ever seen her naked, and they both damn well knew when it was.


  “I want to feel your cum on my fingers. You’re hot enough to give me that right now, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question.


  She nodded rigidly as his fingers still held her face in place. His other hand released its grip on her bottom.


  “Bend over the table.” He let go of his hold on her chin.


  She stared straight ahead again, watching him in the window once more. She focused on the music, letting her eyes close and trying to calm her nerves as she listened to the words of the song. When she opened her eyes again, he was studying her patiently in the reflection. She leaned over. She watched his hand disappear behind her body in the window, and then she felt it. His fingers ran up the back of her thigh, and then moved between her legs, slipping between the exposed lips of her vagina. He delved, sliding through her wetness, and as he did, his body seemed to crumple to the table beside her as he groaned.


  He planted his elbow just above where her head was rested to the hard surface, and his breath came in ragged lurching moans as his fingers stroked through her cum. He didn’t push inside her, but he slipped through her slit, brushing over her clit every time.


  “Look at me,” he demanded, and as she turned her head to the side, he brushed some loose strands of hair away from her face. He pushed a finger slowly into her pussy. The penetration was agonizingly drawn out, and he watched her eyes with every inch. “You feel so hot,” he whispered, still brushing his other fingers along her hairline.


  He started plunging in and out of her slowly as she gasped for air. Nothing he did exceeded the tempo of the music, and his every breath, stroke of her hair, penetration into her body followed the lulling melody. His face was so close to hers, and he focused on her eyes as he brought her close with every deep slow thrust. When he pushed a second finger in with the first, she cried out. For half a second, she thought it might be pain, but he slid easily and deeply in, stilling at her depths as her sheath trembled around him. He studied her eyes as she tried to relax. It was intense. Her legs were barely parted, and the tight set of her thighs left little room for more, but when he pulled from her, she was still ready to beg for it.


  “Please,” she pleaded on a whisper.


  “That’s it. Beg for it, Dylan.” His brow was flinched as though it was painful for him to watch.


  “Please,” she whispered again.


  His two fingers started to sink into her, slowly stretching and invading—


  Rap rap rap!


  She squealed, covering her mouth as the sound escaped her. His fingers stilled, and he stared at her. She turned her face to the table, resting her forehead to the hard surface and breathing against it as she tried to recover from this. The music still surrounded them, but it seemed to have faded to the background now—almost out of place after the interruption.


  “Come on, Co. I know you’re in there,” Caleb hollered.


  Dylan turned back to him. Cohen froze, his lips parted, and he stared at her. “Fuck,” he muttered quietly as he stood up, and he ran a hand through his hair.


  “Your car is in the driveway. So stop arguing with your sweet neighbor and open the door! I’m locked out of your house!” Caleb hollered.


  Dylan stood quickly, inching her underwear and tights up her legs, and as she wriggled them back into place, he reached for the hem of her dress and pulled it back down into place. He said nothing to her, and his expression was unreadable. She was still trying to remember how to breathe and think at the same time, and he shook his head subtly as she turned and walked toward the door. She felt him tug the back hem of her dress down just a bit farther, and she glanced back at him.


  “Hey, Dylan,” Caleb said as she pulled the door open. “He’s not being a dick again, is he?”


  Cohen’s hand touched her lower back as he stepped up beside her, and his thumb ran a gentle arc down her spine.


  “I’m not sure what he’s being right now,” she replied under her breath.


  “Asshole’s supposed to come to L.A. over Christmas, but you say the word, Dylan, and I’ll uninvite his ass and you and I can go to Disneyland instead.”


  She laughed awkwardly.


  “We’re not going to Disneyland,” Cohen muttered as he stepped by her and through the door.


  When he turned back, he tried to smile, but it seemed just as awkward as her pathetic laugh. They ended up staring at each other for a moment, and when she glanced down along his body, her focus caught on his hand. It was his right hand, and his thumb was running absently over his index and middle fingers that still glistened. She glanced back up to his eyes, just catching him following her line of sight to his hand. He cleared his throat awkwardly as he looked away.


  Caleb stood there with a wrinkled confused brow. “Well… This is fun,” Caleb muttered. “I can’t tell what’s happening right now.”


  Cohen finally rolled his eyes and glanced at Caleb.


  “Jim dropped me off,” Caleb commented blandly. “Doors locked. I’m bored. Let’s go.”


  Cohen followed Caleb down the steps to his SUV, but he glanced back once. His tongue was pushed into his cheek, and as he watched her for a moment, his forehead furrowed, and he shook his head again.


  She walked back into her kitchen, and she rested her elbows on the counter in front of the speaker doc. She scratched her head. He’d seemed confused when he was leaving. She was pretty sure he’d instigated this … thing, so she wasn’t sure she understood his confusion. Hers? That was easy.


  “What the fuck just happened?” she said to Mazzy, who was still singing to her. She reached out, stopping the song, and then she stood up and reached for her abandoned glass of wine on the kitchen counter. Her cell phone rang from the dock moments later, and she snatched it up.


  “He came back looking for you,” Joss’s voice hissed out quickly. “He only left to take that gal to the ferry landing and stick her on the last wind sled back to the mainland.” Joss was speed talking. “He didn’t even know she was coming. She just called as she was getting off the wind sled early this evening. But she’s gone now, and he left like thirty minutes ago.” And then silence.


  “Huh…” was all Dylan said in response.


  “I bet he feels bad for what happened tonight.”


  “Umm…” She scrambled to find the word. “…yeah,” was what she settled on.


  “Honey, I know you don’t want to see him right now, but I’d say there’s a better than good chance he might be on his way to see you. You just pull those knickers up and give him hell.”


  Dylan stared down at her dress that was sitting a bit sideways on her body and perhaps slightly stretched out. She’d not managed to keep her knickers up at all. And giving him hell? Nope. That’s not quite what she gave him at all.


  “Uhh… Yep. I’ll do that.” She said with mock confidence. “I’ll give him more hell than he can handle.”


  


   Part II: The Inappropriate Affair
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  “How many inches are we supposed to get tonight?” Caleb asked Cohen the next evening.


  “Too many,” Cohen replied numbly.


  Cohen was staring off toward the water beyond his backyard. It’s where his eyes had been most of the day—aside from when they’d gotten stuck staring at the numbers on the keypad of his phone for fifteen minutes. He was imagining his fingers pressing her numbers. But did he dial her? Nope. But that’s not all he’d done that day. No. He’d been very productive. His eyes also got stuck staring out his study window at her house for nearly thirty minutes when Caleb was in his room checking his email. And there was the twenty minute shower Cohen had taken that had ended up with him jacking off to memories of fingering her pussy, and then crying out her name as he came. Fifteen minutes had been spent trying to figure out who the hell sang that fucking song she’d had playing in her kitchen, and four minutes were spent trying to remember his iTunes password so he could download it. And of course there was the three minutes he spent listening to the song. At least five minutes were then spent reading and re-reading the last page of the manuscript she’d given him.


  



  It hurts to want something so much that you can’t have.


  



  And then finally an hour was spent staring at his ceiling as he contemplated what would happen to him if he lost his medical license. He wondered if a man had ever gone from being a doctor to being homeless. And if so, how long did such a thing as that take to happen. What he did decide during that hour of ceiling staring was this: She wasn’t going to feel the pain of not having what she wanted. Not if he could help it.


  “Are you gonna stop staring at things sometime today?”


  Cohen looked at Caleb and smirked. He chuckled. “Yeah.”


  “You going to tell me what’s going on?”


  He shook his head. “Nothing.”


  “You tell me everything—have since we were kids. I consider you my very first patient, in fact, so what gives?” Caleb studied him.


  Cohen didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he opened his mouth, tried to speak, and then closed it again. “There’s nothing to say.”


  Caleb laughed, shaking his head. “Open invitation if you want to bring her to L.A. for Christmas though.”


  He wasn’t sure why he wasn’t ready to talk about this. Maybe because he was still trying to wrap his own head around where things were going and what it could ultimately mean for him. He didn’t want Caleb’s input, not because he didn’t trust it or appreciate it. He just didn’t want any other person in the world giving him an ounce of input on something that revolved around only two people. And he wanted to keep it between those two people—no one else.


  It had been snowing lightly since that morning, and it was coming down far heavier now. The wind coming off Lake Superior was starting to whistle and howl as it swayed and bent the trees surrounding the shoreline. He laid down on the couch in the living room and closed his eyes, putting his earbuds in and playing that damn song that made him think about nothing but what he’d done to her the night before. And as he went over every last detail, he catalogued it from top to, quite literally, bottom—her bottom.


  He’d touched her hair last night when his fingers were inside her. He was brushing it back because loose strands that weren’t pulled back in her bun kept falling into her eyes, and he wanted her to keep those open. And God those eyes. They’d been wide, terrified even as she’d watched him. Her lips had trembled, but they’d been parted the entire time, panting, moaning, crying out, and eventually begging him for it. And not to reduce her to nothing more than a vagina, because she was certainly far more than that to him, but there was nothing quite like sliding his fingers into her. She’d clenched and trembled around his fingers, and her tightness was like a promise—a promise of everything her body could give him.


  And as he drifted off to sleep in the mid-evening hours, he was making love to her in his mind—gentle at first and then fast, rough, with the kind of intensity a person only gets when they’ve been deprived of something.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  “Wake up!”


  His cheek suddenly stung, and as he opened his eyes it was to see Caleb leaning over him. “Did you just slap me, you fucker?” he asked as he pulled the earbuds from his ears.


  “It might have been someone else,” Caleb said wryly as he turned and walked away to the kitchen.


  “You are the third person to slap me recently. Do you know that?”


  Caleb stopped walking and turned around. “Dylan slapped you—you told me as much. And I allegedly slapped you, too, though there’s no evidence and the jury is still out. But, out of curiosity, who else did you inspire a slap from?”


  Cohen stretched as he sat up. “Hillary,” he groaned. “She was not happy I sent her packing last night.”


  “Ah…” He smiled. “Now, why was it, again, that you sent her packing?”


  “She’s not my type,” he muttered as he stood up.


  “Because she doesn’t have long brown hair, a great personality, and a knack for the written word?”


  Cohen laughed. “I made the mistake of telling her about the fall festival when I was still in Chicago. I’d been stupid enough to think I would actually want her to come at that time. She shows up dressed to the nines and ready for a party, thinking it will be a lovely surprise,” he remarked as he rolled his eyes. “What the hell was I supposed to do?”


  Caleb shrugged with a smirk on his lips. “You had to know Dylan would be there.”


  “You know, I was actually hoping I’d pissed her off enough she wouldn’t want to go at that point. Guess I deserved the torture.”


  “Yeah, you did,” Caleb said smartly. “But you know what? Dylan didn’t.” Caleb stared at him, his expression serious and cool.


  “Yeah,” Cohen said quietly.


  “You never did tell me what you were doing at her place last night. Arguing with her some more?”


  Cohen shrugged. “Working out some differences.”


  Caleb stared at him suspiciously for a moment before he walked away, hollering over his shoulder, “By the way, power’s out. Been out for over thirty minutes now.”


  “Shit.” He yanked the cord of the earbuds from his phone, and dialed Isaiah.


  “Hey, Co. Getting a little chilly out there on the peninsula?”


  “Yeah. I’m getting the fireplace going, and I’m good on wood. Any word from the mainland on how long the power’s going to be down?”


  “It’s not looking good. The mainland is getting as pounded as we are. It was warmer earlier today, so the first snow of the day was heavy and stuck to the braches and power lines. Now the temp has plummeted, and it’s still snowing and blowing hard. There are lines down all over the place. I wouldn’t expect it anytime tonight.”


  “Thanks, Chief.”


  “No problem. You guys stay warm out there.”


  “Will do.”


  Cohen stacked logs in the fireplace, and once he had the fire going, he paced around the room. Caleb watched him curiously. He finally snatched up his cell phone, and for the first time all day, he managed to dial her number.


  “Mm-hmm?” she answered sleepily.


  He glanced at the clock. It was nearly midnight. “Did I wake you?”


  “It’s okay. What’s wrong?” She sounded nervous.


  “Power is out. You need to come over here for the night.”


  The only fireplace in her home had been capped years ago, and it wouldn’t stay warm in there for long.


  “I’ll be okay. I have a couple down—”


  “Please don’t make me come over there and drag you back here. It will be a lot easier for everyone involved if you just do what I ask you to.”


  She actually chuckled quietly at that. “Okay.”


  “Good girl,” he said quietly. “Send me a text when you’re walking out, so I can keep an eye out for you. I know you’re not walking far, but put your snowsuit on anyway. It’s below zero, the snow is deep and drifted, and you’re not going to have a path.


  She text messaged him fifteen minutes later, and he watched every step she took between their houses. He met her at the front door, and she stomped her feet as she stepped in.


  He led her to the entryway bench, and she sat down, pushing her hood back. Her head was covered in a stocking cap under her hood, and she had a scarf wound around her neck as well. He kneeled at her feet and began unlacing her snow boots as she pulled the cap from her head and unwound the scarf. Her snowsuit was a full body one, and he glanced up as his hands loosened her laces. She unzipped the top half of her suit and pushed it down to her waist.


  She had a long sleeve knit shirt on. It fit her body like a glove and there was little doubt she was braless. It was hard not to look. Her nipples were hard from the cold, or perhaps from his invasive eyes. It didn’t matter. They were hard as pebbles, and her large breasts were perky, jutting from her body under the tight fabric of her shirt.


  She lifted her rear as he still struggled with her laces. In truth, the laces weren’t the problem. It was his attention to them. She was wearing navy yoga pants. He’d seen them before, and they were indeed a pleasure to see. They fit as close to her skin as her shirt. She lifted her rear from the seat to push the bottom half of her snowsuit down to her ankles.


  He was still fumbling with her laces at that point, and she bent over to help him. He slipped first one boot off, and then watched as she loosened the laces of the other. His cheek was very near to hers, and he inhaled the scent of her skin. She glanced at him as he finally slipped the other boot from her foot. Her lips were so close to his, and he glanced at them.


  “I thought you might call me today,” she said quietly.


  “I did,” he replied with a smirk.


  She smiled, finally leaning back. He pulled the snowsuit from her legs.


  “I meant a bit sooner than this.”


  He held the snowsuit in his lap for a moment. “Can it suffice that I wanted to?”


  She studied him for a moment, but she eventually nodded.


  “Whattup author lady?” Caleb popped his head into the entryway.


  She looked up at him and smiled. “Hi, Caleb,”


  “I got a fire going in Cohen’s bedroom. You can sleep there. Co and I will take the couches in the living room.”


  She glanced at Cohen, and he nodded. He’d prefer to be in his bed with her, but … he wasn’t ready to go there with Caleb any more than he was willing to simply discuss the situation. It was just private in his mind, and he wanted to keep it that way.


  “I’ll walk you up.” He stood from the floor, offering her his hand.


  She followed him upstairs and down the long hall back to his bedroom. When she entered, she took a deep breath and looked around. She’d been in here before the very first time she’d come over—the very day, in fact, he almost asked her out. He pulled the bedding back, and she crawled in, giving him a half second perfect view of her ass in those fucking yoga pants. She was wearing thick socks on her feet, and she curled up at the head of the bed, watching him as he moved to the fireplace. He added one more log, and when he returned to her, he sat on the bed next to her.


  Her left hand was sitting closest to him, and he lifted it, setting it on his leg. She still had the splint on—that damn fucking splint that Beth had been eying so suspiciously the night before. “How does it feel?”


  “Better. The incessant throbbing has finally gone away.” She smiled.


  He just looked at her, nodding his head and saying nothing. They were struggling to communicate. It wasn’t because they had nothing to say. They just didn’t quite seem to know where to begin. They’d gone from zero to sixty entirely too quickly the night before. How the hell had he ended up bending her over a table and finger fucking her pussy? It certainly wasn’t what he’d set out to do. But he was still thinking about what it felt like to have her clenching tight around his fingers as her cum dripped down his hand.


  “Are you okay?” he asked quietly. He didn’t bother looking at her as he said it.


  They both knew full well the topic wasn’t her finger anymore, but his—more precisely what he’d done to her body with them.


  Her lips tried to pull up in a smile, but it was too small. “I’m fine.”


  He nodded. “We’ll talk more about it later.”


  She was the one nodding then.


  He ran his fingers along her palm gently, taking his time and not wanting to leave. Just touching her hand could give him a hard on for her. She was just that intriguing to him.


  “Good night.” He stood.


  She snuggled down deeper into the bedding. “Good night.”


  


   Chapter Seventeen


  
    
  


  When Dylan woke, a hand was traveling up the inside of her thigh. She startled in surprise and sat up.


  “Shh…” Cohen whispered against her ear, easing her back to the bed. The fire had died down to nothing but the faintest glow that she could barely see over the foot of the bed. It was otherwise dark, and she could see nothing of him but the hint of a shadow.


  As she felt his fingers running deftly along the waist of her yoga pants, her breath caught in her throat. His fingers passed beneath the waistband, and he tugged them down. She gave up trying to see anything at all then and finally let her eyes close.


  She felt him tugging and pulling at her pants, stripping them off her legs, and then his hands moved up under her shirt. He squeezed her breasts, and he gently grazed his index fingers across her hardened nipples. She listened to her own breathing, deep but fast as her body excited and her nerves danced.


  His knees nudged hers apart, and his weight lowered to her. When she felt his warm breath on her neck, her muscles clenched and quivered. But it was the sudden sensation of his mouth closing over one of her nipples that finally forced sound from her mouth. He was holding the hem of her shirt above her breasts, and she cried out as he sucked hard. When he moaned and sent a vibration through her skin, her cries turned to a lurching whimper that trembled through her stomach muscles.


  He sucked, and the soft wet laving that lashed around and over the hardened peak of her tit caused a flood of warmth and wetness between her legs. What she wouldn’t give to see him right now. He nipped her nipple, holding it between his teeth and clamping slowly and steadily down until the pleasure turned to a tense pressure, but just before it passed over the threshold to pain, he released his bite, and he licked again, forcing another cry from her mouth.


  He’d yet to say a word to her, and she oddly didn’t want him to. She’d loved listening to his words the night before as he’d spoken to her and toyed with her at the same time, but this… This didn’t need words, and she suspected it would lose something important if either of them dared to break that rule.


  When his mouth started kissing down her breast, moving lower and lower with every soft suction of his mouth, she sighed in absolute repletion. After an entire day of not hearing from him, she’d worried he was regretting the night before. Hell, she’d all but given up thinking this intimacy might happen again by the time he finally did call. And now… Now she was soaking in the relief and enjoying the euphoria of it like a strong drink hitting her stomach and circulating out through every nerve in her body.


  When he passed over her navel, he dipped his tongue into that sensitive spot, and then he moved lower still as she focused on the sweet smacking sound of his mouth. His arms snaked under her thighs, and his shoulders nudged the insides of her legs, and she held her breath … waiting for it.


  A hand splayed out over her stomach just above her pubic mound, and then his warm breath was on the lips of her pussy. The sensation of his breath on her skin could take hers away in an instant, and she sucked in a sharp desperate breath, trying to regain herself. But she lost herself again the moment she felt his tongue pressing against the slit of her sex, slipping between her wet, cum drenched lips. He moaned, and she listened to him inhale her scent deeply as his tongue started to explore.


  She gripped the top of his hand that was on her belly, and he fumbled with her hand for a moment, finally lacing their fingers together palm against palm. She bore down on his hand, and his tongue lashed and licked her wetness. He groaned again, and the vibration passed from his mouth into her body as he started laving and lapping at her skin quickly and aggressively.


  She panted, sucking in quick quiet breaths as she lifted her head, desperate to see. She stared at the darkness toward the foot of the bed, and as she stared, the dim glow from the fireplace became visible as her eyes adjusted to the near pitch black. She could see the arch of his back as he leaned down between her legs, and she could see the subtlest, barely there movement between her legs.


  The sound in the room was a combination of her quiet panting, his equally quiet moans, the wet sound of his tongue moving over her skin, and the faintest crackle of the still dying embers. She zoned out as she tried to focus on any sight at all that she could take in.


  When his tongue dipped into her body, he flicked it against her opening first and then pushed it in deep. His whiskers brushed and abraded the sensitive skin of her pussy lips. He was pressing his mouth hard against her skin as his tongue swirled and licked the inside of her sheath. His moans loudened, and his fingers now dug into her hand as harshly as hers were still gripping him.


  The moment he moved back up to her clit, she lost it and fell apart. He pressed his tongue hard against those nerves, shoving the tip of it under the hood of her clit until she practically screamed out her release through gritted teeth. The sound was loud, and she felt him groan against her sex.


  He licked her through her orgasm, and he didn’t pull back until her muscles relaxed. He kissed then, sucking gently and sweetly back up to her stomach, and he stayed there, kissing every spot he could find. When his fingers gently parted the lips of her sex, she hissed. The air tickled that overly-sensitive skin, and as he pressed two fingers gently past her lips and into her body her sheath tightened and quivered around him.


  He continued to kiss her stomach, his fingers slowly and gently exploring and penetrating, and when he was done, he laid his head on her stomach. He stayed that way, his thumb gently stroking the side of her hand that he still held clasped in his, and his other fingers still buried within her. He didn’t move for what had to be ten minutes, and when he finally did, he was as silent as he’d been since entering the room.


  He stood, and she listened to his feet pad away from the bed. The sound of logs being positioned in the fireplace was like a long forgotten memory from countless campfires a lifetime ago, and as she listened to the flames come alive again, and wood pop and crackle as the fire slowly engulfed it, the foot of the bed brightened until the room was swimming in a yellow-orange glow—dim but warm.


  He stood from the place he’d been crouching in front of the fire, and she finally took in the sight of him. He was shirtless and wearing only a pair of flannel pajama pants. His muscles were tight and defined, and light flickered across them, showing the shadows and ridges of hard muscle. He turned toward her, and she suddenly became very aware that she was far more naked than he was, and that every ounce of skin between her legs was sloppy wet.


  His eyes moved over her figure, but his expression never changed. It was unreadable. That’s not to say it was cold, nor was it at all angry. He just watched with an intensity that didn’t really feel like an expression. He approached the side of the bed, and she popped with goosebumps even as he reached down and pulled the blankets up her body. When he leaned over her, his face was close but he made no move to kiss her.


  She reached for his cheek, and the moment she put her palm on his rough and whiskery skin, he closed his eyes and turned into her touch. She wanted him to stay, but the fact she was now fully covered by the blanket and he was not, meant he intended to leave. He kissed the tip of her nose sweetly, and then her cheek, her temple, and up to her forehead. His kisses came fast, moving over her skin from one place to another but never settling on her lips.


  He sighed, planting one more kiss in the middle of her forehead that lingered against her skin. Then he stood, and he walked out.


  Her breath left in a rush as she stared at the ceiling high above. Shadows flitted across the walls and ceiling, moving and morphing and soothing her brain that wanted to reel and spin at what had just happened. But she was too tired, too relaxed, too content by a long shot to let herself delve into it. She closed her eyes, rolling to her side. His bedding smelled like him, and she moaned quietly at nothing more than the scent, and the wet between her legs threatened to get even wetter.


  But then she fell asleep.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  When Dylan woke the next morning, the sun was shining glaringly bright through the bedroom windows. The fire was burned down to embers, but with the sunlight through the windows it was remarkably warm.


  She stretched as she sat up, and she yawned. She actually thought for a second she might have dreamed what happened in the middle of the night, but as she swung her legs over the side of the bed, she realized that while the top half of her body was fully clothed, the bottom half was utterly naked.


  She bit her lip, looking down at her lap, and then she shook her head, nearly stupefied that it wasn’t a dream at all. She glanced at the clock on the bedside table, but it was dark. Power was still out.


  Her pants were lying in a heap on the floor, and when she stood, she snatched them up quickly, sliding them up her legs as she walked toward his master bathroom. She brushed her teeth with her finger and some toothpaste she found before she went downstairs, and when she stepped off the last step to the great room, the smell of coffee hit her nose. She had no idea how coffee was possible with no power, but seeing as she was a coffee addict, she didn’t much care about the logistics of it.


  She followed her nose toward the dining room, and as she neared she could hear Caleb and Cohen chatting about some random thing to do with snowmobiles. Her heart pounded, and she paused just out of sight near the kitchen. How the hell was she supposed to act around him after the night before, hell, the night before that even? He’d literally snuck into his own bedroom, pleasured her with his mouth until she came, and then snuck back out. She’d not really physically seen or talked to him since he told her good night the night before, and now she was supposed to face him and act like nothing had happened?


  She bit into her thumbnail as she stalled, and then with a final shake of her head and the promise of caffeine in her near future, she forced her feet forward. When she rounded into the open dining room, Caleb craned his neck around to see her, and Cohen lifted his eyes from the magazine he had open on the table. He was wearing his reading glasses, and she flushed and her cheeks warmed instantly at the sight—never mind the seductive, calm expression on his face as he watched her.


  Caleb smiled broadly. “Join us.”


  She crossed the room to sit at the head of the table between them, and the cool look on Cohen’s face never faltered as his eyes followed her every step. She sat, accidentally nudging Cohen’s knee with her own.


  “Sorry,” she mumbled, but the sound barely came out.


  He shook his head, dismissing her apology as unnecessary.


  Caleb just looked at her, his brow wrinkling in what looked like perplexed concern. When his focus shifted to Cohen, his eyebrows shot up as though he were asking Cohen what the hell was wrong with her. Caleb was oddly expressive with his gestures, demeanor, and expressions, and as Dylan glanced at Cohen, it was to see a silent chuckle rattle his chest. Cohen could decipher his brother’s non-verbal communication just as easily as she had.


  “You should probably give her some coffee. She tends to lose her mind without caffeine,” Cohen remarked casually.


  It was only then that she took in the sight of the old tin looking coffee carafe on the table. It didn’t look like any she’d ever seen before, and as Caleb grabbed an empty coffee mug beside him and the tin pot, he responded. “Is that so?”


  “It is,” Cohen responded right back.


  “You seem to know your neighbor quite well, indeed,” Caleb retorted with a smirk he leveled on Cohen.


  But Cohen returned the smirk. “Not well enough, but I’m getting to know her better every day.”


  “Is that so?” Caleb asked again, emphasizing the question even more this time.


  Clearly this conversation was one she was only intended to watch, but given that she’d yet to find her voice, she was actually considering herself lucky—never mind how absolutely entertaining it was to see the two of them together.


  “It is,” Cohen replied once again, adding his own emphasis.


  Caleb chuckled warmly, finally looking at her for a moment. She lifted her coffee cup to her lips, hiding her mouth by spending her time blowing on the hot coffee Caleb had just given her.


  “Then can you tell me why she’s blushing so furiously right now?” Caleb asked with mock intrigue as he looked down his nose at her.


  Her lips pulled up, but she kept her coffee cup in place, hiding behind it. She could feel the very blush Caleb was referring to burning hot in her cheeks.


  “I could,” Cohen answered, “but I won’t. Rest assured, it’s nothing at all to do with you.”


  “Oh, no, I dare say this blush is entirely about you,” Caleb remarked dramatically.


  “She’s quite adorable when she blushes, though.” Cohen’s voice was quiet when he said that bit, and his focus was honed in on her, a seductive smile tugging at his lips.


  “Well then, we should keep this blush going, if only for your sake, dear brother.”


  “Definitely.”


  “Have any ideas?” Caleb cocked his head to the side.


  Dylan’s eyes were moving back and forth between them as she held her coffee mug to her mouth. She was stifling a laugh at this point.


  “None I’m willing to share with you,” Cohen said, but as he spoke, he very intentionally ran his calf along hers, and she gasped before she could stop herself.


  She felt her eyes widen as she inadvertently gaped at him for a moment, and when she looked back down, her cheeks were searing hot again. Damn her bullshitty blushing cheeks that gave her away every time. Cohen chuckled warmly, nudging her knee gently with his.


  “Do you have brothers or sisters, Dylan?” Caleb asked her.


  She finally lowered her cup, setting it on the table in front of her. “No. I’m an only child.”


  “Aha!” Caleb stuck his finger up in the air dramatically. “Would you say your life would be better if you had one?” He scratched his chin as he appraised her with mock seriousness.


  She shook her head, suddenly confused. “I… Uh…” And she shook her head some more as her lips pursed. She really was quite lost at this point. “Um… I guess I’ve never really…” She looked at Cohen, hoping for some clue as to what this line of questioning meant.


  Cohen shrugged, looking back at Caleb. “You are definitely the weird sibling. I mean… If there was any question in your mind about that.”


  Caleb laughed loudly, smacking his palm on the table. “Absolutely no doubt in my mind.” He turned his attention to Dylan then. “How’s the coffee?”


  She finally tried a sip, humming when it didn’t burn her mouth and actually tasted incredible. “How exactly did you make coffee without power?” She took another sip.


  “This is a coffee percolator for camping. It doesn’t require electricity,” Cohen responded.


  “So you made it in the fireplace?” Her nose scrunched up. She was finally acting moderately normal.


  Cohen chuckled, and Caleb did, too.


  “No. Gas stove. I just lit the burner with a match.” Cohen smiled. “Now drink up.” He turned to Caleb. “You, too. You’re helping me shovel if you want to get out for snowmobiling.”


  Caleb groaned immaturely, and Cohen shrugged. Dylan laughed at the two of them. They played off each other perfectly, and it was quite the sight to behold.


  They were silent for a while as they sipped their coffee, and when she’d meet Cohen’s eyes, he’d smile at her and Caleb would watch them curiously.


  “I’m glad to see you two getting along. Nice to know you two can be friends.” Caleb’s eyes moved back and forth between the two of them, but his mouth settled into a knowing smirk.


  “Yeah,” Cohen said. “Friends.” But as he lowered his head to take another sip of coffee, the corner of his lip pulled up in a slight smirk, too.


  “I can help shovel,” she offered, more to help distract her mind. Every time she looked at Cohen, her eyes drifted to his mouth, and then all hell broke loose inside her head. She suddenly flooded with warmth, and her skin would flush. It had been so long since a man had touched her anywhere, let alone eaten her pussy. She’d forgotten just how intensely satisfying it could be, but she was also quite certain none had ever satisfied her to that degree either.


  Co peered up at her over the rim of his coffee cup, and he chuckled. “You nearly cut me off at the knees, and I don’t mean that figuratively, the last time I shoveled with you.”


  She laughed as she looked at him. “But I feel like it might be different this time.”


  Caleb watched them, smiling.


  “Caleb, you can take the Ranger and clear the lane. The blade’s already on it. I will handle the driveway with the shovel. And Dylan…” He said as he stood and headed toward the kitchen with his empty mug. “…can go upstairs and take a nice hot bath.”


  “You’re being sexist,” Caleb called after him.


  “Maybe I’m being chivalrous. Maybe…” he said dramatically “…I’m just being protective of my knees.” He turned to her and winked.


  “I can’t take a bath anyway, you know.”


  Cohen stopped midway to the kitchen. “No? How come?”


  “No hot water. Duh.”


  Both men looked at her blankly for a moment, and she looked back and forth between them thinking they’d lost their minds. When neither seemed to have an “a-ha” moment, she started to realize she was the one missing something. She finally shrugged.


  “You don’t know how houses work, do you?” Cohen set his coffee cup in the sink.


  “I know how to pay the mortgage.” She stood and followed him with her own nearly empty cup.


  He smiled at her broadly, laughing again.


  “Aside from that, I assume there are tiny little elves living in the walls that take care of the rest of it.”


  She emptied her cup, and he stepped up beside her, resting his hand on her hip as his other one turned the hot water faucet on. “See for yourself.”


  She visibly shuddered, the tremor starting at the very spot his hand touched her hip and then spreading out from there. But she ignored it as best she could and reached out, touching the quickly warming water. “Well, what do ya know?” She said quietly, trying for sarcasm.


  “I’ll tell you what I know,” he said sarcastically. “I know that with a gas powered water heater I will always have warm water even if the power goes out, and I won’t even have to pay the elves overtime.”


  They both turned away from the sink just to see Caleb behind them, staring at the spot where Cohen’s hand had just been touching her. Cohen stepped away, clearing a place at the sink for Caleb to rinse his cup. They all stood staring at each other awkwardly for a moment, but when Caleb stepped beside his brother, she watched as he draped his hand behind Cohen’s back, and rested it easily and casually on Cohen’s hip.


  Her eyes bulged for a moment as did Cohen’s, but then she grinned like an idiot as she took in the sight of Caleb looking blandly at Cohen. This was just Caleb’s humor.


  “What are you—” Cohen turned and looked at his brother with a scowl.


  “What? I don’t—” Caleb said with mock confusion as he moved his hand up and down Cohen’s side, gripping his waist in different places as though he couldn’t quite get it right.


  “You’re creeping me out, idiot.” Cohen wasn’t serious, though, and as he stood there looking at Caleb, he visibly stifled a laugh and rolled his eyes.


  “Why? Wha— Isn’t this how you touch friends?”


  Cohen cleared his throat as his eyebrows shot up.


  Caleb laughed as he stepped away. “Don’t worry. I won’t touch my new friend Dylan that way, because I’m pretty sure it would make her blush, and I’m guessing you’d prefer to be the one making her blush.”


  Cohen shook his head, refusing to answer that, but his lips pulled up all the same. “Come on, Dylan. I’ll help you get the bath started.”


  But Caleb had more humor than he could easily stow. “Because she doesn’t know how a faucet works either?” His eyebrows shot up.


  Cohen took her by the hand and pulled her from the kitchen as Caleb’s voice trailed after them. “You two have fun working faucets and pretending to be friends up there.”


  “You’re fired from being a brother,” Cohen called over his shoulder as Caleb laughed again.


  Co pulled her along behind him up the stairs and back to his bedroom. When they entered, she moved to the bed and sat on the side of it. He walked to the dresser, fishing inside a drawer for something. He pulled out a sweatshirt, tossing it to her, and then he leaned against the dresser casually as she pulled the sweatshirt over her head.


  “We need to talk about some things,” he said quietly. The humor was now gone, and he watched her solemnly.


  She took a deep breath, nodding. “Okay.”


  He took his time, gnawing on his bottom lip for a moment before he opened his mouth to speak. “This … conflict…” He shook his head as though he’d said it wrong. “This push and pull between us… It’s my fault,” he said. “All of it. I need you to understand that—”


  “No—” she tried to interrupt quickly, shaking her head.


  “Yes it is.” He nodded. “I never had any right to be your doctor,” he continued quietly, and then he chewed on his lower lip again. “From the first moment I met you I was attracted to you.” He took a deep breath. “The entire time I was examining you I was thinking about…” He shook his head, glancing out the window. “…touching you, tasting you, fucking you, what you would sound like coming.”


  He managed to look back at her, but the moment their eyes met and he took in the shocked look on her face, he looked down at the floor. He looked ashamed, and she had no idea how to respond to what he was saying. Hell, she wasn’t even sure how she was supposed to feel about it. But she didn’t have to say anything, because he wasn’t finished.


  He looked back at her, his expression serious. “And if that pisses you off or disturbs you to hear, then get angry with me. I deserve that. I do. It was wrong. It was unprofessional and unethical. But … I’m done lying about it—to you or to myself. And trust me, I tried to deny it for a long time. I’m sorry, Dylan. I—”


  “Co—”


  “Just let me finish. Please.” He clasped his hands together as though he truly were pleading with her, and he looked so oddly vulnerable for a man such as him.


  She nodded. “Okay.”


  “The thing is… The responsibility to back out of your appointment resided on my shoulders, not yours. I should have. I wanted to, because I knew how I felt. I knew I wanted at least the chance to get to know you better.” He shook his head. “Then it was done. But it wasn’t. Because you were everywhere. Every direction I turned seemed to put me face to face with you. And I hated it … because I loved it. And we both know what happened that day screwed things up between us. It made this bad.” He pointed back and forth between them, his eyes still so serious and his expression almost desperate. “And this isn’t supposed to be bad.”


  She inhaled deeply, and as she let it out, she nodded. He was right.


  “I know a thing or two about wanting something I can’t have, too,” he continued. “It’s miserable, and I don’t want to be miserable. So the way I see it, I either have to figure out some way to not want you, or I have to have you. I know my choice, and I’m pretty sure I made that choice clear to you last night.” He bobbled his head back and forth, his face suddenly releasing some tension. “The night before that, too, I suppose.” He smiled gently. “But I still need to know your decision—what you want.”


  His jaw tensed, and her eyes drifted down to his neck. He swallowed harshly and she saw the effort. She’d seen his tension from the start of their relationship in nothing more than the subtle movement of this one place on his neck. It said so much. He was nervous.


  He approached her, sinking to kneel at her feet and looking up at her. “If we do this, I’m not going to be a doctor to you anymore. I’m not going to be professional and restrained in how I speak or deal with you. I’m not going to tiptoe around our interactions, always trying to find the appropriate way to behave. And I’m not going to be gentle and tread lightly with you.”


  As she inhaled the tendons in her neck tightened and his eyes moved to her neck.


  He smiled gently. “Maybe I’ll be gentle the first time,” he said quietly. “Six years is, after all, a very long time. My point is, I’m going to be a man and nothing more.” He studied her for a moment longer. “I need you to decide how we’re moving forward from here.”


  She nodded. “But you could get in trouble for this. I mean … what about Beth—”


  “I told you, I’ve already made my decision.” He cut her off, speaking calmly but adamantly.


  Her lips pursed in concern. She didn’t want to be part of something bad happening to him, and it felt selfish even as she breathed deeply for the first time in a long time. What she wanted was in front of her, watching her patiently, needing her as much as she needed him.


  “Surely Beth will retire someday soon,” he commented sarcastically.


  “That isn’t a solution,” she said quietly. She didn’t like that she was the one voicing reason when all she wanted to do was ignore it.


  He was quiet as he considered his words carefully, and when he kneeled up, he pushed his way between her legs and reached for her cheek. “I don’t need a solution. I need you.”


  She bit her lower lip, and she nodded.


  “You don’t have to decide right now. I just need you to know where I’m at with this. I’ve been thinking about this for a while.” He smirked. “Pretty much since the moment you told me we couldn’t be friends anymore. I understand why you said it. I do. But that killed me.” He studied her. “Because being friends wasn’t even close to enough for me, but it was all I had with you.” He shook his head. “But I can’t be just friends with you. I don’t know how to do that. And I’m so sorry I got upset when I found out about the character you wrote.” He was still clutching her cheek. “I was trying to fight against something I had no hope of fighting against, and I…” He shook his head as he let his fingers trail down the side of her face. “But you have to make this decision, and you have to be sure. I know you’re going to worry about my job. And I know that’s going to make you feel guilty and selfish.”


  Well, he’d nailed her on that one.


  “If the tables were turned that’s exactly how I’d feel. But you don’t need to, and I don’t want you to. My decision is made, and there are no strings attached, no caveats or disclaimers. I just want a chance at something more with you.”


  “I want that, too,” she said quietly, but the concern was there in her voice. Of course it was. And of course he didn’t miss it, because as he watched her, his brow flinched, and he leaned up, resting his forehead to hers.


  “Please don’t worry,” he whispered.


  She nodded, reaching for his cheeks. His whiskers tickled her palms, and it sent sudden and swift memories of what those whiskers felt like between her legs. She tilted and turned her forehead against his, angling her lips closer to his, but not taking that step forward.


  “Take your hair down,” he whispered as he stood up. Her hands fell away from his cheeks, and she lifted them to her head.


  She’d knotted her hair on top of her head when she’d gone to bed the night before to keep her long locks from strangling her as she slept. His eyes zoned in on hers as her hands worked to loosen the hair tie that her hair was tangled in. She unwound the bun and finally let her hair fall down around her shoulders. It couldn’t possibly look good at this point, but he ran his fingers through her hair, pushing it away from her face, and then twisting it in his fingers at the back of her head. He pulled her head back with a gentle but insistent tug, and it angled her head up toward him, stretching her neck.


  He leaned to her, and she waited for the kiss, but he just studied her eyes for a moment before his mouth moved lower. She felt his breath on her neck before his lips, and she popped with goosebumps. He kissed—sucking gently and flicking his tongue across her skin, and he trailed his tongue and his kisses up the side of her throat to her ear.


  “Your pussy tasted so fucking good last night.” He nipped her earlobe, and her lips parted as a wave of warm wet need surged through her groin.


  He kissed up and over her chin, all the while holding her head back with his fingers twisted in her hair. But when he reached her mouth, he stopped and focused on her eyes again. He studied them, and her fingers trembled against the sheets she was clenching in her hands. He leaned slowly to her mouth, but he stopped just a fraction of an inch from her.


  “Not even a kiss for six years?” he asked quietly, his breath touching her lips. He pulled back slightly to see her better.


  She reached up, letting her thumb run over his lower lip. “Not even a kiss.”


  And then he kissed her—finally.


  His mouth was warm against hers. He pulled on her top lip, then slipped his tongue into her mouth. She touched his tongue, running hers along it as he moaned. And when she let loose the sheets, it was to reach for his waist. She pushed her hands up under his shirt, and she gripped his sides. His muscles were taut and hard, and she felt them tighten as he leaned down to her mouth again. He bit her lower lip, and she cried out even as his mouth stifled it.


  He kissed her over and over again, stroking her tongue with his until she fell apart, and she pushed her tongue past his lips. He groaned, and she dug her fingers into his sides. His fingers wound through her hair again as their lips smacked, and when he eventually stopped kissing her, her lips were sore and raw.


  He took a step back from her, and her hands slipped from his waist. She could see the line of his cock—long, hard, and large pressing against the front of the perfectly worn and aged jeans he wore. She really wanted to see this man naked, but at the moment his face was too serious to think that’s where this was going.


  “I know there’s a reason you’ve been celibate for six years, but I’m guessing you need me to be patient for it.”


  She nodded.


  “But can you tell me if someone hurt you? I think it’s important that I know if we’re going to go further.”


  He was so exceptionally good at being gentle—his tone, his expression, his eyes. For a man who was so strong, commanding, demanding, and even intimidating at times, he could melt her.


  She shook her head. “No one hurt me but myself,” she said quietly.


  He studied her. He was trying to work it out in his mind. She could tell by the way his eyes had narrowed. He concentrated on her face, but she gave nothing away, and she just stared back.


  He nodded. “Okay.” He glanced out the window, sighing heavily. “Caleb’s friend called him this morning before you got up asking us to go snowmobiling today.” He said nothing else for a moment, and he crossed his arms casually as he watched her. “Since the clinic is closed for the day due to the weather and I’m just on call, I said yes. It’s also Caleb’s last day here. You could come with us.”


  She smiled. “That’s okay. You should spend the day with him.”


  He nodded slowly. “You’ll stay here? At least until the power’s back on?”


  “Sure.”


  “I’ll get the fire going again before I go out to shovel. We won’t be leaving for a while. We can take the Ranger, and I can leave you the keys to my SUV—in case you need to get around?”


  “That’s okay. I kind of like the idea of curling up by a fire for the day.”


  He smiled. “I kind of like the idea of you curled up in my bed for the day, too. I just wish I could be with you.”


  He took the step back to the bed and leaned down to her mouth again. When he kissed, she reached for his waist, slipping her hands back up under his shirt. She reached higher, letting her fingers brush over his small, hard nipples, and he groaned against her mouth. When she trailed her hands back down, his stomach muscles tightened and spasmed under her palms, and when she hit the waist of his jeans once more and fumbled with the button and zipper, he moaned again … but he didn’t stop her.


  When his pants were undone, she slipped her fingers just under the waist of his underwear and she started pulling them down…


  Rap rap rap!


  “What the hell is taking you so long?” Caleb hollered from the other side of the bedroom door.


  Cohen smiled and shook his head as he stood upright and her hands slipped from his waist. “I swear, it’s like living with a child,” he commented sarcastically, buttoning and zipping his jeans.


  She fell back to the mattress dramatically, and he crawled over her, running his fingers through the hair along her forehead. He leaned to her mouth, and he kissed her. Their lips sucked and smacked quietly for a moment.


  “Are you two making out in there?”


  Cohen groaned against her lips, finally parting from her and dropping his head to her shoulder. “He acts like he’s ten.”


  She laughed as he stood back up, and then he leaned down, kissed her one more time, and he left.


  Damn.


  


   Chapter Eighteen


  
    
  


  “You going to tell me what’s going on yet?” Caleb asked as they pulled their helmets off at Sigmund’s Bluff.


  The bluff overlooked the wide open snow-covered expanse of Lake Superior to the north of the island. It was beautiful, bitterly cold, and unforgiving this time of year but still stunning. The others were off in another part of the open parklands that took up the western third of the island, but he and Caleb had made it up to the bluff already.


  He looked over at Caleb and smirked. “Nope.”


  Caleb chuckled. “I always wanted a sister instead of you. Did I ever tell you that? For like a year after you were born I was in a serious depression.”


  “You were three,” Cohen remarked.


  “My point is…” Caleb said seriously as though it were no time for joking. “It’s too late to trade you in for a sister, so … I think you should fall in love with her and marry her.”


  Cohen laughed. “So that’s why you were grilling Dylan on siblings this morning.” He nodded his head.


  Caleb shrugged. “Just exploring my options.” Caleb swung his leg over the seat, facing Cohen. “I like her.”


  Cohen nodded. “Me, too,” he said quietly as he swung his leg over as well to face Caleb.


  They stared off out over the snow covered lake for a minute, and when Cohen looked back at his brother, he took a deep breath. “She hasn’t had sex for six years.”


  Caleb looked back at him, saying nothing. His face had suddenly gone serious.


  “What do you make of that?” Cohen asked.


  Caleb shook his head. “Just sex, or no intimacy at all? No dating?” He was all business now.


  Caleb knew when it was time to grow up, and it kind of brought Cohen up short when he did. When Caleb suddenly acted his age, it was time for Cohen to pay attention, because it was never nothing.


  “She hasn’t even kissed a man in that time.”


  Caleb nodded again as he contemplated it. “Trauma, perhaps?” He looked at Cohen.


  He didn’t even like the notion of it floating through his mind. “She’s said no. I asked, and she said she’s the only one that ever hurt her. Something to that affect.”


  Caleb hummed, still thinking. “She obviously blames herself for whatever it is that happened. Maybe it’s more … a lapse in judgment with steep consequences? It certainly relates to sex, intimacy, men, but she also clearly doesn’t hold a man responsible for it. Or at least not so much as she holds herself responsible. An unplanned pregnancy and guilt after an abortion?”


  “She’s never been pregnant,” he offered.


  “How do you know?”


  “I asked her during her exam. I don’t recall thinking she was being deceptive, and she’d have had no reason to hide such a thing at that time anyway.”


  Caleb looked at him and smiled. “Now, you’re going to have to stop pretending you don’t have an intimate relationship with this woman for a moment.” He smirked. “How’s the sex? Is she … frigid, fearful, or even the polar opposite. When it comes to sex, the poles are a telling place to be.”


  “We haven’t had sex.”


  Caleb scoffed for a moment, but when he took in Cohen’s serious expression and the slight shake of his head, the scoff died, and he scratched his chin. “But you’ve been intimate?”


  “A couple times.”


  “And? How did she behave?”


  He glanced out to the lake again, trying not to let his mind slip too far into the memories. “She was perfect.” He glanced back at Caleb. “She wasn’t fearful. She wasn’t frigid.”


  “She could just trust you, you know? That can heal a lot.”


  Cohen nodded.


  “She needs to talk to you about it, though. She can’t expect you to accept an intimate relationship with her without being open about something that’s clearly had a big impact on her life and how she relates to men. You know, one of the first things I noticed about her was a certain…” He bobbled his head. “…hesitance around me. Not fear, really, more like she was reserving judgment. That’s not in and of itself terribly alarming, but added to a six-year self-imposed dry spell, I think it means something.”


  Cohen was still nodding. “I think she just needs more time to open up.”


  The sound of the other snowmobiles were getting closer by the second, and within moments, they appeared from a wide path that ran through the woods in the distance. There were three other men, Jim, Ted, and Andrew—all classmates of Caleb’s; all patients of Cohen’s. What a lousy fucking position to be in at times. He knew Jim was a heart attack waiting to happen. He knew Ted’s prostate was about twice the size it should be, and he knew Andrew was one of the healthiest men he’d ever met, though he’d done nothing at all to deserve that.


  When Cohen was considering the position in Bristol, he never really thought about what it would be like to be one of two doctors on such a small island. He’d certainly never considered what it would be like to be the only doctor. It seemed stupid now that he’d not thought about it more before making the decision to come home. But there it was. He’d been a doctor for years. He assumed there was little more to think about. Sure, he suspected he’d deal with losing a neighbor here and there along the way, but … he’d never really understood what it would mean to be an outcast—a well-respected, liked by all, outcast.


  Part of him thought maybe his irresponsible treatment of Dylan, not to mention his inappropriate relationship with her, was just some mid-life rebellion against the position he’d put himself in. But as he stared off at the lake again as Caleb stood from his snowmobile and walked toward his three friends that had just pulled up, he shook his head. It wasn’t rebellion. It was far more simple than that. He liked her. He wanted her. He needed her. He could very well just be falling in love with her.


  Caleb suddenly hollered at him. “Hey!” He was climbing back on his snowmobile. “You’re smiling like a dork.” He flashed his million-dollar smile. “Come on. We’re all going back to Jim’s.”


  Cohen took a deep breath and sighed. He lifted his helmet and fit it back on his head. “Yeah,” he said under his breath, glancing back out at the view one last time.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Cohen called Dylan that evening once he and Caleb made it back to Jim’s house. He wasn’t surprised it didn’t end up being just snowmobiling. It never ended up being just anything with Caleb, because when Caleb was in town, just just wasn’t enough. Jim’s house turned into the center of a Bristol High Class of 1992 impromptu reunion. With him and Joss in attendance, they added representation from the class of 1993 thanks to Joss and 1995 thanks to his own presence.


  He snuck away to an empty bedroom as soon as he could and dialed her quickly. “Hi.”


  “Power’s on,” Dylan said in greeting.


  “I’m aware. Where are you?”


  “At home, curled up in bed, watching TV and being lazy. Where are you?”


  “Well, I’m at Jim Caffrey’s. Everyone seems to have congregated here to celebrate the fact that none of these idiot forty year olds died snowmobiling this afternoon. And to say their farewells to my brother, too, I suppose.”


  “You’re forty?” she said a bit incredulously.


  He laughed. “I’m not forty. Caleb and the class of 1992 are. You could come over to Jim’s house and be lazy here.” He was hoping.


  She hummed as though she were considering it.


  “Joss is here, and she’s already demanding to see you in one piece. I think she assumes we were fighting after the fall festival.”


  “Ah… Did you tell her what you were really doing to me?”


  He laughed. “God, no. So, what do you say?”


  “I think … you should have a lovely last night with your brother and friends, and I will remain in my pajamas with my pigtails in.”


  He groaned. “That’s not what I wanted you to say. Which means you owe me something.”


  “Is that so?”


  “It is. Would you like to know how you’re going to make it up to me?”


  “I would.”


  “You can start by getting naked and sliding your finger into your pussy.”


  She was silent, and when she exhaled, it was in a nervous rush.


  “Don’t be scared.”


  There was suddenly a knock on the door, and Joss hollered, “Get out here, Co. You’re being anti-social.”


  “I’m running out of time,” he continued quietly. “So here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to come for me, and I’m going to listen. I’m not going to say a word, because I’m going to be in a room full of immature middle-aged men, pretending I’m on hold. But you, dear Dylan, are welcome to be as loud as you need to be.” He paused. He could hear her breathing, and he knew she was nervous. “Radio silence in … three … two…”


  “Co—” she interjected quickly. “I … umm…” And then she was breathing heavily again.


  “One…” He opened the door and stepped out into the hallway, keeping his phone wedged up to his ear.


  There were twenty or so people at Jim’s house, and at least ten of them were milling about in the kitchen, drinking beer and eating food. Co stood against the counter casually.


  Ron Perkins looked at him, and then covered his mouth with a grimace. “I’m sorry. You’re on the phone. We’re being too loud,” he whispered as loudly as a normal person speaks.


  “No. No, no. I’m stuck on hold,” Cohen feigned annoyance, shaking his head.


  Ron went back to entertaining the group, and Cohen pretended to follow the conversation. He nodded when he thought he should, he smiled whenever someone smiled at him, and he even faked a laugh when the group erupted into a raucous bout of chuckles and giggles. But in truth, he was listening intently to his phone.


  At first her sound was so subtle he almost missed it. In fact, he thought for a few minutes she might just chicken out entirely, and he’d simply be walking around with a dead phone to his ear. But then it was there. Breathing—quiet and gentle. He began to miss his conversational cues then, and as someone turned to him, laughing and waiting for him to join in, he just stood there like an idiot staring. Another time James Hoff actually asked him a question, and Cohen was so busy listening to Dylan’s breath hitch, that he shook his head when he was clearly supposed to be nodding. James looked at him with a shocked expression on his face, and Cohen immediately nodded his head vigorously.


  The group finally moved farther away from him, and he leaned against the counter, letting his head sink to his hand and closing his eyes. This might kill him. All he wanted was to be alone so he could react, so he could moan, and close his eyes, and fucking touch his dick that was getting harder by the second.


  “You okay, Co?” Andrew stepped up behind Cohen and patted him on the shoulder.


  “Huh?” He said too loudly as he spun around, and at just that moment, Dylan let out the quietest whimper. He coughed, trying to clear his throat as he choked on his tongue. “Yeah. I’m fine.” He was not fine. His cock was throbbing, and as Dylan’s whimpers mixed with her breathy halting gasps, he turned and walked out of the kitchen.


  He found a vacant couch in the living room, and he sank down at the end. A small group of people were nearby, and Joss and Isaiah were standing among them. But Cohen couldn’t be bothered to be social at this point. For one his cock was too hard to stand. For another, he couldn’t concentrate on anything except what was happening in Dylan’s bedroom. He grabbed the nearest throw pillow and hid the evidence of his brilliant plan, and then he propped his elbow on the arm of the couch and let his head sink to his hand again as he listened.


  “Oh, God, Cohen,” she whispered.


  “Sweet fuck, woman,” he muttered.


  “Excuse me?” Joss stopped in her tracks as she walked by, headed toward the kitchen.


  “Nothing … I… I’m on hold,” he stuttered pointing to his phone like an idiot.


  “Do you always cuss at your phone when you’re on hold?” She planted her hands on her hips and cocked her head to the side.


  


  
    
  


  “Yes?” It came out as a question, but really he was struggling to focus on Joss’s question much less what a reasonable answer would be.


  She shrugged. “You’re still being anti-social, and I asked you to call Dylan, and—”


  “Oh, God,” Dylan whimpered.


  “—see if she can come.”


  “Come?” he asked shaking his head in confusion as his mind went down the wrong path. “She’s… she’s … she’s … busy.”


  “Oh, you talked to her?”


  “Please,” Dylan groaned out the word.


  He could hear sheets rustling as she writhed on her bed.


  “Yes,” he breathed out a little too erotically. “Yes,” he tried again, speaking more firmly this time and pointing at Joss to sell the confidence.


  Joss just stared at him, her face screwed up in confusion. “Are you okay? You look like you’re going to throw up.”


  He nodded a bit spastically. “Yeah … Uh… This is important.” He pointed stupidly to his phone again, already getting lost in the warm mewling sound of Dylan’s arousal.


  Joss left, shaking her head.


  He angled his head toward the window next to him and away from the people in the room. “Oh, God, Dylan. Please fucking come.” He breathed out the words in a half moan half whimper.


  His fingers gripped into the arm of the couch, and his eyes randomly and lazily looked around the room, seeing absolutely nothing. The din of laughter and conversation surrounded him, but he tuned it all out as he focused on her sound. And that’s when she started saying his name.


  “Cohen … Cohen,” she murmured breathlessly. “Please, fuck… Cohen…”


  He’d stopped breathing at that point, and he got light headed as his brain became hypoxic. When she finally cried out her release loudly, he inhaled so deeply and desperately that it sounded like he’d been nearly suffocated. A couple people from the nearby group glanced at him, and he coughed to cover it up and forced himself to smile.


  Dylan was taking deep and steady breaths as she recovered, and he couldn’t seem to get the shit-eating grin off his face. He listened to her relax again, and her breathing slowed until he heard nothing but the occasional replete sigh.


  “That was torture,” he said quietly.


  She hummed and then laughed. “Can I ask you something?”


  “Of course.”


  “Do you have a large cock?” Her voice was calm and conversational.


  He was not calm at all, and as he looked up to Jim who’d just appeared out of nowhere, he had to clear his throat.


  “Beer?” Jim offered as he held one out to him.


  “Thanks,” he replied. Speaking coherently was a bit difficult at this point, and Dylan had just made it infinitely worse. But he reached up and took the bottle from Jim. “Been stuck on hold,” he lied.


  Jim smirked. “For fifteen minutes?”


  “Mm-hmm,” he lied again as he listened to Dylan laugh quietly in his ear.


  Jim finally moved on, and Cohen let out a deep breath. Dylan was still laughing.


  When she got herself under control, she hummed. “You didn’t answer the question.”


  “That is hands down the worst question you can ask a man. You know that, right?” He was keeping his voice quiet, and angling his head away from the people when he spoke.


  “Is it?”


  “I will either pay myself a compliment and come across as proud and arrogant, or I will make myself look bad and potentially emasculate myself in your eyes. There is no way to walk away from this question looking like anything other than a chump.”


  Caleb flopped down beside him, nearly spilling Cohen’s beer. “Who’s a chump?” he asked.


  “You are,” Cohen responded.


  Dylan laughed warmly again. “Answer the question truthfully, and you’ll be nothing more than an honest man,” she said quietly. “Now answer the question.”


  He was silent for a moment, pretending to be casual while holding a pillow on his lap like the world might end if he lost it. “Yes,” he said.


  “Yes, what?” Caleb asked from beside him. “Are you stuck in one of those phone systems? Say, yes. Say, no,” he mocked like a robot. “Say, you’ll come play pool with your brother,” still in his robot voice.


  Cohen turned to him. “Sure. You go rack ’em, and I’ll be right there.”


  Caleb stood from the couch, and Cohen watched him walk away.


  He glanced up as Andrew walked by this time. “Are you going to need to see verification of that statement?” Cohen asked matter of factly as though he were talking to a business. Andrew tipped his beer at him. “Credit card company,” Cohen said to Andrew as he rolled his eyes.


  Andrew sneered in commiseration.


  “I will. Sorry, sir, but we have policies on these things,” Dylan said sweetly.


  “I bet you do.” He was finally alone with her again. “Leave your door unlocked,” he said quietly. He listened to her inhale deeply and exhale. “It might be late and I might be mildly drunk by the time I get there.”


  “Even better. I can take advantage of you.”


  “I wouldn’t count on it. I will definitely be the one taking advantage of you tonight.”


  She chuckled warmly.


  He stood, heading for Jim’s game room. “Thank you for the torture. It was exquisite. I have to go kick Caleb’s ass at pool now. I’ll see you later.”


  


   Chapter Nineteen


  
    
  


  Dylan woke to Cohen’s warm voice and prickly cheek against hers.


  “Wake up,” he whispered against her ear.


  She was lying on her back with her hands above her head and tucked under her pillow. He was astride her body with his knees just at the bottom of her ribcage, and his calves along her hips. He was naked, and she could feel his cock and balls touching and taunting her belly. It was definitely a nice way to wake up.


  When she moaned and arched her back as she stretched, he pulled back just enough to see her face but not enough for her to look down between them at his body. “Good morning,” he said.


  “Morning? What time is it?”


  “Almost three-thirty.” He looked tired, and his normal five o’clock shadow looked more like a ten o’clock beard. “Sorry it took me so long to get here. We got home late and stayed up talking like a couple of chicks.”


  “Don’t you have to work today?”


  He smiled gently. “I kept my schedule clear until nine so I could make sure Caleb made it to Baymont in time to catch the Duluth shuttle.”


  “You should be sleeping.”


  “I wanted to see you.” He pulled his lower lip into his mouth, letting it out slowly. “Give me your hand.” His voice was quiet, and every part of her was tingling as she lowered her hand to him.


  He guided it between their bodies, watching her eyes as he did, and then she felt him under her fingertips. His lips parted as she touched him, but he never took his eyes off her. At first, it was the thick bulbous head of his cock, but as he pushed her hand lower, she passed the ridge of his cockhead to the hard-as-steel shaft. Her mouth opened, too, as they stared at one another. He let her take over, moving his hand back up to brace himself with his palms just above her shoulders. His eyelids fluttered as she tried to close her grip around his breadth.


  He was thick—very thick—and as her hand traveled lower, it became obvious he was very long as well.


  He was hunched over her body, keeping his face close to hers and studying her eyes. “You made me so fucking hard tonight.”


  Her fingers trembled as she stroked his length. She wanted to see him, but she let her hand explore, and she focused on what her every touch did to him. His jaw tensed, and his teeth gritted when she moved lower, palming his testicles and squeezing gently. And when she trailed up again, he gasped, his breath catching in his throat.


  She’d given this up for six whole years, and at that very moment she wondered what had ever made her think she might actually want to give this up for a lifetime. When she looked in his eyes, it was heady lust and excitement staring back at her. She could never give this up for good—at least not the this that went by the name of Cohen. This was unequivocally intense, and not having it simply wasn’t an option.


  “Put your hands above your head,” he whispered.


  She complied, but she did it slowly, letting her fingers graze so lightly against his erection that he moaned and cursed. He pushed up from her body, his knees moving marginally closer to her head, and as he pulled his body upright, her eyes found what she wanted to see.


  He was more than large. His cock was thick, hard, veined, and it jutted up straight and high on his stomach. Her hands came down, and she reached for him, but he caught her by the wrists, stilling her.


  “Above your head,” he said, and she let her hands drop back to her pillow above her.


  When he planted his right foot up close to her upstretched elbow, she gasped. It brought his groin closer and lower to her mouth, and she studied every inch of his hard flesh.


  “Open your mouth.” He looked down on her as he spoke, but he offered no encouragement, no smiles. He was far too enthralled in what they were doing to coax it out of her, but that wasn’t at all offensive, because she knew exactly the place his mind was at the moment, and hers was right there with it.


  She did as he asked. He stroked his cock with his hand, doing nothing more at first, but then he leaned closer and dipped his testicles into her mouth.


  “Suck,” he whispered.


  She sucked one, letting it fill her mouth as he moaned. Her eyes flashed up to his face, just to see his head drop back. His hand moved up and down along his erection as she gently pulled and sucked at his ball. She rolled her tongue over and around it finally releasing the suction and pulling his other testicle into her mouth and doing the same.


  “Fuck.” He dropped his head back down to watch her. His free hand moved to her lips, his fingers gliding gently over her mouth as it distended around his flesh. “Lick some more,” he whispered. Everything was a whisper—from the pale lamplight surrounding them, to his hushed voice, to the gentle touch of his fingers on her lips. It all felt like one erotic whisper.


  She opened her mouth, releasing him, and then she lapped gently at his sac, feeling the balls move and separate. She ran her tongue over and around, and she trailed it back to the underneath side as his hand cupped under them and pulled them up. He hummed and moaned, and she laved every inch of his scrotum as he watched. He ran his fingers over her lips again, gently, even curiously dipping his fingers into her mouth as it opened and licked. He ran his fingers along her tongue as it moved, and he studied her mouth and what it was doing to his body with incredible intensity.


  When he finally pulled back and planted his knee on the bed again, it was just to push down on the head of his cock and press it to her lips. Her jaw ached as he slid in, and she inhaled deeply through her nose as he filled her mouth, stretched her lips taut, and threatened to invade her throat.


  His hips rocked, and he gripped the headboard of her bed with one hand as the other moved to her cheek, caressing along her jawline and then toying with her lips again. His fingertips would graze right along the distended skin of her mouth where it met the engorged flesh of his erection. He plunged and pulled, grunting and groaning as his hips sped.


  She did nothing at all but keep her mouth open and pull against the invading penetration. Saliva was building, threatening to choke her, and the sound became sloppy and wet as she sucked and he fucked, and all the while he kept his eyes open and on hers until in one deep thrust that sank him farther than any previous penetration had he came, surging into her throat.


  Her eyes opened wide as his thick warm cum ran down the back of her throat, and she swallowed as he slowly withdrew from her. She inhaled deeply through her nose, her chest rising as she regained herself, and when he paused with the head of his cock still in her mouth, she licked around the bulbous tip. His entire body shuddered, and he doubled over as his stomach muscles contracted. He gripped the headboard gasping for air, and she finally ignored his demand to keep her hands in place as she moved them to his stomach that was above her face.


  She traced the definition of those muscles, watching them tremble and clench as her fingers stroked slowly over them, and when she craned her neck back to see his face, he was already looking down at her, a subtle and replete smirk on his lips.


  He collapsed to the bed beside her when she finally stopped touching his stomach, and he wrapped his arms around her.


  “Caleb and I are going to grab breakfast at The Bean before he catches the eight o’clock wind sled. He’d like you to come, too. He wants to see you before he leaves.”


  Her lips pulled up even as her eyelids got heavy. “Okay,” she murmured.


  “Can we pick you up at seven-fifteen?” His voice was tired, and his breathing was slowing.


  “I’ll meet you there. I need to run to the bank this morning when they open.”


  He kissed and sucked gently against the back of her shoulder, and his hand grazed softly down her side. His fingers ran a feather light trail as they moved, and her skin prickled. But his kisses eventually slowed until they tapered off, and his fingers stilled, resting gently on her hip.


  “Good night, Co,” she whispered.


  “Hmm… Dylan,” he murmured barely conscious against her neck, and he snuggled up to her body, his whiskers tickling the side of her neck, his breath warming the back of her ear.


  She closed her eyes, and then she was out.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  When Dylan’s phone buzzed beside her, she picked it up, moaning in irritation. “Fuck off,” she muttered at it.


  But when she looked at the screen, she had a text message from Co.


  Wake up, beautiful.


  She rolled from bed, stumbled into her bathroom, and refused to open her eyes as she stood in the shower. She braided messy pigtail braids; it was amazing what she was learning to do without the use of one of her middle fingers. Beyond that, she brushed her teeth and put deodorant on. She stood in front of the mirror, yawning and rubbing her eyes.


  “There is nothing beautiful about this,” she muttered at herself as she picked sleep from the corners of her eyes.


  She tossed on an old pair of worn jeans, an equally ancient T-shirt that was too tight, a long underwear shirt, and a fitted thick fleece pullover. It was still dark out and already twenty-five degrees—a heat wave as Cohen would say—and there was no denying how warm twenty-five could feel when zero was the average this time of year. She didn’t bother putting a coat on, but she wrapped a wool scarf around her neck, tugged a stocking cap over her head, and pulled on some gloves. She grabbed her wallet from her purse as she slipped her feet into her boots, and then she ran out to the garage.


  She heard Cohen honk his horn as he and Caleb drove past her house, and she followed them all the way to The Bean. She slid into the booth as Caleb took the seat across from her, and Cohen sat next to her, instantly resting his hand on her thigh and letting his fingers wander down the inside.


  The Jessup boys were both smiling at her—one smile was cheery and sweet, one was seductive and intense.


  “So the weirdest thing happened to me this morning, Dill.” Caleb clasped his hands on the table and leaned in.


  She started to laugh, but she stifled it, matching his odd sense of humor with her own. “What’s that, Cilantro?” She clasped her hands together and leaned in as well.


  He laughed, looking at Cohen for a moment and smirking. “I woke up at five-thirty, couldn’t sleep, decided to wake Cohen up so he could entertain me with his always popular recitation of The Declaration of Independence—”


  Cohen glanced at him, his face scrunched up even as he chuckled.


  “—when whadaya know? I can’t find him.” He glanced at Cohen who was shaking his head, before he turned back to Dylan again. “You can imagine my concern, nay, my absolute panic,” he said dramatically.


  “I can, yes,” she feigned commiseration with a furrowed brow.


  “Naturally, my first instinct was…” He nodded his head as though he needn’t even say the answer. She nodded too, playing along. “…alien abduction.”


  “Yes,” she affirmed. “A valid concern.”


  Cohen looked at her, shaking his head and rolling his eyes as his fingers squeezed against her leg.


  “Of course I start Googling alien trackers,” Caleb continued.


  “Of course.” She kept nodding her head.


  “And … I don’t mean to alarm you, but … there aren’t many of them up here, and that’s to say, I didn’t find a single alien tracking service on Bristol.”


  “You don’t say?”


  “Well, imagine my absolute shock and elation when he waltzed in fifteen minutes later.” His face was all exuberance now.


  “Thank, God.” She clasped her hand to her chest.


  “And yet, when I asked him where he’d been, he wouldn’t tell me. Well … actually he told me to fuck off.” He shrugged.


  “Asshole,” she muttered quietly as though it weren’t meant for Cohen’s ears.


  Caleb finally cracked a smile, and it was a big one. “That’s exactly what I said.” He laughed as his eyes moved to Cohen. “I like her,” he said simply as his laugh trailed off.


  Cohen leaned to her ear. “Stop feeding the circus monkey,” he whispered. When he leaned back, his hand left her leg. “Now what do you guys want? I’ll go order.”


  He returned from placing their order a minute later, and a few minutes after that, they had three coffees and breakfast sandwiches in front of them.


  “Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked Caleb.


  “Do you have a boyfriend?” he asked her right back, his smirk flashing as his focus shifted to Cohen. But he didn’t perpetuate that line of questioning. “I’m seeing someone casually. Her name is Renee. She’s also a psychiatrist but at a different clinic. We met at a conference nine months ago.”


  “Nine months of casual dating?” She baited him. She wasn’t sure she knew him well enough to be delving, but at the same time, she’d become comfortable with him, and she suspected he didn’t mind. Still… “I’m sorry. Am I being too invasive?” She said apologetically. “I do that at times when I’m trying to get to know someone better.”


  “I’m a shrink, Dill, I live for invasive brain delving. I promise I don’t mind in the least. I’m an open book, so invade away.”


  Cohen leaned back casually, stretching his arm along the back of the booth and gently stroking the side of her neck. Caleb glanced to Cohen’s fingers, and he smiled. It wasn’t a smirk—not even playful. He just smiled.


  “I don’t know…” she started. “Just seems like you’d know if it was going to be more than casual at this point.”


  “I’m still deciding if it can be more.” He bobbled his head for a moment. “And I’m enjoying myself while I figure it out. She is, too, by the way.”


  She nodded. “Can I be completely frank?”


  He leaned forward. “Please do.” He was serious. This truly didn’t seem to bother him at all.


  “Are you really still deciding, or have you decided and you’re just enjoying her while you wait for something better to come along? Because if that’s the case, how is that enough? Being just casual.”


  “Blame that on the differences of the sexes and the fact you have the mind of a romantic.” He smirked, but his face went serious again quickly. “It isn’t what I would wish for my life, but it’s enough for now, because it’s what I have.” He smirked again. “And because, as I said, I’m a man. We tend to compromise on these things.”


  “Well, in that case, here’s to a passionate love affair that sweeps you off your feet whether her name is Renee or not.” She held her coffee cup up, and he clinked his own against the rim of hers.


  When Caleb glanced away to the counter, Cohen leaned over and kissed the side of her neck. But her eyes were stuck on the scowl that was suddenly on Caleb’s face.


  “Hey, isn’t that the creep who was bugging you at the fall festival last weekend?”


  She and Cohen looked toward the counter at the same time just to see the man already watching them. His smirk wasn’t nearly as playful as the one Caleb often sported, and his attention was leering. Dylan’s shoulders instantly rounded forward, and she shrank back in her seat. She didn’t like this man. He acted as if he recognized her, and since she wasn’t sure how or from where he recognized her, it was unsettling. It seemed remote that he actually knew anything about her, but … she’d been wrong before.


  “Something we can help you with Randall?” Cohen asked coolly.


  Randall’s eyebrows shot up, but he smiled right back as he took his coffee cup from the waitress. “Nah. Pretty girlfriend you have there.” He nodded toward Dylan.


  Dylan looked down at her lap as Cohen pulled his hand from behind her. She was guessing there was little for Cohen to worry about so long as no one from his clinic was around to see them together, but he still seemed wary of the attention.


  “Have a good day, Randall,” was all Cohen said in return, and then the man walked out.


  Cohen leaned to her ear. “I would avoid that one. From what Joss has told me, he’s a real sleaze, and he’s obviously taken an interest in you.”


  “He’s not local?” she asked.


  “No. Not born and raised at any rate. I think he’s been around for four or five years. Works with Joss, and she can’t stand him. Used to be friends with Joss’s ex-husband, and that doesn’t speak highly of anyone.”


  They finished breakfast and coffee, and she walked out with Cohen and Caleb. The ferry landing was just caddy corner from the coffee shop, and they said their goodbyes there. Caleb hugged Cohen, clapping his hand on his shoulder in a way that nearly sounded painful and that no man would ever do to a woman. When he turned to her, he grinned, pulled her into a hug, and spun her in a circle.


  “You’ve been my favorite person to meet this year, and considering the year’s almost over, that’s saying a lot. My money’s on you staying at the top of that list.” He pecked her on the cheek.


  “It’s been good to meet you as well.”


  He shook Cohen’s hand one last time, gripping his elbow as he did. “Love you, brother. See you in a couple weeks.”


  “Love you, too, Caleb.”


  He glanced back as he ran across the street with his bag in his hand, and he waved over his head. Cohen pulled her back into his chest and wrapped his arm around her, wresting his chin on her shoulder as they watched him leave. She gripped into his forearm that was draped across her chest.


  “I would do anything to take you home right now and climb back in bed for a while,” he said against her neck.


  She chuckled. “Will tonight suffice?”


  “I will imagine it all day.” He sighed. “I have to get to the clinic. Maybe you can come over tonight, and we can have dinner?”


  She nodded.


  “I’ll see you tonight.” He kissed her quickly and then he turned and walked away as well.


  The bank was only one block from The Bean, and she walked up the street, stuffing her hands in her pockets. She had three royalty checks Lilly had forwarded on to her that she needed to get deposited before she misplaced one of them. It wouldn’t be the first time. When she pushed through the door, there were a few people in line already. The bank had just opened, and Dylan stepped up behind a young woman smacking her gum loudly. The man in front of the woman she recognized from the pharmacy, and he smiled kindly at her. She smiled back pulling her wallet from her pocket, unsnapping it, and fishing inside for the checks.


  But then someone behind her spoke…


  “Well, well, it must be my lucky day.” The voice was fast becoming recognizable to her, and she cringed when she heard it.


  “Leave me alone,” she said quietly, refusing to turn around and look at Randall.


  “Now is that any way to speak to a fellow Bristolian?”


  He was leaning close to her ear from behind her body, and she could feel his breath on her skin as she shuddered. Her heart pounded, and her chest tightened.


  “I know what kind of girl you are,” he whispered.


  She instantly wriggled away from the hot breath on her neck. She crammed her wallet back in her pocket, but before she could turn to walk out, she felt his hand grip her waist. She spun away from him, her eyes wide as her pulse soared.


  “Oh, yeah. I know you.” And he winked.


  Something snapped inside her then. She wasn’t sure if it was fear, paranoia, or just plain fury, but when her good hand balled up in a fist, she didn’t even think of restraining the swing. “Leave me alone!” she yelled as her arm shot out in an arc, connecting squarely with the corner of his eye. Randall instantly clutched the side of his face, and every last person in the bank stared directly at her.


  “You, fucking bitch,” he spat out.


  Her focus was moving around the room rapidly as she gasped and panted for breath. She looked at the door, imagining for a moment running out and letting her legs carry her as far as they would. But it would always end at the water’s edge in this town. There was nowhere to go.


  What the hell had she just done?


  


   Chapter Twenty


  
    
  


  Cohen was overbooked from nine to ten, and it took him until ten-thirty to get caught up. He’d blocked off an hour from ten-thirty to eleven-thirty to tackle the mountain of paperwork that had accumulated on his desk, and when he finally made it into his office without someone stopping him for a signature or to confirm something he’d written in a file, he closed his door. He had barely forty-five minutes at that point until the next appointment.


  The message light on his phone was lit up, and when he dialed into his messages it was Isaiah’s voice he heard, asking him to return the call.


  “Hey, Chief,” he said as soon as Isaiah answered the call.


  “Hi.” Isaiah was silent for a moment. “I … uh, need to send someone over for an exam. I need a medical report for an investigation.” Isaiah sounded oddly leery.


  It wasn’t a regular occurrence for someone to be sent over from the police station, but it did happen. It meant someone was injured or potentially injured, and whatever the injury was, it was possible evidence in an investigation.


  “Sure. Who am I seeing?”


  “Uh… Randall Cunningham.”


  Cohen inwardly groaned. “Great,” he muttered. “Saw him just this morning at the coffee shop. Let me guess, he pissed off the wrong person?” he chuckled as he pulled up his email distractedly and began scrolling through it.


  Isaiah was silent for a moment. “Something like that.” And then he was silent again. This was getting odd. “Randall will be there within ten minutes. Can you squeeze him in quickly and get a report back to me yet this afternoon?”


  He groaned in exasperation. Fucking Randall. The man had already been leering at his girlfriend suspiciously that morning, and now he had to face the man one on one. “My schedule’s clear until eleven-thirty, so I’ll get him in right away, and I’ll fax the report to you as soon as I’m done.”


  “Thanks, Doc.”


  Within a few minutes of hanging up with Isaiah, Beth poked her head in his office. He was still staring out the window, getting annoyed with Randall just for being Randall.


  “Dr. Jessup?”


  “Yeah, Beth. What’s up?”


  “I have Randall Cunningham set up in exam two. I’ve gotten the medical report paperwork started for you as well, and I’ve already taken his vitals. He’s complaining of left side cranial pain and orbital socket pain.”


  “That was fast,” he muttered, but he nodded. What Beth had just done him was a favor. What she’d also done was made it impossible for him to work with another nurse on this one. He had to have a witness for a medical report. That witness was now going to be Beth whether he liked it or not. That meant, he, Beth, and Randall would be stuck in a room together. Beth and Randall were worlds apart in terms of their personalities, but they had one thing in common. They were both suspicious as hell of his relationship with a certain woman. His day just kept getting better and better.


  He smiled. “Thanks, Beth. Always on top of things.” He stood, grabbed his stethoscope and followed Beth from his office.


  His teeth were gritted when he walked into the exam room, and his jaw was tight. He didn’t bother looking at Randall, and he turned instantly toward the sink, washing his hands quickly and drying them on a paper towel. He was equally dismissive when he turned back around and failed to even speak to the man. He pressed on the slightly swollen area around the outside of Randall’s left eye. It was pink and would likely swell and bruise, but it was still a minor injury at best.


  “What was the first thing you did this morning?” Cohen didn’t give a shit what Randall had done that morning, but he had to check the man’s mental clarity and recall to ensure he didn’t have a concussion or head trauma.


  “You know exactly what I was doing. Didn’t I see you and that supposed ‘author’ at the coffee shop?” He used his finger quotes on the word author, and the smug look on his face was cruel. “Pretty sure I saw you sucking her face, too.”


  Cohen’s eyes flashed to Beth, but he looked back at Randall quickly, ignoring the comment. He ran through a list of symptoms—everything from lethargy to vomiting, headaches to vision impairment. Randall smirked the entire time. It was a cruel look, and it made Cohen want to knock his teeth down his throat.


  He had no choice but to make eye contact when he checked Randall’s pupils to make sure they were reactive. He shined the penlight into first one eye and then the other, trying to focus on nothing at all but the man’s response to the light. But he could see Randall’s smirk intensifying out of his periphery. God, that man made him want to punch something.


  “You’re fine,” Cohen finally said, snapping off the penlight and pocketing it quickly. Beth was still taking notes, and all Cohen could think about was how much he wanted out of this room. “Let us know if you develop a severe headache or have a hard time balancing. Increased lethargy or vomiting could be a sign of concussion as well, so keep us informed. I see nothing indicating head trauma, though, so I wouldn’t—”


  “What’s it like fucking a slut like her?”


  Cohen had just turned around and started toward the door when Randall asked the question, but he stopped mid-stride as Beth gasped in shock. He turned back slowly, his hands clenching into tight fists.


  He took a step toward Randall before he could stop himself. “How dare you call—”


  Beth’s hand gripped down tight on his arm, stilling him. “Cohen,” she snapped. She’d never in her life called him by his name, and he instantly shut his mouth and gritted his teeth.


  Randall’s eyebrows shot up in amusement. “What? She’s in porn. Stroke of good luck for you, my friend.”


  “She writes romance fiction. It’s not pornography. You might know the difference if you could read,” Cohen snapped out angrily.


  Randall actually scoffed at that. It tapered into a chuckle, and he scratched his chin as though he were intensely interested in what Cohen had just said. His eyebrows shot up again. “Yeah, Cohen, I’m talking about her books.” His tone was all sarcasm.


  “Stay away from her.” His voice was low and aggressive.


  Randall studied him, his eyes narrowing, his sinister and cruel smirk still firmly attached to his mouth. “You want me to stay away from her?” It was feigned disdain, and the cruel expression stayed the whole time. “That’s rich. Keep your bitch on a leash.”


  “Get out of my clinic. We’re finished.”


  Randall slid off the table, sauntering casually toward the door, but he stopped when he was only inches from Cohen. “You don’t have any fucking idea, do you.” It was more a statement than anything else.


  Cohen just stared, trying to work out the words in his mind and form a coherent response all at the same time. Nothing Randall was saying seemed to fully compute in his head.


  “We’re done here.” Beth pulled the exam room door open. “You’re free to go, Mr. Cunningham.”


  Randall waltzed from the room, harrumphing as he moved. “Not a damn clue,” he said as his lips pulled up and he headed down the hallway.


  Cohen took the file from Beth as she left the exam room and followed Randall, and he retreated to his office. He sank into his chair, letting his head drop to his hands and forcing his body to release the tension as he exhaled. When his door opened, he looked up to see Beth entering and shutting the door behind her. She stood against the door, watching him and saying nothing at all with her hands behind her back. She was the formal type—the way she addressed him, the way she stood, the way her hair was always tightly pulled back. She was also the kind type, and she was good at her job. Cohen didn’t like this conflict with her, because he respected the woman, but the conflict existed whether he wanted it to or not.


  “If you have something to say then say it.” His voice wasn’t angry. He was just defeated.


  Beth exhaled a deep breath of air, and her shoulders relaxed and sank. “No one deserves to be spoken about in the way Randall spoke of Ms. Corbett. It’s shameful, that man’s behavior.” She sounded almost angry, and Cohen watched her for a moment, surprised at her mild outburst.


  “Yeah.” He sighed as he looked down at the chart, reviewing Beth’s neat handwriting. He signed off on the report, handing the file back to her so she could fax the report to Isaiah.


  He tried to call Dylan after that. He wasn’t even sure why. He had no real intention of telling her exactly what Randall had said about her. It could serve no real purpose after all, and her behavior that morning at the coffee shop said clearly enough she was nervous around the man. Of course he suspected most women were.


  He tried to concentrate on paperwork for a while, but it was hopeless. He kept getting sidetracked thinking about Randall. He didn’t understand the man’s disdain for Dylan, and he just couldn’t rationalize the behavior he’d witnessed during his exam. It’s not that he understood how Randall’s brain functioned, but he expected something of what had happened to make some sort of logical sense … but it just didn’t.


  By the time he was called away for appointments, he was staring blankly out his window at nothing at all. His appointments kept him busy for a couple of hours, and it wasn’t until nearly two-thirty that afternoon before he made it back to his office. It was nothing more than a short gap between patients thanks to a last minute cancellation.


  The message light on his phone was lit up again, and it was once again Isaiah asking him to return the call.


  “Thanks for the timeliness on the report. I’ll get it to the D.A. this afternoon.”


  “Sure.”


  It was silent for a moment. Isaiah wouldn’t have asked for the return call if all he’d wanted to do was thank him. But at the same time, his friend didn’t seem to want to continue the conversation.


  “Umm… Can we talk about something?” Isaiah sounded hesitant. Very uncharacteristic.


  “Yes.” He drew out his response sarcastically.


  “You said you saw Randall this morning?”


  “Yeah, why?”


  “What time was that?”


  “Early. Seven-thirty or so. Why?”


  “Was … uh … Dylan with you at the coffee shop this morning by chance?”


  Cohen paused. He’d not disclosed his relationship with Dylan to anyone other than Caleb, and even that disclosure had been kept cryptic. The biggest risk to him was, without doubt, Beth, who now knew far more than she had any business knowing about his personal life. And that risk was followed by the rest of his staff. But, he wasn’t sure he was ready to fess up to Isaiah either. The man was a cop after all, and if Joss was aware of the ethical dilemma he’d put himself in by becoming Dylan’s doctor, then her husband certainly knew as well—even if he wasn’t aware that Cohen had pushed them both past that dilemma straight into an inappropriate sexual relationship.


  “Come on, Co. I know you two are friends. I just need to know if she was there, if Randall saw her or said anything to her.”


  Cohen took a deep breath. “Yeah… She was there. Randall was staring at her. Made a comment about her being pretty. Just normal Randall sleaze.” He was silent for a moment. “Why are you asking about Dylan?”


  Isaiah chuckled, but it tapered off into something more like an exasperated groan. “I arrested her earlier today for misdemeanor battery. She’s the one who punched Randall in the face.”


  “What?” He practically yelled at Isaiah. “That’s not… She punched him?”


  “It happened at the bank, and there are witnesses who corroborate it.”


  “But why? I mean … something had to have happened. She wouldn’t just—”


  “I know. Listen, I’m still trying to work through the details, but there’s no question she punched him. Too many witnesses have said as much, and not a one of them has indicated anything that would support her actions as self-defense. There’s more than enough probable cause to charge her with the misdemeanor battery. I’m sorry. It’s not a choice.”


  They were both silent for a moment.


  “Listen, the docket is pretty clear today in Baymont,” Isaiah continued. “Now that we’re running wind sled, we won’t transport her to Baymont for the arraignment. The magistrate will just set bail via teleconference.”


  “When will that happen?”


  “Three-thirty this afternoon. She’s on the phone with the public defender who will represent her landslide right now.”


  “Will you call me when bail has been set? I’ll take care of it, and I’ll pick her up.”


  “You can pick her up, but I can’t have you posting her bail. It’s bad enough you did Randall’s exam after being with her this morning in a place Randall saw both of you together. I wouldn’t have had you do the report if I’d known that. It brings up too many questions for my liking.”


  “Caleb wanted to see her before he left,” he said absently.


  “Yeah, I get it. You two are friends. It’s just a poorly timed coincidence. Can you be here about four-thirty or so this afternoon to pick her up.”


  “Yeah,” he mumbled, and then he sat in stunned silence for a moment. “I don’t understand this,” he said to himself as much as Isaiah.


  “I can’t say I do either. I questioned her, but she… I don’t know. Randall was apparently being verbally harassing toward her, sexual insinuations about her character. She said he touched her waist. The problem is, I haven’t found a single eye witness that can corroborate that. Which means, it’s a matter for the lawyers to sort out. Honestly … I believe her. I know she’s not lying, but without a witness who can corroborate that he touched her, harassed her, assaulted her … something … all I have is her punching him.”


  “That fucking asshole,” he spit out angrily. “I suddenly understand completely what she meant about the judgments men make regarding women in her profession.” He muttered.


  Isaiah was silent for a moment. “Is that what you chalk it up to?” He didn’t sound convinced.


  Cohen shook his head, still trying to wrap his head around how something like this could have happened. “Yeah… I guess. Why? You don’t?”


  Isaiah sighed. “I’m not sure. Randall’s giving me nothing in terms of what he said to her or why he would have said it. Hell, he never even mentioned seeing her this morning in the coffee shop with you. Though I suspect he withheld that bit of information for a reason. The problem I have with this whole thing is that she’s been writing for years. She must be used to this. She doesn’t hide that she’s a writer or what she chooses to write. She operates pretty openly in that regard, and this… I don’t know… Hard to imagine he’s the first asshole she’s ever met that’s made suggestive comments to her. She’s a smart girl. She should know better than to let an asshole like Randall get the best of her.”


  Cohen stared out his window for a moment. He couldn’t say he understood any of it either.


  “Why do I feel like I just helped you build a case against her by doing Randall’s medical report?”


  “Believe it or not, you didn’t. A mild contusion is nothing. If he touched her, as she said he did, after verbally harassing her, the case is going to fall apart and the D.A. won’t want to touch it. As it turns out, the bank has lobby surveillance. I’m waiting on a copy, so I can forward it to the D.A. I’m hoping we’ll see exactly what we need to see on that video to support her assertion that he touched her before she punched him. I have no reason to believe she would lie about such a thing. But even if she were found guilty, the injuries Randall sustained don’t support an aggravated felony count of battery. At most she’ll do a few nights in jail and probation.”


  “Okay. I better get going.”


  “Yeah. See you in a while.”


  The remaining two hours of his afternoon were insanely long. He was not only tired as hell from choosing to get his dick sucked by his criminally inclined girlfriend over sleep earlier that morning, he was just anxious to see her. But that wasn’t all he was. He was angry at her. He was worried about her. He was confused as hell at how something like this could have happened to her. In fact, it was probably safe to say he felt a bit like he didn’t know her, and while he had no reason to think he knew every facet of her mind, he at least thought he knew her well enough to safely make the assumption that she didn’t have a proclivity for violence. And by the time his last appointment was wrapping up, he was so wired he felt like his nerves were ready to snap.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Dylan was silent the entire time she and Co were in the police station. She stared at the ground or her eyes wandered off elsewhere as he spoke with Isaiah, and Joss studied her concernedly. He forked over the cash for her release, even as Joss signed off on the paperwork and accepted the receipt for him. It was all a little bizarre, but according to the documents, Joss bailed her out, and there was nothing official linking him to her release.


  When they walked outside, Joss hugged her. “Girls have a volleyball game tonight, so I have to get to school.” She squeezed Dylan’s shoulder gently.


  Dylan glanced at Joss, but her expression was all humiliation, and she ended up looking back at the ground quickly. “Thank you,” she said quietly.


  Joss gave her shoulder one more squeeze, and then she headed off toward her own car. Cohen took her hand, and she sucked in a quick breath as she glanced at him. But she looked away quickly, her hand trembling in his.


  “Thank you for … bailing me out,” she said so quietly he almost missed it. She’d struggled to even say the words out loud, which he took as a good sign that being arrested was a new and entirely off-putting thing for her.


  “Technically that was Joss,” he said as he nudged her shoulder and offered her a small smile.


  But she missed the smile altogether because she couldn’t seem to pull her attention up from the concrete. “Yeah, well you’re the one who had to pay for it.”


  Once they were on their way, he didn’t bother dropping her off at her car on Main Street, and when he drove right on by, her eyes flashed to him.


  “We’ll get it tomorrow,” he said before she could ask the question. “We need to talk about what happened.”


  She looked out the window instead of engaging him. When a good thirty seconds passed without her attempting to look or speak to him, he started to bristle with irritation. “Dylan, come on. You’ve got to give me some explanation for this.”


  “There’s nothing to say, and I’m not going to bother making excuses.”


  “I’ll take the excuses. Give me the excuses. Just something,” he tried.


  But she still refused to talk about it, and when another thirty seconds passed, his already building irritation ratcheted up to anger. “So that’s what a guy gets for bailing you out of jail?” he asked rather rudely.


  She glanced at him. “I’ll pay you back.”


  “I don’t give a shit about the money, Dylan,” he said incredulously and a bit too loudly. “How about an explanation?”


  She shrugged, looking back out the window, but he could see it now. Tears were building on her lower eyelids. She shook her head subtly.


  “Come on, Dylan. Give me something. I just had to examine Randall with Beth in the room watching everything I did as he insulted you to my fucking face. And you have nothing to say?”


  Her head whipped back to him so quickly he could have sworn she’d given herself whiplash, and she stared—eyes so wide they were bulging in horror, her lips parted and trembling. “What did he say?” She could barely speak around the lurching tremor in her voice.


  “What did he say?” His face scrunched up in confusion. “What did he say?” he repeated, his voice louder and shrill. “You’re more concerned about what the asshole said than… Than the exposure this placed on our relationship right in front of Beth? More concerned than what you did to his damn face?” He couldn’t say if it was absolute bafflement at her reaction or just plain fury that she seemed to be holding pretty much everything back except what questions she decided she needed answers to. And none of it was sitting well with him. “Forgive me for thinking your priorities on this matter might be just a bit fucked up,” he commented sarcastically as he returned his eyes to the road and ignored her.


  But he could see her watching him from his periphery, staring in horror at him as though she were two seconds from panicking. It made no sense to him. When he’d left the office earlier, he was nervous about seeing her, and he’d struggled to figure out why. He eventually decided it was because he didn’t understand this, and it diverged wholly from what he thought he knew about her, and he didn’t like that. But even as he’d nervously chewed at his lower lip on the drive to the station, he’d been anxious to see her, touch her, just be near her. He’d imagined hugging her and holding her. He’d imagined her saying thank you and then unloading whatever hellish day she’d had on him, so he could sympathize and understand her. He’d never imagined this. He’d never imagined her shutting down and shutting him out. He’d needed his own fantasy of how this would play out to deal with how fucked up it was that the sweet woman he was so infatuated with had just gotten arrested for battery. Instead he got nothing.


  He finally shook his head, letting his fingers grip painfully into the steering wheel. “He likened your work to porn.” He glanced at her, looking back at the road quickly. “I guess you were right. Men make all sorts of judgments about women they have no business making.” He was serious, but the argument lost a little something because at the moment he didn’t much care about the plight of female smut authors.


  He stopped in front of her house, staying in the lane rather than pulling up in her driveway. “Are you still coming over?” he asked. The truth was he wanted her to, though the tone of his voice wasn’t selling that truth very well.


  “I’m kind of tired.” She reached for the door handle, no apparent interest in letting him talk her out of it.


  “You can be tired at my house. So how about you give me the real excuse?” He was waiting for her to say something, anything at all, but she’d been refusing to delve into any of this since he picked her up, and he was giving up hope. He watched her as she avoided looking at him again. He finally ran his hands over his face, exhaling against his palms.


  “I’ll pay you back for the bail money as soon as I can get to the bank.”


  “Oh, fuck that,” he said angrily. “I don’t care about the goddamn money, Dylan.” He glared at her. “You have no intention of talking about this with me, do you.” It wasn’t a question. It was an accusation.


  She finally looked at him, her eyes glossy and shimmering as tears sat there just waiting to fall. She took a deep breath, letting her eyes move down to his chest. And then she finally communicated. She took a deep breath, the sound stuttering as she fought the emotion. “If we become involved … it’s going to hurt you. This … relationship … is going to hurt you.” She blinked back the tears, sniffing her nose. Her fingers trembled when she reached up to brush a tear away. “You have no idea…” She shook her head. “…how bad it’s going to hurt you. I can’t do that to you,” she said quietly.


  He sat there in stunned silence, his mouth open. He was in agony on the inside, though he guessed he looked more like a statue from the outside. “If we become involved?” he asked incredulously. “If?” He just stared at her, his mouth gaping. “What are you saying?” He didn’t want her to answer that question, because he thought he knew exactly where this was going.


  “The longer…” Her voice lurched as her tears fell. “…this goes on, the more it jeopardizes your career.” She shook her head, covering her mouth as she stifled a sob.


  “We’ve already talked about this. I don’t need you to worry—”


  “I can’t…” And then she did let out a sob as she covered her mouth.


  His breath left in a rush as he stared down at his lap. “So that’s it, huh? Nothing? You’re ending this? I mean, that is what you’re doing right now, right?”


  She gasped as her breath rattled in her chest as though the idea was as painful for her as it was him. But that made no sense. She was making this decision, and yet, she looked like she was in agony. He absolutely was in agony.


  “Let me guess, you’re protecting me. Had I just kept my mouth shut about Beth and the exam, then we’d be just fine. Is that it?”


  She shook her head slightly, but she said nothing.


  “You have nothing more to say to me?” He stared at her, but he eventually turned away and looked out the windshield toward his own house.


  She sniffed her nose. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Yeah.” He stared, zoning out as his eyes lost focus. His throat constricted on him again, threatening to suffocate him. What was it about wanting this woman that made him feel like he was dying when the prospect of losing her entered his mind? “I thought we both wanted this.” He clenched his jaw tight to hide how close he was to falling apart.


  She covered her eyes, crying. Her head dropped and her lips pulled back in a pained grimace as she quietly wept.


  “You weren’t casual to me, Dylan. But I guess that’s exactly what I was to you.” He shook his head, giving her one last chance to do something. But she just cried. “Get out,” he said quietly. He didn’t bother looking at her when he said it. He held his breath and waited for her to leave, knowing the sound of the car door closing and the sight of her walking away was going to hurt like hell.


  And it did. He bit into his lower lip when he heard the car door slam shut. He needed to give himself another type of pain, and he let his teeth dig into his lip harshly. He needed to feel some sort of physical anguish to dull the emotional hurt she’d slapped him with. He sat there until she was safely inside, trying to get his lungs to work and trying like hell not to look at her as she walked away. And when he was finally alone again, he took his foot off the brake.


  When he pulled up in his driveway moments later, he sat there and stared. The pain, anger, fear, sickness coursed through him, building and surging until every nerve in his body snapped, and he slammed his hand down hard on his steering wheel. “Fuck!” he raged, and then he raked his hands through his hair, pulling at it until it hurt.


  He walked straight upstairs when he entered the house. He busied himself making a fire, trying to make his brain shut down as his hands worked, but once it was going, he stood clutching his phone in his hand staring down into the flames. He was debating whether or not he wanted to share this with Caleb. He wanted to, but saying the words out loud seemed a bit more than he could handle. Instead of calling Caleb, he took a shower and then stood naked in front of the fireplace. He stared at the flames as they flicked up, morphed, and moved. He stared so long his eyes burned, and he crossed his arms on his chest, gritting his teeth as he closed his eyes.


  When his skin was dry, he climbed onto his bed and collapsed, and by the time he fell asleep, he’d stared at that fucking fire for hours. He laid with his head at the foot of the bed, staring and seeing nothing. His eyes wouldn’t focus, his brain wasn’t sharp enough to even register what time it was or how long he’d been like that. And he just stayed in that brain dead place with his eyes open wanting so much to sleep but being unable to escape. And finally, his eyes were too heavy to stay open, and they closed, giving him his first measure of peace.


  What he didn’t expect was to wake some time later to the sight of her. He looked up at her. Her face was slack and expressionless as she kneeled beside him on the bed. He reached up to touch her chin, almost expecting his hand to connect with nothing at all. She couldn’t be real. He was just dreaming; it certainly wasn’t the first time. And as his fingers closed in on her face, he whispered, “Fuck you,” knowing it would do no good. The real Dylan wasn’t there to hear him, and even if she could hear him, she didn’t care.


  Her lips pursed and trembled at his words, and her eyes turned to glossy saucers of flickering light, reflecting the fire that still burned beyond the foot of his bed. But as her lips trembled and her tears began to fall, she leaned to his mouth and kissed him. It felt like a real kiss. He hadn’t had enough of hers to know them by feel, but she tasted the way he remembered. Her skin that was so close to him smelled like her scent, and as he inhaled and let his fingers brush through her hair, he moaned, feeling his own sound reverberate through his chest. And that’s when he realized it.


  He was awake.


  He sat up, pulling himself away from her so fast she fell back onto her bottom on the bed. He stared at her, his eyes wide, now fully alert. She stared back, frozen.


  “Get out,” he hissed.


  She held her hands up. “Please—”


  “What could you possibly have to say to me—”


  “I can’t lose you,” she whispered. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly and visibly, and he watched it, nearly feeling her panic in the way her body was responding.


  He stared at her. He was suddenly sure he was dreaming again. He’d been wrong. He’d not woken up at all. This was a dream, and nothing more. Because there was no way the woman who’d just dumped his ass for reasons he still couldn’t wrap his head around was in his bedroom in the middle of the night begging to keep him.


  He stood up then, staring at the floor and pacing back and forth for a moment, trying to make sense of what was happening. When he looked back, she was still there, perched on her knees in the middle of his bed. Her eyes were traveling over his body, but she looked nervous. It occurred to him he was naked, and coupled with his fury, that was likely a terrifying thing for her—any woman in the world most likely.


  He stopped pacing, facing her full on, and he watched as she stripped her shirt off over her head. She struggled to swallow, and he watched. When she undid her pants, lowered the zipper, and pushed her pants and underwear down to her knees, she still hadn’t figured out how to get her throat to work. She kneeled there, nearly undressed in front of him panting, her eyes wide and terrified.


  He stared, his body responding more by the second. He climbed onto the bed, kneeling in front of her. He’d yet to say anything in response to her confession, largely because he didn’t have a fucking clue what to say. He reached between her legs and brushed his finger between the lips of her sex. He expected her to stop him. This couldn’t possibly be the way she wanted it to happen. But she held still, saying nothing at all. And her pussy was warm and wet.


  “Don’t ask me to fuck you if you’re going to walk away again. If you’re going to run then get the fuck out now.” His voice was level and harsh.


  She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I—”


  But before she could say anything more, his lips were on hers.


  


   Chapter Twenty-One


  
    
  


  Dylan whimpered as Cohen pushed his mouth against hers. It was an intense pressure, and he held the back of her head, his fingers clutching into her hair and holding her close as the fingers of his other hand still stroked her between her legs. He groaned as his lips pulled on hers, distorting the apology she’d being trying to get out and muffling her words. And when his tongue filled her mouth, she sucked on it. But he pulled back quickly, looking at her eyes and blankly staring at her as though he were confused. Her own eyes felt warm, and her eyelashes were wet with tears that had been falling off and on for hours.


  His breaths were coming in choppy quick succession, and he kept his focus on her as his hands moved to her bottom. He squeezed harshly against her skin, both of his hands gripping almost painfully into her cheeks. He pulled her close to his body, his erection high between them as his fingers kept digging in.


  He leaned to her neck, tightening his hold on her even more as she whimpered. “Goddamn you, Dylan.” He grunted out the words through gritted teeth. But it wasn’t fury. Or it wasn’t all fury. She’d hurt him, and she knew what it felt like trying to get that out—trying to release it and let it go. It was painful, and the tight set of his body said it was affecting every muscle in him—even the ones gripping into her skin. She closed her eyes, letting it play out and waiting.


  When his forehead dropped to her shoulder, his fingers released their hold, and he panted as though exhausted from the exertion. She ran her hands up his back, but he shrugged away, sitting back on his calves. His hands moved to his head, and he rubbed his forehead, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.


  She sat back on the bed, pushing her pants the rest of the way down and pulling them off her feet. She was praying like hell she wasn’t making a mistake assuming he could let this go, because she so desperately needed to undo what she’d done. She was pulsing and quivering as she looked at him, and when his hands moved from his forehead, his eyes were searing and serious.


  He watched her for a moment, and then reached out for her foot. His hand trailed up to the back of her calf, and he met her eyes as he yanked her body closer to him. She gasped in surprise, and in the time it took her to regain her composure, he’d pushed between her legs and pressed his groin to hers as she groaned.


  He leaned over her, letting his dick settle against the cleft of her pussy, and he brought his face right up to hers, breathing against her lips as his hips rocked. His cock slid back and forth against her slit, coating himself in her wetness, and as he brushed her clit, she shivered, and her moan escaped in a vibrating exhalation.


  He nudged against her entry, and she gasped as her eyes popped open wide. He watched her face, his expression serious and unreadable. As he pushed himself upright to look down on her, he slipped his arm under her lower back. He nudged again, using his arm under her back to hold her hips up slightly.


  “Please,” she begged, and the very moment she did, he thrust hard into her, lifting her hips from the blanket with the arm under her back. The position impaled her deeply, painfully, but even as she cried out, wetness surged and seeped around his cock as she wilted. He paused when the invasion was complete, looking down at her.


  His face softened, and he hunched over her body, letting his forehead drop to hers. “Now relax,” he breathed out the words, his lips close to hers. He had one hand braced above her shoulder and the other still under her, lifting her bottom off the bed.


  When he rocked his hips, easing from her, she hissed, and when he filled her again as he thrust hard, she groaned from the pit of her stomach at the distending ache. He pushed and pulled then, slow at first and faster as she clutched at his shoulders. He kissed her, hard, slipping his tongue past her lips and licking the inside of her mouth.


  He didn’t release her mouth until he pushed himself upright again, and he clutched her waist in both hands, pulling her hips onto his lap. When his thumb started toying with her clit, she twisted her hands in the sheets, pulling hard against them as her stomach muscles tightened. His other hand gripped her hip, holding her in place so she could feel every penetration.


  She tingled, she tightened, she thrashed from side to side as she fought to come, and as his thumb circled a slippery wet trail around and over her clit as he fucked her, she cried out, reaching her release in a blinding rush that ended up sounding like a scream. She clapped her hand over her mouth as the sound tapered off, and his lips finally pulled up in a small smile—a seductive, satisfied smile.


  But his movement never stopped or slowed, and both his hands clutched at her waist again, using her body to fuck himself as she rested her upper back to the blanket and tried to regain her breath.


  His hips snapped into her, and he grunted with gritted teeth as he came closer and closer to his end. But he didn’t get there fast. He grabbed her hands, pulling her upright to sit on his lap and face him. He clenched his ass, pushing himself up into her, and she watched his face as his brow furrowed, his lips twitched, and his eyes studied her.


  He let his forehead drop to hers, and he breathed against her mouth as his hips pistoned. “Don’t ever do this again,” he grunted out the words. “You tortured me.” His teeth were gritted as he spoke, but while his words were harsh, his movements were desperate, and his eyes were needy.


  “I’m sorry.” She could barely get the words out as he thrust one deep penetration after another, over and over.


  He clutched her cheek, letting his thumb stroke her lower lip. “Is this what you wanted to end?” he asked as his hips rocked in and out of her.


  She shuddered and whimpered.


  “Is it?” he asked again when she didn’t respond.


  She shook her head. “I was wrong,” she said quietly as her fingers dug into the backs of his shoulders.


  He studied her. He said nothing, his eyes wide and searching hers as he kept thrusting and invading her body, and then his focus faltered as he gritted his teeth and a pained groan escaped him. “Please don’t hurt me,” he begged in a quiet whisper.


  Her breath left her in a rush, and her eyes flooded with tears as she watched him. His face was serious and pleading, but he kept fucking her, desperately snapping his hips up into her body.


  “Oh, God, Dylan,” he grunted out the words in her ear, never stopping the harsh driving force of his body as he stretched and distended her. Her muscles were seizing around his breadth as another orgasm was drawn out with every savage penetration, and he cursed as he crumpled over her, pressing her to the bed as he hunched over her like an animal trying to jealously consume his prey. He unleashed himself on one final deep thrust. He spasmed and pulsed within her, and he breathed against her neck as his body went rigid. His stomach muscles clenched and released against her belly, and there was a slight tremble to his lips as he inhaled and exhaled with his mouth to the side of her throat.


  She’d never felt more spent in her life, and as he rested on his elbows, he stayed buried in her body. She kept her knees out wide, and he reached to her forehead and brushed her hair out of her eyes. His face was close to hers, and she reached for his mouth, running her thumb along his lower lip.


  “I don’t want just one night with you,” he said. “I want so many we lose track.” His voice was quiet.


  She nodded. “Me, too,” she whispered. She wasn’t sure he believed her or that she even deserved to be believed.


  “I can’t worry about this happening again.”


  She looked at those stunning cool blue eyes. The seriousness could stop her in her tracks, and she loved seeing it. It made everything he did and said to her seem real, seem important and genuine. And as she focused on his eyes, she reaffirmed the decision she’d made as she’d run out her door an hour before. She’d been in a blind panic, because she was losing something she couldn’t bear to part with.


  She ran her palm down the side of his face. “You don’t have to.”


  He moved to her side, and she cringed as he left her body. She was sore. He pulled her into his arms—her back to his front, and he held her.


  “I can’t lose you, either,” he said quietly against her ear. But he sighed heavily after the words were spoken, and she knew why. He no longer trusted that it was a good idea to want her.


  She rolled toward him. He watched her, saying nothing at all, and eventually he closed his eyes and his breathing slowed. She studied him while he slept, and when he was far away, she pulled herself up to her knees and looked down on him.


  She imagined the words she had to tell him. She focused on his face, saying them in her mind as though she were having a conversation with him, because she knew no future would exist for them until she could say these words out loud. And she was going to say them—every last awful word, and put the choice in his hands just as he’d put it in hers.


  



  I trusted a man once—the wrong man. He convinced me to give him part of myself that I later learned no man should ever need from the woman he loves. It was a memorialized piece of our relationship that was supposed to remain between us. But when that relationship ended, as so many do, that part of myself ended up being shared with the world—along with my name, my occupation, my sanity, my integrity, my self-respect, and even my faith in humanity. It was all lost by the hand of a man who never loved me, and who used what I gave him to humiliate me.


  And my greatest fear in the world isn’t that our relationship will destroy your career; it’s that my past will. The world watched me fuck a man, a sight I never intended to share with anyone but that man. I became a laughing stock, the pathetic punchline to a joke, a whore to every man and woman who recognized my name. I became nothing … but a liability to you.


  



  She laid back down by him, curling up next to his body. He wrapped his arms around her, snuggling his face against her neck. He hummed as he slept, and she closed her eyes.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Two


  
    
  


  When Cohen woke, Dylan was still sleeping soundly in his arms. It was only five-fifteen, and he was wide awake—which was pretty damn ridiculous considering how much sleep he’d lost over the past two nights thanks to her. Some of it, namely her lips wrapped around his cock, was lost for an incredibly good reason. Some of it, without doubt the hours he’d spent in hell the night before, was lost for the very worst reason. And then some of it… He wasn’t really sure…


  He’d made love to her for the first time, and he’d been in this strange hellish ecstasy. That was disturbing to him, maybe even emotionally unhealthy. He’d fucked her like she was slipping through his fingers and he could convince her to stay if he gave her the ride of her life. It was a hell of an intense fuck, but … he’d never imagined it that way—not the first time at least.


  He stood slowly from bed, trying not to wake her, and he moved to the fireplace. The fire was burned down to nothing but with plenty of heat to re-kindle quickly when he added more wood. He stared at the flames for a minute, the very sight reminding him of how he’d felt the night before when he’d come upstairs. He didn’t want to feel that anymore—not when she was sleeping soundly in his bed.


  He glanced back at her. She was on her stomach, her hands tucked up under her chest as though she were cold. The blanket and quilt had slipped down her body, and she was only covered by the sheet, and even that only went up to her waist.


  When he stepped up to the side of the bed, he leaned over her to pull the blankets up, but he paused. He took a deep breath and sighed as he let go of the quilt and instead pulled the sheet down to her thighs. She had the most incredible heart shaped ass with round cheeks. He certainly wasn’t above noticing those cheeks, and his cock was also not beyond reacting. But it wasn’t why he’d pulled the sheet down.


  He sat beside her thighs, moving slowly so she’d stay asleep, and then he looked. His eyes roved in his dim fire lit bedroom. He didn’t want to see what he thought he might, but he imagined exactly where his palms had touched her and exactly where his fingers had clutched her. His fingers had dug into her skin along the bottom and the cleft of her cheeks, and his eyes traced the path from one invisible fingertip to the next. But it was where his thumbs had been that his eyes finally stopped.


  The bruises weren’t large, but they were certainly there, right on either side of her spine at the top of her bottom. The one under the spot where his right thumb had been was more visible and slightly larger. He ran his hands over his face, breathing into his palms as the heat from his exhalation warmed his skin.


  He thoroughly enjoyed a rough fuck, but it didn’t mean he had any idea how to feel about leaving marks on her skin. What he’d done to the rest of her body had been demanding and intense. But what he’d done to her bottom had nothing at all to do with sex. And that’s what he was struggling with.


  Gripping into her ass had been the physical equivalent of screaming at the top of his lungs, punching a pillow, hell, completely losing it and putting his fist through a wall. He’d used part of her as a physical outlet for all the pain she’d caused him, and that didn’t sit very well with him. In the space of an hour, he’d physically hurt her and told her he couldn’t lose her. That seemed wrong for a great many reasons.


  He leaned down, covering the larger of the two bruises with his mouth, and he kissed gently. She didn’t stir, and when he sat back up, he ran his palm down over her bottom to the back of her thigh. Her shoulders hunched as she tried in her sleep to get warm, and he stood then—pulling the sheet, blanket and quilt up to her neck.


  He showered quickly, and he slipped out while she was still curled up asleep in his bed. When he left the house it was only six, and he stopped quickly at The Bean, the only business on the island that opened before eight, and grabbed a coffee. He locked himself in his office once at the clinic to tackle his mountain of paperwork.


  At eight, he got a text from Isaiah asking him if he’d like to grab lunch. He sent a quick response telling him when he could meet him at The Landing and then he grabbed his stethoscope and finally left his office, his mountain reduced to a foothill.


  Beth didn’t once ask him about the day before, and her manner was normal—professional, proficient, courteous, and compassionate. Everything he’d come to expect and appreciate in the woman. Too damn bad he was scared to death of her at the moment.


  By the time he walked into The Landing his caffeine high had fallen off, and he was in desperate need of more. He was also starving, and since food had taken a distant fourth in his life behind Dylan, work, and more Dylan, he couldn’t in all honesty remember the last time he ate an actual meal. For a moment he thought it was lunch the day before, until he remembered he’d spent his lunch examining Randall. He remembered a pop tart in his not so distant past, but beyond that…


  “Hey,” Isaiah glanced up as Cohen slid into the booth. “You look like hell.”


  Cohen chuckled. “Thanks. Haven’t gotten enough sleep the past couple nights,” he said absently as he picked up the menu. When he looked up, Isaiah was watching him. “What’s up?”


  Isaiah shook his head, but his eyes moved away. Isaiah was actually an impressive liar, but for the person who knew him, there were telltale signs when he was avoiding saying something. His demeanor would remain aloof and casual, but his eyes would use that casualness to glance away distractedly. He sold the act well, but Cohen knew better.


  “Should I ask you again? Maybe you’ll be straight with me the second time?” He smirked and glanced up at the waitress who was setting glasses of water in front of them.


  “Ready to order?” she asked them expectantly.


  “Maybe a few more minutes.” Cohen smiled at her.


  Isaiah nodded saying nothing as the waitress left. “Okay. After you mentioned seeing Randall at The Bean yesterday morning with Dylan, I asked him why he didn’t mention it. Of course I know why. He likely followed her up to the bank from there, and he didn’t want me to know that, because it calls into question his story and how it played out.”


  “Is he a danger to her?” The thought was sudden and terrifying. He’d not assumed Randall had gone out of his way to be near her. He’d just assumed it was coincidence. Such coincidences were easy enough to come by in such a small town.


  Isaiah stared at him blankly then, not answering for many long seconds. “No.” His eyes narrowed as though he were choosing his words carefully. “I don’t think he’s a physical threat to her.” He leveled his eyes on Cohen. “He mentioned you two were being … intimate in the coffee shop.”


  Cohen said nothing for a second. “We weren’t being intimate. I kissed her, nothing more—even kept my mouth closed,” he said rather rudely. “Did he mention my brother was there, too?” he retorted, feeling defensive.


  “Do you have a sexual relationship with her?” Isaiah asked plainly.


  Cohen was the one looking away then. He’d gotten so used to denying everything about Dylan that it was almost becoming second nature.


  “Come on, Co. It’s not my job to police the extra-professional relationships of doctors,” he said sarcastically. “Are you sleeping with her?” His words were pointed that time.


  Cohen looked back at him. “Yeah. I am.”


  Isaiah sighed, blowing out a deep breath. “And I had you do Randall’s exam yesterday,” he muttered. “That’s a conflict of interest if ever I’ve seen one.”


  “And had I known the woman you arrested for the assault was Dylan, I wouldn’t have agreed.”


  “I initially wanted to send him to Baymont for the exam simply due to your friendship with her. When he refused and I offered up your clinic as an alternative, he seemed almost … giddy.” He shook his head as an annoyed huff of breath left him.


  “Yeah, well, he made the exam quite uncomfortable for all involved,” Cohen retorted. “That’s what I get for being the closest accessible doctor on this island.” He remarked a bit coldly.


  “Isn’t that exactly why you’re not supposed to be fucking her?” Isaiah asked quietly. But the quiet decibel didn’t erase the insult.


  Cohen just stared at him for a second. “I don’t need this,” he said under his breath as he started to stand.


  “Stop,” Isaiah hissed quietly. “I’m sorry.” Isaiah looked up at him as Cohen froze for a second. “Sit down. Please.”


  Cohen sank back to the booth.


  Isaiah sighed. “Could this hurt your career?”


  Cohen shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe just my reputation. Maybe nothing.”


  “And now Randall’s seen you two together as well.”


  “My career is jeopardized because I violated basic ethical practices and standards by becoming involved with my patient—and not a casual surface level exam patient as I’m sure your wife told you. Randall doesn’t know that part.”


  Isaiah nodded slowly, but his expression didn’t suggest he was buying into it. “I understand that. But I still think Randall intends to cause problems for her. I expect the D.A. is going to drop the charges. I sent the lobby security video to him just this morning. Dylan’s telling the truth—”


  “That’s good then, right?”


  “Yeah. But I don’t think Randall’s going to appreciate it much.”


  Cohen shook his head, nearly confused at where Isaiah was going with this. “I don’t understand—”


  “Let me explain Randall to you. He’s a misogynist. I figured that out the second I first met him three years ago. He does not respect women in general. He respects Dylan even less.” He glanced away to the bar. He was avoiding saying more.


  “Because she writes smut.” Co finished the statement, his voice a bit venomous.


  But when Isaiah looked back at him, he didn’t nod. He took a deep breath, and he leaned back in the booth his eyes wandering once more.


  There was the deceit again. There was something Isaiah wasn’t telling him or that he wasn’t willing to say in front of Cohen.


  When Isaiah finally opened his mouth to speak, he changed the subject. “How was she last night? Sitting in a holding cell for hours couldn’t have been how she saw her day playing out.”


  Cohen scoffed and then shook his head. “Uhh… It was a … difficult night.” And something he didn’t really want to think about.


  “Yeah?”


  He stalled for a second. “She broke it off with me.” He looked at Isaiah to see wide eyes staring back at him. “She’s worried about the impact all this could have on my career.”


  “This?”


  “Our relationship, her arrest.” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Just everything I guess. I still can’t quite make sense of why it suddenly seemed imperative for her to distance herself from me. I mean, we’ve discussed our relationship and the risks. I thought we were past that.”


  Isaiah’s jaw clenched tight, and he looked away, clearing his throat. When he looked back he pursed his lips into a tight smile. “Clearly someone un-called it off?”


  Cohen nodded. “Yeah. But it was still a tough night. Not sure yet how to feel about any of it.”


  “Not sure how to feel about her in general?”


  Cohen was starting to get offended. “No,” he said quickly. “Not sure how to feel about her actions last night in specific.” His voice was getting an edge to it. “I don’t need her trying to protect my career because she feels like she’s done something wrong by being involved with me. My job and my decision to compromise certain aspects of it are my problem, my choice. She threatened the worth of that decision and took it into her own hands. She didn’t have the right to undermine me that way.”


  Isaiah nodded slowly. “Maybe she had her own reasons for undermining your decision.”


  “What are you saying?” He stared at Isaiah. In truth, it was probably closer to a glare.


  Isaiah shook his head. “Nothing,” he finally conceded, his voice apologetic. “Just keep her away from Randall. And keep your relationship with Dylan under wraps. You don’t need to give him any ammunition. If he uses your relationship—”


  “How would he use our relationship to hurt her? He doesn’t know I was her doc—”


  “Just if,” Isaiah cut him off quickly. “Whatever attention he might draw to her will be attention on you as well. For your career’s sake, you need to keep your own ass out of the spotlight.”


  Cohen studied Isaiah for a moment, and Isaiah wasn’t looking away anymore. “Okay,” Cohen eventually said. He sighed, finally determined to switch gears. “So, the security video proves he was harassing her?”


  Isaiah shrugged. “It casts enough doubt on how the events unfolded. You can see him standing too close to her, leaning to her ear to say something. You can see that she’s uncomfortable and tries to move away, you can see him put his hand on her hip.” Isaiah chuckled, his own demeanor finally returning to normal. “And then you can see her give him one hell of a right hook.” He smirked. “Can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to do that myself after the mess with Joss’s ex.” He shook his head. “I should be buying the woman a drink.” He glanced up at the door then, shaking his head. “Speaking of… Do these women do anything but have lunch and hang out?”


  Cohen turned toward the door, just to see Joss and Dylan enter. Dylan hadn’t seen him yet, and he turned back to Isaiah, suddenly nervous. He’d not seen her awake since he’d bruised her ass all to hell and fucked her, and he wasn’t entirely sure how to act normal now. Talk about morning after mentality.


  “Just don’t make out with her, and we should be fine,” Isaiah muttered as he waved at them.


  But Cohen’s eyes were off out the window, trying to figure out how to talk to her. When Isaiah nudged his foot, he looked back.


  “You okay?” he asked with a concerned expression on his face.


  “Yep.”


  Isaiah studied him, clearly not believing a word of it, but then he smiled and glanced up as the women reached them. Joss slid into the booth next to Isaiah, and he leaned over kissing her. “Hey, babe.”


  “Hey,” she replied.


  Dylan took the seat next to Co, and she smiled shyly, her cheeks blushing pink as he glanced at her. He tried to smile, but he was guessing it looked a little deranged.


  “Hi,” she said quietly to him.


  “Hi.” He looked at her again.


  Her shoulders rose, and the tendons in her neck looked rigid as she watched him. Fuck. She was as nervous as he was. Or maybe she was upset. He had left bruises on her ass after all, and if she was aware of that fact, she may well want to kick his ass for it. He was pretty sure he deserved that.


  But then her hand found his thigh. She’d draped her coat over her lap when she took it off, and her fingers curled against the corduroy pants he was wearing, safely hidden from sight.


  She looked at Isaiah nervously for a moment. The man had arrested her the day before, and Cohen was guessing that was cause for some discomfort. “Hi, Chief.” She sounded like she was forcing the greeting from her mouth.


  “Hi.” He smiled at her. “You don’t need to be nervous. I’ve almost arrested Joss before, too,” he said jokingly, trying to ease her tension.


  Joss laughed loudly. “True story,” she said as her laugh trailed off. “I was being a little rowdy at Steph’s going away party.”


  “It almost turned into a drunk and disorderly charge,” Isaiah continued as his eyebrows shot up.


  “How’d you manage to get out of that one, Joss?” Cohen asked her with a smirk.


  “Might have taken him home and bribed him,” Joss replied.


  Dylan chuckled quietly. “Well, you really did arrest me,” she said quietly to Isaiah. “I’m sorry about that.”


  Isaiah shrugged. “Don’t be.”


  The waitress appeared then, and as they ordered food, Cohen reached down and clasped the top of Dylan’s hand. Her fingers trembled under his, and he looked over to see her looking down at the table. She was uncomfortable. He didn’t know if it was Isaiah or even him, but he didn’t like it.


  When she excused herself to the restroom a minute later, he managed to wait two whole minutes before he followed her. And as he slid out of the booth, Joss stared at him with a wrinkled brow.


  “Where are you going?” she said suspiciously.


  “Restroom,” he answered quickly, turning and walking away before she could say anything further.


  He stood outside the door to the women’s restroom waiting for her, and when she exited, she stopped and stared at him, her lips parted and her expression wary. He cocked his head toward the small party room at the opposite end of the short hallway from the main restaurant, and she followed him. The moment she stepped into the room, he turned and closed the door behind her, locking it.


  She stepped back to the wall right next to the door, inhaling sharply as she watched him. He approached her, resting his fingertips on the wall on either side of her waist and leaning to her neck. He inhaled that sweet warm scent of hers, and he hummed, letting his lips vibrate against her skin.


  “Why didn’t you wake me this morning?” Her breath hitched as his stubbly skin brushed her neck.


  He pulled back, trailing his fingers down to her hands and then pulling them up and pinning them to the wall by her head. “I wanted you to sleep.”


  She nodded slowly. “I thought maybe you were still upset with me and didn’t want to talk to me.”


  He ran his palms down hers, grazing over her forearms to her elbows, and as his hands moved over her sides and down to her waist, he watched her eyes. “I always want to talk to you.”


  She inhaled slowly, and then he brushed around to the small of her back, slipping his fingers beneath the waist of her jeans and underwear to the place he’d left his mark on her. He held his hands there, studying her eyes. When she looked away and glanced down, he knew. She’d seen the bruises.


  He had a hard time swallowing for a moment. “I’m sorry—” he whispered.


  But before the word was out, her lips were on his, and her tongue was filling his mouth. He kissed her hard, pressing her into the wall and pushing his body against hers. She moaned and whimpered, and the moment he pulled his hands from her back, he gripped her hips, and turned her body to face the wall. He crowded her from behind, latching onto the side of her neck with his mouth as his hands snaked down to the waist of her jeans. He undid the button and lowered the zipper, yanking both her jeans and underwear halfway down her bottom.


  He knelt behind her, staring at the small darkening circles that perfectly fit the tips of his thumbs. He kissed the bruises, letting his lips slowly drag across her skin. His hands squeezed the perfect roundness, gently kneading and massaging rather than digging in. Her breaths were quick and spastic as she rested her forehead to the wall in front of her, and when he finally stood behind her, he pulled her hair off to one side.


  He kept his lips against the back of her ear, breathing against her skin as his hand reached around and toyed with her. She was wet, and he slid his fingers between her lips, lightly pinching her clit before he stroked. He entered her with two fingers, and she gasped instantly as her hands splayed out on the wall at her shoulders. Her fingertips turned white as she tried to grip into the flat surface.


  She reached back with one hand, fumbling with the button of his pants, but he stopped her. “Not right now,” he whispered. God he wanted that right now, but at the risk of coming all over both of them, he was going to be patient until he could get her into bed that night.


  She sighed, returning her hand to the wall, and when he pushed a third finger in with the first two, she clenched tight on him and her fingers straightened and seized. “Oh, God, Cohen,” she breathed out as he stroked his thumb across her clit.


  “That’s it,” he murmured against her ear. “Fuck you feel so good.”


  She was panting against the wall, and she was damn close to falling apart. “Please, please…” The more she tried to speak the breathier her sound became until her fifth “please” when she came, crying out loudly.


  He reached up, covering her mouth with his free hand, and she bit into the side of his finger as she moaned through it.


  “I love making you come,” he whispered into her ear as the last of her groan rattled from her chest and her body spasmed. He was gentle as he slipped his fingers from her, and he kissed her neck just as softly as he was now touching her with his fingers. “Now, are we over being shy around each other?”


  She turned toward him, smiling, but she was blushing and she certainly was being shy. He ran his fingers over her lips, trailing her cum across that sweet pink skin, and when he kissed her, he licked her lips clean before pushing his tongue into her mouth.


  “We should get back,” he said when he finally pulled away. “Before they get too suspicious.” He stepped back to the table behind him and leaned against the edge, crossing his ankles as he watched her.


  She buttoned and zipped her pants, and she blushed the entire time as he focused on her fingers and what they were doing. When she was finally presentable, he chuckled.


  “So, I know it’s a little last minute, but do you want to go to California with me for Christmas?” His heart raced a little as he waited for her to respond.


  She smiled. “You just put the closed sign on the clinic door? C’est la vie, Bristolians. Good luck if you get sick.”


  He laughed. “No. I have a relief doctor coming from the mainland in a few days—this Friday, in fact. NCMA arranged it a while back so I could have some time off.” He really was actually a little nervous asking her. “I thought maybe we could spend Christmas together?”


  Her lips pulled up, and she nodded.


  He sighed, relieved he wasn’t overstepping some new relationship boundary. He’d known about this trip for a while, but until only a few days prior he’d had no reason to ask her—not that he hadn’t wanted to. And even now … he wasn’t sure if it was appropriate, but he just plain wanted to be with her. “You don’t see your family over the holidays?” he asked her.


  She shook her head. “No, I don’t.” She didn’t elaborate, and he was guessing it was likely a sore subject. “I’d love that,” she said. “Why did he come to town before Christmas rather than over the holiday?”


  “He’s on call this year. They’re on a rotating schedule. Some years he’s on call, other years he’s not. This just happens to be his unlucky year in the rotation. I’ll call him tomorrow and let him know you’re coming, too. He’ll be thrilled. Today’s Wednesday. The relief doc gets here mid-day Friday and will be shadowing me that afternoon and Saturday morning until we close at noon. We’re having a holiday potluck after we close Saturday for all the staff, but I was planning on staying in Duluth Saturday night, so I could catch the early flight out on Sunday morning. We’ll come back the following Saturday after the holiday?”


  She smiled. “Okay.”


  He took her hand then and finally pulled her from the room. “Can I come over tonight?” He asked her as they exited the hallway back into the restaurant. He let go of her hand instantly before anyone saw them.


  “Yeah. I can fix us dinner.”


  “Sounds good,” he said over his shoulder. “And then maybe you can take me to bed early.” He winked at her moments before they reached the table.


  Their food was just arriving, and as they slid into the booth, Joss glared at them. It was just a Joss glare though and she was likely more worried something was happening on her island that she didn’t know about than anything else.


  “And what were you two doing?” she asked smartly as she clasped her hands on the table in front of her. She pursed her lips and looked down her nose at them.


  “Debating theoretical physics, of course.” He shook his head. “Dylan thinks there is no way string theory can explain dark matter, but I, naturally, disagree. I mean, come on… It’s string theory. It explains everything.” He smiled at Joss sweetly, and Isaiah chuckled beside her.


  “He’s got you there, honey,” Isaiah commented. “It’s the theory of everything.” He shrugged. But as Isaiah looked away from his wife, his eyes caught and stayed on Dylan for a moment. His jaw tightened as though something had stolen the levity from him, and he took a deep breath. It wasn’t the last or only time he noticed Isaiah’s concentration stalling out in regards to Dylan. He was polite. He smiled at her. He even engaged her in conversation. But there was just something damn odd about Isaiah’s normally cool and aloof personality with regard to Dylan’s presence. And Cohen couldn’t seem to put his finger on it. He seemed … concerned, distracted; he seemed like he couldn’t shake something.


  Joss’s eyes never stopped moving back and forth between Cohen and Dylan the entire time they were there, but there was no concern or distraction. If Cohen was guessing, Joss was waiting for him to leave, so she could grill the hell out of Dylan. When Cohen was finally getting ready to go, he glanced around the restaurant to make sure no one from his clinic was there. He leaned over and kissed Dylan on the cheek. “I better get back to the clinic. I have an appointment in fifteen minutes.”


  He wasn’t sure Dylan even heard him, because Joss was gasping so loudly at the sight of the kiss, it drowned out most of what was going on.


  Dylan stood, so he could stand, and Joss just stared with her wide blue eyes at them, her mouth hanging open as Isaiah chuckled at her.


  “Close your mouth, Joss. You’re making a scene,” Cohen commented sarcastically as he reached for Dylan’s hand and squeezed it gently. “I’ll see you later,” he said to Dylan, kissing the side of her temple one last time.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Three


  
    
  


  Once Isaiah left the restaurant, Dylan spent thirty minutes playing Joss’s version of twenty questions, which included one rapidly fired question after another, Joss’s narrowed eyes, and somewhere closer to twenty-thousand questions. But she was saved when Joss got a call from a possible homebuyer at twelve-fifteen. Joss had to run back to her office, and Dylan was finally spared from the interrogation.


  They’d had an early lunch, which gave Dylan plenty of time before she had to have dinner ready. She made the short walk over to The Bean where her car was still parked from the day before, and she stopped at the store on her way home and got everything she needed for bacon wrapped lake trout. There was never a shortage of freshly caught trout on the island, even in winter, and she’d developed a particular fondness for the fish. Add bacon to that, and no wrong could be done.


  When Lilly called mid-afternoon, Dylan put her cleaning and laundry madness on hold. She actually wanted her house to look clean for the man she’d fast become obsessed with, and until a couple weeks ago, she’d been too obsessed with the book version of him to worry much about whether she would have clean underwear the next day, let alone how many dust bunnies were lurking under her sofa.


  “How’s that prick of a neighbor of yours?” Lilly asked almost instantly.


  “He’s less prickish than he was when you were here.”


  Lilly hummed as she contemplated that. “Did he apologize then for his behavior?”


  Dylan’s lips pulled up. “Uh…” It came out on an unintentional chuckle. “Yeah. He apologized for it.”


  “You can do loads better than a jerk like him, dear.”


  “I should probably stop sleeping with him then, huh?” Dylan responded as she ran upstairs to strip the bed.


  “What?” Lilly barked in only the way Lilly could speak to her without pissing her off.


  “You were right. He liked me. Likes actually.”


  Lilly’s raspy chuckling was the response she got. “First man you choose to take to bed in six years, and that’s the man you take?”


  She was the one laughing then. “Listen, I know you don’t like him—”


  “I like him just fine, Des. But I love you, and I want to know you’re in good hands.” She was silent for a moment. “Can I assume you’ve had a conversation with him?”


  Dylan stopped pulling the sheets off her bed and sank down to sit on the mattress. She took a deep breath.


  “Oh, Des. You know you have to do this.”


  “Yeah. I know…” Her voice trailed off. She’d been trying to figure out how to go about doing that since the night before. But every time she imagined saying the words out loud, her heart raced, her palms got sweaty, and she felt like vomiting.


  “He’ll understand—”


  “Really?” She snapped back quickly. “You can’t really know that.” She stood pulling the sheets angrily from the bed now and tugging them toward the stairs.


  “It isn’t your fault.”


  Dylan scoffed loudly as she kicked her bundle of bedding down the stairs, and then she sank to the top step. “It is my fault. I made a stupid decision, and I’m paying for it. It doesn’t get more fault confirming than that.” She let her head sink to her hand, and she sighed. “I don’t have any choice but to tell him. There was an … incident yesterday, involving that asshole who I think recognizes me.”


  “What kind of incident?”


  Dylan shook her head. She didn’t want to do this right now. She had two and a half hours until Cohen would be getting there, and she had entirely too much to do before then. She also just didn’t want to think about anything that had happened over the past twenty-four hours. And trying to explain to Lilly that she liked the man so much she broke up with him when the first person threatened to expose her dirty little secret just to protect his reputation was not something she wanted to get into right now. Follow that bit up with her desperate plea to undo that decision, and she was a little worried Lilly might think she was crazy. And then there was the arrest… No. Absolutely no. She was not getting into any of this at the moment.


  “Nothing, Lil. I just… I realized last night that the truth is the only way I can have him. I almost walked away, but…” She sighed. “I remembered what you told me that night in my office. That I’m afraid of the world. I am. But I don’t want to lose him because of my fear. I know I have to tell him.” She was silent for a moment. “Can we talk about something else?”


  Lilly let out an exaggerated sigh. “Fine. What are you writing then? Tell me what new adventure you’re embarking on.”


  “Pass,” she muttered as she stood and trampled down the stairs after her heap of sheets. “I’m struggling to let go of Dr. Ash and Angelica.” She lugged her sheets to the washing machine and started stuffing them in.


  “That’s because you’re not ready to be done with that story.”


  “Maybe.” She cleared her throat dramatically, spinning the dial on the machine. “I’m pretty sure I said pass.”


  Lilly laughed. “Fine. Tell me about the sex. It’s been six years. You must have some thoughts on the matter.”


  Dylan smiled as she walked back to the kitchen. “It was…” Her smile got cheesier and cheesier the longer she avoided answering that question. “…intense.” She turned the faucet on, rinsing green beans she’d tossed in a colander as she held the phone in the crook of her neck and avoided getting her finger splint wet. “Very, very intense.” She was silent for a second. “I’m just worried,” she admitted. It was as much as she was willing to get into.


  “About…?” Lilly asked quietly.


  “That I’m going to lose him when I tell him.” She took a deep breath, her hands forgetting about the green beans.


  “You deserve to be happy, Des.” Lilly said firmly. “You need to remember that, because you might have to fight for it. And if you don’t see your worth, how the hell can you make anyone else see it?”


  “I know.” She stared down into the sink.


  “Do you?”


  “Mm-hmm. I should go.”


  She managed to get her house looking damn good over the next couple hours, her bed re-made, and she tracked down every last one of the dust bunnies. But Lilly wasn’t to be her last interruption of the day, and just as she pulled the fish fillets out of the fridge, there was a knock on her door. It was four-thirty, and Cohen hadn’t thought he’d get there until closer to five when he’d text messaged her earlier in the afternoon, but she supposed he could have run ahead of schedule—though she’d never in her life met a doctor who ran anything other than behind schedule.


  When she pulled the door open, it was to Isaiah standing on her porch. “Hey, Dylan. Mind if I come in?”


  “Sure.” She stepped back from the door.


  He followed her to the kitchen, and she returned to her meal.


  “Looks good,” he said. “Local?”


  She glanced at him. “Yeah.”


  Isaiah nodded, his eyes shifting to the floor. “Charges are being dropped,” he commented casually.


  She looked up from the fillet she was wrapping with bacon, her eyes bulging for a second as she smiled. “That’s…” She shook her head. “…wonderful. That’s…”


  Isaiah smiled, but his eyes glanced away for a moment, and his jaw was tight. “Lobby security video from the bank didn’t paint a very flattering picture of Randall. The D.A. declined to try the case after seeing the video.” He smirked, cocking his head to the side. “Congratulations. I just got the call a while ago. I thought about calling you, but … there’s something else I wanted to talk to you about.”


  She froze for a second. Isaiah’s expression was blank as he watched her, and it made her nervous. Whatever smile she may have been sporting moments before was fast fading from her face.


  When Isaiah glanced away, he shrugged his shoulders. “You know … I get it.” He went silent for a moment. “This place. It’s a great place to hide. I did.” He looked at her, holding his focus on her. “I was running away from everything in my life that I didn’t want to deal with when I came here a few years ago.”


  She ignored her fish then, moving to the fridge and placing the plate back inside. In truth, she was avoiding looking at him. She was too nervous about where this was going. But when she was finished putting the fillets back in the fridge, she had nothing to do with herself but deal with him. She leaned back against the counter caddy corner from him, and she gripped the edge of the countertop with her hands.


  “What are you saying?” She gritted her teeth. She suspected she knew.


  “You know what I’m saying,” he said quietly.


  She nodded, feeling pathetically defeated by a man she’d really thought she liked. In a way that was harder. She respected Isaiah, and he was making it clear he not only knew her secrets, but that he didn’t appreciate them. She suddenly wasn’t even sure she could look at him.


  “So, I have no business being here on your island? Is that it?” She shook her head, letting out an angry huff of breath. “Is this your nice way of running my out town?” She was letting anger get her through the hurt she felt at the moment, never mind the absolute fear.


  He was silent, not bothering to answer her, and she refused to look at him as that silence drew out.


  “Welcome to Bristol, Desna,” he said gently.


  She sucked in a shocked gasp of air at the use of that name, and her eyes flashed to his, wide and terrified.


  “I hope you’ll be here for a very long time, and I hope you’ll be happy here. But if you think your past can’t and won’t follow you, you’re mistaken. It will always catch up to you eventually.” His voice was tender and kind—he wasn’t trying to run her off at all.


  Her eyes warmed, and her throat ached as she glanced away from him, and when her lips trembled, she bit into the lower one to still it. “How did you find out? Did Randall tell you?” She managed to get the question out.


  “No. I was doing some research. I knew you’d lived in Chicago. I wanted to see if you had any sort of criminal past. Stumbled across the name change. It didn’t take long after that to figure out why you’d changed it.”


  She turned to the counter, fisting her good hand on the countertop, letting her fingernails dig into her palm. She shook her head, brushing a tear away from her cheek. “Do you intend to tell him?”


  He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She closed her eyes waiting for him to say something.


  “No,” he finally responded. “He deserves to hear it from you. I was serious when I said I hope you’ll be here for a long time to come. But I think that only happens if you own this thing, and stop letting it chase you.”


  She turned back to him, but she didn’t bother trying to look at his eyes.


  “Our past only has the power we give it, and I think you’re giving yours too much.”


  She pulled her gaze up to his, and when she met his eyes, his expression softened.


  “I’m very sorry, Dylan.”


  She nodded, afraid to say anything lest she start crying.


  “I think whether you want this secret to come out, it’s going to at some point. Randall hasn’t said he recognizes you from the video, but I think that’s exactly why he’s paying so much attention to you. It sure as hell makes more sense that he would stumble across you on a porn site than reading romance literature.” He smirked, but it wasn’t a humored smirk. “I have a buddy in the bureau who works in cyber-crimes. I asked him to look into it, but…” He shrugged.


  “Yeah, I know.” She sniffed her nose, taking a shaky breath. She knew all about it from years of beating her head against a wall in an attempt to control the damage. The internet was simply a scary anonymous place to be, where people acted like deranged heartless animals, vicious predators, and godless miscreants. There was nothing Isaiah could tell her she didn’t already know.


  When there was suddenly a knock on the door, she jumped. Moments later, she heard the door open, and then Cohen called her name. She sniffed her nose again, brushing the last of her tears from her cheeks, and Isaiah watched her as she blew out a calming huff of breath.


  Cohen entered the kitchen moments later, appraising Isaiah almost suspiciously, but he held his hand out to him. “Chief,” he said curtly.


  Isaiah took his hand. “Charges were just dropped this afternoon,” Isaiah offered. “I just stopped by to let Dylan know. Looks like dinner’s going to be good.”


  Cohen smiled. “That’s great news.” He walked to her, pulling her into his arms, but it was the sight over Cohen’s shoulder of Isaiah watching them that caught her attention. His eyes were on her, but he smiled. It was a real smile, his jaw relaxed, and he chuckled silently as he nodded.


  “Okay, lovers, I’m going home to see my wife and daughters. You two have a lovely dinner and a lovely evening.”


  Cohen took her hand and they followed Isaiah to the door. Isaiah congratulated her again, and then they were alone. She stood there staring at the closed front door for a moment as she clutched Cohen’s hand.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  She turned to him and smiled. “Yep. I’m just starting dinner.”


  He smiled and leaned to her mouth, kissing her before he pulled her back into the house to the kitchen.


  He put water on to boil for her while she worked on the fish. She had him get a pot of ice water ready, and he cocked his head at her quizzically but followed her lead. She laid both bacon wrapped fillets in a baking dish, dropped a few sprigs of rosemary in the dish as well, and then tossed in some slices of lemon. And once that was in the oven, she pulled the green beans out of the fridge, tossed them in the boiling water for a couple minutes and then strained them and dumped them in the ice water.


  He watched her start a skillet with olive oil, butter, and garlic cloves, and when she asked him to the drain the green beans and pat them dry with paper towel, he did as she asked, glancing at her over his shoulder to see what she was doing. She dropped the green beans in the skillet, tossing them with the garlic and salting them as she worked.


  It didn’t take long, and she moved the skillet off the heat a couple minutes before the fish was to be done. When she turned toward him, he was standing causally against the counter watching her, still quizzically cocking his head to the side.


  “Why did we cook the green beans twice?” He asked her as she approached him.


  “Parboiling them keeps them crispy. You can cook them for less time in the skillet and avoid wilting them.”


  “I see,” he said as he lifted her to the counter and pulled her knees apart. His expression went serious then as he studied her eyes. “I don’t like the way it was last night.”


  Her eyes widened in surprise. She wasn’t sure if she should be offended or not at that comment. It had certainly been … rough and intense, but it had been incredible—at least she’d thought it was. But clearly he didn’t share that sentiment, and she felt a little pathetic as a result.


  But he caught her concerned expression and reached for her chin. “I was too angry.”


  “You had every right to be angry.”


  His lips pulled up, but it wasn’t an amused smile. “My anger didn’t give me the right to hurt you and take it out on your body.” His smile turned seductive then. “I’ll give it to you as rough as you want, but I won’t hurt you again.”


  “You didn’t hurt me,” she said quietly.


  “The bruises on your ass say otherwise,” he responded as her oven timer began to ding. He leaned to her mouth, kissing her gently, but when she started sliding down from the counter, he stopped her, holding her in place. “The thoughts in my mind weren’t the thoughts I want to think about when I make love to you. And the rough was for the wrong reasons, too.” He studied her eyes seriously. “It won’t be like that again.”


  She nodded, and then he let her slip from the countertop. She pulled the dish from the oven, and he pulled a couple plates from the cupboard. Before long, they were sitting at her dining room table, eating quietly.


  He watched her across the table, and he let his leg slip between hers. She’d blush every time she’d catch him watching her, and her skin would warm and tingle when she’d feel his leg between hers. But then his phone rang, and his focus was off somewhere else for a few minutes as he reassured someone that blowing green snot out of their sinuses could wait twelve hours until the clinic was open again.


  He was polite and kind, talking the person down from panic, commiserating with their pain, but refusing to see them after hours for something non-critical. She listened to his voice, becoming more and more aroused thanks to that warm deep tone he had. It was something about his assertive yet fair demeanor, his kindness that knew how to sympathize but knew how to maintain boundaries. He’d never maintained those boundaries with her. It made her feel special if she were being honest, but it also made her feel unworthy.


  She owed the man more truth than she could reasonably expect him to handle. But she needed him to handle it, calmly, rationally, and with sympathy—just as he was handling the person on the phone. But not knowing how possible that actually might be was eating at her. It was a tall order. What man wanted a girlfriend whose ass was splashed across uncountable websites, being fucked by another man in ways that made even her blush to think of?


  “You okay?” his voice suddenly interrupted her thoughts.


  She pulled her attention back to him from the random place across the room she’d been staring. His phone was sitting beside him again.


  “Hmm?”


  “You okay?” he asked again. “You seem a little lost.”


  She nodded, but her focus dropped to the table between them. They ate in silence for a few minutes, and when he reached out and took her hand, he watched her closely.


  “So, now that these charges have been dropped, can I assume you’re going to let some of this worry go?”


  She looked back at him, trying to smile, but her lips suddenly felt twitchy. She nodded tersely. He had no idea what was behind her worry. “It’s just…” She shook her head as she glanced away for a moment, fighting to figure out how this was supposed to go.


  “That was rhetorical,” he commented with a sly smirk on his lips, but as he watched her, his brow flinched. He stood from the table and grabbed her empty plate as well as his own, and he walked toward the kitchen.


  She followed him, her brain in a cloud as it wandered to all the words she needed to say to him. He leaned down to kiss the side of her neck as she rinsed the dishes he’d just set in the sink, but she was struggling to focus, and she sighed heavily as she tried to concentrate. It took little more than ten minutes to get the dishes rinsed and in the dishwasher, and she was only partially conscious that entire time. But when she turned away from the now empty sink, he was busy wiping down counters, unaware that her brain was spinning in circles.


  Her attention returned to the sink, and it was only then that she realized she’d completely soaked her finger splint and the tape holding it in place. She stared at her wet hand, and her mind wandered again. It was stuck on the mess her lie, even if only by omission, created and how she was going to fix it. She was thinking about the words again—those fucking horrifying words. She was listening to her voice say them in her mind. She was even licking her lips trying to force herself to just take that fucking leap and spit it out. In fact, she was so focused on the thoughts in her head that when he stepped up behind her and touched her shoulders, she yelped and jumped.


  He chuckled and ran his palms down her arms. He untaped her finger, slipping the splint off rinsing it quickly and then setting it aside. He reached for the lemongrass handsoap dispenser sitting nearby, and he gently sudsed their hands together, being careful with her still healing middle finger. She focused on the sight of his much larger fingers running between hers. He pushed his groin against her bottom, pinning her to the counter. He touched the back of her fingers so lightly, so intentionally soft and gentle, and when he forced their hands back under the warm stream of water, he let his palms run against hers as the white bubbles washed away. She was now fully in the here and now. He tended to do that to her.


  “I want you to take me upstairs,” he whispered against her ear. “I want to watch you masturbate. I want to lick your pussy. And then I want to stick my cock in it.”


  She’d stopped breathing at that point, and he ran his wet fingers up her arms, trailing clean water over her skin and causing goosebumps to pop up and flush her.


  “Any other wants?” It came out a bit too breathless to sell the sarcasm she was aiming for.


  He chuckled, and it tapered off into a warm hum against her neck. “Yes.” His lips brushed her skin. “I want to sleep for eight solid hours.” He nipped her neck as she laughed. “And the sooner I can do that, the sooner I can wake up tomorrow morning and make love to you again before I have to go to work.”


  She turned toward him, and he grabbed the finger splint, stepping back to the cupboard behind him, casually crossing his ankles, and grabbing a hand towel next to him. He dried his hands and the splint as he watched her. The medical tape was sitting in clear view on the counter, and he snatched it up when the splint was dry, walking to her. She set down the hand towel she was holding, and he slipped the splint over her finger, taping it back in place.


  “Give it another week and you can take it off.”


  She nodded, saying nothing.


  When he was finished, he stepped back to the cupboard behind him again, studying her. He seemed suspicious, and she didn’t doubt she was acting off. She forced herself to look at him.


  “You look nice today,” she said. He always did, and he smirked at her words as though he knew she was just trying to act normal and not let on that she was actually being weird.


  She really did love the way he dressed, though, and today was absolutely no different. He was wearing a charcoal gray pair of corduroy pants. They fit to a T, not at all loose or baggy, and instead ran along his body against his skin. The lower hem of a light blue button up dress shirt was peeking out below a gray sweater that fit just as well as the pants. It all hugged his body so perfectly she could tell how taut his muscles were beneath, and it looked effortless. He didn’t dress to attract attention; he wasn’t so pretentious as that. He just happened to look incredible and know how to dress with little thought.


  But even as she pulsed with need at the sight of him, she couldn’t shake her conversation with Isaiah and what it all meant. She couldn’t shake those fucking unspoken words sitting on the tip of her tongue or the tremor that passed through her body when she imagined saying them out loud. Her focus shifted away from Cohen again as she gripped into the edge of the countertop with her good hand, and soon she was staring at the floor between them. She didn’t want him to see her worry, and when she glanced up to him, she smiled, her lips trying to pull down even as she forced them to curve up.


  He studied her for a moment, and when he exhaled, his jaw tightened and he looked away. His tongue pushed into his cheek, and his eyebrows shot up. It was annoyance. He could see every ounce of her worry, regardless of how much she wanted to keep it from him. When he walked out without saying anything else, she sighed and pressed her fingers against her forehead. She didn’t know how to do this—destroy her reputation with a man she wanted to adore her and then hope against all hope she didn’t destroy her relationship with that man, too.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Four


  
    
  


  Cohen was naked by the time Dylan followed him upstairs, and her stairs creaked as he looked out the dormer window to her backyard and the lake beyond it. The lake was a vast white plain at this point, and it was cold and desolate as it extended off into nothingness. It was odd to him, but he’d always felt a closeness to people in this place he didn’t experience elsewhere in the world. As if the desolate coldness of this place could draw you closer to the people in it.


  So why did he feel like she was holding him at arm’s length?


  She stood at the top landing of the stairs watching him, and when he turned back to her, he caught her eyes moving over his body. But he ignored it as he moved to the side of the bed and sat down. She followed, and he looked up to her when she was standing in front of him.


  “Sometimes I feel like you’re so easy to know,” he said as he looked at her eyes.


  She just watched him, her expression blank.


  “From the first moment I met you, I thought you were fun, sweet, pretty, sexy, silly. And I liked you so much more than I was allowed to.” He shrugged. “I honestly thought dealing with my decision to ignore my ethical conscience would be the hard part of this for us.”


  She continued to watch him, but her chest had stilled, and he could tell she was nervous.


  “But it isn’t. It’s this other thing… This thing I can’t wrap my head around, but that seems to just sit in your mind and eat away at you.”


  Her eyes glossed over, and her lips pursed as she looked down at him.


  “And I’m so afraid that when it eats away at enough of you, it’s going to eat away at the part of you that wants to be with me.”


  She shook her head, a single tear trickling down her cheek. “No. That’s not…” But her voice trailed off, her thought never finished.


  When he met her eyes again, it was panic he saw. Panic at what? He didn’t have a fucking clue. Her mind was off limits to him. The funny thing was he didn’t think she wanted it to be that way. She just didn’t seem to know how to let him in.


  He shook his head, peering up at her again. He tried to smile. “I think I’m just really tired.” He ran his hands over his face. He was tired. He didn’t recall a time he’d ever felt so tired. Of course, he’d not had a relationship that had meant enough to him to cause him to lose sleep in more years than he could recall. She wasn’t the only one who’d avoided commitment. He’d just done it while still fucking around.


  He reached for her, letting his hands slide up under her shirt. He gripped the sides of her waist, and he leaned to her stomach, resting his forehead to her lower belly. She stripped her shirt off over her head, and she dropped it to the floor. His head was suddenly against her skin, and he moaned at the feeling of her warmth.


  He undid her pants and pulled them down to pool at her ankles along with her underwear. He inhaled with his nose against the top of her pubic mound. He loved her scent, subtle and heady. Her skin was smooth. He’d never had a preference between clean shaven, well sculpted, or even fully natural. It just wasn’t something he spent his time worrying about, but he absolutely loved seeing her skin.


  Her lips were pale and plump, and he knew if he parted them the skin would be glossy and pink. Instead of touching her, he leaned back, bracing himself on his hands behind his hips.


  “Show me,” he said quietly. “Such a beautiful pussy. I want to see the way you touch it.” He licked his lips, already imagining her taste on his tongue.


  She managed to get her hand to her stomach, but she paused there, her fingers trembling against her lower belly.


  “Come on, baby. I know you didn’t survive six years without becoming a pro at this.” He smirked at her, trying to ease her tension. Given the terrified look on her face, it wasn’t helping.


  She leaned over to the nightstand, slowly easing the drawer out, and when she reached in, he held his breath. She withdrew her hand, trembling as much now as it had been moments ago when she was touching her belly. She held in her hand a small phallic shaped toy. It wasn’t nearly as thick as him or as long, hell it wasn’t nearly as large as even the average man. It was a clear light pink, soft silicone type material, and it was nubbed and ridged along the shaft.


  He reached up, clasping the back of her neck and pulling her mouth to his as she stooped over. He latched onto her top lip, sucking and pulling on it until he let go and did the same to her lower lip. She moaned into his mouth, but he never let go of his grip on the back of her neck. Instead, he pulled her down on top of him and rolled her over to his other side, so he could face her.


  “Are you going to let me watch?” he murmured against her ear. “I wanna see you slide it in.” He breathed heavily against her neck—so overwrought with need he felt like he was going to explode.


  She pulled her lower lip into her mouth, sucking on it, but she nodded. “I’m really nervous,” she said, her brow wrinkling.


  “I can see that.” He smiled. “Would you feel better if I made myself come with you?”


  Her lips pursed sweetly, and she nodded.


  He sat up, pulling her closest leg around his hips, so he was sitting between her legs. Her legs were spread wide, and that pink skin he loved so much was wet. He leaned to her sex, licking her. Her body warmed his tongue as it moved wetly over her pussy, and it was a silky slippery sensation coating his lips as he lapped at her.


  He loved having her this way—in his mouth, her wetness all over him. The first time he saw her from this angle, he’d thought he was giving up the chance of ever having her this way. She’d been splayed in front of him in his damn exam room, and it had been depressing as hell, because she looked stunning, she looked pink, she looked like what he wanted, and he couldn’t have it.


  Now he was risking his career to have her this way, but it felt righteous. Because it wasn’t just about this. If it was, he’d be a prick who was willing to sacrifice his career for a piece of ass, but that wasn’t what she was to him. But however righteous his own feelings were, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was missing something.


  He closed his eyes, blocking everything out except for the warm delicious taste of her on his tongue, the scent of her arousal infiltrating his head, and the sound of her breathy moans as she wriggled under his mouth. No, she definitely wanted him. That was absolutely not the problem.


  He stopped short of making her come, leaving her already wet pussy drenched with her cum and his spit. He sat up again, running his fingers up the seam of her pussy as a shudder worked through her body from her head to her feet that were planted near his hips, her heels dug into the mattress. He ran her wetness over the length of his erection as her lips parted, and a quiet huff of breath escaped her lips.


  She still held the clear pink phallus in her hand, and he took it from her, looking at it more closely. He could see the inner workings of it, and it wasn’t solid silicone. It was a vibrator, and when he turned the base of it, it whirred quietly in his hand.


  He handed it back to her, and he smiled at the horrified look on her face. She gnawed on her lower lip then.


  “Will you close your eyes?” she whispered out the question.


  He laughed loudly at that. “Not a chance.” He stroked himself then, hoping she’d find her nerve.


  She did, trailing the small nubby cylinder down her body as it tickled and vibrated against her skin. It was perhaps five inches long, maybe an inch in diameter at most, and when she slipped it between the lips of her vagina, her back arched and she cried out loudly. He nearly came at nothing more than the sight of her writhing on the bed.


  She guided the vibrator over her clit, gently trailing it around those nerves. Her hips began humping gently against it, rocking up and down, softly brushing her clit back and forth across the vibrating tip of the toy.


  He could barely think straight, and the more he zoned in on the intense wetness that had built between her lips and the image of her hips rocking, the more his mind shut down. He needed inside this woman, and his hand was the sorriest substitute it had ever been, but he still stroked, and every time she managed to open her eyes, they settled on his cock, jutting up high between his legs.


  “Please… please…” Her eyes were wide as she focused on his face.


  “You like begging for it, don’t you,” he said huskily. He liked it when she begged, too. When she wanted to come, her mouth got away from her, and she’d start pleading. There was nothing more arousing than the tone of her voice and the wide desperate look in her eyes when she hit that point.


  She nodded.


  He leaned over her, feeling the back of her hand brush against his cock. He brought his face up close to hers. “Slide that pretty pink thing into your pussy first, and then I promise…” He licked her top lip. “…I’ll fuck you with something even thicker … harder … longer … hotter.” He studied her eyes for a moment as she panted against his lips. “I’ll take you so much deeper.”


  She nodded and whispered, “Yes,” against his mouth, before he kissed her.


  But he didn’t draw it out. In truth, he was as desperate to get his cock in her as she was, and he wasn’t in the mood to waste any time. He leaned back again, running his hand low to cup and squeeze his balls, and as he slowly gripped the base of his erection and pulled up tightly against it, she slipped the toy lower between her lips. She pressed it against her opening, and it slipped past that taut skin. The sound was a suctioning wet smack, and he groaned as he heard it.


  She moved it deeper into her body, and when she pulled it back out, it was slick with her arousal. She plunged it in again, and she writhed and arched her back once more. He watched, and as he did, he moved to kneel between her legs, sitting back on his calves. His balls hung heavy between his legs, and he squeezed them again with one hand as his other stroked his dick.


  She watched him, and when she stopped on her own, she set the vibrator beside her and kneeled up between his legs. She kissed him, and her hands softly brushed over his as he stroked his cock. He exhaled deeply against her lips when her hand trailed lower to palm his testicles. Her fingers pressed into the skin just underneath and behind them, massaging that smooth sensitive place.


  “Fuck,” he hissed. “Turn around.”


  She pulled back, studying him for a moment, and then she did. She perched just as he did, sitting back on her calves in front of him, and she peered over her shoulder.


  “Straddle my thighs.”


  She moved her legs outside his and scooted back until her bottom was nearly touching his cock. She was sitting on the tops of his thighs.


  “Now lean forward and put your hands on the bed for a moment.” Her position lifted her hips and exposed every inch of her. Stunning.


  He ran the head of his cock between her lips, nudging against her pussy, and when he gripped her hips, it was to pull her down and impale her. It was going to put him deep inside her—deeper than she could likely handle.


  “Push yourself up with your hands on your knees and arch your back. Don’t forget to grab that vibrator.” He took a handful of her hair, twisting it gently in his grip close to her head, and he pulled back. It arched her back beautifully and brought her body upright to sit on his cock, and as he tightened his ass cheeks, he thrust up into her body from beneath.


  His hand on her hip and the fistful of hair in his fingers kept her body still, and he leaned to her ear from behind as his hips sank him deep into her with every thrust of his cock. He bit the side of her neck, and she whimpered. He nipped his way up to her ear.


  “Now put that vibrator right on your clit.”


  He heard it turn on, and he knew the second it touched those tight little nerves when her pussy clamped down tight on his erection. Her head dropped back to his shoulder, and he released his grip on her hair, moving that hand to grip her other hip.


  And then he pounded, bouncing her ass against his thighs and seating himself at her core each and every time. She reach back with one hand, clutching at his lower back as her other hand held the vibrator in place. She began to pant and whimper as he fucked her.


  “Did you miss this those six long years?” he asked her with his lips to her ear. “A thick prick inside your body?” His jaw was tight as he spoke through his nearly unbearable need to come.


  She was clenching around him, and the vibration from the toy passed from her body into his. Her fingernails dug into his lower back. “Yes,” she whimpered out, and then her panting sped, so much so, she sounded like she was going to hyperventilate.


  He kept thrusting himself up into her as she tightened like a vice around him until she finally hit her end and crumpled to the bed. She spasmed and shook as she came, and he leaned over her, following the line of her body. He gripped the spindle of her headboard, and he used it to plunge even deeper into her body as he pistoned nearly violently into her.


  She was pushing her bottom up, and he smacked hard into it three more times before he fell apart, and as he stilled and ejaculated within her, she reached down between her legs to his testicles. The light touch of her fingers on his balls as he came sent his release into overdrive, and he cried out with his mouth to the top of her shoulder. He bit into her as his cock spasmed and every muscle in him tensed. He collapsed on top of her once his release passed, and she sank to the mattress.


  He gasped against her shoulder, and when he pushed up to his knees, he kissed his way down her back, edging his knees lower as his mouth descended. Her legs were spread, and he lay between them, his chest on her upper thighs and bearing the brunt of his weight on his elbows. He brushed his lips along her lower back, letting his tongue flick her skin before he kissed. He did it over and over again, massaging her skin with his fingers.


  She sighed, and he rested his cheek to the top of her bottom and closed his eyes. He was so tired, and his eyelids were heavy, and as he relaxed, he started to fall asleep. But he jolted awake as she wriggled under his weight, and when he pushed himself up, he rubbed his face. He glanced at the clock, and it was an hour later.


  He crawled up beside her, reaching over her to flip the lamp off. He pushed the quilt, blanket and sheet down beneath his body, and she lifted her hips and crawled under the blankets too. He pulled her into his arms, and he closed his eyes.


  He drifted away again, and he could hear himself humming as the feel of her skin against his sent a trill through him. It was like feeling more comfort than he’d ever felt before—the scent of her bedding, her hair, her skin, the warmth of her against him. He was sinking into heaven, and there was very little that could pull him back.


  “I need to tell you something.”


  He heard her voice from far off, and he murmured something even he couldn’t understand.


  She sighed. It sounded troubled, heavy, and he wanted to come back to her, but he couldn’t seem to get there.


  “Tomorrow,” she whispered.


  He felt relief. He’d been fighting to wake up, and now he could give up the struggle and let go. God, he’d never been so tired.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Cohen was practically already inside Dylan when he fully woke up next. He had no idea if she’d instigated it or if he had before he’d been awake enough to remember, but he was fully aroused, nudging against her pussy as they lay on their sides facing one another. Her leg was draped over his hip, and as he rolled his hips, he slid inside her, and she groaned this sleepy whiny sound. But she was as wet as he was hard, and her whine turned breathy by the time he sank all the way in.


  He rocked in and out of her body, breathing against her lips, and they were silent and slow as they made love. She hummed and moaned as he grinded himself between her legs, and by the time they came, he was tired again and ready to go back to sleep.


  “You’re worth all of me,” she whispered.


  He couldn’t see her in the dark, but his lips pulled up. He reached for her cheek, wanting to pull her mouth to his, but when his thumb ran down the side of her face, it was wet. She was crying.


  “Dylan,” he tried to talk to her, but she shrugged away from his hands and snuggled up to his chest. “Why are you crying?”


  She shook her head, and she sighed heavily as her fingers gripped into his back, and then her breathing slowed, and she murmured as she slipped back into sleep. He lay there completely awake for a while, listening to her. The clock over her shoulder said it was six-thirty, and he needed to get up.


  When he leaned to her ear, he knew she wouldn’t hear him. “What aren’t you telling me?” He was silent for a moment. He sat up to the side of the bed, and he stretched. He stood and dressed silently as she slept, and he sank down to the side of the bed when he was ready to leave.


  She was curled up on her side, and he ran his hand down her arm to her hip. Her skin was smooth, her contour so perfectly curved, and he trailed his hand back to round her bottom. His fingers brushed between the cleft of her ass cheeks as he moved lower, and he gripped the back of her thigh gently as he leaned down to her ear one more time.


  “I want all of you,” he whispered.


  But she was sound asleep. He kissed her cheek, squeezing the back of her leg again.


  He ran out to his SUV, drove to his house and left his car running in the driveway as he ran inside, showered, and redressed in clean clothes. He was in his office by seven-fifteen, tackling more paperwork, and by the end of the day, he was on schedule, caught up, and sitting in his office, dialing Caleb’s number.


  “So, if I wanted to bring Dylan with me to California next week, that would be cool?” He jiggled his mouse to wake up his computer.


  Caleb chuckled. “Of course. I should get to know my future sister in-law better.”


  Cohen was the one laughing then. “You think so, do ya?”


  “Well, clearly things are going well.”


  “Clearly,” he said absently as he scrolled through his email.


  “You slept with her yet?”


  “Geez, you’ve not even been gone a week. How fast do you think I move?” He began opening emails, deleting some, flagging others.


  Caleb was still laughing. “This relationship didn’t start less than week ago—not even a few weeks ago. You think I don’t remember the first time we spoke about her two months ago?”


  When Randall Cunningham’s name popped up in Cohen’s inbox, he paused. The email had been received earlier in the day, and it had Randall’s realty email extension on it. He was a realtor at the same agency Joss worked for. In fact, it was safer to say they were the only two realtors on the island.


  “I remember.” He responded to Caleb as he opened up Randall’s email. He was already bristling with irritation at nothing more than the sight of Randall’s name.


  But when the email opened there was nothing there. No message, no signature. Nothing at all but a bright blue underlined link to some website he didn’t recognize. The link didn’t suggest anything at all about what the site actually was, and it contained as many numbers as it did words. He shook his head as he debated whether he should click on the link. He right clicked and pasted it into a link scanner instead. But it wasn’t blacklisted.


  “You didn’t answer the question. You sleep with her yet?” Caleb wasn’t one to give up a question—least of all from his little brother.


  Cohen was busy hovering over the link, pursing his lips and bobbling his head back and forth as he decided.


  “Answer me, shithead,” Caleb snapped at him.


  Cohen laughed. He and his brother tended to cuss at each other a lot—about as much now as adults as they did when they were kids. It didn’t matter how mature they had to be in the real world, neither of them seemed to be able to let go of such profound words as asshole, fucking idiot, or shithead when in the presence of each other.


  “Yes.”


  “Yeah. Didn’t see that one coming,” Caleb remarked smartly.


  Cohen was still chuckling as he clicked the link.


  “Please… Please,” Dylan’s voice begged as a video suddenly filled the computer screen.


  His brain struggled to process what he was seeing.


  “Oh, God, please…” she continued to plead.


  He knew that tone, that groveling desperate need to come, and as his eyes focused on what he was seeing, his breath left him in rush. He suddenly couldn’t hold the phone receiver in his hand, and he dropped it on the desk as Caleb’s concerned voice called his name.


  He stared, letting the images process in his mind and as it slowly computed in his brain, the pain set in increasing more and more with every passing second of the video. Bile rose in his throat, and he tried to swallow it down, but he choked. Her voice ate into him as she continued to beg another man, and he desperately grappled with the phone receiver, barely picking it up and dropping it on the cradle before he had to grab his garbage can and empty his stomach.


  “Oh, fuck,” he managed to get out as he broke down in tears. And then he went back to staring unable to stop looking.
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  Dylan waited until nearly eight that night to go over to Cohen’s place. He’d driven by and pulled into his garage at five-thirty, but when he didn’t call her by six, she started trying to reach him. She knew he was home, but he wasn’t answering either his landline or cell, and at eight she finally gave up and pulled on her coat and boots and walked over to his place.


  She rang the bell, and when that went unanswered, she knocked. A good five minutes later, the entryway light finally turned on, and she listened to his footsteps approach the door. As the door was pulled open, she smiled.


  “There you are.” She laughed. “I was starting to get—” And then her voice died in her throat as she took in the expression on his face. He wasn’t looking at her. He was staring at her throat, and his expression looked more dead than anything—simply void.


  He knew.


  And while she had no idea how, there wasn’t a single doubt in her mind. Her lips trembled, and she gasped for breath as she panicked. She shook her head, staring at the ground between them for a moment.


  “Co—”


  “Shut the fuck up.” The words were utterly cruel, but when she glanced to his face, it was twisted in pain, and he had tears in his eyes.


  “Please…” she begged, her voice cracking as her eyes filled with tears, too.


  “Go away. I can’t do this,” he said quietly.


  “Please look at me,” she sobbed out.


  He clutched at the sides of his head, covering his ears with his palms. “That fucking word!” he seethed. “Please. Please!”


  She just stared, her body vibrating and her mouth hanging open. “Cohen.” She reached out to his arm.


  He shook her grip off angrily, finally meeting her eyes. His mouth was snarled in fury, but when he swallowed it looked forced and painful. “The sight of you made me vomit once already today. I’d really like to avoid that happening again. Leave me alone.” His voice was loud, filled with restrained anger.


  She stood there trying to figure out in vain how to fix this, and his face pinched in fury again.


  “Fuck! I just had to watch my girlfriend get her ass pounded by another man. I need you to leave.” His voice cracked as he spoke, and he stared at her for a moment, his eyes wide and glossy. “Goddamn it, Dylan.” He gasped in air. He was falling apart. “I should have let you dump me, huh? That’s why you did it, right? It wasn’t about your arrest or my treating you as a patient. You knew I was going to find out.” He shook his head, and his lips pulled up in a cruel smile, but it fell from his mouth quickly. “Get away from me.” He stepped back from the door and started closing it.


  “I was going to tell you,” she choked out, clasping her hands together and begging him. “Please.”


  But he sneered in utter disgust at her. “Guess I know what you were hiding from me. Go beg somebody else to make you come.” And then he slammed the door in her face.


  She began to sob loud ugly tears that froze on her cheeks as she buckled over in pain, and when his fist hit the other side of the door, he yelled “Fuck!”


  She stayed there on his porch for another minute, waiting, hoping, begging him in her mind to come back. She felt about as pathetic as she’d ever felt, which was saying a lot given her fall from grace. She stood in front of the door, staring at the mat at her feet and waiting for what wasn’t going to happen. Forgiveness, understanding, empathy, all those things she’d been stupid enough to hope for.


  She cried the entire time she walked back to her house, and every one of those tears froze in her eyelashes and on her cheeks. When she got inside, she stood in front of her bathroom mirror, staring at herself. Her cheeks were red, and her hands had yet to warm up. She ran a hot bath, and as she lowered herself into the water, she groaned.


  Sex with an exceptionally well-endowed man two nights in a row had left her sore beyond all remembrance of such things. But she wasn’t under any misguided notion she needed to worry about that again. And the ache between her legs was oddly depressing, not because of the pain she felt now, but that she’d never feel the pain of him again and what that truly meant.


  She’d lost him.


  She pulled her knees up to her chest, resting her cheek against them as she stared at the tile wall beside her, and she cried. She watched absently as her fingernail picked at the grout, scratching a small patch of mildew. It destroyed her nail, but it was the distraction she was after. She watched the tip of her nail become jagged and rough, and she forced her eyes to focus on only that.


  She pulled the drain thirty minutes later, and she sat there until she was sitting in an empty bathtub, shivering and cold. She pulled thick sweatpants up her legs as she stood at the window in her bedroom, and when she slipped a sweatshirt over her head, she did it quickly, barely taking her eyes off his house. His house was dark, and there was just the long stretch of snow that separated them. The snow was drifted in areas, deep and unpassable. In other places, it was blown down to nearly nothing—just a skim with patches of ground showing. But it looked treacherously cold and desolate.


  He was alone in his bed at this point most likely, and the lack of smoke coming from the farthest chimney meant it was dark and quiet in that room. It was just as dark and quiet in hers, and when she crawled into bed, she reached for her phone on the nightstand. There were no messages, no missed calls, no texts, no nothing.


  She closed her eyes, and she tried to let her mind disappear into Dr. Ash’s and Angelica’s world. She may not have finished their story, but she already knew they got their happily ever after, their real life, their true life, the one they were meant to have. Was it so much to ask for herself? All she’d wanted was her own. It’s why she’d come to this island—to find her ever after. She’d actually let herself think she might have found it, or that she could if she was willing to deal with certain … unmentionables in her past.


  Who was she kidding?


  She fell asleep to dreams of him. At first they were warm and comforting, and she actually started to think what had happened earlier in the evening was the actual dream. This was her reality—Cohen loving her. But the dreams twisted and distorted into something uncomfortable and wrong, and by the time she woke up, she was glad to be escaping the dream, for it was anything but comforting.


  She stumbled down to her office, and when she pulled her laptop out from under her chair, she sat with it on her lap, unopened. Part of her very much wanted to watch the video and torture herself with it in the same way he’d doubtless been tortured by it. She could damn well put herself in his position—empathy was not a hard thing for her to come by after all. And the very imagery her mind could conjure of him fucking another woman was gut wrenchingly painful to endure. But he’d not had to rely on the mere imagery of his mind. He got to experience it in glaring close up detail, memorialized for all eternity.


  In the end, she chickened out and crammed her laptop back under her chair. She’d been mistreating her poor Mac Book for a while now—either getting frustrated and slamming the damn thing around or just plain neglecting it. But tonight wasn’t going to be the night she put it to use.


  “Fuck,” she muttered as she stood up again. She stood there staring across the room, unable to figure out what to do with herself. When she walked to the window, her heart pounded, and when she pulled the curtain back, that pounding turned to a thunderous roar in her chest. But there was no reason. His house was still dark.


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered to no one, her breath fogging the window. When she let her forehead drop to the glass, it instantly sent a frigid chill through her skin. She stayed that way, feeling the cold spread from the point of contact in the middle of her forehead to the rest of her skin, and by the time she lifted her head, her entire body was chilled.


  She gave up thinking wandering around her house would help her any and finally went to bed. It was over. She didn’t want to accept that, but she supposed acceptance wasn’t really a requirement to making something so. If it were, she’d fight it tooth and nail. But the fact of the matter was, she had no control over it. She’d lost control of how this would play out when she failed to disclose her biggest secret in the world in a timely fashion to the one man who deserved an explanation.
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  “You knew, didn’t you?” Cohen asked the moment Isaiah opened his office door for him.


  Isaiah watched him, saying nothing for many long seconds. “She told you then,” Isaiah said as he stepped back from the door. It was more a statement than a question.


  “No, she didn’t fucking tell me. Randall was kind enough to email a link. You can imagine my shock.”


  “Jesus,” Isaiah muttered under his breath. He closed the door behind him and then rounded his desk and sat down. “It wasn’t supposed to play out like that. I’m sorry, Co.”


  Cohen walked to the chair that sat in front of Isaiah’s desk, but he gripped the back of it rather than sitting. He was nodding his head slowly, but it was anger that was trying to boil up inside him, regardless of how controlled and casual his movements were. “You’re sorry?” he said quietly. “You’re my friend, and you didn’t tell me?”


  Isaiah sighed heavily, and his jaw tensed tight. “If you want to get pissed at me, fine, but how about you at least have a seat to do it?” Isaiah wasn’t one to mince words, and he also didn’t get riled up easily. He might well be willing to entertain his friend’s anger, but it didn’t mean he’d be kowtowing to Cohen any more than Cohen would ever kowtow to Isaiah. It was the thing that kept them on the level with each other.


  Cohen finally rounded the chair and sat. “Well?” he said in an annoyed tone.


  “I didn’t tell you because you’re my friend. She’s important to you. At least she sure seems to be. You needed to hear it from her. She needed to be the one to tell you. Not me.”


  “Too fucking bad it didn’t work out that way.” He laced his fingers behind his head. The images wouldn’t stop pulsing through his mind, and in some odd way all he wanted to do was keep arguing with Isaiah if for no other reason than to keep his brain occupied.


  Isaiah took a deep breath. “I’m sorry it happened that way. I really am.” He was silent as he watched Cohen for a moment. “But you need to know, she was going to tell you.”


  “And that should matter?”


  “Of course it should matter!” Isaiah snapped back. But then he took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “You know an awful lot about my wife and her past—”


  “Joss was a victim, not the propagator—”


  “And you think Dylan wasn’t victimized, too?”


  “She sure didn’t look like a victim to me. She was a willing participant—a very willing participant I might add.”


  “So what? She had every right to fuck her lover. Hell, she had every right to let him record it.”


  Cohen shook his head, scoffing as he blew out a disgusted sigh.


  “But you know what else? She also had every right to expect that video to be kept confidential and between the two of them. That man had no right to exploit her—it’s now illegal what happened to her. It’s called revenge porn, and at that time, laws didn’t yet exist to protect victims like Dylan, and it’s only been in recent years that legislation has made any headway on the issue.”


  “Then why the hell is her ass still plastered all over the fucking internet?”


  “Have you tried policing the internet?” Isaiah asked sarcastically. “You know, sending DMCA take down notices can become a full-time job for these victims. There is no way for her to manage this. And don’t get me started on the nightmare of dealing with sites outside of U.S. jurisdiction. It’s viral, Co. And because her former name means something to people and is recognizable, it’s going to remain that way. There will always be some site flying under the radar or operating outside our jurisdiction posting and re-posting this video, and when one of those sites falls, two more will take its place overnight. It is a never ending vicious cycle.” Isaiah glanced out the window, sighing as he shook his head. “You will find more inhumanity online than you ever imagined existed in the world. Housewives turned internet bullies, business men turned pedophiles, and somehow all these seemingly harmless people are justifying their behavior to themselves.”


  Cohen’s head dropped to his hand, propped up by the elbow he had planted on the arm of the chair. He imagined her having to know such a thing existed in the world and that there was nothing she could do about it. He imagined the desperation she must have felt, must still feel, knowing she’s powerless. And he hurt for her—painfully, achingly. But it didn’t take imagination at all to know what she looked like fucking another man. She enjoyed having another man’s cock in her ass, and he didn’t have to simply imagine her past lover at all. He watched it. And he didn’t know how to make that go away, and worse than that, he didn’t know how to let go of the betrayal he felt, not for the past lover, but for her refusal to tell him.


  When he looked up, Isaiah was watching him calmly, and his face had softened.


  “You have every right to be upset with her. This isn’t a secret she has the luxury of keeping from a man she’s in a relationship with, regardless of her reasons. It’s not an easy situation, Co.” He shook his head, looking as helpless as Cohen felt. “There is no denying this jeopardizes your reputation, too, if people find out. You’re already … carrying on an unethical relationship with a patient, and that’s risky enough. I get it. Because regardless of whether anyone ever finds out you’ve treated her as a patient, people will find out about her past—especially with Randall on this island. This could hurt you professionally … and I’m not going to deny that.” He shrugged. “But this video isn’t something she did to you. This happened long before you were a part of her life. Not telling you? Now that’s on her, but if you think she owes you an apology for the rest of it just because it was painful for you to see, she doesn’t. And I’m sorry if that pisses you off, but that’s the truth.” He sighed. “I guarantee you, if there was any way for her to make this go way to protect you, your relationship with her, your reputation, she would do it. You must know that.”


  Cohen nodded. “I know,” he remarked in defeat. “She tried to break up with me. Remember?”


  They sat silently for a minute before Isaiah spoke again. “What are you going to do?” There was no defense in his voice at all at this point. He pitied Cohen. It was clear in his tone.


  Cohen stood, shrugging his shoulders as he rounded the chair and stood behind it again. “I have no idea,” he said. “Get the hell out of town for a while and try to stop obsessing about this. I’m flying out to L.A. to spend Christmas with Caleb. He’s usually a pretty good distraction.” He chuckled, and the side of his lip pulled up.


  Isaiah finally smiled, too. “I like your brother.”


  “Everyone likes my brother,” he said absently. It wasn’t resentment. Not in the least. It was just fact.


  “Everyone likes you, too, Co. You’re important to this town.”


  Cohen looked back at Isaiah from the spot he’d been staring at out the window. “Meaning I need to focus on the importance of my job and not my relationship with Dylan—protect my career and my reputation.”


  “No,” Isaiah said plainly. “Meaning you need to figure out what’s important to you. You don’t owe the world anything more or less.”


  Cohen rubbed his forehead, and then he fished his car keys out of his pocket. “Sorry if I came on a little strong.”


  Isaiah chuckled. “It’s all right. I likely would, too, in your situation. When Joss was going through her nightmare with her ex-husband a few years ago, I went a bit insane myself a time or two. Women tend to do that to us sometimes.”


  Cohen nodded as he turned toward the door.


  “Out of curiosity…” Isaiah stopped him. “…what email address did Randall send you the link from?”


  Cohen stopped and turned around. “His work one.”


  “Good to know,” Isaiah responded. “Have a good time in L.A.”


  “Yeah,” he muttered distractedly as he walked out.


  He’d only had a short window of time to get out of his clinic that day, and now that he’d spent that time chatting with Isaiah, he was down to mere minutes to find himself something to eat so he could get back to the clinic before the relief doctor arrived from the mainland.


  The only good thing he could say about his day was that his appointments were overbooked, and between that and getting the relief doc acclimated to his temporary home, he was bound to forget he was in hell.


  Beth knocked on his door a while later just as he finished stuffing the last bite of a cardboard sandwich into his mouth that he’d picked up at the gas station.


  “Dr. Jessup, this is Dr. Kincade. Just arrived from the mainland.”


  He looked up, wiping his mouth as he did to see Beth standing in his doorway with a woman standing beside her. He stood, rounding his desk, and he held his hand out to the woman.


  “Hi. I’m Cohen.”


  And she was definitely not a man. Oops. He was clearly a sexist pig.


  “Hi. I’m Stella.”


  She shook his hand, smiling as she stepped through the doorway.


  “Come in. Have a seat.”


  He returned to his chair, and she took the one on the other side of his desk as Beth closed the door. The woman was young, early thirties at best—couldn’t be that long out of medical school. She had a pixie cut, similar to his former fling Hillary, but Stella’s hair was blonde rather than brown, and it was tossled messily, where Hillary’s had always been sleek.


  She wore a skinny leg rusty orange corduroy pant with a brown and white striped button up dress shirt. It was stylish, but appropriate, and the brown leather riding boots that went up to her knees were not only appropriate for Bristol in winter, but they were equally fashionable. Her eyes were blue, and her skin was flawless. She was pretty, and her smile was big as she watched him for a moment.


  “I graduated in the top ten percent of my class at Ohio University. I spent three years after medical school in residency at—”


  He laughed cutting her off. “Umm… You came highly recommended from StaffMed, so I’m sure you’ll do just fine. I don’t need you to recite your résumé. This clinic is part of the North Central Medical Associates network, and they’ve used StaffMed before, so I’m comfortable with your qualifications.”


  She looked stunned for a second, her mouth frozen in an odd and nervous smile. “It’s just…” She looked away shyly. “Well, you already rejected my application for the open permanent position here.”


  He nodded slowly—the light bulb turning on. “I see. Well, I’m not the one doing the initial screenings for that position. So it was likely NCMA’s HR department in Madison who reviewed your résumé. I haven’t even received the list of applicants who passed their first screening, much less started interviewing for the position. Why, out of curiosity, did they reject your résumé?”


  “I received a letter stating they were pursuing other candidates, but I’m guessing it’s because I didn’t meet the minimum experience qualifications.” She shrugged. “It was a long shot, I know, but I am a good doctor.” She was back to trying to sell him on her.


  He laughed nervously for a moment, shaking his head again. “Listen, I’m out of town for the next week, that’s why NCMA contacted StaffMed for a relief doctor to fill in for me while I’m away. But beyond that, the most I can do is ask the HR department to re-review your application and qualifications for consideration for the permanent position here. I can’t make any promises. We’re remote, and there are times I can’t get a patient to emergency services on the mainland, and I rely heavily on my emergency medical and surgical background. It was with those considerations in mind that NCMA determined the qualifications related to years of experience and background.” He smiled at her, but she seemed unsure what to do with herself. “I appreciate your tenacity. I do. But let’s get through the next week. It can’t hurt your prospects to be able to list the very position you’re applying for on your résumé, right?”


  She nodded. “Yes.” She sighed in relief. He was guessing she’d been nervous about bringing this topic up, but the fact of the matter was, he didn’t have it in him to worry about the permanent position at the moment.


  He stood. “We’re going to have a busy afternoon, so why don’t I show you around and introduce you to the other staff?”


  She followed his lead and stood, and as he passed her, he exhaled deeply, trying to release the tension. He just had to get through the next couple days, so he could escape this place for a while. But it wasn’t this place. It was her. He needed to be away from Dylan, because he couldn’t stop thinking about her, and thinking about her hurt. Every time his brain slowed down for even half a second, the images and the sounds from that fucking video crept in. Why did she have to plead with that other man the same way she pleaded with him? Why did her tone have to be so fucking recognizable?


  He raked his hand through his hair in frustration as he walked down the hallway with Dr. Kincade on his heels.


  “Are you okay, Dr. Jessup?” she asked, her voice concerned.


  He glanced back at her, forcing a smile to his lips. “I’m fine.”


  There was no bigger lie in the world.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Seven


  
    
  


  “So, he’s going to L.A. tomorrow,” Joss commented to Dylan as they walked side by side down the grocery store aisle.


  Dylan nodded, saying nothing. Her throat was too tight to talk at the moment. She was supposed to have gone on that trip with him. Now, she was going to be sitting at home alone on Christmas like she did every year. Her family hadn’t handled her foray into unintentional porn any better than Cohen had, and the result had been a riff no one had been able to get past.


  Her father was a little too well-known in the Cleveland, Ohio business world for his daughter’s misjudgments to go unnoticed. The negative publicity hadn’t gone over well with her parents, and Dylan had simply stopped trying to reach out to them. The funny thing was, they’d never turned their backs on her per se. They’d simply been unable to stifle the disappointment they had in her. That, more than anything else in the world, destroyed her.


  She couldn’t endure even the shortest of conversations with her mother at this point, because her mother’s voice simply didn’t sound the same anymore, her words were odd and halting, as though she were nervous to speak to her own daughter, and her tone was too hesitant. Dylan couldn’t go back to a time before this mess had happened, and she’d given up torturing herself with the result.


  She’d send a card, and they would, too, and that would be it for them. Her father could continue to be the most profitable roofing business in town, and she would continue to exist outside their universe. It was the least she could do.


  “Yeah,” she finally mumbled, looking up at Joss and forcing herself to smile. “But that’s good. He should be with his brother for the holiday.”


  The smile Joss returned was sad. “And what about you?”


  Dylan forced her smile to broaden and become damn exuberant compared to how she actually felt. “I am going to be sleeping in, binge eating, and embarking on a new writing project.” At least two of those things were accurate. She would, without doubt, be sleeping and binge eating her way through the day, as she did every year. But starting a new writing project when her brain was so clouded was far less likely. When Dylan looked at Joss to see the same sad sympathetic smile on the woman’s lips that she’d been sporting since an hour earlier, Dylan scoffed. “Wipe that pity-party off your mouth. I’m fine,” she said dramatically for the tenth time since Joss picked her up.


  “You don’t have to be, and I wouldn’t be.” They continued their slow mosey down the bread aisle. “I think you should come to our place. It’s just the four of us, and the girls would love to have you there.”


  Dylan shook her head. “No. There is no way I’m crashing your family Christmas. Absolutely not.”


  “Please? I can’t stand the idea of you being alone—”


  “And I can’t stand the idea of being the third wheel on such an important day.”


  “Well, technically you’d be the fifth wheel, and who doesn’t love—” Joss’s voice suddenly dropped off into thin air, and Dylan actually looked sideways at her to make sure she was still there and hadn’t vanished.


  Joss was staring wide-eyed down the aisle, her lips parted in shock, and when Dylan followed the line of her gaze, she saw Cohen at the end of that line. He was standing stock-still by the end-cap of the aisle next to a woman with a blonde pixie cut. He was staring directly at Dylan, his eyes wide.


  She’d not seen him since he slammed his front door in her face two days before, and now as she looked at him, she actually whimpered quietly and inadvertently.


  Joss’s arm tightened on Dylan’s elbow. “It’s okay,” Joss said quietly and firmly, but she inhaled deeply as she stepped forward, pulling Dylan along with her. Dylan clutched at the cart handle, trying to still the tremor in her hands, and as they neared him and his counterpart, she stopped breathing.


  Joss was standing between her and Cohen, but Cohen kept his eyes on Dylan as he walked slowly toward them as well. The blonde beside him was talking to him conversationally, but he didn’t appear to be listening, and the gal was glancing nervously back and forth between him and Joss and Dylan, clearly confused by the odd energy bouncing back and forth.


  By the time she and Joss reached Cohen and the blonde, Dylan was gripping so hard on the cart handle with her good hand that her knuckles were white, her body was vibrating with tension, and her eyes felt so wide she thought they might just roll out of their sockets and hit the floor.


  Cohen’s focus shifted around, but he didn’t ignore them and continue on down the aisle. He stopped his cart next to theirs as Joss did the same. “Hi.” His voice was whisper quiet, and he looked directly at her, ignoring Joss and the woman at his side. She watched his throat tense and try to swallow, but then her eyes moved higher, and she saw his jaw tense. He looked away then.


  “Hi,” she replied, and his eyes shifted back to her. The discomfort between the two of them was so glaringly obvious it was painful. “How are you?” She refused to acknowledge the woman at his side


  He ignored her question, choosing very intentionally, she was guessing, to misunderstand what she was asking. “We had to get some things for the potluck this afternoon.” He nodded slowly.


  She nodded, too, not sure what else to do with herself. Her eyes glanced to pixie-cut girl before she could stop them, and even as she forced a small and, what she hoped was convincing, smile to her lips, her brow flinched. It was pain—pain that he could perhaps be moving on from her already, hell, even thinking of moving past her.


  She pursed her lips, swallowing harshly and looking back to Cohen’s chest as she tried to ignore the hurt that those thoughts incited. When she finally managed to look up to Cohen’s face again, he was staring at her.


  “This is just the relief doc,” he said quickly as he looked at Dylan.


  The blonde next to him scoffed good-naturedly. “Just,” she said in feigned offense. Why it was feigned was beyond Dylan. It was an offensive thing for Cohen to say, but she still loved the notion that perhaps he’d said it for her benefit, and that notion alone sent torrents of relief coursing through her that she failed to stifle as a huff of breath escaped her.


  “I’m sorry,” he mumbled, glancing at the relief doctor quickly. “I just meant…” He shook his head.


  The woman shrugged as though waiting for his response.


  “Ignore him,” Joss said as she reached her hand out to the stranger. “What he meant wasn’t lost on the person it was meant for.” She shook the woman’s hand. “I’m Joss. I’m a friend of Co’s.”


  “Oh,” the woman said, confusion still etched on her face. “I’m Stella.”


  “Good to meet you, Stell—”


  “So, you’re leaving for California tomorrow.” Dylan realized just a bit too late that she was interrupting Joss as she turned her attention back to Cohen, but seeing as Cohen’s attention hadn’t strayed from her, she wasn’t sure she cared.


  She hadn’t been trying to remind him that he’d unofficially uninvited her, but when his brow suddenly flinched and his lips pursed uncomfortably, she was guessing that’s exactly what she’d done.


  “Yeah,” he said, his voice breathy.


  “That’s good.” She tried to smile, but there was little doubt she failed to pull it off.


  He nodded. “We should…” He cocked his head down the aisle beyond her and Joss.


  “Yeah…” Her voice trailed off as he started walking again.


  But he stopped just as he’d passed them. He turned toward her as she and Joss craned their necks around to see him. “Merry Christmas, Dylan.” He studied her eyes.


  Hers were filling with tears, though, at nothing more than the fact that he’d said something kind to her. She nodded as her lips trembled and her nostrils flared. She was trying to fight the emotion, but it wasn’t working. He closed his eyes in response to her pain, and when he opened them again they were glossy. He shook his head subtly.


  His attention finally turned to Joss. “Merry Christmas, Joss.”


  Joss reached out and squeezed his hand. “Merry Christmas to you, too.”


  And then he turned and walked away.


  Dylan stood there, staring forward and not moving for a moment. When Joss began walking again, Dylan stumbled along with her, her elbow still linked with Joss’s. When they reached the end of the aisle and turned toward the next aisle, she glanced back. He and Stella had stopped near the end, looking at rolls or French bread or something of the like. But while the woman was rifling through the shelves, he was standing still next to her, staring down the aisle at Dylan.


  He just watched her, not smiling, not scowling, just watching. Her skin flushed even as Joss pulled her around the endcap. She stared at him, too, as long as she could, but then she passed too far, and he was gone from her line of sight.


  She found herself in the cookie aisle moments later, and as Joss oohed and awed at a package of cookies she eventually set back on the shelf with a harrumph, Dylan stared at a package of Oreos. Dylan grabbed the package as they moved on.


  “He’s being too harsh,” Joss said as they rounded to the next aisle.


  “No, he’s not.” Dylan glanced at Joss. “The video is harsh. He’s just reacting to it.”


  “Can I ask what’s so harsh about it? I mean, aside from the fact that it’s you and it’s on the internet?”


  Dylan smirked. “So morbid fascination hasn’t drawn you to search it out yet?”


  “Yet?” Joss asked “No. I won’t. And Isaiah hasn’t and won’t either if you were curious. He researched your former name enough to figure out why you were intent on losing it, read a couple articles out there related to it, but that’s it.”


  “Hmm… I’m glad he hasn’t.” She blew out a loud breath. “So … I guess you could call it an anal fetish, light bondage sort of flick.” She cringed, looking away from Joss as she said it. “The kind of sex decent, wholesome couples don’t engage in,” she said sarcastically.


  Joss scoffed, “Decent couples engage in all kinds of sex, debaucherous and otherwise. It’s more a matter of the context of their relationship that determines the wholesomeness of what they’re doing.” Joss looked at her, smiling broadly. “But you don’t need me to explain that to you. You forget I’ve read your work, and I know full well you can write wholesome and healthy debauchery with the best of them. You understand the context I’m referring to very well, missy.” She pointed her finger in Dylan’s face.


  Joss was right. Dylan didn’t see anything at all wrong with the kind of sex she’d had in that video, because she’d thought it revolved around equality, respect, and intimacy. She’d been wrong, but it didn’t negate the fact that she believed the context of a relationship drove what was right and wrong more than the sex itself.


  “Yeah.” She smiled at Joss. “I’m just jaded at this point.”


  Joss nodded. “You know how Cohen found the video, right?”


  “No, but I can guess it has something to do with that man I punched.”


  “Randall emailed him the link with no message, no anything. Cohen clicked on the link without even knowing what he was getting himself into.”


  Dylan shook her head. She’d assumed it was bad, but fuck. Walking into such a thing blind with no warning? That was tantamount to torture. No wonder he hated her guts.


  She groaned. “I didn’t know that.”


  “I’m sorry. I’m not telling you to upset you further, but I think it was pretty … shocking to say the least.”


  “The type of shock people don’t get over.”


  Joss stopped walking then, and when Dylan took another couple steps without Joss catching up, she stopped, too, turning to look at Joss.


  “The type of shock that takes time to deal with and recover from. Don’t give up on him yet. He’s a really good man, Dylan. He just needs to figure out how to process all of this.”


  “He is a good man. And he deserves better than having his reputation tarnished by mine.” She glanced at Joss and smirked.


  “The man can’t figure out what to do with himself right now because of this. That doesn’t mean he’s better off without you. And have you noticed he looks like hell?”


  Well, she wouldn’t have gone that far, but he did look like he forgot to shave for a couple days, and he looked tired and pale, too. She couldn’t possibly look much better herself, though, minus the facial hair.


  When she and Joss pulled up in her driveway an hour later, Joss helped her in with her groceries. Dylan was still down a hand, and Joss still felt guilty. She even refused to shut a single door between her car and Dylan’s kitchen, and when she left the front door standing wide open, Dylan commented over her shoulder, “Can you get that door?”


  “Hmm-mm. You can just get that your own damn self,” Joss remarked smartly, pursing her lips.


  Dylan laughed a very real and very amused laugh, feeling almost normal for a second. She abandoned her bags on the kitchen floor and walked Joss to the door. Joss hugged her.


  “Please, don’t give up on him yet.”


  Dylan smiled but didn’t respond. It wasn’t really up to her.


  


   Chapter Twenty-Eight


  
    
  


  Cohen just made it through the ice road before they closed it down Saturday night. The road was only open during daylight hours, hence his need to get to Duluth the night before his flight. The first flight out of Duluth was always the daily five-ten to Minneapolis, and from there to LAX was another four hour flight that would put him in L.A. by ten in the morning.


  He checked into his hotel, ordered room service so he didn’t have to deal with all the chipper holiday travelers, and then he stood in the shower as hot water pounded against his back. He couldn’t stop thinking about her. Of course he couldn’t. He was painfully obsessed with her.


  Please… Please…


  It kept echoing in his mind. That was one of the worst things about this. But as bad as the sound of her pleading desire was, the sight of her taking another man’s cock up her ass was its own brand of torture, too. Because as much as he wanted to believe he and Dylan hadn’t made love that way because they’d simply not been together long enough to venture down that path, he would never know that with certainty now.


  It was also just agonizingly painful seeing something so arousing for all the wrong reasons. His body became aroused at the images in his mind, and he hated that more than anything, because she was beautiful, and not desiring something so beautiful was impossible, even when the images hurt so much.


  And as he stood in the shower, letting the images he hated sink into his brain, his dick got hard and his hand stroked his erection, desperate for some sort of release. After a few minutes, he failed at getting there. Every time he closed his eyes and imagined making love to her, touching her, and the sight of her naked body, another man’s face interrupted his thoughts.


  “Fuck,” he muttered through gritted teeth as he gave up. He pushed his fingertips against the tiled wall, and he braced his weight on his fingers as his forehead dropped to the hard surface. “Goddamn it, Dylan,” he said quietly. He was breathing heavily, his body still wanting, needing release, but he couldn’t do it.


  He sighed, turning the water off after another few minutes, and as he toweled off, he stared at himself in the mirror. He didn’t understand the inclination of wanting to record himself fucking a woman. It simply wasn’t a concept that resounded for him. There was no sense to it. The notion of watching himself fuck Dylan was plenty enticing, and he could think of a few positions that would allow him to see every inch of his cock sinking into her body. And he couldn’t say he wouldn’t mind getting her in front of a mirror, but to go to such lengths as to record it…? No.


  He ran his hands through his hair, pushing it back from his face, and he walked out of the bathroom, flipping the light switch off. He’d packed light, tossing a week’s worth of underwear, a few T-shirts, a pair of jeans, deodorant, and a toothbrush in his bag. He didn’t care how chick-ish it sounded, he fully intended to raid Caleb’s closet and dirty his clothes while he was there—very much like Caleb had done to him. They not only looked the same, but they had the same build and height, too, and not-packing when they traveled to see each other, had become a running joke between them—just another way of saying, “Fuck you” and “I love you,” at the same time.


  He crouched down to his old tattered green canvas duffel bag on the floor at the foot of the bed intending to grab a pair of underwear when he reached inside. But it wasn’t cloth he touched first. He pulled the blue package out, and he stared at it, his lips pulling up subtly. There was a small envelope attached, and he plucked it off and tore into it. His hands trembled as he unfolded the paper inside.


  



  Cohen,


  Of all the first impressions that could stick out in my mind of you, these cookies and the image of you licking the frosting from one like a kid are it for me. In truth, I might have developed a bit of a crush on you that day. But it seems so long ago now that I can barely recall exactly what my thoughts were. What I do know is that it never occurred to me then I would someday owe you all my secrets. It never even occurred to me that I was capable of caring so much for a man again, and I assure you, I didn’t intend to.


  But I do care for you.


  And I know you care for me, too.


  Thank you for that. I’d stopped believing I was worth that, or maybe I’d just forgotten I was still … human. But none of that changes the fact I am a liability to you. From the moment our relationship stopped being about pretending to be friends and began being more, I knew I was a risk to you. I’m sorry.


  My given name is attached to an incredibly ugly thing. Don’t worry. I won’t try to defend my actions, the beauty of pornography, sex as art, blah, blah, blah… Even I’m not so stupid as that.


  The truth is, sex is beautiful, exquisitely and powerfully so, but the world seems to have forgotten that it’s intended to remain between two people—very specifically two people who love and honor one another. Do I sound just a tad old fashioned yet? Well, shocking as it may seem, I am.


  Agreeing to let that man record me was a mistake. A mistake I had every legal right to make, but a mistake all the same. Because when a woman decides to give herself to a man in such a way, she gives so much more of herself than she realizes. She gives of herself in a way that can be shared with others, and no man who truly loves and honors her should need such a thing or even the power of holding such a thing in his possession. I know that now. But it should come as no real surprise that I didn’t understand it then.


  It wasn’t immaturity, it wasn’t weakness, it wasn’t even stupidity. It was simply a mistake—a mistake I made one time that will without doubt haunt me until the day I die. But you’re what will haunt me the most. What could have been, what would have been, what should have been.


  We should have been.


  I’m sorry my life couldn’t be different for you. I’m sorry we didn’t meet sooner in this life, before I had a chance to damage myself, because I know we would have been exceptional together.


  I’m sorry I took that away from us, Cohen.


  Yours,


  Dylan Corbett – known less admirably as Desna Hargrove


  



  He was covering his mouth by the time he finished reading the letter, and he’d sank to sit cross legged on the hotel room floor. The tears in his eyes were dangerously close to falling, and he sniffed his nose as the letter shook thanks to the trembling in his hand. He groaned as he reached for his cell phone on the nearby table, and he sank back down to the floor. He dialed Caleb, taking a deep calming breath as his fingers moved.


  “Well, well, well,” Caleb answered in his mock perturbed voice. “If it isn’t Mr. I-just-broke-up-with-my-girlfriend-because-she-made-a-sex-tape-but-I-don’t-want-to-talk-about-it-Cohen. What was up with that pathetic email dropping a Dylan bombshell on me like that and then refusing to answer your phone? And since when do you not want to talk to me about your shitty life? It’s my job to make you feel even shittier about your shitty life than you already feel. How the hell am I supposed to do that when you won’t fucking talk to me, you stupid fuck-wad?” Well, at least Caleb was acting normal.


  Cohen laughed even as he sat collapsed on the floor.


  Caleb took a deep breath, sighing loudly. “So my new friend Dylan had a lapse in judgment, huh?”


  “Just as you suspected might be the case if you’ll recall.”


  “I do recall. I can’t say I expected this, though. What time does your flight get in tomorrow morning?”


  “Nine-forty something.”


  “And you’re now not bringing Dylan, and I’m guessing that means you’ve decided this relationship is over because of the video, which means the search for my future sister in-law isn’t over.”


  “Something like that.”


  “So why’d you call me tonight if I’m going to see you tomorrow morning?”


  Cohen ran his hands roughly through his hair, trying to figure that out. “She put a note attached to a package of Oreo cookies in my bag. I ran into her at the grocery store earlier this afternoon. I’m guessing she did it after that, while I was at the potluck.”


  “Oreos, huh? I’m guessing there’s some meaning to that. What’s the note say?”


  Cohen’s hands were still trembling as he picked it up, and as he read it out loud to Caleb, his voice wavered. After Cohen finished reading the letter, Caleb was silent for a minute.


  “You really prepared to let this woman go?”


  “If the world has been trying to tell me anything recently, it’s been trying to tell me to walk away from this thing. I treated her as a patient in the most compromising way possible; she wrote a doctor character that happened to look identical to me who had an affair with a patient into her most recent book, effectively announcing my identity to the world to anyone who knows her; and I just found out, not by her own admission I might add, that she’s got a sex tape online that shows a man doing things to her that I’ve not even done. And, by the way, that video is never going to go away, and her association with it likewise will remain memorialized for eternity. The internet apparently forgets nothing. And I can pretty much guarantee the man she punched in the face is going to do everything in his power to make it known who she is in our little town. If there was ever a hope that she could escape this thing forever in Bristol, it’s gone. And that, consequently, means there’s no escape from her past for me either.” He barely took a breath as he rattled off his justification for dumping her. “The world is definitely sending me a clear message.”


  Caleb scoffed. “Bullshit. The world doesn’t give a shit about your relationship. It has bigger things to worry about, like greenhouse gasses, the decimation of our forests, war, and famine. The world doesn’t have enough time in its day to send you messages. You made this choice. And frankly, I’m wondering why you still haven’t acknowledged the most glaring reason you decided to leave this gal.”


  Cohen was the one scoffing then. “Such as?”


  “Good ol’ fashion jealousy, you shithead,” Caleb said wryly. “So, how about you stop wasting my time on these other excuses and talk about that.”


  “Oh, I’m sorry. Those other issues are just excuses? Those other issues happen to have a huge impact on my damn life, Caleb.”


  “Your reputation and your career were something you were willing to put on the line for this girl nary a week before, and that alone disqualifies every single one of your issues with this relationship, bar one. You think I missed the venom in your voice when you said this other man had done things to her not even you had?”


  “My point is this isn’t some tame sex tape, showing random Friday night fun in the bedroom of John and Jane Doe. He tied her to the fucking headboard, bent her over, stuck his tongue up her ass, and then fucked it. And not a single second of that was missed by the camera, not a single angle blocked out the point of insertion,” he spat out angrily. But then he took a deep breath, letting his eyes shift to the carpet on the floor. He stared, suddenly in a stupor. Caleb was right. He was jealous beyond all measure that another man had known her more intimately than he did. “Shit,” he muttered.


  “Yeah,” was Caleb’s only response. Caleb didn’t need Cohen to acknowledge what the “shit” meant. He knew full well Cohen had just realized that Caleb was right on the money. “It’s one thing to know secondhand, to suspect, to even imagine what your lover has done in past relationships. It’s quite another to see it.”


  Cohen put his head in his palm as he braced his elbow on his knee. “Goddamn it,” he muttered.


  “Do something for me. Imagine the most risqué thing you’ve ever done with a woman.”


  That wasn’t terribly difficult, and it involved two women at the same time, all six orifices they had to offer, and a few toys thrown in for fun as well. He’d been in college at the time. “Okay.”


  “Now choose. Choose to go back to that and have it again, or choose Dylan.”


  “Oh, come on Cal—”


  “Choose—”


  “Dylan,” he snapped.


  “Now tell me why.”


  “Because she’s Dylan. Because those other women could never be her. No one could ever be her, and I need her.” His lips trembled and his voice tremored. “I’m falling in love her, and that … makes every other temptation in the world seem like settling, seem like a fucking consolation prize—a very pathetic consolation prize.”


  “Is it that hard to imagine she regards her past relationships in the same way? Add to that fact the man in the video betrayed her in a way no women has ever betrayed you. What in God’s name could you possibly have to be jealous of? She chose you. After six years of being without a man, she decided you were the one, the only one, she wanted.”


  He nodded his head. “Fuck,” he muttered. “I hate feeling this way,” he admitted as his voice hitched. “I didn’t think I was a jealous man.”


  Caleb snorted. “Every man, woman, and child on this planet struggles with jealousy, and the ones who claim not to are lying. It’s simply the human condition, or part of it. But it’s all a matter of how much you covet something. You covet her more than any women you’ve ever been with, and so, you’re propensity for jealousy reflects that. Throw in a catalyst for it like a sex tape, and it’s no wonder you’re running away from her.”


  “What do I do, Caleb?” he asked, his voice defeated and hopeless. “I don’t know how to make this go away. I don’t know how to stop seeing those images, stop hearing her voice from that fucking video. I don’t know how not to feel jealous of that man.”


  “Assuming you don’t want to lose this woman…” He paused, and it nearly sounded like a question mark was hanging out mid-sentence. “…you talk to her. You tell her how you feel, what bothers you most about it. You admit to the jealousy. You weaken yourself to her. You know, she’s been completely weakened to you by this—once again against her will I might add. She never had the chance to be honest with you of her own free will and choosing. In some sense, she was victimized all over again when this man emailed you the video link. She deserved to be the one to tell you, and she lost that. The option was taken from her. And sadly, that was a really important piece to all of this for both of you.”


  “Isaiah said she intended to tell me.”


  “I have no doubt she did. She’s a smart girl. She knew there was no future for the two of you if she couldn’t come clean. But imagine how hard telling someone something like that would be. Put yourself in her place.”


  “Yeah.” He couldn’t imagine it at all. How does one even start a conversation like that with someone they care about?


  “Can I ask you something?”


  “Mm-hmm.”


  “Are you sure you should be coming to L.A. right now?”


  


   Chapter Twenty-Nine


  
    
  


  Dylan was in bed by five-thirty on Sunday night, and it was already dark out. She was curled up with her bedroom T.V. on with no intention of leaving her bed for the remainder of the night. She kept thinking about Cohen and Caleb together in L.A. She loved them together. They had the quintessential brotherly bond in her mind—the way they regarded each other, cussed at each other, joked around with each other. It was … charming seeing them together.


  Dylan didn’t grow up with siblings, and when she saw Cohen and Caleb together it oddly made her feel jealous. She’d grown to like Caleb very much, and she didn’t want to lose him—in whatever capacity she might have had him. Acquaintance, friend, brother even. It was just sad.


  Her phone rang at six o’clock, and when she picked it up from beside her, the last number she expected to see was Cohen’s. It’s what she wanted to see; it simply wasn’t what she expected to see. But though she wanted to see it desperately, she was still terrified to see it. Odd.


  His number glared at her as the phone rang in her hand, and she stared at it frozen for a moment.


  “Okay,” she said on a breath of air. She forced herself to inhale and blow out a calming breath. “Suck it up, Dill weed,” she muttered to herself as her thumb swiped across the screen. “Hello,” she said. But the word stuck in her throat, and she choked on it. She coughed for a moment.


  “Hi,” his voice was so quiet.


  A flush ran through her body, settling between her legs, and she shook her head. It was pathetic that she wanted a man she couldn’t have, and it was strange, because in all truth, sex was the last thing on her mind even if his voice incited that physical need in her.


  “Did you find your Oreos?” she asked stupidly, again shaking her head.


  “I did. So you broke into my house to get them to me, I see.”


  She cringed. He didn’t sound upset, but … he did sound quiet, and she supposed she wasn’t a hundred percent clear on what that meant at the moment.


  “Well, I was going to leave them on your porch…”


  He hummed for a moment. “But you decided to break in instead?” His tone was definitely warm, even if soft.


  “Your front door was unlocked, and your bag was just sitting there…”


  He chuckled quietly, but when his voice went silent, he said nothing else right away, and she got nervous.


  “How is Caleb?”


  “He’s well. He asked me to tell you hi.”


  “Are you having a good time?”


  “Not really.” He was silent again for a moment. “I miss you.”


  She sucked in a quick and very audible breath. “I miss you, too.” Her eyes warmed, and her throat ached, and she gnawed on her thumbnail to control the tension in her body.


  She listened to the silence then—waiting for it to end and feeling uncomfortable the entire time. But he was there, and she could hear the faintest sound of rustling leaves or a light wind in the background. He must be outside somewhere. She was guessing it was far warmer in his outside than it was in hers, and the very thought was depressing, because they were both proverbially and literally worlds apart, and that was her fault.


  “Dylan…”


  She jumped at the sound of his voice, pulled back from her own mind and where it had wandered. “Yeah?”


  “I’m jealous.” The words were blunt but quiet—as though he hated the sound of them, but he was going to say them anyway. “I’m jealous in ways I didn’t realize I was capable of being jealous. I hate that he’s had you in ways I haven’t. I hate that you begged him the way you beg me, too.” He was silent for a second, and when he sighed it was frustration—not at her but, she suspected, with himself. “I love it when you plead with me to make you come. I can’t tell you what a rush that is for me…” He trailed off again. This was hard for him—the vulnerability she was guessing. “I hate that that’s not just for me.” And then he was silent.


  Her throat was so tight as she tried not to cry. She knew what jealousy felt like, and it was one of the most painful things to endure. She could barely stomach the idea of him feeling that, and for what?


  “Cohen, there isn’t a single moment when I’m with you that I’m not wholly and completely with you. If I say something, it’s only for you. If I do something it’s to you. The way I touch you is all about you. There is nothing else outside of us when I’m with you. You have to believe me.” She was pleading with her voice, and she didn’t even bother trying to hide how hard it was to talk. The sob that passed her lips quietly in the silence wasn’t something she could have stifled anyway.


  “I do,” he whispered.


  “There is nothing for you to feel jealous of. I promise you.”


  He chuckled, but it wasn’t humor at all, and he sniffed his nose. “Yeah, well as it turns out, jealousy doesn’t operate on logic.” It was a quiet sarcasm, but it was sarcasm. “I’m as shocked as you to find out such a thing.”


  “I’m not shocked at all. I know a thing or two about the feeling. You’ll remember the horror of the fall festival,” she said quietly.


  He hummed warmly. “I remember bending you over your dining room table and putting my fingers in your pussy that night. Don’t get me wrong, I remember some unpleasantness before all that, too, but every time I think of that night, it’s the wetness, the warmth, the tightness, and the trembling soft skin inside you that I remember.” He was silent for moment. “I remember giving into us that night,” he said softly. “I crossed a very important line that night, and I decided in that moment never to look back.”


  Her breath left her in a rush. “I wish you were here,” she whispered.


  “I do, too.”


  When her doorbell suddenly rang, she jumped and sat up straight in bed. “Shit,” she gasped out. “Someone’s at my door.” She pulled her quilt up higher on her chest, refusing to get up. She sniffed her nose and brushed the tears from her cheeks.


  “You better get that.”


  “It could be a serial killer,” she commented, trying for a bit of humor and hoping he’d rise to the occasion.


  He laughed. “Not even serial killers want to venture out on the ice road to Bristol Island in the dead of winter, honey. You’ve seen the signs at the landing I take it. ‘Travel at your own risk.’ Doesn’t inspire confidence, does it?”


  “No, it definitely does not.” But though she’d made the comment, her brain was still circling around the “honey,” wanting to rewind to that and hear it again.


  The doorbell rang once more.


  She grumbled. “Don’t people know no one actually answers the door anymore?”


  He chuckled again. “You really better get that door.”


  She sighed. “I don’t want to let you go,” she said quietly.


  “You don’t have to, but I’m freezing my balls off out here, and I’d really like to come inside and see you.”


  She gasped. “What?” She covered her mouth.


  “You heard me,” he said softly, and she could nearly hear the smile on his lips. “Please, let me in. I really need to see you.”


  She darted from her bed toward the stairs, and as she stumbled her way down them she began to cry, and she dropped the phone. She covered her mouth again, trying to hide the grimace that went along with her sobs, and by the time she hit the ground floor, her feet weren’t just walking they were running.


  She wrenched the door open, forgetting all about the tears, the grimace, and just how ugly she looked when she cried, and he didn’t wait for an invitation to come in before he pulled the storm door open and swept her quickly into his arms. He lifted her to straddle his hips, and his hold on her body was nearly suffocating as he sank to sit on the entryway floor. She couldn’t seem to quiet the sobs, and her fingers dug into his neck as she clutched at him.


  “Oh, God,” he said as his grip on her tightened. It was half groaned, half whispered into her ear.


  “I’m sorry,” she whimpered out as his fingers clamped into her shoulders.


  He shushed her, stroking her hair back from her face as she finally sat up straight and looked at him. Her eyes felt puffy, and his were glossy and bloodshot. He kept pushing her hair back, holding it in place as he stared at her face, and when he finally kissed her, he moaned and clutched at her harshly again.


  Her tears ran down her cheeks, touching their lips, but he ignored it, kissing, sucking, smacking, and then doing it all again—over and over. Her tears slowed as their mouths eventually did, too, and when he finally rested his forehead to hers, he inhaled and exhaled slowly for what felt like many long minutes. He leaned back, brushing the tears from her cheeks, and he smiled. But the smile was small, and it seemed to intensify the glossiness of his eyes.


  “I need to talk about this,” he said quietly. “I need you to talk about this.”


  She nodded, relief and panic coursing through her in equal measure. Every awful image that could possibly enter her mind from six years prior was suddenly front and center, but along with it was him, sitting on her entryway floor facing her—there. She didn’t suppose men sat on entryway floors with crying women in their laps if they didn’t think they could deal with things.


  “I would give just about anything to have been told by you.” He studied her eyes. “I needed to hear this from you.”


  “I know,” she whispered. “I was going to tell you. But I was so afraid…” Her eyes teared again, and she shook her head to clear it. “And I kept trying…” She looked away. “But then I’d panic, and… And I’d hear the words in my head, and I…” Her breath hitched as she tried to breathe. “I didn’t want you to leave,” she said with a small shrug. “But I was going to tell you.”


  “I believe you.” He reached for her cheek, cupping it with his hand and running his thumb down to her lips. “I can handle this.” He nodded as he studied her eyes. He didn’t stop focusing on her eyes until she nodded, too, and he smiled when she did. “Take me upstairs.”


  She stood from the ground, and he rested his hand on the back of her neck, possessively squeezing and rubbing her skin. He followed her up the stairs, stooping to pick up her phone before she could, and when they reached the top landing, he steered her toward the bathroom.


  He stood behind her at the bathroom sink, and he studied her eyes for a minute. He looked tired, the blue of his eyes not nearly as sharp as usual. He didn’t smile. He just watched her until he leaned to the side of her neck. She felt the warmth of his mouth on her skin even as she watched it happen in the mirror, and his hand slowly worked its way up her stomach, crossing her body to clutch at her just under her breast.


  When he released his hold on her, he walked to the shower, turning it on, and he was already stripping his shirt off when he returned to her. She followed his lead, lifting and peeling her shirt off over her head, and his nostrils flared as he openly stared at her breasts. She pushed her pajama pants down to her ankles, and when she stepped toward him, she reached for his waist too, undoing the button as he focused on her every move.


  His cock was hard, and the second she lowered the zipper and tugged his pants and underwear down, it sprang free, and he sighed. He followed her into the shower, and she faced the wall as he stepped up behind her.


  “I’ve missed you so much,” he murmured against her shoulder.


  She turned to face him, and she angled her head up to him, kissing his lips softly.


  “I’m sorry I pushed you away.” His voice was whisper soft against her lips.


  She shook her head. “I understand.”


  He nodded as he took a deep breath, and then he pulled back, reaching for her hand and the splint still taped on her middle finger. “Ready to be done with this?”


  “Yes.”


  His lips pulled up slightly as he undid the tape and slipped the splint from her finger. “It’s been long enough.” He tossed it to the floor outside the shower. “It’s going to be sore for a while, but you need to start using it again.”


  She nodded even as she tried to bend it gingerly. Her shower wasn’t a large one, and the ceiling was sloped with the angle of the roof. Cohen was nearly too tall, but he stepped under the water, pulling her into his body and wrapping his arms around her. They stood there, unmoving, letting the water pour down their bodies for a while.


  When he released his hold on her, she stepped around him and leaned against the back wall. He turned into the water, angling his head up to it as it beat down on him. He ran his palms over his face, and she studied him. She’d never seen him from this side, and as he arched his back, stretched his muscles, and let the water scour his skin, she took her time studying his body. His shoulders were broad, and the muscles of his back were just as defined and visible as the front side of him. His bottom was firm and round, and the muscles in his buttocks worked as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other.


  She stepped up to his back, pressing her palms to his shoulder blades. He tensed for a moment, but then he hummed and peeked back at her over his shoulder. She ran her hands down his back, and his muscles flinched and tensed under her touch. When she reached his waist, she kept going, trailing her thumbs down the cleft of his bottom as her palms skimmed the cheeks.


  His skin felt warm when she rested the side of her face to the center of his back, and she closed her eyes as she listened to his heart beat. It was slow and steady, but as she reached around to his stomach and let her fingers trail along his erection, that beat instantly sped. He spun to her, pushing her swiftly to the wall behind her. Her shower was so small she only had a foot or so to go, and as her back touched the tile behind her, his hands moved to clutch the back of her thighs and lift her to straddle him.


  His mouth was close to hers, and she could feel his breath on her lips as he pinned her there. His erection was high and hard between them, and she reached for him, pulling his mouth to hers as he supported her weight. He kissed, and he groaned as his tongue slipped between her lips, and when he sank to sit just as he had on the entryway floor, he never once broke from her mouth.


  “God, I need you so much,” he murmured even as his lips kept pushing against hers. “Fuck me.” He panted against her mouth. “I need you to fuck me,” he repeated even as he lifted her hips from his lap. He looked up at her as she reached down, letting the tips of her fingers push the head of his cock to her pussy, and when he lowered her over the distending breadth, he impaled her slowly. His mouth fell open, and she grit her teeth as he stretched her and forced his way deep inside.


  Steam was filling the small enclosure, and she closed her eyes as she settled onto his lap, sitting squarely on his dick that was buried to her core. She focused on the feather light touch of his fingers that now trailed over her bottom, and when he delved between the cheeks of her buttocks, it was still with the lightest touch, toying with the tight puckered skin of her anus.


  Her hips moved, and when she opened her eyes, he was watching with a nearly pained expression on his face. “Fuck, baby. You feel so good.” His stomach muscles clenched tight and she squeezed on his length, causing a gasp to escape his mouth as his head fell back. She humped and rolled her hips, matching her pace to the rise and fall of his chest as his breathing sped. The pad of his thumb brushed over her clit as he leaned back against the wall behind him, and she cried out on a shaky breath as her nerves trilled and innervated.


  “Plea—” But her voice died in her throat, and the movement of her hips slowed as she panted and looked at his chest. That fucking word. She’d never needed to say it more than when she was with him, but she’d destroyed that six years before Cohen was even a thought in her head, at a time in her life she couldn’t even conceive of a man like him. When she glanced up to his eyes, she was still panting heavily and her eyes were wide.


  He licked his lips. He was breathing just as rapidly as she was, but their bodies had stopped, and she was panicking.


  “It’s okay,” he said quietly, reaching for her face and running his thumb along her lower lip. He sat up straight, bringing his mouth to her ear. “Beg me,” he whispered. “I want to hear you say my name when you plead—that’s all I ask.” He bit her ear lobe, and she whimpered. “Now let me hear it, sweetie.”


  “Please, Cohen,” she breathed out as he leaned back from her, bringing his face close to hers. He clutched her hips, forcing them to move back and forth, and as he did, he tightened his buttocks, pushing himself up into her.


  He kissed her, grinding against her sex as their bodies rocked, but the moment their mouths parted, he spoke, his lips brushing hers as he did. “Again. Say it against my mouth.”


  “Please, Co.” Her lips did just as he asked, touching his softly as they moved.


  He pushed his hand between their bodies, keeping his mouth against hers, and as his thumb stroked her again, she released a trembling breath against his lips. Her fists balled at her sides as her hips rocked. The movement of their bodies was constricted and tight to keep them close, and she clenched on his cock, tightening the muscles in her bottom.


  “Oh, fuck, baby,” he grunted, driving himself into her. “Come.” His mouth closed over her lower lip with the word, and he tugged on it as she whimpered.


  “Please, Cohen,” she said the moment he released her lip. It came out inadvertently, his name attached to it for the simple fact he was the only thought in her head.


  “Fuck, Dylan. Please, come,” he begged. “Please…” he breathed out. “Please… I need to make you come. Please, baby.” His voice was desperate and his pleas laced with something so much more than mere arousal.


  He kept pleading over and over again, taking her word and making it his, and every utterance of it and every stroke of his thumb brought her closer to her end, and she was panting into his mouth as he spoke against her lips. She was too close to his face to take in the sight of him full on, but she’d catch a flash of the blue irises as his eyelids fluttered.


  “Please, Dylan… Just for me… Come for me…” His lips trembled against hers, and his fingers dug into her hips as his thumb worked her over. And then finally, they hit that place and that point in time when every nerve in their bodies seemed to connect and his rhythm matched hers perfectly. He clenched his ass and drove himself to her core with one final deep penetration, and she fell apart at the exact moment he did.


  Her head fell back, her mouth torn from his as she orgasmed, and the water beat down on her face as she cried out loudly. She collapsed to his chest, sucking in air as though she’d nearly suffocated, and he leaned into her body, too, breathing heavily against her shoulder.


  When he lifted his head, he rested his forehead to hers. “I want to be the last man in your life to make you come—the only one.”


  She whimpered as her muscles still trembled and spasmed.


  “Give me your future—all of it,” he whispered.


  She nodded before she could manage to get words out, but when she found her voice again, she responded. “Yes.”


  She leaned back, bracing her hands on his knees when his fingers ran up her sides and over her breasts. His hands were large and strong, and as he squeezed harshly against her breasts, he left only her nipples and a small margin of skin around them exposed.


  The pressure intensified, and her nipples protruded farther the more he squeezed. He stared, seemingly mesmerized by the sight of what he was doing to her. It hurt—the kind of pain that felt incredible when you were high on sex, and she watched her nipples flush an even deeper shade of pink, gasping as the sensation spread down to settle within the sore place between her legs. He was still inside her and as her sheath tightened, he groaned.


  He leaned down, and her attention was drawn to his mouth and the sight of his tongue as he started laving around her nipple. It soothed the ache, and it warmed her skin as his tongue passed over that jutting peak just to leave it cool when the air hit those nerves again. After he licked them both, he sucked, his lips closing around the skin encircled by his thumb and fingers.


  He squeezed and sucked and licked and bit at her skin, and she eventually closed her eyes as his mouth worked. It was many minutes later before she opened them again, and it was just as he was releasing his hold on her and reaching for the washrag on the small built in corner seat. He picked up her jar of all-natural brown sugar oatmeal scrub she’d gotten from a small boutique shop on Main Street. His eyes narrowed as he studied the label.


  “Are you sure you’re not supposed to eat this?” he asked with a subtle smirk.


  She bit her lip, and she nodded. “You probably could.”


  “This must be why you always smell edible.” He leaned to her neck and nipped her skin. But he opened the jar, apparently committing himself to smelling edible himself.


  He spent the next five minutes running the washrag over her skin, and when he reached that place he’d been forced to watch another man touch, he stilled, stroking gently with his finger tip.


  “I want this,” he said, but he looked away for a moment. When he looked back, he took a deep breath. “But not until I can safely and honestly say it has nothing to do with anyone but us. The immature shmuck in me wants to fuck you harder, deeper, longer, better, than he ever could, but the cynical side of me thinks that might be cliché enough to make me roll my eyes at even myself.”


  Her lips pulled up. “At the risk of sounding cliché … everything you do is better.”


  He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her chest to his and nuzzling against her neck. She felt his sigh as much as heard it, and it warmed the side of her throat. She clutched at his shoulders, burying her face against his neck, too.


  “You look tired,” she said.


  He chuckled. “You can’t imagine how exhausting life feels when things are off with you.” He said nothing for a moment. “I’m also tired from all this traveling nowhere,” he murmured, his voice muffled against her skin.


  She actually laughed at that one. “Where exactly did you go?”


  “I made it as far as Duluth. Checked into my hotel last night…” He chuckled. “Stood at the boarding gate this morning until they were literally closing the door to the jetway.” He bit her neck, and then he leaned back so he could look at her. “I’m not going to lie. People were staring at me as I paced.” He finally cracked a very real looking smile. “Then I left…” He bobbled his head back and forth for a second, and then he sighed. “Okay, well actually, I spent a few hours with airport security explaining why I had a ticket, bag, and myself there ready to board a plane and then failed to do so, while attracting some unwanted attention by walking circles in the tarmac linoleum.”


  She bit her lip again. “Did you get strip searched?”


  He chuckled. “No. I did, however, have my bag searched. They confiscated the Oreos, which they oddly missed at the security checkpoint. I’m guessing the TSA is enjoying them for us.”


  He watched her then, his smile calm and relaxed, and she pushed his long hair off his forehead. They didn’t stop staring at each other for a long time, and his hands softly caressed her back and her bottom even as she slowly stroked hers down his chest.


  “We’re going to be okay,” he finally said. “I promise.”


  She nodded, and she stood, walking from the shower and listening as he turned it off and followed her.


  


   Chapter Thirty


  
    
  


  Cohen stood behind Dylan at the bathroom counter as she toweled her thick long hair, and he took his time studying her reflection in the mirror. After she was done with the towel, she started braiding loose messy pigtails that ran down behind her ears, and he dropped his own towel to the floor. His eyes drifted down, settling on her breasts.


  He loved the fullness of her tits. They were a bit large for her frame, and they moved in that perfect way that only natural tits did. She lifted her arms up, twisting and crossing the sections of hair, her fingers working deftly—all that is except the still stiff middle finger of her left hand.


  When she was finished with her hair, she dropped her arms. Her breasts bounced slightly, and he instantly reached around her body and scooped his hands under them. He held the weight of them in his palms, and his cock twitched. He ran his thumbs over her nipples, and her skin popped with goosebumps.


  He forced his eyes to move up from their attention on her tits to her face. She was watching him calmly. It was arousing as hell seeing her face, tits, and pussy in the bathroom mirror, but still feeling the roundness of her ass cheeks against his groin.


  “There is no image in the world that can beat the sight of you in front of me, let alone capture the feel of it.” He never took his eyes off hers when he spoke, and she looked back, her face blank at first.


  Her eyes were puffy from crying, and they fluttered as she finally reacted to his words. They closed for a moment, and her nostrils flared as her chest rose. She was fighting something in her head, and he squeezed her breasts, kneading them gently as he waited for her to open her eyes again.


  When she did, they shimmered and filled with tears. Her lips trembled, and she looked away.


  “Look at me,” he said, and when she did, he could tell she was holding her breath.


  Her body trembled, and her stomach muscles lurched and quivered as his focus ran over her body, trying to figure out what was happening, but then a strangled sob escaped her mouth. She sucked in a loud breath as though she couldn’t get enough air, and in that moment, he knew she couldn’t. Her body was a rigid, tight constraint that was ready to snap.


  He could see it now. She was panicking, and as her eyes bounced around wildly, they were wide and terrified. Her hands clutched the bathroom counter, and her shoulders shook as she began to sob. He stood there stunned and silent, his mouth hanging open. She was gasping through her sobs, fighting to breathe as this thing worked through her, and she crumpled into a crouch, holding herself up with her hands on the counter and letting her head sag to her chest.


  He knelt beside her, gripping the counter with one hand, and stroking the back of her neck with the other as he shushed her. She let go of the counter, kneeling on the floor and staring at nothing at all as her breathing finally came in deep slow succession. Her chest rose and fell, and she wrapped her arms across her body protectively.


  “What have I done?” she asked.


  She wasn’t speaking to him. But his lips trembled and his eyes filled with tears as he watched her. His throat was tight and his shoulders tense as he fought back his own emotion.


  She blew out a deep calming breath, and she let her eyes close. They stayed closed. “I can’t believe you had to see…” She shook her head, still refusing to open her eyes.


  He sniffed his nose to keep his tears from falling and reached for a long strand of hair that hadn’t made it into a braid, tucking it behind her ear.


  “I never wanted you to see me that way. You must think I’m so disgusting,” she finally opened her eyes, and she brushed her tears away angrily.


  “No,” he said quickly, pulling her face to look at him. “I hate those images because they hurt to see and they make me jealous—not because they disgust me. Don’t put those words in my mouth.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to be the man who makes you feel guilty about your past.” He cupped her cheeks in his hands, studying her eyes. “I want to be the one who makes you feel okay about it.” He searched her eyes, but she just watched him, her expression numb, and her eyes swollen. “I didn’t come back so you could … make your reparations … try to get back in my good graces.” He kissed her gently on the lips, feeling hers quiver against his. “You’re already there,” he whispered.


  When he leaned back, he released his hold on her and finally let himself sit on the floor. He stared at her, and she sank to the side to sit on her hip. His legs were apart, his feet planted on the floor on either side of her, and he didn’t rush her. She lifted her hand to her forehead, squeezing her temples, and after a while, he decided to give her a nudge.


  Not a real nudge, though.


  He stretched out on the hard floor, resting his head on her lap, and when she looked down at his face, her lips pulled up slightly. She ran a finger slowly across his face from his forehead down over his nose to his chin. Her finger tugged his lower lip down as it passed over his mouth.


  “Come home with me,” he said. “I want you in my bed tonight.”


  She nodded.


  He stood, pulling her up to her feet, and he held her in his arms for a minute. When she sniffed her nose and brushed at her cheeks, he released his hold on her. She threw her pajama pants and shirt back on as he dressed, too. They were silent, and she followed him downstairs and out to his car that was in her driveway. He’d not even bothered going home before coming to see her. As terrified as he’d been to ring her doorbell, he’d been unable to do anything at all except whatever it took to get to her.


  The moment he got her up to his bedroom, he stripped her right back out of her clothes. She curled up in the throw blanket at the foot of the bed and watched him as he built a fire in the fireplace. She looked like she needed sleep, and there was little doubt he did, too. He wasn’t kidding when he said life was exhausting when they were off.


  He undressed quickly once he had the fire going, and as he crawled onto the bed, he grabbed his iPad and reading glasses from the nightstand. He certainly didn’t prefer to read rather than talk to her, but her eyes were distant, and there was something very comforting in the idea of just being normal for a while. He put his glasses on, and then he reached down under the throw blanket, finding Dylan’s ankle.


  He tugged gently until she got the hint and inched up closer to him. He parted his legs, bracing one foot on the bed rail and sprawling the other out across the bed. She was laying between his legs, her knees bent, her legs over his thighs, and her feet planted by his hips. It put her pussy very close to his groin, and it was exceptionally sexy and intimate, but he didn’t touch anything but her lower legs. He set his iPad beside him and tossed her the other pillow.


  She propped her head up on the pillow as his hands started to knead her legs. The throw blanket was now draped haphazardly over her breasts, but nothing else was covered. If he could design his own heaven, this would be it. His bedroom, a warm fire, her naked—relaxed and comfortable between his legs. The quiet was so perfect, and the peace he felt at that moment was everything he’d been craving since the moment he clicked that fucking link days before.


  He spent the next fifteen minutes gently working the muscles of her lower legs, and she stroked her fingers along his calf, too. When he finally stopped, he reached for his iPad and flipped the cover open.


  “Would you ever read my work?” she asked with a lazy smile.


  He smiled right back. “I’ve read many of your books at this point. I’m reading one of them right now, in fact.”


  “Really?” Her eyes finally showed some life.


  He nodded. “The very day I found out you wrote, I bought one, and I’ve been reading one after another ever since then. And now that I know there are even more out there under a different name, I can safely say I have enough reading material to keep me busy for a very long time.”


  Her lips pursed sweetly. “And you actually enjoy reading my stuff?”


  “You can’t imagine how much I enjoy reading your … stuff. Your stuff stirs me the fuck up. Knowing those thoughts and emotions come from that sweet, pretty head of yours is pretty damn incredible.” He smirked.


  His fingers moved mindlessly over her lower legs as he studied her face.


  “You look sexy in glasses.”


  “I look like a nerd.”


  She smiled. “A handsome nerd.”


  He chuckled.


  When she sat up, the blanket slipped to her lap, and she slung her elbows over her knees. It was casual, even given her nudity, but her expression was less so. In fact, she glanced away, her chest rising and falling as she took a deep breath. He closed the cover of his iPad, setting it back on the bed beside him.


  It was time.


  He reached to one of her hands, running his fingers along hers and letting their fingertips touch. She didn’t look back for a long time, but he knew she was just working it out in her mind. She was ready to talk. He said nothing, just toying with her fingers gently as she silently stared across the room.


  When she looked back at him, she sighed heavily. “It was an impetuous decision.”


  He was guessing she was gauging his reaction, waiting to see if he was willing to let her continue. He was. Because he knew the peace they had at the moment wouldn’t last long without this. He was leaned back against the headboard casually, and he didn’t move. He stayed leaned back. He stayed casual. He even kept toying with her fingers.


  “Can we talk about this now?” she asked hesitantly, biting the corner of her lower lip. She looked so unsure.


  He nodded slowly. “Of course.”


  She glanced away again, not looking terribly assured at all. He remained silent. When she finally looked back, she shook her head. “A couple drinks—not enough to be drunk. Just enough to be … impulsive … rash. It started out almost playful. Like this.” She pointed between them. “Just casual conversation. And my decision when he asked…” She shrugged and shook her head again. “I’m not sure I can say even now why I said yes when I should have said no.”


  “You were allowed to say yes. What he did to you was wrong.”


  “Sure…” she glanced away, her expression distant, thoughtful. “But I’ve learned people have the right to do all sorts of things they really shouldn’t be doing. Legal rights have nothing to do with moralistic principles. And I realized in the end, that no one deserved to own such an intimate part of me. Regardless of trust, someone who truly cared for me would never expect or ask me to give of myself in that way. They would respect me enough not to put me in that position.” She looked back at him. “So, he had every right to ask, and I had every right to agree. I also had every right to expect that video to be kept between the two of us. But in the end … it was a mistake. It just was.”


  He nodded subtly.


  “It cost me … everything. My career, my reputation, my sanity for a while.” She laughed but it was utterly humorless.


  “Not for nothing, but you’ve obviously worked hard to rebuild your career. It couldn’t have been easy, but…” he trailed off when he took in the look on her face.


  Her brow was wrinkled and her eyes narrow. It wasn’t anger, though. It almost looked like confusion.


  He was starting to think he’d said the wrong thing. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to discredit the impact—”


  She shook her head. “No, it’s not that. The thing is, I make a fraction of what I used to make, because I can no longer capitalize on the good reputation of Desna Hargrove. In this industry, it’s all about your name and what it means to how many people.” She shrugged. “It just is. I’m a literary nobody now, who managed to rebuild something of a following, but not what I once had. I now live in fear I’ll be recognized, rather than wanting to be visible. Visibility is a writer’s best promotional tool, and I… I can’t be. I don’t want to be.”


  He nodded, deciding he was going to keep his mouth shut from now on.


  “You know how I found out he’d leaked the video? I was still reeling from the breakup, which I’d initiated two weeks prior when I found out he was cheating on me. So … it’s safe to say I was already not in a good place emotionally.” She took a deep breath. “I was doing a book signing at a bookstore in Chicago. I was very active and visible in Chicago. It was my home, and I was comfortable there. A man approached the table, with a small stack of photos in his hand. I assumed they were publicity stills.” Her breath left her in a quiet rush as she looked down at her lap and shook her head. “They weren’t. They were stills from the video. I’d actually started to sign one before I even realized what it was.” Her eyes filled with tears as she looked back up at him.


  He sat up to her then, and he reached to her chin, running his thumb across her lower lip. He might be keeping his mouth shut but not touching her when she was upset was another thing entirely.


  “I ran.” She kept shaking her head as though her own life was hard for her to believe, and a tear ran down her cheek. Her eyes drifted off in the same distant way again. “I was nearly hysterical once I registered what I was looking at. There’s no denying I made a scene. I ran as fast as I could. Hell, I didn’t even think to grab the photos. I just … ran…” Her last word was breathed out as though it took effort. She was silent for a moment then.


  “That was the beginning of the end for Desna.” Her lips tried to pull up in a smile, but it faded fast as another tear fell. “The story of my bizarre departure from the book signing hit the wire the next day, not to mention exactly what those photos had been of. I shut down. I can’t tell you how … lost … and catatonic I was those first few weeks. I sold my condo, moved to Minneapolis for a while. I hid. The only person I spoke to was Lilly. She managed my life for me for a long time, because … I couldn’t.” She shrugged, looking down at her lap for a moment. “I did everything in my power to kill Desna and make her disappear forever.”


  He leaned forward, kissing the side of her eyebrow gently.


  She nodded, still staring down at her lap. “But the worst was what it did to me … inside. I became obsessive. I spent hours searching out the video, sending takedown notices, double-checking that the video was removed, just to find it on another site. And the comments… Forums out there rating, analyzing, mocking, every aspect of … my body … my sound … my expression…” Her words were tumbling out in halting half sentences. “You can’t imagine the things people will say. Every awful thing a person could be judged on … I was. And yet … I had to look. It was this maddening need that I couldn’t get over.” She laughed quietly. “I was literally crazy for two years—a recluse, a shut in. I stopped writing, barely functioned at all.”


  She looked up at him, and she smiled. It was small, but it was a real smile. “I know you got off on the wrong foot with Lil, but … I don’t know what I’d have done without her. She kicked my ass back into gear. She’d travel to see me in Minneapolis, staying for a month or more at a time, forcing me to leave my apartment, hell, forcing me to bathe and eat. And … forcing me to write something, anything at all to just get my brain moving again—focusing on something other than…” She shook her head as her words trailed off.


  “After a couple years, I returned to Chicago so I could be closer to her, rented a small apartment under Lilly’s name, and I started working again. I still stayed … hidden, but slowly and surely, I began living again. By that point, though, I was a nobody. No one had ever heard of Dylan Corbett. It was like starting from scratch. Lil helped me get my foot in the door with a few smaller publishing houses, but I was never willing to divulge my true identity, so I was just another unknown name. I self-publish a lot now, too, and she edits for me on a freelance basis when I do. I’ve managed to regain some footing in the industry, and miraculously, I’ve done that without ever having to divulge my former name. But my career is a shadow of what it once was.” She was silent then, and he just studied her.


  “Desna was outgoing. She smiled a lot. She talked a lot, too. She was somebody.” Her expression was sadly reminiscent. “Until the day she wasn’t. Because in the end, she was just a person, and she was weak just like everyone else in the world. But people didn’t see her as a person.” Her eyes had teared again, but she was holding it together, and her tears just sat there, making her eyes glimmer. “She was just an object to them, and so, it was easy to judge her, hate her, mock her, disrespect her, marginalize her. Fame, even in the very small and limited capacity I had it, was highly overrated.” She smiled and the tears that had been sitting at the ready fell, even as the subtle uplift of her lips stayed in place. “And I can’t say I really miss Desna, because Dylan gave me the chance to be real and human again.”


  She looked at him and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “That’s it.” She shrugged. “That’s all there is to know.”


  He tugged on her hand, and she crawled into his arms as his legs framed her hips. “Is this why you’re not close to your family?” he asked, his lips to the top of her head.


  She nodded. “They were…” She shrugged again. “…embarrassed of me. Ashamed of me. Disappointed in me. All those things that have the power to destroy a daughter. It became easier to stay away, stay out of touch.”


  A tear dropped to his chest.


  “That’s one of the saddest things in my life—knowing that it’s my choice as much as theirs, because it’s simply easier.”


  He wrapped his arms around her tightly, turning his head and resting his cheek to the top of her head. “I have to say, I oddly and completely inaccurately assumed that when this conversation occurred it would revolve around sex. I’m learning it actually played a very small part in all this for you.”


  She nodded.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “The sex was my hang-up, not yours. I feel like I … diminished what this whole thing was really about for you.”


  She pulled back, sitting up between his legs as her eyes shimmered and her lips trembled slightly even as they pulled up in a small smile. “It’s okay. I understand.”


  “Can I ask you something?”


  She nodded.


  “Does this feel good to you?”


  Her cheeks blushed, and her lips pulled up in a sheepish smile that sent an electric shiver through him and aroused him instantly.


  He chuckled. “Not this,” he said as he reached down and gently ran his hand up between her legs. “This,” he said again as his hand traveled to her chest, stopping over her heart. “Does it feel right, healthy, safe for you?” He glanced away, rolling his eyes. “Not the last few days,” he scoffed. “But as a whole.”


  She smiled. “Yes.”


  “Good. It has to.”


  She snuggled down low along his body, resting her head to his stomach and laying between his legs. He pulled the throw blanket over her, and he mindlessly unwound the hair ties from her braids and slowly picked the pattern apart until her hair trailed down her back and he could stroke it. When her breathing slowed, he picked up his iPad and read for a while. The woman who wrote some of his favorite words in all the world was sound asleep between his legs. He didn’t think a man could get luckier than that. And to think he’d almost lost this—that he’d almost destroyed it. He was indeed a lucky man.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Cohen ran his finger down the middle of Dylan’s forehead, tracing over her nose and down to her lips just as she’d done to him the evening before on her bathroom floor. She moaned quietly, her nose and mouth twitching. She’d moved up along his body some time while he’d been sleeping and now he was face to face with her as the sun shined in through the windows. He kissed her lips, and she moaned again, but she was starting to wake up. He didn’t leave her lips alone after that. He kissed gently one kiss after another, and when her moans became more conscious and more aroused, he slipped his tongue into her mouth. By the time she was fully awake, he was aroused, and he suspected she was, too.


  “Hi,” she said quietly, her cheeks blushing.


  “Hi.” When his lips pulled up again, hers did, too. “Do you know something?”


  “What?” she asked as she rubbed her eyes.


  “Neither of us have anywhere to be for many, many days.”


  She grinned at him.


  “I’m sorry I screwed up California,” he said quietly.


  “You screwed up the whole state? Shame on you.”


  He laughed, pushing himself up to his elbow to look down on her. “You know what I mean.”


  She nodded.


  He sat up to the side of the bed and stretched his back. He peeked over his shoulder at her. “Why don’t you make us some coffee while I run outside to get more firewood?”


  She hummed and said, “Coffee,” dreamily.


  He chuckled as he stood and pulled on his jeans that he’d left rumpled on the floor. He threw on a shirt, too, and he kissed her quickly before he left the room. He was outside for less than ten minutes, and when he came back in, he found her in the kitchen.


  “It’s broken,” she said with a pout. She had the lid up, the filter basket out, and the pot set off to the side. If that weren’t bad enough, she’d also managed to mess up the clock/timer on it, and she was holding a knife in her hand poised in mid-air.


  He laughed. “Why? Because it doesn’t have premeasured pods?” He pulled the coffee filters from the cupboard, stuffed one in the basket, scooped the grounds into the filter, put the whole contraption back together, turned it on, and then gingerly took the knife from her hand as he commented, “Not sure what you were going to do with that.”


  “I was going to fix it.”


  “Or electrocute yourself. A toss up how that would have played out,” he said sarcastically. In truth, he was just thrilled to see her humor was back—his, too, for that matter.


  When he was sitting down with his coffee at the dining room table, she wandered in with hers, too. He pulled her to straddle his lap though, rather than letting her take one of the other chairs. She was wearing a T-shirt of his, and it swam on her body. He slipped his hands up underneath and squeezed her bottom.


  “Would you do something for me?”


  “Okay.”


  “Finish writing our book.”


  She just stared at him, her lips parting as though she were in shock.


  He ignored her shock. “I use the term ‘our’ loosely, of course, because my name’s not Dr. Ash, your name’s not Angelica, I’m not being sued for medical malpractice, and I would never fuck you at work.”


  She was still gaping at him.


  He was still ignoring it.


  He bobbled his head. “Actually … who am I kidding? I’d probably fuck you at my clinic. I mean if I’m going to tempt fate, I might as well kick it in the teeth. Fuck NCMA and their no-fraternizing-with-a-patient bullshit. Am I right?” And then he smirked at her.


  She shook her head with her lips pursed. “No,” she said bluntly, playing along with her own dry sarcasm. “You’re so not right.”


  He grinned at her. “Write the book. It’s a good book. Maybe change Ash’s appearance a little. Give him brown eyes and a crew cut.”


  She glanced down at her lap, and she bit her lower lip. When she looked back up at him, she smiled, and she nodded. “Okay.”


  “Did you ever get around to naming this little book of yours? I noticed it was untitled when I read it.”


  “I had an idea,” she said with a sly smile.


  “One you’re willing to share?”


  “Inappropriate,” she replied simply.


  “To share a book title with your lover whom you modeled one of your characters after or just inappropriate of me to ask such a thing of an author?”


  She smiled. “Inappropriate as in the book is titled Inappropriate.”


  He repeated her. “Inappropriate. Hmm…” He studied her for a moment. “Well, I’ve read Inappropriate, and I’m just curious what it is you think is so inappropriate about Inappropriate.”


  She smiled and leaned to his lips, kissing him gently. “Sometimes nothing.”


  He chuckled as he wrapped his arms around her. She was damn right about that.


  


   Part IV: The Inappropriate Consequences


  
    
  


  


   Chapter Thirty-One


  
    
  


  Dylan had had Cohen all to herself for a number of days, and it was growing on her. She liked having him around—even around the clock, which was odd considering how used to being alone she was at this point in her life. But he was comfortable to her. He didn’t need to fill the silence, he didn’t need to create activity. The only real need he seemed to have was being close to her. He’d lay in bed reading on his iPad while she worked on her laptop for hours without complaint in the mornings.


  Much like this morning.


  She’d woken when it was only four-thirty, and she pulled her laptop from the spot she’d been shoving it under the nightstand on her side of the bed—at least she was guessing it was her side given she always seemed to end up there. He didn’t rouse until it was close to eight, and she’d been awake for hours at that point. He nuzzled against her ear, kissing the spot just below on her neck.


  “Merry Christmas,” he murmured against her ear.


  He spent the next couple minutes with his face between her thighs. This was also fast becoming a habit. When he wanted her to get up, he’d use his mouth, or his fingers—hell, his cock a time or two also, bringing her close to orgasm just to smirk at her and then walk out of the room.


  “Please don’t stop this time,” she begged as his tongue flicked over her clit.


  But he did stop, lifting his head and resting his chin to her lower belly. “Would I do such a cruel thing on a holiday?”


  She tucked her chin to her chest, smiling down at him. “I suspect you would,” she said, but she was wriggling under his weight, wanting desperately to get his mouth back on her.


  “Well, it’s hard to get you to stop working sometimes.” He kissed her stomach, and when he lifted his head to look at her again, he smirked that incredible, playful, and just downright devilish smirk.


  “You’re the one who said I should finish this book.”


  “I’m kidding. I like watching you work.” And then he kissed her again, just slightly lower this time. “But… I’m going to stop.” And he kissed again, lower still. “And it’s going to drive you mad when I do.” Another kiss, closer and closer to where she needed him to be. “So the choice is yours.” Another kiss. “I can stop now, and we can go make breakfast.” A lash of his tongue. “Or I keep going … and you’ll just have to wait and see if what I do after I stop licking your pussy makes up for my cruelty.” He winked, and then he sank his tongue into her vagina as she groaned and let her head fall back. When he leaned back again, he licked his lips, and he chuckled. “What’ll it be, sweetie?”


  She stared at him. She knew it was going to be agony when he stopped again, because she’d come to learn his torturous timing was so spot on, it was nearly PTSD inducing. But what she couldn’t do was rein it in. The need, the arousal, the rush was absolutely going to build for as long as he allowed it, and the only real assurance she could count on was that he’d not left her unsatisfied yet. In fact, it was safer to say by the time he released her from the agony, it was so fucking powerful she wilted. This was a no-brainer.


  “Don’t stop,” she breathed out the word.


  He lowered his head as his mouth fully connected with her pussy. He licked and sucked against her clit until she was panting—one fist clenching into the sheets and one in his hair. When his lips parted with her skin many minutes later, she cried out and stomped her foot against the bed.


  His lips glistened, and he chuckled as he crawled from the bed and reached his hand down to help her up. He led her to the bathroom, and she looked around, suddenly intrigued even though she had cum and saliva running down the inside of her thigh. When he pulled her to the bathroom counter in front of the large mirror, she studied his reflection behind her.


  “What are we doing?” she asked.


  “Making a very visual memory—no video camera needed.” He reached around her, and as he pinched her nipple between two fingers, he nipped her earlobe gently. Her mouth dropped open as she watched him, and she gasped. He pinched a little harder on her nipple, and she groaned.


  “Hop on up,” he said with a grin.


  She just stared at him in the mirror for a moment, her eyes wide, and when she turned toward him, he stilled her with his hands on her shoulders.


  “Nope,” he said, still grinning. “Up on your knees.” He leaned to her neck. “Your legs might be a bit sore after this, but the rest of you will be quite satisfied … and maybe a little sore, too.” He smirked, and that playful, sexy expression made her cheeks burn hot.


  He helped her knee find the counter’s edge with a hand to the inside of her leg, and when she lifted her other knee to the countertop, she wobbled precariously for a moment. He steadied her with his hands on her hips, but she still felt off balance, so she leaned forward, pressing her palms to the mirror in front of her.


  His cock was touching her bottom, and she shivered visibly as it did. His hand trailed slowly up her back to her hair, and he swept it over her shoulders, twisting it in his hands and tugging gently back. It forced her to sit up straighter, and her palms left the mirror as he steadily pulled her until her back was touching his chest. She reached her left hand to the wall beside her, and her other reached back to his hip.


  She knew what he wanted now, and she could feel the wetness between her legs intensifying as need pulsed through her groin. He’d put her in a position to keep her hips, her ass, her pussy off the countertop and accessible to him. Only her knees and half of her shins were on the countertop, and her knees were spread wide, the lips of her sex open and glistening pink from the torment of his mouth and the very notion of what this was going to look like. Her right hand clutched at his hip when he moved his hand from her waist to his cock.


  He slipped his cock between her lips from behind her, coating himself in her cum as he watched over her shoulder as the head moved forward and backward. He was covered in her glossy wetness, and when he nudged, she whimpered and her eyes closed.


  “Open those eye, baby.” He was holding her head back slightly with the fistful of hair, but when she opened them, they trained downward to that spot between her legs and her mouth dropped open as her eyes widened. He slowly pushed his cock up into her body, and it was an incredible rush to see him watching intently over her shoulder as he impaled her.


  She could tell when he clenched his ass cheeks, because it drove him deeper to her core. His thickness consumed the apex of her sex, and she stretched around him painfully. She liked this pain. It always began this way—aching until her muscles could relax enough to accommodate him. He released his clutch on her hair, but she’d found her balance, and she stayed upright watching.


  “Do you want it harder?” he whispered on a grunt as he nudged deeper.


  She whimpered and nodded her head. “Harder,” she groaned.


  She grit her teeth when he pulled out and then slammed straight up into her again, seating himself deep. And as he penetrated and pulled, it was swift, aggressive, and fast. His focus moved over her body from top to bottom, flashing from her pussy and the distending breadth of his erection to her breasts that bounced with every snap of his hips to her face.


  She loosened her grip on his hip, and she reached down between her legs, letting her fingers stroke over the place their skin met. It was silky soft and wet, and he watched her touch their skin in the mirror, and he groaned. When her fingers moved up to toy with her clit, her nerves were so overwrought, she clenched hard on him, and the groan still rumbling through his chest loudened. She was close, and as her stomach muscles tightened, her shoulders pulled forward, threatening to throw her off balance.


  He reached around her, clutching her breast, and holding her against his chest as he jolted her body with each stroke. She lasted less than a minute after that, and as she came, her head fell back, and she cried out loudly. He let himself come on a deep, powerful thrust, and she watched that thrust sink every long and thick inch of him into her. He gripped her hips, pushing them down hard to seal himself to her as he spasmed within her.


  His forehead dropped to the back of her neck, and his deep, calming breaths tickled the skin running over her spine as he regained himself. When he lifted his head, he pulled out slowly even as her sheath still tightened around him. His cum was milky white, and it dripped from between her legs to the floor. He reached down over her bottom and between her legs, and he plunged two fingers into her pussy.


  He thrust, and she watched his cum ran down the side of his hand. She didn’t care how lewd he was being with her body. There was nothing that disgusted her when it came to making love to him. She wanted to see it all, feel it all, taste it all, just as much as he clearly did, and there was no part of her that was off limits to him. She loved the idea of owning their intimacy with him in such a limitless way.


  He finally turned his face against the side of her neck, and he closed his eyes as he breathed against her skin. His fingers left her, and she slid a knee off the counter, blindly letting her foot find the floor. He left her, grabbing a washcloth and wetting it in the sink. He wiped her clean, before running the rag over the mess he’d made on the floor, and after he rinsed the washrag, he lifted her to sit on the counter, planting his hand on either side of her body.


  “Did I make up for the torture?”


  “You did.”


  And it wasn’t the only time that week or even that day. Yes. She definitely liked having this man all to herself.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  “Happy New Year’s, sweetie,” Co murmured against Dylan’s temple.


  Joss beamed at them from across the table, and Isaiah smiled his smirk-like smile.


  The same band that played at the fall festival was playing on this night as well, but there was far less space in the cramped walls of The Landing than there had been in the Pavilion. They’d still managed to snag a booth, and between the occasional turn about the equally cramped dance floor, food, a drink, and then more dancing, she was starting to tire.


  “Isaiah punched my ex-husband here on this very night three years ago,” Joss said absently as she picked a chicken wing off the plate in the middle of the table.


  Dylan snorted before she could stop herself. “Why do you get to punch people and I don’t?” She chastised Isaiah.


  It was his turn to laugh. “Well, let’s just say I did a few questionable things before I took this position. All related to Joss’s ex-husband.” He shook his head. “Asshole deserved it, though.”


  “And my asshole didn’t?” She retorted before she realized just how wrong that sounded coming out of her mouth. “Oh… That came out bad.”


  Joss busted out laughing.


  Isaiah shook his head. “I get your meaning, and you’re right, though I’ll deny it if you ever repeat it.”


  “Are you a little drunk maybe?” Cohen asked sweetly from her side.


  “Maybe a little.” She smiled at him. “I think they spiked the punch,” she whispered loudly as though it was a secret.


  “You haven’t drank any punch, sweetie. But the two shots of tequila you and Joss downed might explain it.”


  “Well, you guys are the ones who bought us the shots.” She waggled her finger between both Isaiah across the table and Cohen beside her.


  “We’re men. We’re just trying to get lucky.” His eyebrows shot up.


  She laughed loudly as Joss elbowed Isaiah in the side. He shrugged innocently.


  The band took a break a few minutes after that, and as the small group of three men and one woman bellied up to the bar, Cohen glanced over. “Stay put, my little inebriate,” he said in her ear as he stood and walked over to the group.


  A couple of the men smiled broadly as they saw Cohen approach, and both held a hand out for him to shake. Soon the woman and the other man joined in, and the woman kissed him on the cheek. They weren’t a young group, older in fact than she by a decade or two, and as one patted Cohen on the back it was nearly fatherly. He spoke to them for a minute, and as he did, the woman looked over his shoulder to their table, more than that, directly at Dylan. She smiled warmly, her eyes finally returning to Cohen.


  When Cohen returned to their table moments later, he said nothing as he slid in next to Dylan.


  “What was that about?” she asked.


  “Nothing. Just saying hi.”


  “You’re such a groupie, Co,” Joss chided.


  He laughed. “I’m a doctor,” he said with mock pride. “Gets me perks.” He pushed his tongue into his cheek as he cocked his head tauntingly to the side.


  Isaiah scoffed. “You mean you’re their doctor, so you can withhold their cholesterol medicine if they don’t give you perks?”


  “Maybe,” he said with a laugh.


  The group at the bar stood, and they returned to the stage.


  “Dance with me,” Cohen whispered against her ear, tugging on her hand as he stood.


  She followed even as the band still chatted with one another, adjusted a microphone here and there, and moseyed around aloofly. As she and Co made it to the small dance floor, she looked around feeling a little silly. It was utterly empty. All the people there that night were huddled, laughing loudly and conversing at the tall tables, or crammed into booths eating.


  “I think we’re a little early to the floor,” she said as she looked at him.


  He turned to her. “Nonsense.” He took her hands in his, laced their fingers together, and then moved them back to her lower back. He stepped closer to her, looking down on her as their bodies touched and her breasts were pushed up tight to him just under his pectoral muscles. “Right on time.” He leaned down and kissed her gently on the lips.


  “Whoa!” the lead singer whooped out from the stage into the microphone as she watched them.


  Cohen chuckled as he looked up at her, shaking his head.


  “This one’s very clearly for you, my dear,” the woman said directly to Dylan with a kind nod of her head.


  And then it started. Mazzy. The background guitars came first, and then the lilting twang of the lead guitar coupled with the keyboard picked up the melody.


  Cohen leaned to her ear, still clasping their hands behind her back. “This is what I wanted that night at the fall festival,” he whispered. His body moved slowly, subtly against hers as he spoke. It wasn’t dancing. It was flirting. It was toying. It was … seducing. “You can’t believe how much I wanted this.”


  She smiled. “I did, too,” she said, tilting her face up to look at him.


  He studied her eyes, still moving gently against her, and when he leaned to her ear again, she closed her eyes, waiting to hear his voice. “You told me once you could write a better man than exists in this world.”


  She pulled back. “I’m sorry.” She watched his eyes, but his expression was calm and relaxed—not at all offended. “It was a rude thing for me to say.”


  He chuckled, leaning to her ear again. “I exist in your world. I need to be enough for you,” he said in that same whisper quiet voice. “More than enough. So good you can’t write something better.” He said as he leaned back, smirking subtly. “I know I have a ways to go.”


  She listened to the chorus of the song in the background, and she glanced around her at the people who watched them. They smiled so warmly at him—at them. He was loved—loved by so many here. And yet, he was giving himself to her. For all the risk to his career, his livelihood, his reputation, he was willing to put it on the line for her. Her.


  She leaned up to his ear as he bowed his head to her. “Do I deserve you?” She was half serious, half paying him a compliment she hoped he’d understand.


  He pulled back, watching her blankly as his weight was shifted back and forth from one foot to the other in beat with the slow song. He said nothing, just watching her as the lyrics went on.


  “Oh, yeah,” he finally responded to her. He hooked a thumb down the back of her trousers, and he pulled her closer. “All of me.”


  She closed her eyes, smiling as she kept step with his slowly shifting movements.


  “Kiss her, Co!” a man yelled from nearby.


  Laughter erupted around them, and as she opened her eyes, Cohen was looking off at a man that looked well over sixty who was sitting with a group at a nearby table. Cohen was laughing with his head cocked to the side as though he were chastising the older man who had made the comment.


  “Don’t worry,” the man hollered as the last of the song faded out. “I took my blood pressure pills today. I can handle the PDA,” he said as he laughed.


  As nearly every other person joined in the man’s humor, she shook her head, blushing and looking up at Cohen. He smiled at her, winked, and then kissed her. It wasn’t the sloppy, gratuitous kind of kiss. It was the kind that lingered, involved a couple of angle changes, lip smacks, a little suckling, and that tended to be far sexier than the sloppy kind to her any day of the week. The sloppy kind was only really appropriate when it was between a woman’s thighs in her opinion.


  This was the perfect kind.


  When he pulled back, he chuckled as he looked down at her. The whoops and hollers bounced around the room, and Cohen finally released his clasp on her hands. “Settle down, people,” he hollered. “Y’all have had too much to drink!” He took her hand, tugging her toward their table.


  “Not like your girl doesn’t know how to party,” came a slurred voice from the crowd.


  She instantly chilled, and her hand tightened on Cohen’s as his clamped harder into hers as well. Randall stumbled toward them with a drink in his hand.


  She’d not seen him before now, though it was packed enough in there that she’d certainly not seen everyone there was to see.


  As Randall approached, Cohen held his arm in front of her body, keeping her slightly behind him. And as Randall came stumbling into them, he spilled some of his drink at their feet. Cohen pushed him back, keeping Randall at a more appropriate distance from them. There was an echo of gasps as people watched what was happening.


  “You stay away from her. We have no interest in anything you have to say to either one of us.”


  “No,” Randall taunted, sloshing more of his drink on the floor as he waved his arm around, invading their personal space again. “But maybe they do.” His arm swung in a wide arc, the last of his glass spilling to the floor around his feet. “Porn star right here, folks,” he hollered as he pointed directly at Dylan.


  “You son of a bitch,” she seethed quietly, her eyes burning as tears filled them. She was humiliated, but she was also just damn fucking angry, and as her vision swam in the opaque glossiness of her tears, her entire body vibrated, and she clutched into the back of Cohen’s arm.


  But Randall ignored her, and scoffed. “Calls herself an author. So why’s her ass splashed all over the—”


  Before she knew what was happening, Cohen’s hand was torn away from hers as he lunged toward Randall, his hand covering Randall’s mouth as he pushed the man hard into the nearby wall. Randall’s eyes were wide as they stared in shock at Cohen, and the gasps surrounding her filled the space and echoed in the otherwise silent restaurant.


  “Cohen!” Isaiah hollered. He was pushing through the crowd of people that had been surrounding the dance floor, trying to get to Cohen. “Let me through,” he ordered as people stepped out of his way. “Cohen, stop it now.”


  “You are nothing but a pathetic piece of shit,” Cohen seethed through gritted teeth as he pinned Randall to the wall. “You lowlife fucking bottom feeder.” He released the tension in his hold on Randall just to slam him back against the wall, and Randall’s glass finally fell and shattered on the hard floor. Cohen was panting, inhaling and exhaling rapidly through his clenched jaw, his mouth twisted in a snarl of rage.


  “Cohen, if you hurt that man I will have no choice but to arrest you,” Isaiah said as he pushed through the last of the crowd. But he stayed back a few feet, watching.


  Cohen turned his head, glaring at Isaiah for a moment as a huff of breath left him. It was absolute fury—the kind not easily stifled or turned off. His focus sank to the ground for a moment as he shook his head. Randall was struggling, but in his drunken stupor it only amounted to the slightest wriggle and squirm.


  “Don’t make me intercede,” Isaiah said quietly. “It will be worse if I have to. You end this on your own, and you walk away. Nothing more than an argument with a drunk man harassing your girlfriend that got a little heated.” Isaiah cocked his head to the side, studying Cohen calmly.


  Dylan stared at Cohen, frozen and unable to move. His eyes finally lifted to look at Isaiah, but they didn’t stop there. He glanced around the bar at the countless people staring in wide-eyed shock back at him, and when his eyes finally settled on her, he sighed and his eyelids fluttered. It was absolute defeat. He finally loosened his hold on Randall, taking a step back from the drunk man as Randall growled and staggered around looking at the floor.


  Isaiah clasped a hand to Cohen’s shoulder, and they walked away from Randall and back out toward the dance floor where she was still standing stupidly frozen like a statue.


  “Made me spill my fucking drink,” Randall spat out after them.


  Isaiah cocked his head over his shoulder, snapping back, “You spilled your own drink on the dance floor when you were harassing my friends.” And then he turned toward the bar. “Sam, you see he gets home safe, and don’t serve him another drink.”


  Joss stepped up beside Isaiah with their coats, scowling at Randall venomously. When Joss handed Dylan’s coat to her, she sucked in a quick breath. It was only then that Dylan realized she’d barely been breathing, and as Cohen stepped to her, she inhaled deeply, reaching for his waist.


  He leaned down and kissed the top of her head. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, but it was so utterly quiet in the restaurant that the apology carried. He lifted his head looking around. “I’m sorry,” he said almost shyly as his eyes glanced around the crowd of people. He wasn’t speaking to her that time.


  Cohen took her hand and led her off the dance floor toward the door. The hypertensive older man who’d catcalled them on the floor, stopped Co as they passed with a hand to his elbow. Dylan stopped by his side, looking at the kindly man.


  “Must be a keeper,” he said as he winked at her.


  “Yeah, she is,” Cohen replied, but he couldn’t seem to manage a smile, and he sighed as he looked to the ground.


  “You take care, son,” the man said to him, patting him on the shoulder.


  Cohen’s hand squeezed on hers as they followed Isaiah and Joss from the restaurant. The night was clear, and the stars shined bright above them in the dark sky, but it was bitterly cold. She hugged her arms around her as they walked toward Isaiah’s Land Cruiser, and Cohen wrapped his arm around her shoulder. They walked toward the passenger side rear door, but Cohen stopped, looking over at Isaiah.


  “Not to be a complete dick, but to borrow Dylan’s sentiment, why exactly are you allowed to punch assholes and we’re not?” he asked.


  Isaiah stared at him for a moment, but he said nothing.


  “How much more are we supposed to take from this man?” Cohen asked, his voice just a bit too loud.


  “Cohen, the man’s an asshole—”


  “Asshole?” Cohen asked Isaiah incredulously. “What? Because he’s not trying to physically hurt us, hurt her…” He pointed at Dylan as she stood there rooted to her spot beside him. “…it’s somehow okay?” Cohen shook his head. “He’s trying to humiliate her for fun. Do you get how twisted that is?”


  “Yeah, I do. But you can’t give him the satisfaction of taking the bait,” Isaiah responded.


  Cohen turned in a circle, bracing his hands to the back of his head as he did. And when his hands dropped back to his sides, he sighed heavily with every ounce of frustration she knew he felt. “You don’t… He almost destroyed us a couple weeks ago. Do you have any idea how fucking hard it was for us to survive that?” Cohen shook his head.


  She stepped closer, reaching for his arm, and he turned to her, taking a deep breath. He nodded as he looked at her.


  “Fuck,” he muttered under his breath as he turned back to the car and pulled the rear passenger door open for her. He climbed in after her, sitting behind Joss, and when Isaiah climbed in, he started the car. But he didn’t pull out. Instead, he turned toward Cohen in the backseat.


  He took a deep breath. “You know, there are plenty of things I did a few years ago that were wrong—hell, borderline illegal is probably more accurate.” He glanced to Joss, and she pursed her lips as she glanced down to her lap.


  Dylan didn’t have much idea what they were referring to given she was the newbie to this crew, but she knew it was without doubt related to Joss’s ex-husband.


  “I was willing to give up my career for Joss and our girls,” Isaiah continued. “And I’m thrilled to see you’re willing to do the same for Dylan. I really am.”


  Dylan glanced to Cohen, and he was watching Isaiah steadily, calmly.


  “But you have a responsibility to this town and these people that I didn’t have at that time—”


  “Don’t give me that bullshit,” Cohen muttered angrily. “I’m well aware of what my responsibilities are. Why the hell do you think I came back to this place?” He looked out the window then.


  “I don’t want to see this man hurt your career. And I sure as hell don’t want to play a part in the demise of that career.” Isaiah turned back around and pulled out.


  They drove in silence, and when they reached the peninsula, Isaiah glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “Who’s house?”


  She tried to smile. “Cohen’s is fine,” she responded.


  She climbed out moments later, and when Isaiah climbed out, too, she paused, watching him. He leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Happy New Year’s, Dylan. Sorry things got a little…” He bobbled his head. “Interesting.”


  She nodded. “That’s one way to put it,” she remarked.


  “Don’t worry,” he reassured her. “Co and I tend to butt heads on occasion. We always get over it, and I understand why he’s upset.”


  She nodded, and then she rounded to the front of the car, meeting Cohen. He took her hand.


  “Co,” Isaiah called after them.


  Cohen stopped and turned back. “Yeah?”


  “I’m sorry.” Isaiah shrugged. “I know how hard it is to sit by when someone’s trying to hurt the people you care about the most.”


  “Yeah,” Cohen replied. “I’m sorry, too.”


  “I would have loved to see you beat the shit out of him.” Isaiah smirked.


  Cohen smirked back. “Me, too. But if I had, I probably wouldn’t have a job tomorrow.” He shrugged as he turned back toward his house. “Good night, Isaiah,” he said over his shoulder.


  


   Chapter Thirty-Two


  
    
  


  Cohen couldn’t sleep that night, and he tossed and turned beside Dylan trying to get his brain to unwind. It was agonizing knowing he’d walked away from Randall. He had to. It wasn’t a choice. His hands were tied, and Dylan’s reputation, as well as his own, simply wasn’t in his control, less he make both their situations worse.


  The thing was, Randall hadn’t posted the video of his girlfriend online. He simply wasn’t guilty of that. And he was entitled to disparage her reputation by speaking the truth of who she was. It was harassment at best, but anyone who knew the man knew his mouth got away from him from time to time. He was a misogynistic asshole with a broad smile who tended to drink a bit too much on occasion. He was neither the most hated nor the most liked man on Bristol. He was just a man—at least that was how he was seen.


  Joss knew better, Isaiah did, too, and he and Dylan had figured it out quickly themselves over the past month or so. Some people were just monsters in unassuming costumes. Randall’s costume was nothing more than a round middle-aged man with thinning dark hair and equally dark eyes, who hated women in his mind even while he ogled them in real life and who relished the discomfort he could cause those he didn’t like—Dylan and himself included.


  Basically, he was a fucking sleaze.


  When he finally tossed the sheets back and sat up to the side of the bed, he let his elbows rest to his knees, and he dropped his head to his hands. He listened to her breathing quietly behind him as she slept, and he stayed that way, letting her slow breaths numb his brain like a metronome. When his eyes finally felt heavy enough to close and stay closed, he crawled up behind her body, wrapping himself around her.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  It was Friday, little over a week after New Year’s, and Cohen was having lunch in his office while he tried to work through some paperwork. The problem was he kept thinking about three things, and none of those things had anything at all to do with the paperwork sitting on his desk.


  One: He loved Dylan, and he needed to tell her so because it was overdue at this point.


  Two: He very much wanted her to move in with him, because it was getting ridiculous to have two homes when neither of them cared to sleep apart anymore.


  Three: This was all moving in one direction for him, and at the terminal end of that direction would be a minister, a white dress, an overpriced cake, and bad catering.


  Simple.


  Sadly, he was not making it simple at all. He’d never lived with a woman. He’d never even really considered or wanted to marry one. The problem was, it all felt a little bit like a snowball rolling out of control down a hill. How, for instance, was he supposed to spin something like this? Hey, I love you and want you to move in with me because I know I want to marry you? He didn’t need to be a genius to know that was cramming a lot of expectations into one sentence.


  What this meant was that he was fixating. He was spending large amounts of time trying to figure out how to accomplish all this the right way.


  But then his phone rang, and within moments, he managed to forget all about it.


  “Dr. Jessup we’d like you to make time for a teleconference with the director of HR following your last appointment today.”


  He sat in silence for a moment. This was the call. The proverbial other shoe was finally hitting the floor, and though the administrative assistant had said nothing more about it than that, he just knew.


  “Dr. Jessup?”


  “Yeah, yeah.” He was silent again. “Umm… I should be wrapping up around four-fifteen today.”


  “Very well. Ms. Martin will contact you at that time.”


  He swiveled his chair to look out his window, and his heart pounded as he did. When he wandered out of his office to check his schedule, he stalled in the doorway of the small file room, and he caught himself imagining what it would be like to simply walk in there and snatch Dylan’s file from the shelf. His anxiety rose as he contemplated all the highly unethical, if not downright illegal, ways he could salvage his career. He turned around to see Beth watching him with that same concerned, sad, perplexed look on her face that she tended to regard him with often lately.


  “Can I get you a file, Dr. Jessup?” she asked.


  Yes. The one with Dylan Corbett’s name on it that shows very clearly the liberties I took with her body before I fell in love with her.


  But instead, he shook his head. “No. Sorry, just got sidetracked thinking about something.”


  Beth’s lips pursed as her brow wrinkled. “Very, well,” she said with a tight smile, and then she started to turn away.


  “Beth, can you make sure my schedule stays clear after my last appointment today unless it’s an emergency?”


  “Of course,” she paused though, not moving away from him. “Can I ask why?”


  She wasn’t the delving kind, but he supposed he was acting suspicious, and when his eyes moved back to her, that notion was confirmed. Her brow furrowed as tight as he’d ever seen it.


  “Corporate asked me to make time for a call with the director of HR.”


  Her lips parted as she watched him. “For any particular reason?”


  This was beyond delving, and he was surprised at her willingness to dig into his personal business.


  He shrugged and he smirked. It wasn’t an amused smirk—more passive aggressive than anything. “I think we both know why.”


  “Randall,” she said rather venomously as she nodded. She was rarely very inflective when she spoke. Kind for sure, but she was very even tempered and calm. But her venom aside, he was actually shocked. If she were willing to put a name to his troubles, he’d oddly expected it to be Dylan’s name she’d attach the blame to.


  “I heard about New Year’s Eve,” she continued, her voice apologetic and her expression, too.


  “Yeah,” he responded. What else was he supposed to say?


  “I’ll keep your schedule clear.” She finally walked away.


  He found little peace that afternoon, and he was an anxious mess. He contemplated calling Dylan, but because he truly had no idea where his call with corporate was going to go, he just wasn’t sure there was much point trying to have a conversation with her yet. And so, he worked his way through one exam after another, focusing on his patients and tuning out the tick of the clock.


  Beth was standing at the small nurses’ station when he walked out of his last exam, and he handed her the file as she watched him expressionlessly. He hung his lab coat on the hanger inside his office door, and he sank down into his seat. He raked his hands through his hair, and he forced himself to take breaths and exhale slowly out of his mouth. None of it kept him from jumping in his seat when his phone rang at four-thirty.


  “This is Dr. Jessup.”


  “Hello, Cohen. This is Margaret Martin from corporate.”


  He expected few to address him as doctor. It had just never meant much to him—not when so many people on this island had known him since he was born. But her refusal to address him as doctor after he answered the phone addressing himself that way was a very intentional move on Ms. Martin’s part. He wasn’t surprised.


  He knew the woman. Not well, but well enough to think she was stuffy, clueless, and entirely too … corporate minded for his taste. When city council was entertaining talks with a couple different networks about opening up a clinic on the island, he’d been interviewed ad nauseam. Corporate HR hadn’t liked the council’s insistence that Cohen be not just considered but flat out hired for the head physician position. Martin’s hesitance had nothing at all to do with his qualifications, but everything to do with the fact that Mayor Fillmore was forcing her hand. But the council knew him, the council wanted him, and the council didn’t have a problem making that clear to Ms. Martin. And, oh yeah, no clinic would be opening on the island without the council’s say so.


  In the end, North Central Medical Associates relented, and Ms. Martin was forced to shut up by powers even higher than her. A family practice that held one hundred percent of the population on an isolated island was a no-brain moneymaker, and NCMA knew that—even if the fair and impartial Ms. Martin didn’t want to compromise on her role in hiring him. In truth, she didn’t want to compromise on her control. That’s probably what offended Cohen the most about her. Their previous encounters, interviews alike, had been loaded with a cool amount of contempt on her part.


  “Sorry for the last minute meeting, but I wanted to speak with you before the weekend,” she said crisply.


  “It’s no problem,” he said in response to her bullshit apology. It was literally the biggest problem in his life at the moment.


  “We received a … complaint from a Bristol resident you’ve treated a couple times in the past. The complaint is related to a recent examination you conducted on him that was requested from the chief of police, Mr. Isaiah Henry. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.”


  “Of course. Can I assume you’re referring to Randall Cunningham?”


  Margaret exhaled deeply, saying nothing for a moment.


  “You can’t possibly expect me to answer questions related to an exam I did if you’re not going to tell me who the patient was.”


  “What made you assume it was Randall Cunningham?”


  He shook his head. Because he was the world’s biggest dick was the response Cohen wanted to give her. “I don’t often do medical reports for the chief, and Cunningham’s exam is the last one I recall in quite a long time. He was also, as usual, extremely unpleasant.”


  Margaret was silent for a moment. “And you are aware that the woman arrested for assaulting Mr. Cunningham was another Bristol resident by the name of Dylan Corbett?” Her voice was almost mocking and cruel. She was enjoying this.


  “I was not made aware of that fact until after the exam was done.” His jaw was tight as he spoke.


  “And why would the chief of police have not told you that fact prior to the examination?” She was baiting him, and they both knew it. In fact, he suspected she enjoyed knowing he was aware of what she was doing to him. She could toy, taunt, threaten him at will during this call and play it off as nothing more than her job responsibility, looking out for the best interest of his patients, blah, blah, blah…


  His jaw tightened even further as he inhaled deeply through his nose. “The chief would have had no reason to tell me who was arrested for the assault. It’s a small town, and I know most of the residents here. Telling me anything at all about the incident would have called into question the impartiality of my exam. You must know that.”


  She hummed as though considering what he was saying. “Because you question your own ability to be impartial in these instances.”


  He chuckled, but it was cold. “No,” he said pointedly. “Because I’m smart enough to understand you don’t introduce the possibility, remote as it may be, into a criminal investigation. My examination was an impartial one, signed off on by my head and most senior nurse, and there is nothing else worth saying on the subject.”


  “From what I’ve heard the chief of police is a close friend of yours, so it just seems odd he wouldn’t mention to his friend—”


  “What?” he asked, cutting her off. He was losing his cool—something about her overly calm voice deliberately trying to trap him was setting his blood on fire. “He didn’t mention what?” he repeated.


  “We’re aware of who the perpetrator of this crime is to you, Dr. Jessup.”


  “Why don’t you just say it, Ms. Martin?” He snapped at her. “That the woman arrested also happens to be the woman I’m sleeping with,” he spat out angrily. “That is what you’re getting at, is it not?”


  She was silent. But he was done moderating his words as though he were a fucking criminal.


  “The chief of police had no idea I was involved with Dylan Corbett—”


  “That may very well be, but the second you found out your girlfriend was involved in the crime you should have recused your examination of Mr. Cunningham.”


  “I did,” he lashed out, his voice low and spoken through gritted teeth. “The very next day I divulged my relationship with Dylan to Chief Henry. Within hours the charges had been dropped due to a completely unrelated piece of evidence.” He let out a huff of breath, standing from his chair and then sitting on his desktop so he could look out the window at something other than the walls of his office that seemed to be shrinking around him and trying to suffocate him. “And by the way,” he snarled, “she was not the perpetrator of any crime. Her charges were dropped.”


  “Mr. Cunningham mentioned some other … details related to Ms. Corbett’s—”


  “He mentioned what?” He cut her off angrily.


  “A doctor’s reputation must be above reproach, Cohen,” she condescended to him. “You need to understand—”


  “No, you do. My personal relationships are none of your business. None whatsoever, and I will not entertain this line of questioning for one more moment. If you want to question my practices, then do so. If you want to examine my training, my education, my military service and career, then have at it. But my personal life is off limits to you, and you do not have my permission to infringe on it. This conversation is over unless you have any relevant questions related to Mr. Cunningham’s medical report.”


  “Mr. Cunningham is also claiming you attacked him on New Year’s Eve at a local bar.” Her voice was getting shrill. She was refusing to relent, and she was making that clear by loudening her voice and continuing with her interrogation.


  Cohen laughed mirthlessly. “I’m just so shocked Mr. Cunningham would say such a thing,” he mocked. “Mr. Cunningham was drunkenly harassing my girlfriend. He was being loud and vulgar. I intervened. I’m guessing he failed to mention his own behavior? I’ll give you a list of witnesses who were there that night if you’d like to research the incident further, but if all you’re going to do is make false accusations based on the statements of one drunk man with a grudge, then I’m going to hang up now.”


  “Witnesses, huh? More of these townsfolk of yours who worship you so much.” Her disdain was starting to show just as much as his anger was.


  But there was something truly satisfying about hearing her irritation. She was as pissed at him as he was at her—so pissed in fact she wasn’t enjoying this so much anymore.


  “Are we finished, Madge?” He was just being a dick at this point, and if he thought there was any chance he could convince her to let this go, it would be a mistake. But she wasn’t going to let this go, and he was sure as hell not going to make it easy on her.


  “No,” she remarked smartly. “Stella Kincade will be arriving this evening. We’re putting you on a paid leave while we conduct an internal review of your files. Dr. Kincade is already familiar with your practice, so it should be an easy transition. We’ll want to speak with your head nurse, Beth Frasier, early next week to review her role in Mr. Cunningham’s exam.”


  “Wow,” he said in disgust. “If you have Stella arriving this evening, then you were already planning on this file review before you ever called me.”


  “Your point?”


  “I’m just wondering why you wasted so much of my time with this pointless discussion when I could be home with my girlfriend by now.” And then he hung up on her.


  “Fuck,” he muttered. “Fuck!” It was more an angry shout that time.


  He slammed his fist down on the desktop as he stood, marched to his door, snatched his coat off the hook and walked out. He found Beth at the front desk, working on the computer. She had a short stack of files beside her, one already open. And as he marched by the desk, he had to force his gate to slow. He inhaled a deep breath, and he stopped.


  “Beth, you should take off.”


  “Just finishing up,” she said as she glanced up at him.


  “Uh… Dr. Kincade will be covering for me for a few days, and corporate will have someone in to do an internal review as well. Please make sure they have full access to our patient files. They’ll also want to speak with you. Just so you know.”


  She stared at her fingers on the keyboard for a moment, but then she glanced up offering a small smile. “Thank you for the heads up. I’ll lock up tonight. Enjoy your weekend.” Her smile, while warm, was still small and restrained.


  He nodded. “Good night, Beth.”


  He turned and started walking away.


  “Cohen,” she stopped him.


  He turned slowly back.


  She paused, saying nothing for a moment and just watching him. When her lips finally twitched and settled into a tight smile, she exhaled. “Have a good weekend.”


  He clamped his teeth into his lower lip, nodding. “You, too.”


  The moment he reached his car, his cellphone vibrated in his pocket. It was Dylan, and the very sight of her smiling face on his phone left his heart pounding in nervousness, and at the same time, anxious to hear her voice.


  “Hi, babe,” he answered as he sat in his running car, cold fog escaping from his mouth as he spoke.


  “Hi. I’m already at Joss and Isaiah’s. Can you just meet me here? I tried to call you a bit earlier to tell you I was headed over, but I couldn’t reach you.”


  He gritted his teeth, and when he mouthed the word fuck, his free hand clamped onto the steering wheel. They had dinner plans. He’d completely forgotten. “Yeah. I’m just leaving the clinic. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes. Do you need me to stop and pick anything up?”


  “Nope,” she said in a very chipper voice. “Just looking forward to seeing you.”


  He could nearly hear her smile. Fucking hell. He was going to ruin that smile tonight, and it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do.


  When he arrived, he let himself in and found Joss, Isaiah, and Dylan in the kitchen. Isaiah was leaning over Joss’s shoulder as she stood at the stove, and Dylan was taking a sip of red wine as she took a break from chopping something on a cutting board.


  When she glanced up and saw him, her eyes widened and her smile broadened. She wiped her hands on a dishtowel as she walked toward him, and she wrapped her arms around his neck the second she reached him.


  His arms pulled her to him, holding her tight to his body, and he nuzzled his face against her neck, closing his eyes and inhaling her scent. He only let her go when Isaiah cleared his throat, and when he looked up, Joss and Isaiah were both watching them with matching smirks. He tried to smile, but his sails had lost their wind over the past few hours.


  “Uh… Can we go … downstairs maybe? I need to talk to you about something,” he said quietly to Dylan.


  Her smile faltered, and the tendons in her neck tightened as he watched. She nodded rigidly.


  He glanced up at Joss and Isaiah, whose smirks had turned to puzzlement. “I’ll explain in a while, but I’d like to talk to Dylan about it privately first.”


  “Of course. Please,” Isaiah said, but his hand found Joss’s, and he sighed quietly as he squeezed her hand.


  Joss and Isaiah’s basement was finished, and there was a large family room, exercise room, bathroom, and spare bedroom there. They didn’t make it past the family room, and as he pulled her down to sit on the sofa beside him, he reached over and turned the lamp on. It was the only light, and it was dim at best. She turned toward him, pulling her closest leg up.


  “I was put on an … involuntary paid leave today.”


  She inhaled, and he listened to the breath hitch in her throat.


  “They’re sending the relief doc back to cover me for a few days while they do an internal review of my clinic … files…” He shook his head. “…whatever the hell they want to review, quite frankly. There was a complaint lodged by Randall related to the medical report I did when…”


  She nodded, her focus dropping to her lap. “When I hit him,” she finished.


  He took a deep breath. He was terrified of her guilt. Her guilt had the power to tear them apart. It had nearly destroyed them once already, and that memory was still entirely too fresh in his mind.


  Instead of giving her a chance to fixate on it again, he continued quickly. “You need to understand something.” He reached for her hands, clasping them in his as she stared at his chest. “That medical report isn’t the problem. Your arrest isn’t either. I handled Randall’s exam in exactly the way I should have given what information I knew at that time, and they can scrutinize that report all they want.”


  She looked up, and her expression was confused. “Then… I don’t…”


  “Their review won’t be limited to just his records. They know your name.” He went silent, letting that one sink in. “Thanks to Randall, they know who you are. And I can guarantee when they get into my clinic, they’re going to look to see if there’s a file on you, too. And when they do…” He glanced away from her, and he shrugged. “It’s going to be my actions that get me in trouble. Not yours.”


  She covered her mouth as her eyes glossed, and his core tightened as he watched her—every muscle clenched at the sight. He reached for the hand that covered her mouth, pulling it away, and he kissed the worried grimace until her lips relaxed against his. When her hands clutched at his cheeks, pulling his mouth harder to hers, he leaned into her, pressing her back to the sofa.


  When he was finished with her lips, he studied her eyes. “I was never a rule breaker,” he said. “And I’ve never been a mistake maker.” He leaned to her mouth, letting his lips linger against hers without kissing. “Until now,” he whispered against her lips. “You are the best mistake I could have ever made, and if ever there was a rule to be broken, it was the one that would have made us impossible.” He pulled back, focusing on her. “I … regret … nothing.”


  She nodded, taking a deep breath. And then the words he’d been trying to figure out how to say to her earlier that day popped out. Shockingly not from his mouth, though, but hers. “I’m so in love with you,” she whispered, beating him to the punch just like that.


  He couldn’t help but smile. “I love you, too. And that’s more permanent to me than any job will ever be.” It may not have been a marriage proposal. Hell, it wasn’t even an invitation to move in. But it meant something important. It meant everything else simply didn’t matter.


  She nodded.


  “Dinner’s ready,” Joss hollered down the stairs. “When you’re ready,” she added.


  He stood, reaching down to give her a hand, and she brushed tears from her cheeks as she looked up at him. “Are you okay?” she asked him. “It couldn’t have been an easy day.”


  He shook his head. “No. It wasn’t. I can’t say I handled it very well.” He smirked. “I got a little pissed at corporate.”


  She grimaced, and he tugged on her hand, pulling her toward the stairs.


  They were sitting around the table within minutes, he and Isaiah at the ends, and Joss and Dylan across from one another.


  “Where are the girls?” he asked Joss.


  She looked at Isaiah and chuckled. “Double date.”


  “Wow,” he commented. “Dating, huh? What happened to the no-dating-until-your-twenty-five-rule?” he asked. In truth, he just wasn’t ready to get into the heavy stuff yet.


  “Well, apparently all their friends are dating already, and we’ve been advised that we’re bad parents for holding out,” Joss said sarcastically.


  “But no worries,” Isaiah continued. “We instigated some … rules.”


  Dylan chuckled. “Such as?” Her eyes still looked a little puffy, and her nose was pink, but she seemed to need a little levity, too.


  Joss smiled at Isaiah. “Ten o’clock curfew, they’re not allowed to go to any houses where there aren’t parents there, they answer their phones without fail, Isaiah reserves the right to have them tailed by an officer should one be available to do so, and … uh…” she glanced to Isaiah. “We might have put GPS in their car.” She shrugged with a smile on her face.


  “Really?” Dylan asked.


  “Oh, yeah. They’re not that expensive,” Joss commented. “We took all the fun out of dating.” She nodded proudly.


  “Hell, yeah, we did,” Isaiah agreed, lifting his hand to Joss who high fived him in return.


  Cohen laughed, and Dylan did, too. But as the laughter quieted, Joss and Isaiah both watched them expectantly—patiently but expectantly.


  “NCMA put me on paid leave today.” He said without inflection as he passed a bowl of broccoli to Joss.


  She stared at him, failing to even notice the bowl hanging out in midair between them. “They can’t do that,” she finally remarked as she shook her head. She finally took the bowl, but she just set it on her plate, crossing her arms angrily on her chest. “They just can’t.”


  “They can, actually,” he commented. “They’re my employer. I report to them.” He spent the next ten minutes rehashing his rather painful conversation with Ms. Martin. And when he was finished, the table was silent.


  “They should just talk to Isaiah. I mean he can confirm everything you told them,” Joss suggested.


  Isaiah shook his head. “I have a feeling this woman is trying to make trouble more than anything. She’s not after the truth. She’s digging for dirt.”


  “Yeah, well the problem is, she’s going to find it,” Cohen remarked.


  Joss and Isaiah stared at him for a moment, and then their eyes shifted to Dylan in tandem.


  “Shit,” Isaiah said.


  “Double shit,” agreed Joss.


  Dylan’s cheeks burned pink, and Cohen reached for her hand, squeezing it gently as she struggled to swallow.


  “I’ve got it!” Joss said.


  He cocked his eyebrows at her. There was no chance she really had it, but Joss tended to make him laugh, and he could do with a dose of that.


  “You’re military,” she pointed at him. “You’re police,” she pointed at her husband. “So we break into the clinic, steal Dylan’s file, and set the place on fire.” She shrugged. “Simple.”


  Cohen glanced at Dylan, and her lips were pursed as she fought back a laugh.


  “Absolutely no part of that plan makes sense,” Isaiah said. “Breaking and entering isn’t enough for you. You think we need to go straight to arson?” Isaiah asked his wife.


  “To hide the fingerprints. Duh.” She rolled her eyes.


  “And if we’re going to burn the place down, why steal the file exactly?” Isaiah asked, his faced scrunched up in feigned confusion.


  “Glory, man, do I have to explain everything to you?” she asked in her best exasperated voice. “Collateral,” she said pointedly.


  Dylan had given up stifling her laughs at that point.


  “Sounds more like evidence than collateral to me, sweetie. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I obviously don’t have a clue what I’m talking about.”


  She shook her head. “No, you don’t. I mean … clearly this is … this is just above you.”


  Isaiah laughed, too, and Cohen was suddenly relieved as hell they’d had plans with Joss and Isaiah tonight. He loved being with Dylan more than anything, but tonight, they needed the distraction, and when he glanced at her, she was still laughing just as much as he was.


  “Don’t misunderstand me, sweetie,” Isaiah said as his laughter finally trailed off, “because you know I love you to the moon and back, but there are times when I’m absolutely shocked I’m married to you.”


  “Well, not every law is meant to be followed, dear,” she said smartly.


  “Actually, they’re all meant to be followed,” he responded sarcastically.


  She sighed, but when she finally looked at Cohen, the concern on her face was real. “What are you going to do?”


  “Nothing.”


  “But, I mean … couldn’t you? You know, just take her file?” Joss asked.


  “I can’t hear this,” Isaiah commented.


  Cohen chuckled for a second. “It wouldn’t matter. There is history in our practice management program. Our PM software isn’t networked to NCMA, so I know they can’t see anything from corporate in Madison, but that’s about all I know. I have no idea what the ramifications of removing something from that program would be. I don’t use it—not like the nurses and receptionist do. They’re the ones who are in there day in and day out. Not me. And if I go in there and remove something… Who knows… I could just be adding some sort of medical tampering policy violation on to my list of problems. I’ve made all the mistakes I intend to make.” He squeezed Dylan’s hand again, and she smiled weakly at him. “My actions might have been unethical, but they’re not criminal. I could lose my job. But … they can’t stop me from practicing medicine. It just might not be on Bristol anymore. At this level, things are usually kept pretty hush hush unless there’s a criminal element involved. They’ll likely let me slink away quietly.”


  “But this is your home.” Joss said, her eyes wide. “Your life is here, your…” she trailed off as she looked at Dylan. “Where will you go?”


  He glanced at Dylan, and she just looked at him. “I don’t know,” he said quietly as he shook his head. He couldn’t even wrap his head around losing his life here.


  


   Chapter Thirty-Three


  
    
  


  “He was just fired.”


  Dylan sat in stunned silence for a moment. “Wait. What?” Her lips pulled up in a small smile.


  “They sent the senior broker from Madison. I shouldn’t say fired. They severed Randall’s contract. Misuse of company equipment. Apparently, he’s not allowed to send links to seedy porn sites to the local doctor in an effort to harass him, cause him distress, etcetera,” Joss said sarcastically. “I might have let that slip in a phone call I had with Madison last week.”


  It was Saturday morning, and Joss had called Dylan from the office. She often worked Saturdays in exchange for a day or two off during the week. Hell, more days off than even that this time of year, but Saturday was the day to be in the office in her world. People ventured out on the ice road from the mainland often over the weekend, searching out some winter beauty and adventure, and many of them at least toyed with the idea of making Bristol a permanent residence; it was stunningly beautiful here this time of year, even if it was harsh. That kept Joss plenty busy on Saturdays, but this Saturday it was more than the crowd in town for the annual Winter Landscape Photography Exhibit that was keeping her occupied.


  Apparently, it was Randall’s termination…


  “That’s… That’s wonderful,” Dylan remarked.


  “Yeah, well, after I did it, I was worried.”


  “Why?”


  “That it would just make things worse. I mean, I want him gone, and not just gone from my office, gone from this island. You know, that man literally listed my house right out from underneath me a few years ago. My ex-husband was the one who held title, and he commissioned Randall to sell it without my knowledge when Harper and I were still living there.”


  “What?” Dylan asked incredulously. “Really?”


  “Oh, yeah. I walked out of my front door one morning to see Randall and my ex planting a For Sale sign in the yard. And I’ve had to work with that jerk every day since that happened. And guess what? I haven’t once stopped wanting to punch him in the face for it. Apparently, I don’t get over things quickly,” she said sarcastically, but after a moment, she sighed. “But still … what if this just angers him more? What if he makes it even worse for you two?”


  Dylan scoffed. “He’s done all the damage he can to Cohen. We may not know what that’s going to amount to, but it’s in motion regardless. There’s nothing Randall can do to make that worse at this point.”


  “Yeah, well your past has only been divulged to a few people. And if his previous behavior is any indicator, I would say that man is not above spreading that information in a wider circle if it pleases him. Hurting you would be a very effective way for Randall to hurt Cohen, too.”


  Dylan nodded her head. It was true. That man could certainly do more damage to her reputation than just that which he’d tried to do already when he sent Cohen that fucking link. He’d failed to destroy them but only barely. But casting a wider net would certainly catch a few people willing to hate her and judge her based on her past actions and decisions. And there was little doubt that would ultimately end up impacting Cohen. He didn’t need any more worries.


  “Dylan?” Joss asked concernedly.


  Dylan was being too quiet as her thoughts drifted off. “Yeah. Sorry. I was just thinking.”


  “You okay?”


  “Mm-hmm. I’m fine.” She looked down at the laptop on her lap. She was upstairs sitting on the small, comfortable sofa in the master bedroom. The fireplace was lit, and the room was so warm she’d already stripped out of her long sleeve shirt, leaving herself in a thin tank top and a pair of charcoal gray leggings. She stared at the words on the screen—so close to being done she was in the home stretch. Dr. Ash’s problems were over, Angelica’s were, too, at that point, and their path lie only together from here on out through the epilogue to their ever after.


  She was going to get her happily ever after, too—even if she had to sacrifice for it.


  “Joss, I better let you go. I need to call Lilly to discuss some details of my current project.”


  “Of course. You’ll let Cohen know about Randall?”


  “Definitely. He just ran to the store to pick up a couple things. He’ll be back soon, and I’ll make sure he knows.”


  The moment Dylan hung up, she dialed Lilly.


  “How are you, dear?” Lilly asked the moment she picked up.


  “I’ve been better, but I’ve also been worse. I’m not sure I can say the same of Cohen, though.”


  Lilly hummed, but it was a concerned sound. Every time Dylan spoke with Lilly, the woman seemed to ease up more and more. Cohen had certainly made it difficult for her to like him. It was the timing of the thing for sure. Lilly hadn’t been on Bristol long enough to see that Cohen’s behavior during that short window of time was in truth quite A-typical of him. She’d gotten a snapshot view of the very worst of him and nothing more. Follow that up with the fallout from the video and Lilly really was at a disadvantage in terms of truly understanding who this man was.


  But Dylan suspected she was slowly letting it all go. I mean, the man was forced to watch the most painful images of the woman he loved being intimate with another man, and he still wanted her, needed her, loved her, hell, was willing to compromise his livelihood and reputation for her. That wasn’t lost on Lil, even if their previous interaction was going to take time to fade to the background.


  Dylan spent the next five minutes filling Lilly in on exactly what was happening at Cohen’s clinic, and when she finished, the most Lilly managed was, “Whoa.”


  “The thing is,” Dylan continued. “I feel like I’ve always been just one step ahead of the truth, cutting it off at every turn and desperately trying to keep it hidden. It hasn’t made my life a happy one—not over the past six years at any rate.”


  “I know,” Lilly said sadly.


  “I know he feels that way right now. And in his case, there is nothing he can do to stay ahead of the truth. The truth is there on paper in a file that he simply can’t make go away, and when that file is found, it is going to hurt him. He’s going to be forced to confront his mistake whether he wants to or not.”


  “Mistake? Is that what you are to him?” Lilly asked sarcastically, but there was a bitter tone to her voice, too.


  “The best one he’s ever made—his words, not mine.”


  Lilly was silent.


  “He may have no choice but to confront this, but the thing is, I’m not so sure that’s a bad thing anymore. Don’t get me wrong, I wish he didn’t have to, because in truth, his mistake is between the two of us and no one else. And because I know his heart and I know mine, too, I personally don’t think he should have to confront that mistake with anyone but me. And we’ve already dealt with it. The medical ethics world may not see it that way, but I do.”


  “I understand what you’re saying,” Lilly said. “But I can’t say I see where you’re going.”


  Dylan took a deep breath, and she sighed. She’d never considered this—never, not from the moment she’d run out of her own book signing six years before had she considered this. “I’m not sure I want to stay ahead of my truths anymore. What’s wrong with letting them pass me by, and waving at them as they disappear into the distance?”


  “The truth shall set you free,” Lilly said quietly.


  “In the Bible, God didn’t mean it the way we often understand that phrase. Did you know that?”


  Lilly didn’t respond.


  “But those words are poetic nonetheless,” Dylan continued. “And they hold so many truths behind them regardless of how they were originally intended. And yes, maybe my truth will set me free.” She was silent for a moment. “I have an idea, Lil.”


  * * * *


  
    
  


  Dylan wasn’t at all sure why the hell she’d added another log. It was already sauna heat in the master bedroom, but she was enjoying her little cocoon of warmth as she paced and stared at the fire. She looked up when the door opened, and Cohen was there.


  His mood had been off since the night before. His smiles were marginally too small, and for a man who liked to fuck as much as the characters in her books, it was very telling that he’d not even attempted to touch her in bed the night before. The amount of tossing and turning that had ensued after that had felt endless. But he was trying so hard, forcing his lips up whenever she looked at him. Too bad she could see the effort.


  She stopped her pacing. He gave her one of his painfully contrived smiles, and it made her heart sink. She’d been trying to decide how she was going to broach this topic with him, and now that he was there, she couldn’t seem to remember a single word she’d intended to say.


  He walked up to her, resting his hands on the top of her shoulders and leaning down to kiss her forehead. “Hot enough in here for you?” he asked with his lips still touching her skin.


  She smiled. “Not hot enough.” Her hands found the button and zipper of his jeans.


  He tensed, his hands gripping into the top of her shoulders, and he inhaled sharply. It wasn’t a good reaction.


  “Do you want me to stop?” she asked, feeling a bit stupid and vulnerable. The one time she actually took it upon herself to instigate something with him, and she felt like she was two seconds from being rejected.


  He leaned back, looking down at her, and he inhaled deeply. Her eyes flit away nervously, and she had to force them to look back at him.


  “What I want is for my brain to shut down long enough to focus on you in the way I need to, the way I want to.”


  She nodded. “Will you try?”


  He studied her eyes for a moment, saying nothing, and that fear that he was going to reject her ratcheted up a notch, but he nodded subtly.


  “Just don’t set very high expectations right now,” he said as the side of his lip pulled up slightly. “I’m feeling a bit useless at the moment, and my cock feels about as useless as the rest of me.”


  “I promise.” She pushed his jeans and underwear down his hips. “Will you lay down?” she asked as he stripped his shirt off over his head.


  He tossed the shirt to the floor as he glanced over at the bed. But he didn’t move toward the bed; instead, he reached for the thick down comforter folded at the foot of it. He dropped it in a large heap on the rug in front of the fireplace, and he sank down to sit in the middle of it.


  She knelt in front of him as he leaned back and braced himself with his hands behind his hips. She pulled her tank top off over her head. His eyes settled on her breasts, and she kneeled up, pushing her leggings and underwear down her thighs as his focus remained on her tits. He seemed to like those—at least given the way his eyes always studied them when she was naked, the way he always took time to touch and suck them when they were intimate, hell, the way he clutched into her breast as he lay behind her in bed with his arm wrapped tightly around her as they slept.


  He was a large man even when he wasn’t fully aroused, and his thighs were parted casually, hiding nothing from her. She awkwardly slipped the fabric over one knee and then the other, and as she tried to crawl toward him with her lower legs still trapped within the tight material, she toppled forward, falling into him and bonking her head on his stomach.


  He laughed, and when she peered up at him as she righted her posture and pulled the leggings completely off, his smile was finally real.


  “That was supposed to look better,” she muttered.


  “Was it?” he asked. “I thought it looked perfect.”


  She smirked as she crawled onto his lap, and he straightened his legs out so she could sit astride his hips. She reached between them, running her palm over his dick and down to his testicles. His stomach muscles clenched at her touch, and he sighed, closing his eyes.


  She stroked slowly then, and she watched his face. His muscles flinched as her hand tried to arouse him, but the quiet hiss of air that escaped his lips sounded frustrated, and when he opened his eyes, he couldn’t seem to look at her. She kept touching, squeezing his testicles in one hand while her other gripped around the base of his cock.


  He shook his head, and his jaw tensed, but before his frustration could build further, she leaned to his neck, licking up the side to his ear. She flicked his earlobe, and then trailed her tongue along the outside edge. His cock twitched in her hand, and he grunted quietly.


  “Tell me you love me again,” he whispered.


  “I love you so much.”


  He sighed, and she let her lips kiss slowly and gently across his temple to the corner of his eye. Her fingers tightened around his dick again, and he hissed. And when she released his testicles and pressed her fingers into the smooth, soft skin underneath them, he panted quietly and his cock swelled within her hand.


  She leaned back from him, waiting for him to open his eyes and look at her. When he did, his eyes shifted down to look between their bodies at her hands. She was stroking him, gripping tightly around his shaft, and her other hand still toyed with the skin beyond his balls.


  “What’s this called?” she asked as her fingers brushed gently.


  “Perineum,” he breathed out the word on a sigh as his head dropped back and his eyes closed.


  “That’s not a very sexy word. I don’t think I’ll write it in a book ever.”


  He smiled as he pulled his head forward to look at her. “No? Well, it feels pretty fucking amazing when you touch it.” He was finally slipping into the sex talk. He liked to talk. Sometimes it was an incredible utterance of her name against her ear when he was driving deep into her, sometimes it was just plain lewd and dirty what he said, but he never kept quiet.


  But as quickly as his mood had shifted to them, it seemed to shift away again, and he sighed heavily, his face falling. It was frustration she saw again, regardless of how much he was trying to let it go for her. “If I can’t stay in Bristol…” He trailed off, and his focus did, too. He stared at the fire beside them even as her fingers tried to pull him back to this.


  “Then you should invite me to go elsewhere with you.”


  He looked back at her.


  “I promise, I’ll say yes,” she continued.


  He stared at her. “You know you don’t owe me that.”


  She ignored his comment for a moment. “I owe you nothing more than what you owe me.”


  Her voice paused then. But though her voice was silent, her fingers were working again. Her grip pulled, and her fingers explored some more, and his breath hitched, telling her she was doing something right.


  “Which is to say,” she continued, “that what you have of me is what I give to you.” She paused again, watching his face as his lips parted. Her hand was stroking faster now, and his clenching stomach muscles responded perfectly. “It’s not a debt, it’s not owed; it’s completely free of all encumbrances and claims against it.”


  His breath was coming in short, choppy gasps now, and his eyes were wide and desperate.


  “It may not be worth much,” she said, “but it’s yours from me to you to do with what you will.”


  He nodded, and he moaned glancing down to her hand as it pulled on him, forcing his body to ignore what his brain was so intent on worrying about.


  But she gave him only a moment to look before she leaned to his ear. “The world can’t touch this,” she whispered.


  “Goddamn, baby, your words are pretty,” he whispered right back, nuzzling against her neck.


  He gasped when she pushed up to her knees. He was hard as steel now, and she pushed the head of his cock to that soft wet place between her lips where her skin gave way to the depths of her body. And she sank slowly to his lap as his lips fell open, his eyes widened, and his groan deepened to a rumbling warm sound in his chest.


  She rolled her hips against him, leaning back and bracing her hands on his knees. He reached for her waist, bringing his mouth to her breast and sucking hard against her nipple and clamping his teeth down on it. She never stopped humping, letting his cock slide out tightly before pushing herself down along his length again, and as he sucked her hips sped. His thumb brushed over her clit as his fingers dug into her hip, and he stroked around and over those nerves. Her movements quickened, and her body fucked him faster and faster until her head fell back and a rush of warm tingling electricity erupted between her legs and pulsed out through her body.


  Her release caused her nipples to throb, and the one between his lips sent aftershocks of pleasure through her body like her orgasm was a pinball bouncing around inside her from one nerve receptor to another. By the time the pinball slowed to a rolling easy movement, triggering a twitchy response here and there until her body went quiet again, she was so spent she wanted to collapse. But she didn’t. She forced her hips to move and her pussy to tighten, and when she did, he groaned.


  She reached back behind her as she sat up straighter, and as she lifted her hips and then sank back down on him, she let her fingers touch his cock. It would go from completely buried within her to touchable over and over, and she did touch, stroke, caress, tickle, and toy. And he panted desperately as he watched her face and she touched his dick. She arched her back, her hand moving lower to palm his testicles, and as his panting became more ragged and lurching, his testicles hardened, tightened, and pulled up close to his body.


  “Oh, fuck,” he grunted, and then he cried out, wrapping his arms around her and pinning her hips to his lap as he came inside her. His muscles twitched and jolted as he orgasmed, until at last his head dropped to her shoulder, and his breathing slowed.


  He inhaled and exhaled with his mouth to the side of her neck. “I love you,” he whispered. His chest rose and fell, pressing into hers and then shrinking away slightly with every breath he took. “The world can’t touch this,” he repeated her sentence. “Not this.”


  She finally did collapse, letting her muscles relax their tension and sinking against his body as he held her, and a few minutes later, after he eased their bodies down to lay facing one another on the floor, he reached over her, pulling the extra down comforter over them. He brushed her long bangs out of her eyes.


  “I needed that,” he murmured as he leaned to her lips and kissed. The hand that stroked her hair, drifted down to her breast, and he plucked at her hard nipple. She smiled even as his lips still tugged on hers, and when he gently palmed her tit, squeezing and kneading her plump flesh, she actually laughed straight into his mouth.


  “What’s so funny?” he asked as he pulled back.


  “I’ve decided you’re a tit man,” she replied.


  He looked down at his own hand that was still squeezing her. “Fucking hell, these are incredible tits,” he said with a smirk.


  She laughed again, but eventually it died away, and they just looked at each other.


  “I talked to Lil a little while ago about Inappropriate. I finished it just before you got home.”


  “Oh, yeah?” he said as his lips pulled up. “Congratulations.”


  She tried to smile back, but she was nervous about this conversation. “I want to publish it under my former name.”


  Her attention dropped to his chest as she waited for him to say something.


  “What does that mean?” he asked. “I mean, what does that mean for you? What are you saying?”


  She looked up to his eyes. “I don’t want to hide anymore. I want to talk about what happened, and not just to you, not just to Lil, not just to the people who love me, but to the people who don’t. Not because they deserve to know, but because I deserve to say it out loud. I want to say, I used to be Desna Hargrove until I made a mistake and let a man destroy me. I… I…” She glanced away nervously again, but his hand on her cheek pulled her attention back to his eyes. “I know there are bigger things to worry about right now, and I know this is the least of your concerns, but I just…” She looked away again.


  “No. No, look at me. This is…” He shook his head, going silent for a moment. “The thing is…” He trailed off, shaking his head some more as though he were trying to figure out what he wanted to say. “I’m not ashamed of you. But I know you feel shame, and … I hate that. I know what shame feels like, and it … hurts … knowing you’ve carried it with you for six years.”


  She nodded.


  “I think part of getting you over that is letting it go, giving people nothing to hold over your head, and taking that power back. And I will stand by your side when you make that statement—however you choose to make that statement.”


  “I don’t know if it would be interviews, or an article, or even blogging about it, but I wouldn’t talk about our relationship in any way. But that’s not to say it couldn’t get out. I go by Dylan Corbett here, and we’re not hiding anything anymore.”


  He nodded. “I know.”


  “That means my past could easily become attached to you.”


  He was still nodding. “I know,” he said again. “I’m not afraid of your past. I’m not afraid of what it could mean to my reputation. I’m long past worrying about your reputation and how it could affect my career. There is only one thing that scares me right now, and that’s your file. That’s concrete proof I overstepped the line when I became involved with you.” He studied her for a moment. “Did you think I wouldn’t be okay with this?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t want to do anything to make it worse for you.”


  He chuckled. “You can’t make this worse, baby.”


  “That reminds me…” She said. “Randall lost his job this morning—something to do with that email he sent you.”


  Cohen smirked a bit maliciously. “Good. Fucker deserves it. Now can I go back to groping your tits for a while?”


  She laughed. “Yes you may.”


  Having one’s breasts and nipples touched and toyed with could be exceptionally arousing during sex, but it could also be equally relaxing afterwards. And she closed her eyes as his mouth moved down her neck to her chest. He took his time licking and sucking, and his hands squeezed gently, and his fingers caressed intimately. She listened to the suctioning sound his mouth made against her skin, and the wet sound his tongue made as it lapped and circled the peak of her tit sent a shiver through her. But eventually her breathing slowed, and she started to slip away.


  “I love you, Dylan,” he whispered against her ear.


  


   Chapter Thirty-Four


  
    
  


  “Mayor Fillmore just got off the phone with Tim Gardner at NCMA,” Isaiah said.


  Cohen groaned as he entered his study, switching his cell phone from one ear to the other so he could close the door. It was Wednesday late morning, and Dylan was in the kitchen doing the dishes. He was trying to be discrete, because he was stressed the fuck out over this bullshit, and she damn well knew it. As he peeked out toward the kitchen, it was to see her still at the sink with her back to him.


  He sank into his desk chair, leaning back and staring up at the ceiling. He was going on his fourth day off work. He couldn’t stand much more of this, and the only thing that was helping him keep his sanity at this point was having Dylan there with him to worry right alongside him—and distract him regularly. That part he was enjoying, but that was the only part about this nightmare that was fun.


  “Please tell me Fillmore didn’t call him?”


  “Of course Fillmore called him.”


  “How the hell did he find out?”


  “It’s a small town, you have nurses, you have patients, you have corporate sniffing around, you have a relief doc doing your job. Have gossip-will travel. Sorry.”


  “Fuck,” he muttered.


  He appreciated Fillmore’s sentiment. He did. But Tim Gardner was the President and CEO of the NCMA network. Fillmore had gone far and away above the lovely Ms. Martin’s head, and while that alone didn’t bother Cohen, the fact it was going to blow up in Fillmore’s face did. Fillmore didn’t know that Cohen had, in fact, examined the very part of his girlfriend that two months later he ended up fucking. When that came out, which it doubtless would at any moment, Fillmore was going to be none too happy with him about the limb he was currently going out on for Cohen’s benefit.


  “Well, if it makes you feel any better, Tim told Fillmore they’ve been getting flooded with calls from angry Bristol residents intent on sharing their dissatisfaction about your suspension.”


  He groaned even louder that time. “No. That makes it even worse.”


  So now, not only would Fillmore be disappointed in him when he found out that NCMAs suspicions about Cohen’s actions had been warranted, but he’d have to deal with an entire town of residents who’d known him most of his life being disappointed in him, too. He’d never understood the phrase “wanting to crawl under a rock and die” until this point in his life, and he shook his head, feeling absolutely helpless.


  “I should just start packing now,” he muttered.


  Isaiah chuckled in appreciation for his misery. “I’m sorry, Co. But, hey, regardless of what happens, you got the girl. That’s got to count for something.”


  “It’s the only thing that counts for anything at this point.”


  “I’ll talk to you later.”


  “Yeah, bye.” And then he went back to watching the clock and waiting for the call.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  He took a long, hot bath with Dylan that afternoon, and as she leaned back against his chest, he forced himself to let go of his cell phone and set it on the floor beside the bathtub. He closed his eyes. He was still waiting.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  The next morning, he literally woke up waiting.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  When he sat across from Dylan at the dining room table eating lunch on Thursday, his cell phone was sitting next to him … and he was waiting.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  That afternoon when he bent Dylan over the arm of the sofa and fucked her hard and fast, he didn’t even bother setting the phone down, and he gripped it to the point of making his knuckles turn white as he plowed into her body. He collapsed against her back after he lost himself inside her, and it was only then that he loosened his death grip on the fucking thing.


  But then it rang, and she yelped in surprise and he sucked in a quick breath. His hand with the phone in it was braced on the sofa next to her shoulder, and they both stared at it as he flipped it over to see the number. He was still breathing heavily, trying to catch his breath when he took in the clinic’s number on the screen.


  “Fuck,” he muttered as he stood upright and finally pulled his dick from her. “This is Dr. Jessup,” he answered, still trying to breathe.


  “Are you okay, Cohen? You sound out of breath?” Margaret asked with a forced amount of concern.


  He had a momentary flash of himself saying, I’m fine. I was just plowing my girlfriend on your dime, but instead, he shoved his tongue in his cheek to stifle his irritation before responding, “I’m fine,” and he left it at that.


  “Can you come to the clinic as soon as you’re able to?”


  “I’ll be there in thirty minutes.” He hung up the phone on her again. He should probably stop doing that.


  He took a deep breath, and as Dylan watched him, he tried to swallow. “I have to go to the clinic,” he mumbled, and the most she managed was to nod her head.


  He ran upstairs, showered quickly, and threw on some slacks and a shirt. He was dressing like he usually dressed when he went to work, and it almost pissed him off, knowing he was going to show up looking as professional as he ever cared to look just so Margaret Bitch Martins could fire his ass.


  But when he ran downstairs, Dylan’s eyes roved over him quickly, and she gave him an equally quick nod. She was as nervous for him as he was for himself.


  “I love you,” she said as she stood at the front door.


  He slipped into his coat, and he leaned to her mouth. “I love you, too.” He reached for the doorknob, but he stopped and looked back at her. “How about you find the atlas and pick out a place for us to move tomorrow?” He winked, and she actually cracked a smile at that.


  “Done.”


  His humor was lost the moment the door shut between them, and he was alone in the cold winter afternoon air. He didn’t want to do this. He was actually terrified of getting fired. He was the golden child, after all, who never got in trouble, never made the wrong choices, never broke the rules. Caleb was the one who liked to flirt with those lines, and while it hadn’t ultimately hurt Caleb professionally in the long run, Cohen had never regretted his own disciplined approach.


  This wasn’t supposed to happen to him.


  His brain didn’t stop spinning on the ride to the clinic, and when he walked in, it was through the front door, not the employee entrance. He walked through their small waiting room, and a few eyes followed him, and he forced himself to smile as he passed people on his way back to the exam rooms.


  Beth was at the nurse’s station, and Stella was beside her, looking at something Beth was pointing to on the page of a file. Beth looked up at him, and she stared. It took a moment for Stella to notice him, and when she glanced up, she smiled sheepishly.


  He walked past them back toward the offices, small conference room, and breakroom, but Stella trailed after him.


  “Umm… hey,” she said nervously as she caught up to him. “Sorry about all this.”


  He stopped and turned toward her. “It’s not your fault.”


  She grimaced and nodded, still acting nervous and unsure. “I mean, I want your job, but not by default.” She clicked her tongue and shot him with her finger gun, but the moment she did, she cringed again, and she slapped her hand to her forehead. “Oy…” She didn’t bother trying to say anything to rectify that.


  “Maybe not the best time to try to joke around with me,” he said, pursing his lips.


  He stared at her, waiting for her to leave, and when she glanced at his eyes again, she just nodded stupidly before finally turning on her heel and heading back the way she came. She wasn’t trying to be mean. Not at all, and he knew that which was her saving grace. She was just a complete fucking dork.


  “Dr. Jessup,” Beth called his name.


  She was still standing at the nurses’ station, but she was fully facing him now.


  “Yeah, Beth,” he responded.


  She just watched him for a moment. She looked like she had something to say, but as he watched her, she failed to get her mouth to work. Before she managed to say even a single word, Margaret Martins’ head popped out of Dr. Crilly’s old office a few feet farther down the hall. He wasn’t sure why, but he’d actually suspected she might commandeer his own office, and then use it to fire him in.


  “Come on in, Cohen.”


  He bristled with irritation at the smug look on her face, and the moment she turned back into the office, he gritted his jaw tight and fisted his hands, finding only the smallest release of tension in the clenched muscles. What he needed to do was yell at the top of his lungs. Instead, he followed her.


  She was sitting behind the desk, her hands folded neatly on the desktop, and as he entered she pointed to the chair in front of the desk.


  He closed the door and took a seat. He stared at her, saying nothing.


  “We’ve had a few days to review your records, and while we didn’t examine all of them by a long shot, we did try to get a good sample to analyze. The files, aside from Randall Cunningham’s, were chosen at random, of course, and while most of what we looked at appears to be in line with NCMA’s policies and procedures, we did find … some … questionable practices.”


  He crossed his arms on his chest, letting his anger and hatred toward this woman keep his demeanor steady and cold.


  She picked up a file folder from her desk. It was thin, not nearly as thick as many of his files, and it was in far better shape than most of his files, too. He didn’t need to see the name on the tab to know exactly whose file it was.


  “This file is what we found most concerning,” she said nearly letting a smirk touch her lips. “A Ms. Dylan Corbett.”


  “Random, huh?” he said. “How about you stop pussy-footing around and say what you need to say, so I can go home to…” He pointed at the folder in her hands. “…her.”


  She glared, her eyes narrowing for a moment before she could rein in her distaste for him. “Very well,” she said, pursing her lips. “As you’ve already acknowledged an intimate relationship with Ms. Corbett, we’ll get to the details of her file. You are aware NCMA has policies against relationships between patients and doctors?” She actually stared at him as though she expected a response.


  He stared back.


  “Did you see Ms. Corbett this past fall for…” she opened the file, scanning a page.


  He waited for it. He could nearly finish the sentence for her, and in his furious state, he actually wanted to. Pap and pelvic exam, you fucking bitch. He could hear himself saying the words in his head as he looked at her.


  “Tonsillitis,” she said distractedly as she still scanned the page.


  A very audible rush of breath left him, and it was just then he realized he’d been holding his breath. What the fuck was she doing? He was suddenly confused. He’d expected her to bring out the big guns early and heavy. Why hold back the very worst of it after all?


  “Well?” she asked as his brain spun in circles trying to figure out her angle.


  “Uh…” He lost his composure for a moment. He cleared his throat.


  “Cohen,” she said loudly as though offended he wasn’t answering her quickly enough.


  “Yes,” he snapped in response. “Her tonsils were swollen and infected. She needed to be treated.” His voice was loud, too, bordering on yelling.


  “So then you readily admit to breaking policy.”


  “You know, if NCMA weren’t wasting so much damn time hiring a replacement for Crilly, I wouldn’t be put in these positions,” he said angrily. He was angry, but he was also just being defensive. He resented the hell out of NCMA, Crilly, too, for that matter, for the fact he’d had no choice that first day he saw Dylan in his clinic, and if she was going to drag this torture out, he wasn’t going to bite his tongue. “You have no idea what it’s like being the only doctor on an isolated island. When someone needs treatment, they get it. I wouldn’t be much of a doctor if they didn’t.”


  “So you admit—”


  “Yes, I admit it,” he cut her off loudly. He was breathing quickly, and his fingers were twisting into the fabric of his shirt, hidden by his arms that were still crossed on his chest. “What choice did I have?”


  “When did you become involved with Ms. Corbett?” She asked, looking down her nose at him.


  “That’s none of your business, and if I recall correctly, your policies prohibit intimate relationships between doctor and patient past or present and regardless of the timing. If I wasn’t already seeing her at the time of her exam, I shouldn’t have gotten involved with her. If I was, then I shouldn’t have treated her. Isn’t that correct, Margaret?”


  She glared some more. “It is.”


  “Then how about you stick to asking me questions that don’t infringe on my personal business and that actually relate to this.”


  She watched him, but she said nothing.


  “Furthermore, how about you get on with it and ask me what you really want to know?” He spat out the words. He was having a hard time even keeping his ass in the chair at that point. She was dragging this out, and the only reason she could possibly be doing it was to torment him.


  She stared at him blankly for a moment, but then her eyes narrowed. He could swear she looked confused. What the hell did she have to be confused about?


  “And what would that be?” she asked calmly.


  It was his turn to stare blankly back. Like hell he was going to give her the satisfaction of making the destruction of his career easy on her. He shrugged. He leaned back, forcing himself to act casual and cool when in truth his heart was pounding, his palms were sweaty, and his skin felt flushed. “It’s your show. Don’t let me interrupt you.” He nodded his permission that she continue.


  But she still stared at him suspiciously as though she’d lost her train of thought or was stumped by something he’d said. He couldn’t imagine what.


  “Very well,” she eventually said. “We’re putting you on disciplinary notice.” She pulled a piece of paper from a portfolio sitting next to her. “You will need to review this corrective action and sign it. It will be placed in your personnel file. Given the necessity of the exam and the limited scope of the exam, NCMA will not be taking any further employment action at this time.” She pushed the document toward him.


  “Limited scope,” he repeated her, his forehead creasing as he tried and failed again and again to figure out what the hell was going on.


  “Yes,” she said pointedly. “It means the nature of the exam wasn’t such that it extended into an invasive—”


  “I know what it means,” he cut her off. He let his focus shift to his lap, and he stared. What … the … fuck.


  “Cohen, you really have no choice here. You have to sign the corrective action.”


  He looked up at her.


  “It’s a black mark on your record. You’re just going to have to deal with that. It may or may not affect NCMA’s decision to renew or not renew your contract in a few years.” She stared haughtily and challengingly back at him. This was why she was smug—not because she was going to fire him. She actually thought this was punishment to him.


  He snatched a pen off the desk, signed the document, and then leaned back in his seat. He did his best to give her no other reaction. Not happy as shit he was keeping his job, which is, in all truth, exactly what he was. Not disappointment he was being written up, which was, given the satisfied sneer on her face, clearly what she had expected.


  He gave her nothing, and he didn’t let the foggy confusion in his brain touch his expression in any way. She tucked the form back in the portfolio, sighing loudly as she zipped it closed. She folded her hands on the desk again, and she looked at him with mock sadness, as though she actually felt bad she’d had to write him up.


  “Now, Cohen,” she patronized. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you you’re prohibited from seeing Ms. Corbett as a patient. If she gets ill or needs medical attention, aside from an emergency of course, you’ll just have to see that she receives care elsewhere—at least until we hire a second doctor for this clinic.”


  He didn’t respond to her, and he sat stone still waiting for her to leave.


  “I’ll be glad to get off this island, to be honest,” she commented as she wrapped her scarf around her neck. “Can’t say I’ve found the islanders to be at all hospitable to me,” she complained.


  He actually bobbled his head and rolled his eyes at that, and she squeaked out an offended “humph.”


  “You’re expected to be back at work tomorrow,” she said as she passed by him and out into the hallway.


  He stood moments later, sighing loudly as he stared at the floor. He made a beeline to his office across the hallway, and he sank against the door the moment he’d closed it behind him. He stayed there, shaking his head until he heard an automatic unlock horn beep quickly from the parking lot. He looked out to see Margaret climbing into a small SUV.


  He watched her pull out, and only then did he sink to his chair. “What the fuck just happened?” he asked no one at all.


  He snatched up the phone and began to dial Dylan, but the moment he did, Beth walked in and closed the door behind her. She held a manila envelope in her hand, and for a moment she said nothing.


  He got tired of waiting for her to say something. “Beth, did you—”


  “Do you love her?” she asked quietly.


  His breath left him in a rush, but he nodded. “More than anything.”


  She smiled her small tight smile.


  “Did you—”


  “Did I ever tell you how I met my husband?”


  He looked at her, his brow furrowed. He shook his head.


  “We’ve been married for seven years now. Second marriage for both of us. We met ten years ago. He’s a cancer survivor,” she said a bit randomly.


  He watched her. “Is that so? You’ve never mentioned it.” His voice sounded distracted, but he knew this was going somewhere even if he didn’t understand where.


  “Cancer free for nine and half years now.”


  He nodded. “I’m glad to hear that.”


  “You hired me, right?” Of course she knew he did. “So, you’ve seen my job history?”


  “Yeah.”


  She smiled and nodded. She stepped up to his desk, setting the manila envelope in front of him labeled confidential. “I better go.”


  He cocked his head to the side. He was confused as shit, but she smiled as she turned away and then walked out. He waited until he was alone, and then he opened the envelope. Inside he found a couple medical file pages and a lab report. He knew what he was looking at before he even scanned it closer, but Dylan’s name still popped off the page at him.


  He ran his hand through his hair, letting himself slump back in his chair, and he smiled. There was a sticky note on the top page, and while the note wasn’t signed, it was in Beth’s handwriting.


  



  Little will be lost if these pages are never seen again, but I suspect, much will be gained.


  



  He jiggled his mouse, waking up his computer, and after he logged in, he pulled up their practice management software. He didn’t use this program except to review history, dates of service, and charges. But it wasn’t his job to input information into the program. He pulled up Dylan’s record, and then he laughed as his hand covered his mouth. Her history was oddly short.


  He stood then, moving to the employment drawer of his file cabinet. He rifled through it, finding Beth’s employment file, and he pulled it out. When he sat at his desk, he flipped through it to her initial application and résumé. He scanned her work history until he found what he was looking for, and then he leaned back in his chair chuckling quietly as he propped his hands on the back of his head.


  



  Rochester, Minnesota – Mayo Clinic


  Oncology Department


  



  “Well, then.” He returned her file to the drawer. He slipped his coat back on, and, as he walked out, he flipped the light off.


  


   Chapter Thirty-Five


  
    
  


  The second Dylan heard the front door open, she bounced off the couch. Cohen had been gone for nearly an hour and a half, and she was pretty sure she was as close to going insane as she had ever been.


  When he walked through the doorway from the entryway, he was holding a large envelope in his hand and a bottle of wine. His expression was completely unreadable. She bit her lip. The wine could be good or bad. Celebratory wine or drown your sorrows wine. The envelope…? Did people really get “walking papers” or was that just some archaic expression based on outdated employment practices? She didn’t know.


  She shook her head as she grimaced, waiting for him to say something. “Well?” she finally asked.


  And then he smiled.


  She clutched her hand to her chest as she sighed, and he sauntered toward her.


  “You are looking at…” he held his arms out dramatically. “…the newest NCMA employee to receive a corrective action,” he said proudly.


  “What?” she practically shrieked as she bounced on her feet. “What?” she asked again, louder this time as she failed to stifle her excitement.


  He nodded, and when he reached her, he leaned down and kissed her, pushing his tongue into her mouth for a moment as she moaned. But he pulled back quickly, smirking.


  “Congratulations,” she said.


  He laughed. “You just congratulated me for getting a corrective action.”


  “Damn right I did. You deserved every bit of it.”


  “Yes, I did.”


  “How?” she asked trying to work it out. There was just no way they were letting him off that lightly.


  “Grab a wine bottle opener and a couple wine glasses, and meet me upstairs in our bedroom. I’ll tell you all about it.”


  By the time she made it upstairs, he was getting a fire started. The envelope was on the bed, and the bottle of wine was, too. He glanced back at her as he worked. “Look inside that envelope.”


  She set the glasses and opener on the nightstand, and when she picked up the envelope, she saw it was already open. She fished the pages out, studying them for a moment. The writing was largely illegible, and she knew it was Cohen’s instantly. But what she did understand was her name written on the top in a neater woman’s hand.


  She gasped, and after he finished getting the fire going, he stood and chuckled. She studied the pages, reading his notes, remembering that fucking disastrous day, and her disastrous decision that led them here. She oddly wasn’t sure she’d change a thing about their journey, though.


  She shook her head as she read, and then she cringed. “I seriously weigh that much?” He laughed as he walked toward her. “It’s all tit, baby.”


  She scowled at him.


  He passed her, grabbing the opener, the glasses and the bottle, and when he returned to her, he took her hand and pulled her toward the fireplace. The down comforter was on the floor, and she followed his lead as he sank down to sit on it. She took the glasses as he started to work on the bottle, but she kept looking over the pages of her file.


  “How?” she asked as she flipped the paper over, shaking her head.


  “Beth.”


  Her eyes flashed to him, her mouth dropping open. He looked up from the place he was studying on the neck of the bottle.


  “Beth?” She was dumbfounded.


  He nodded. “Beth.”


  “I knew I liked that woman,” she commented.


  He laughed even as he twisted the corkscrew, and within moments, he’d poured them each a glass, set the bottle up on the mantel, and he’d returned to her side.


  “Stop staring at the pages and burn them,” he said.


  “Yeah?” she asked.


  He studied her for a moment. “Second thought, give them to me. I’m not the one who decided making me do this exam would be a good idea. I deserve to be the one to burn them.”


  She took a drink of her wine as she handed them over. He looked at the pages, and she nudged him. “Stop looking at my weight,” she chided.


  He smiled at her, tossing the pages into the fire without even looking. He was too busy studying her eyes, and when he leaned to her, he reached over and set his glass on the floor level smooth stone hearth. He pressed her back into the down, taking her glass from her hands. He set her glass aside, too, and then he let his lips brush hers.


  “I don’t need to see what’s on those pages ever again, because I will never forget the things I saw that day. Fuck, I wanted you so much.” And then his lips met hers.


  And she melted into the comforter.


  


   Part V: The Very Appropriate Ever After


  
    
  


  


   Epilogue


  
    
  


  Five Months Later


  “Hey, asshole, wake up.” It was Caleb’s voice, and Cohen felt a pinch on his cheek.


  “Go away,” he mumbled.


  “No,” Caleb responded.


  Caleb’s large frame rolled over the top of him and into the middle of the bed between him and Dylan.


  “Get up,” Caleb said.


  “Fuck off,” he grunted as he jammed an elbow into Caleb’s side.


  “No, you have to get up and get married,” Caleb hissed as though he were trying to be quiet, which in truth was the furthest concern from his mind.


  Cohen glanced at the clock on his nightstand, and he groaned. “Not at five-thirty in the morning I don’t,” he responded. “What is wrong with you?”


  Dylan giggled sleepily from the other side of Caleb’s body, and it trailed off into a yawn.


  “I’m on west coast time,” Caleb said.


  Cohen snorted. “It’s three-thirty in the morning on the west coast, dumbass.”


  “I don’t see your point.”


  “You’re fired from being my best man.”


  “Whatever. Didn’t wanna be your best man anyway,” Caleb said in his best sullen child tone. And then moments later, “Hey, Dill?”


  “Mm-hmm,” she murmured.


  “Can I be your maid of honor?”


  “Of course you can.”


  “Thanks, sis.” He yawned dramatically as he crawled back over Cohen’s body. “I’m going to go make breakfast. You two should really try to sleep in. It’s going to be a long day for you two.”


  “Out,” he muttered. When the door closed, his mouth pulled up in a smile. “You awake, baby?”


  “Mm-hmm,” she was still murmuring.


  “Good,” he said as he rolled closer to her and wrapped his arms around her.


  She hummed. “Why good?”


  “I was having the most incredible dream about you, and since I can’t go back to sleep now, I thought I’d finish the dream in real life.”


  She laughed quietly. “Tell me about this dream.”


  He let his hand trail down her back as she nestled up to his chest, and then he let his fingers inch back up under her nightgown. He slipped his fingers past the leg of her underwear, gliding one gently down the cleft of her buttocks, and then inching it between her cheeks until he found her secret little hole.


  She gasped. “You really want to make my bottom sore right before I marry you?” she asked, but her fingers were gripping the side of his waist.


  “Yes, I do. And every time you sit down today, you’ll think of this morning.” He gently stroked over her anus, and her fingers tightened their grip on his waist. “I said I’d have it when I could be certain it was just about you and me.”


  “I remember,” she said.


  “Our relationship has always been about just us, even if I didn’t always understand that. But there is no other day in our lives that will be more about us than this day. Please,” he begged.


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  He spent the next five minutes licking her ass until he was certain she was relaxed and wet enough he wouldn’t hurt her. She wriggled and moaned quietly as his mouth worked her over, and he chuckled against her skin every time her bottom would wiggle against his mouth.


  She exhaled deeply as he nudged with his cockhead against that tight ring of muscles, and she whimpered when he pushed through. He bit into the top of her shoulder as he waited for her to relax against the pressure, and when she pushed her bottom up and back just slightly, he nudged deeper.


  She cried out as he slid into her, and he groaned from the pit of his stomach as his cock disappeared inside her bottom.


  “Fuck, that’s tight,” he grunted out against her ear, and then he eased out and sank back in again. She was tense and whimpered with the first few penetrations, but soon, she was pushing her bottom into him as his groin met her cheeks each time. And every thrust after was met with that same needy push of her bottom.


  She was on her stomach, her knees slightly bent and her legs slightly apart, frog style if he knew the terminology correctly. His legs were outside hers, and he braced a hand on the headboard, his other wrapped under her arm, clamping into the top and front of her shoulder as he kept his mouth at her ear. Her bottom pushed up even higher as she reached her hand down between her legs, and when she began to play with herself, the already tight muscles that threatened to suffocate his dick and snap it right off, clamped down even harder.


  He groaned and cursed, and his thrusts sped as she panted and her hips moved in desperation. He managed to last until she came, but only barely, and even as she still twitched and gasped one quick breath after another, he was coming inside her bottom on a loud release that seemed never ending until his muscles crumbled. As his muscles quaked, he gently pulled from her and moved to her side before he collapsed on top of her.


  She rolled to her side, facing away from him, but she wiggled back to his body, so he could curl around her. His hand settled over her lower belly, and he stroked her skin.


  “Are you okay?” he asked quietly.


  “Yes.”


  “That felt incredible.”


  “Yes, it did,” she replied.


  He nuzzled his mouth to the back of her neck. Within minutes, they were sound asleep.


  * * * *


  
    
  


  When she walked into the dining room with her coffee, she stretched. Cohen was already at the table, and she’d just left Caleb in the kitchen doing God knows what. He’d destroyed the kitchen in the process, and she had absolutely no idea what the result was going to be.


  She lifted her coffee cup to her mouth as her other hand pulled her chair out, but she sighed in sadness. “I hate decaf,” she said as she gave him her best pout.


  “I know you do,” he said as he lifted his cup of regular coffee to his lips. He hummed as he took a drink.


  “Asshole,” she muttered.


  Cohen chuckled, and as she sank down to sit, she cringed. Her butt felt like she’d been paddled, and the bruise had settled between her cheeks. She sighed as she settled onto the hard seat, and when she scowled at Cohen, he smirked, winked, and then mouthed “thank you” as Caleb entered the room with a plate of toast.


  They both stared at him as he set the plate between them.


  “This looks … great,” she said as she smiled.


  “Yeah, uh… Where’s the rest of it?” Cohen asked as he shook his head.


  Caleb just stared at the plate for a moment. “Ah … just kidding. I have … jelly,” he said awkwardly. He cocked his thumb back toward the kitchen. “In the … the other room. Yep,” he said as he turned and walked back out.


  “He can’t cook … anything,” Cohen commented, and she pursed her lips for a moment before she laughed.


  When Caleb came back out, he had keys in his hand. “I’m just going to go get some donuts,” he said as he nodded, and they both laughed as he took off toward the front door.


  The screen door was already open, as were all the windows, birds chirped outside, and the smell of spring was everywhere. The wedding was a hasty affair they’d thrown together almost immediately upon her moving in with him nearly five months prior. But he’d asked right away, and she’d said yes right away, too.


  “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked quietly.


  She nodded. “Yes.”


  Her eyes drifted off for a moment, and she smiled at nothing at all—nothing except that she was marrying a man she loved on this day, a man who loved her, too, despite the baggage she’d brought to the table.


  When she looked back at him, he was watching her with his own smile on his face. “What are you thinking about?” he asked.


  She shrugged. “When are we going to tell everyone you accidentally knocked me up?”He stared at her, his laughter delayed for a moment, but the laughter did come. “Do you remember a few months ago, when we both rationally and together made the choice that you should go off your birth control pills, because we didn’t want to waste time getting pregnant, because of what you called my ‘advanced age’?”


  She shrugged, playing stupid. “I don’t remember that conversation per se—”


  “And then, remember,” he was playing along, “you called me at the clinic and asked me to bring home a … uh… horse tranquilizer if I recall, because you’d started your period and you had cramps, thus starting the era of fertility.” He was being quite dramatic.


  “Elephant tranquilizer,” she said plainly. “And if I recall, you didn’t even bring me a baby aspirin.”


  He smiled as he laughed. “Accidents require a certain element of … oh, you know … accident to them. I didn’t accidentally knock you up,” he whispered as he leaned forward. His foot snaked between her legs, and then he winked at her. “I very intentionally did it.”


  She shrugged.


  He bit his lower lip as he looked at her. “You know the only thing that could make this day better?”


  “If I could actually drink the wine being served at my wedding?”


  He laughed. “If Randall could be here to see us getting married.”


  “Somehow I doubt he’d appreciate that sentiment.”


  “That’s exactly why I would enjoy him being here. Call me petty,” he remarked. “Too bad he had to move away from our little island after he lost his job.”


  “I miss him,” she said sadly.


  “Sure you do.”


  She laughed at that.


  And it wasn’t the last time that day. She couldn’t seem to stop laughing, and by that afternoon at three-thirty, she was laughing again as the reverend announced them. They were on the large sprawling lawn between their homes, and their closest friends and acquaintances were there—as well as at least half the town who seemed to be intensely attached to the good Dr. Jessup.


  There was likely not a soul there who didn’t know the mistakes of her past, but they smiled warmly at her regardless. She’d come to understand something about people she’d not been willing or able to see before. They weren’t all monsters, and some folk really did understand the phrase, “To err is human; to forgive, divine.” She thought, in many ways, Bristolians understood it better than most.


  She looked around the crowd of people who watched them, and Cohen’s hand squeezed hers gently. Lil was smiling broadly at her from the front of the pack, Isaiah had his arms wrapped around Joss as she stood in front of him. Joss was brushing a tear from her cheek, and Isaiah leaned down and kissed the top of her head sweetly. Nat and Harp stood beside their parents, and both were bouncing excitedly on their feet as though they were stifling jumping jacks. Beth stood with her husband, their hands clasped tightly together, and she smiled her always calm and serene smile. And Caleb was smirking at them as he stood with a group of his old classmates.


  As people cheered and clapped, Cohen lifted their joined hands in the air, and she absently settled her free hand on her tummy before she realized what she was doing. She was only two and a half months along. It wasn’t time to tell people yet, but it was odd how she couldn’t seem to stop touching her stomach.


  When she glanced up, she saw Joss with her face screwed up, cocked to the side, and her mouth hanging open as she stared at Dylan’s hand on her stomach. Dylan instantly dropped her hand to her side. They walked toward the crowd, and men started shaking Cohen’s hand and kissing her on the cheek, and when the commotion settled down, she found herself in front of Joss and the girls.


  Lil was off flirting with a man half her age, and Cohen was chatting with Mayor Fillmore. He glanced at her and winked, and then she looked back at the three women in front of her.


  “Come on,” Joss said. “Let’s get you a glass of wine.”


  “I’m not thirsty,” Dylan replied.


  Joss’s eyes narrowed. “Aha!” she said, pointing at Dylan’s face.


  “Let it go,” Dylan said.


  Joss scoffed. “I will most certainly not.”


  “Let … it … go,” she said dramatically.


  The girls instantly broke into a Disney song, and Joss and Dylan laughed at them as they danced around.


  Joss eventually glanced at her watch. “I will let it go for approximately twenty-four hours. You can expect a phone call at this time tomorrow.” And then she walked away to catch up to Isaiah.


  Lil had arrived a couple days prior, commandeered Dylan’s now vacant but still completely furnished cottage, and she’d set to work coordinating the event. The result, flowers were draped down the middle of old rustic picnic tables that people had loaned them for the day. Candles were placed in perfectly random patterns and in perfectly worn candle holders, and the whole thing looked like a page from Country Living Magazine. Oddly, none of it was Lil’s style, but now as people ate and talked and lounged around, Lil stood back, taking in her creation, and she smiled.


  The band set up shortly thereafter on the wide expansive front porch of their house, and Cohen tugged on her arm until she followed him. But they were stopped quickly by a young woman she recognized from around town.


  “Hi Bri,” Cohen greeted her.


  “Hi.” She smiled kindly at him, but then her attention turned to Dylan. “I just wanted to tell you how brave I thought you were for speaking out about… Well, the video. I read your interview in that magazine, and I just… I just wanted to tell you how impressed I was with your courage.”


  Dylan smiled at the woman. “Thank you. I was very fortunate to have people in my life who supported my decision.” She glanced at Cohen who was smiling down at her as he bit his lower lip. “I’m not sure I would have been strong enough to do it on my own.”


  Bri’s focus shifted to Cohen, and she nodded. “Congratulations.” She reached her hand out to Dylan.


  “Thank you.” And then Cohen was pulling her toward the grass in front of the porch where a few people had started to dance. She was wearing a simple pair of cream and gold beaded gladiator sandals with her slinky cream-colored dress, and she held the short train up and to her side as Cohen held her in this arms. The fabric that had been sweeping the ground for the past couple of hours was already starting to look dingy, but she’d not spent any real money on the dress, and she ignored it as their song began to play, sung out by the same voice who’d serenaded them on New Year’s Eve so many months before.


  “Ah, Mazzy,” she mused quietly with her lips to Cohen’s neck.


  He chuckled. “Shall we leave her something in our wills?”


  She laughed then. “Of course. Perhaps a slice of wedding cake?”


  “Yes. I like it,” he said quietly. “Dylan…” he whispered.


  “Yes?”


  “I love you.”


  She peered up at him as he moved their bodies back and forth slowly. “I love you, too.”


  

  



  
    
  


  The End
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