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Chapter One

	 

	Janice bounced on the balls of her feet. 

	Right there on Miguel’s front stoop, she found herself in a perfect kickboxing front stance, arms up in guard position. Nerves jangling from head to toe. So she shot her fists out for a few quick hooks, one-two-three, except she’d forgotten about the dang flowers in her left hand. As ‘two’ ended and her right wrist straightened for ‘three,’ she slapped herself in the face with the tulips.

	“Fuck a duck,” she muttered, examining the bouquet. What normal, sane, competent-at-life woman brought tulips to her date, anyway? But she didn’t drink wine, and he was cooking for her. Janice’s mama, despite repeated lectures, hadn’t taught Janice a ton of mannerly things, but not showing up empty handed when someone cooked for you was an inviolable rule. 

	So she was nervous, so what? It wasn’t like Miguel had given her a lot of notice. And she’d had to skip her bike ride so she could scoot home and get ready, putting on a fresh shirt--her jeans weren’t too mucky after a day in the warehouse, and it wasn’t like she was going to put on her one skirt. Which left her to pick between jeans and workout gear, and again, even Janice had to concede Mama would be rightfully aghast if she showed up at her coworker’s door in spandex. 

	Then she’d spent forever talking herself into the tulips, and all in all she hadn’t had time for any kind of workout at all between the office and pulling her car onto Miguel’s crushed-shell driveway. 

	He’d repainted the front door since the last time she’d been there. Since the one time she’d been there. Just to drop him off, a couple of months earlier when his truck was out of commission. He’d asked her in then, but she’d been late for dance class, so she’d put him off. Maybe put him off too much, since it took this long for him to ask her back. 

	Not that she’d been waiting on him to ask her back.

	The invite was almost out of the blue late that afternoon. They’d just sent the dock crew home after unloading the day’s last shipment, and when he pulled her aside she thought it was to go over Monday’s schedule. Instead he told her to skip going to Eddie’s monthly burger night in favor of showing up at his place for dinner. Just the two of them.

	“It’s a date,” he’d clarified. 

	She’d hardly known what to say.

	“I’m making you steak tacos with my Hatch chili salsa. And you’re going to love them. And it’s just going to be the two of us.”

	“Oh?”

	“Si. Be there at seven.”

	And fortunately a vendor had called then to schedule the plotter maintenance, so Miguel had taken off, and Janice hadn’t had to answer. Not that he’d asked. Just told her what to do. And like a Santa Gertrudis moving from pasture to pen, she’d gone and allowed herself to be herded right to his front door. 

	Clever vaquero that Miguel was, he didn’t wait for her to knock. The pine green door opened, and there he was, drawing her into his stark entry, with its beige walls and bleached wood floor and a huge corn plant in a big brown pot. “Hey, welcome,” he was saying, and Janice was looking at his bright crooked smile and the way the skin at his throat gleamed against his clean white shirt and wondering when she’d gotten familiar enough with his wardrobe to recognize that the jeans he wore now were different from the jeans he’d worn that day at work. 

	He was talking but all the visual info was somehow short-circuiting Janice’s ears. And Miguel was wearing some kind of cologne, something that was stronger when he leaned at her. Not an aftershave; he hadn’t shaved, and had she ever seen his dark stubble up close before? And then she was slapping the tulips against his chest when she meant to be just handing them over, but it wasn’t her fault. He’d gotten too close. If he’d stood still, she’d have just handed him the flowers politely like a gal with actual manners and some awareness of how to operate in a non-work, non-gym situation. But he’d leaned closer, and the tulips were smushed against his chest, and it didn’t stop him. 

	He moved even closer. And Miguel wasn’t super tall but Janice was short and Miguel had shoulders that could take on the weight of the world and Janice could bench her own weight but Miguel was pulling her forward, hands on her waist, like she had no strength at all, and her arms were still up, elbows tucked in, so before she knew it Janice’s forearms rested on his pecs, flowers smushed between them, and Miguel kept her there, tight against him, and his crooked smile straightened out and it wasn’t two seconds later than he was kissing her cheek, soft but not short. 

	She didn’t mean to sink against him. Normally she had more control of her body than that. 

	He kissed her other cheek. Very courtly. 

	Very sensual.

	And then Janice sneezed.

	Her head ricocheted off his clavicle, she dropped the damn tulips, and then she stepped on them when she stumbled back out of Miguel’s hold. Or almost out of his hold, since he caught her right when she was slipping on the waxy petals and about to plant her tailbone on his hardwoods. 

	“Thanks,” she gasped. 

	And then he kissed her again. He didn’t telegraph it all, didn’t give her a moment to prepare. Just moved, and was kissing her. She was grinding flower petals into his floor and one hand was pressed between them, twisted backwards so she was practically groping her own meager breast, and one of his hands circled her bicep, and the other… The other! Miguel’s other arm was a vise around her waist and the hand was anchoring her pelvis so Janice’s entire body was wedged against his. It should have been uncomfortable, being literally off-balance and with her limbs turned every which way like she’d lost all semblance of control over them. Which maybe she had. But it wasn’t uncomfortable.

	Which sure as shit made Janice uncomfortable. 

	Miguel’s solidity made her uncomfortable. The ease with which he was suddenly putting his hands just wherever the ever-loving hell he wanted to, after they worked side by side for half a decade, practically never touching, made her uncomfortable. The clean soap and musk cologne scent of him made her uncomfortable. 

	His handsome face that was like coming home, familiar and welcoming. His elegant, eloquent eyebrows. His full lips, smooth and firm, and not in the least tentative against hers. It all made her uncomfortable.

	So totally uncomfortable. 

	Janice’s nerves were squirming up and down her body like freshly hatched tadpoles. It wasn’t right, this feeling so right when she was fighting off another sneeze and her hand was cramping up against her aching breast and her pelvis was hosting a congregation of little tadpoles. They were squirming like mad down there. 

	And Miguel stopped kissing her, and then Janice was really, really uncomfortable. 

	Carefully, this time, she backed up a step, leaving the flowers and their pollen in an allergenic mess on the floor. It was kinda pretty, actually, the green and yellow and orange all mixed together. Gave a touch of color to the otherwise brown and white and beige space. She should throw flowers at his feet more often.

	“Hey,” Miguel said. “Welcome.”

	Seemed like he’d said that already. Before the tulips made her sneeze and somehow that made him kiss her and somehow that likened her insides to a bayou in early spring.

	“Hey yourself,” Janice answered in a voice that borrowed a little from the tiny frogs developing hoppity legs throughout her system. 

	“Gracias por las flores.”

	“Very funny.”

	“No, they’re very nice. I like the color.”

	“Yes, I can see how important color is to you.” Janice meant to sound a touch snarkier, but she was distracted by noticing that they’d sidestepped the floral mess and were up against each other again. 

	“You don’t like my decor?” He took her hand, and Janice looked at it, at the two of them intertwined. His fingers were twice as long as hers, or twice as warm, or twice as broad. Twice as something. Something that made it make sense for her to feel overwhelmed but also comfortable, the pollywogs settling down at last. 

	“It’s great,” she said, but it wasn’t like she was looking at the rooms. It wasn’t like any of the things she was saying had any relevance to any of the things she was living through. 

	Five years they’d worked together, and never once held hands.

	Or kissed.

	Or held hands.

	Suddenly Janice’s froglets were hopping again, and she pulled away. “I should clear those up.” She turned and did notice, then, that his living room rug was the same orange as the crushed tulips, and that his whole house was neat as a pin. It was a classic shotgun house, front door opening onto the living area with a galley kitchen beyond. So Janice knew exactly where to go to find a trash can for the mangled bouquet. 

	Somehow she was carrying the tulips a little further, though, past the kitchen. The whole deal with shotgun houses was that you could open the front and back doors and fire a shotgun and the bullet would go straight out to the back fence. Though the fact that you could also open both doors for a steady air current in the depths of a Texas summer was more the point, generally. 

	And also, if you walked past the kitchen towards the back door, you ended up staring into the bedroom.

	Staring, and thinking brilliant thoughts like, “Miguel has a bed.”

	Lord love a fool, of course the man had a bed. People generally did, if they also had roofs over their heads. Nothing so remarkable about having a bed, or about that bed being neatly made up, or about beige and brown plaid blankets, or about pillows covered in soft white cotton. Janice’s hovering mental mother smacked her upside the head. Miguel hadn’t invited her over to stare at his sheets.

	Flowers. She was trying to get rid of the thrice-cursed flowers.

	Turning back towards the kitchen, she caught Miguel not even trying to pretend he wasn’t laughing at how flustered she was. He did open the cabinet under his sink and gesture to the trash can there with a little flourish. Like she couldn’t have figured that out her own damn self. If his bed hadn’t leapt out and distracted her and all.

	“Sorry, Toots.”

	“Miguel,” he said.

	“Eh?”

	“We’re not at work, Janice. I think you can remember the name of the only other person in the room. Call me Miguel.”

	Oh, he was going to be like that, was he? All soft chiding but firm intent? Well, fine. Janice could fight on those terms as well as any other. She might not take verbal sparring classes like she did kickboxing and Taekwondo, but she knew plenty about mouthing off. Just ask her mama.

	“I call everyone Toots, Toots.” She did. Had for years. It was a lot easier that way, and Janice worked with a preponderance of Texan men. Unchecked, they’d Hon and Sugar and Sweetie her down into some little gal who could be indulged, or not, when she made requests of them. But when she called them Toots, they took her orders.

	“At work you can keep calling me Toots. You can even call me Toots when we’re out at happy hour or burger night. But in my house, Janice,” he emphasized her name, like he had to prove he knew it, which was ridiculous. She knew his name perfectly well. “I want to hear you say Miguel.”

	Pollywogs had grown up and gone on a hopping rampage along her spine. Janice couldn’t swallow past the bullfrog lodged in her throat, and feared her mouth was hanging open as she got lost in visions of Miguel looming over her, taunting her with those firm full lips and those broad long fingers, demanding she call him by name. He’d withhold, refusing to serve up the goods, until she did. 

	Jerk.

	If only she didn’t suddenly really want to call him Miguel. 

	


Chapter Two

	 

	Miguel held back the triumphant smile he knew would get her fighting again. That was his Janice, always fighting since the day he met her. She never acted like it was a fight, the way she went through life grabbing it by the cojones, but he’d been watching her for enough years now to have figured it out. She attacked first, defeated her enemies—to Janice, just about everyone was an enemy—and strode on like a conquistador.

	It had taken him trying a couple of different things, but he’d finally figured it out: he had to make her surrender. 

	She’d long ago lumped him in with all the rest of her vanquished foes. So long ago she had almost started to look at him as an ally. But becoming Janice’s ally was just about impossible. He’d tried getting her into bed by being friendly about it, and it was no good. Janice grabbed tight hold of her friends, but used part of that hold to keep them in her place. He’d seen it often enough, the way Serena and Liza and them turned to Janice for talks, but she never talked back. Not really. Not in a true letting them in way. And she’d done the same to him. 

	Miguel was not in the market for being held down by any woman, especially not Janice. 

	But he had plenty of ideas about turning the tables on her.

	So he’d gone insurgent on her. Studied the enemy from within her camp, figured out how she worked, planned his campaign.

	And now he was going to beat her at her own game, by attacking before she knew they were at war.

	The first shot had been instructing her to show up for dinner. He’d gotten his first taste of victory when he’d heard her SUV pull into his driveway, and the flowers she’d hit him with were almost as good as a white flag. 

	She was disconcerted, and he’d kept her that way, touching her. Kissing her. Letting her stare at his bed, although that had almost backfired. Wondering what she was thinking, which positions she’d mentally placed the two of them in, and would they match his? Not that it mattered, because he intended to command that particular battle himself.

	She’d recovered enough to turn away from the bedroom swinging, posturing as she trashed the tulips and trying to take him down with her damn Toots nonsense. 

	But it was a weak parry, and Miguel countered it with a thrust of his own. The first of many thrusts he would take that night, he was confident.

	He moved closer, blocking her in between him and the sink in his little galley kitchen. She didn’t even try to hide the looks she darted to each side. Once down the hall to his bedroom, then a one-eighty to focus on the front door. But Miguel rotated one broad shoulder to the left, so if Janice wanted to see the front door, she was going to have to look past his deltoid to do so. 

	And no way was Janice looking past his deltoid.

	He leaned a fraction of an inch closer and sniffed the air. Ignoring—as much as he could—her subtle scent of lemons, he said, “The empanadas smell ready. ‘Scuse me.”

	And then he palmed her hip to move her a step to his right—closer to his bedroom—so he could grab the bright loomed potholder his littlest niece Anna Lucia had made for him. It was part of an almost-matching set, mostly pink and yellow with some navy strands that Anna Lucia claimed made it macho enough for him. Even if she had been giggling when she’d said it. Miguel had narrowed his eyes at her dad, but Joe had just shrugged. Like Miguel didn’t know what that shrug meant; like Joe hadn’t been shrugging fake-innocently at him for their entire lives. Only Mami believed in Joe’s shrugs.

	Mami also believed Miguel was alone tonight, which in Miguel’s mind didn’t in the least forgive her intruding, just then when he was bending over the open oven door but feeling more heat from Janice’s eyes on his ass than from the three hundred and fifty degree heat surrounding his chicken poblano empanadas. 

	“Micky Mouse, you there?” Mami called as she walked in like she owned the place.

	Miguel had only had the split second between hearing her key in the lock and her storming in to get a hold of himself. And to avoid dumping the pan of savory pastries on the floor. Anna Lucia’s potholders were cute enough, but weren’t as large as his hands. Miguel’s hanging on to the baking sheet while jerking up to stare in disbelief at his mother meant he real quickly had a rising red blister on the pad of his index finger. He said something very ungentlemanly in Spanish, because that was his native cursing tongue, and also because he didn’t want to offend Janice.

	Except he forgot Janice had picked up a lot of Spanish working in the warehouse with him and his crew.

	And also he forgot that Mami had started wearing her hearing aids all the time.

	“Miguel Xavier! Que dijiste frente a esta chica? ¿Y de cualquier forma, quien es ella? If you told me you had company coming I’d have made you something. You use Sylvie’s recipe for those? She uses too much pepper. Esta chica no se las va a comer, ademas es demasiado flaca.”

	The ‘nice girl,’ meanwhile, had shoved at his biceps until he’d slid the tray of food onto the countertop, flipped the oven door closed with her foot, and moved forward, holding a hand out to Mami.

	“Soy Janice Newton. Mucho gusto.”

	And then Janice and Mami were chatting away, a mix of Spanish and English, and walking off to the living room. Janice was telling her about working with him, and excusing her poor Spanish because she’d grown up in a small Texas town with rudimentary high school language classes. Mami was telling Janice she had a charming accent and explaining about her sister Sylvie’s supposed incompetence with empanada fillings, an accusation Miguel had heard often enough. And he’d put just the right amount of pepper in the ones he’d made, so why Mami had to accuse him was a mystery. 

	Another mystery: why Mami had come in, shouting that excruciating childhood nickname, when she had to have seen Janice’s car in the drive. She was acting like she’d been surprised to find Janice there, but she’d also shown up twelve minutes after Janice. Just exactly the number of minutes it took for Anna Lucia, or her interfering jerk of a father, to notice Janice’s car from their house diagonally across the street, call Mami, and for Mami to drive over to Miguel’s house. 

	It figured. By rights, Miguel should learn to accept Mami’s inquisitiveness and just tell her when he had guests coming over. It would certainly suit Mami if he did. But he’d learned plenty about strategy from the woman herself—and gotten a refresher course during the months he’d stayed with her after her hip surgery—and he wasn’t going to let her nosiness override his privacy.

	Which was easier said than done, with Mami and Janice cozied up on the couch together, laughing about he didn’t want to know what, and Miguel retreating into the bathroom to find aloe to smear on his burned finger.

	 

	


Chapter Three

	 

	“Because we couldn’t get him to stop singing that song, when he was learning to spell his name,” Miguel’s mother explained. “We taught him M - I - G - U - E - L to that tune, just to help him learn, you know?”

	“R - O - S - A - S,” Janice sang to the Mickey Mouse Club theme song.

	“Si, exactamente,” Dr. Rosas said. 

	Janice laughed. She had an instant mental image of a young Miguel, messy dark hair and earnest eyes, leaning up against his mami and singing his name while she tried to get him to put on his shoes. It was enough to cause one big internal bullfrog to leap into a shallow pond, splashing cool water in a shivery-shock across her chest. What a cutie he would have been.

	Dr. Rosas lowered her head and raised her brows, studying Janice’s reaction. She didn’t say anything, though Janice didn’t trust the pursed-lip smile she gave. It seemed entirely too knowing. “My Micky, he’s always been big on learning. He studies all the time.”

	“For his B.A., I know,” Janice agreed. 

	Miguel had been attending night and weekend college classes practically as long as she’d known him. She wasn’t clear on the factors that had led him directly from high school to work, bypassing higher ed—it seemed like his brothers had all gone to university at eighteen, based on what Janice had picked up in passing over the years—but she knew he was determined to finish his degree, and often put classwork ahead of other non-work activities.

	“You went to college, I bet. A smart girl like you?”

	Janice tried to put on her professional mask. “I did. I got a general business degree, just like Miguel’s working on.” No need to mention everything that process had entailed. Janice didn’t ever talk about that, no matter the charm offensive Dr. Rosas was laying on for her. Her mama had worked every kind of offensive, charm and otherwise, over the college issue, and Janice knew well how to deflect.

	“And then you went to Lanigan?” 

	Janice smiled. Dr. Rosas wasn’t trying at all to hide her curiosity. Well, Janice knew that game as well as she knew hopscotch.

	“I worked a few other places first, but ended up there a few years ago, haven’t looked back. Doesn’t Miguel talk about all of us at work? He ought to be sounding you out on all these office politics—well, warehouse politics—get your perspective on some of the cat-herding he has to do. You have to know how to deal with their petty boy squabbles, you raising five sons and all.”

	“And each one a bigger gallito than the last.”

	Janice snorted then, relaxed now that the conversation wasn’t highlighting her. “Let me guess, Miguel is the baby?”

	“And had the biggest strut of them all, si.”

	That cute image of little Miguel trying to tie his shoes suddenly reasserted itself, this time with the tyke, shod, dancing around singing his name song while his big brothers growled irritably. Something in Dr. Rosas’s expression told Janice she wasn’t far off the mark, when it came to imagining toddler Miguel.

	The tadpoles in her spine wondered why she had any interest in getting the image right.

	Mentally banishing them to the swamp, she was smack in the middle of getting Dr. Rosas to tell tales on Miguel when the man himself emerged from the hallway, brushing his hands down his strong thighs. He had a sparkly pink flower bandaid on his index finger, and Janice suppressed her snigger of derision. Almost.

	Miguel shot her a look. 

	Janice stopped suppressing. “Oh, Toots,” she laughed. “I have got to snoop in your medicine cabinet later on.”

	“I only keep them around for Anna Lucia.”

	“Unless you get an ouchie of your own,” Janice nodded, pretending complete understanding.

	“Poor baby, que pasó?” Dr. Rosas stood and took Miguel by the hand, pulling him over to the lamplight where they’d been sitting. She shoved her son onto the sofa beside Janice and held his hand under the light twisting it to and fro with no apparent thought to the wrist or arm or shoulder it was connected to. 

	Miguel pulled back, which only got him a brisk slap to the forearm. “It’s just a little burn, Mami.”

	“I’ll decide if it’s little or not. You put aloe on it?”

	“Yeah. No es nada. I promise.”

	They bickered a little more, but Janice wasn’t noting it particularly. The frogs had gone hoppity again with Miguel’s twisting and turning to get away from his mami’s scrutiny. And she had a sneaking suspicion they weren’t bouncing around inside her just cause Miguel’s body, his heat and his scent, were invading her personal space. He was obviously embarrassed by the maternal fussing, but his voice was gentler than she practically ever heard it. It had this little catch in it, kind of a hum that was fond and teasing both, that didn’t exactly show up other times he was talking.

	Of course, most of the time they hung out, it was at work, and he was giving orders to the crews. Or shooting the shit with them, which was a whole other layer of macho that had to happen. Janice’d heard Miguel’s voice in all kinds of tones, from polite to pissed off, but she’d never heard this kind of tender tolerance in it before.

	Except maybe when he was telling her to show up for a date at his house.

	Janice started to stand up, then. No reason she had to be trapped on the sofa just cause Miguel’d gone and gotten his hand extra-crispy. She’d have escaped to the kitchen area or something, except right as she engaged her core to stand, Miguel’s mami yanked his hand closer to the lamp shade, and he flailed out with his other hand to keep his balance. Which meant he’d grabbed her thigh.

	And she and the friggin frogs flopped right back down.

	He wasn’t even looking at her, or at his non-injured hand, which had taken to downright stroking her. Incremental back and forth caresses along the outside hem of her jeans, but Janice was strong. She spent half her non-work, non-sleeping hours being deliberately active. At the gym, out for a run or a ride, dancing. 

	So no forefinger sliding centimeter by centimeter along her IT band had the power to make her squirm.

	 

	
Chapter Four

	 

	Miguel never figured he’d be so grateful for Anna Lucia’s stash of bandaids. The kid was seven and colonized her world with aggressive abandon. Her house, Mami’s house, her Uncle Max’s house, Miguel’s house—they all stood ready to welcome their princesa whenever she should deign to descend upon them. Juice boxes, the good kind of goldfish crackers, sparkly art supplies, and Disney board games awaited her at each residence. For all Miguel knew, his two brothers in San Antonio also kept a stash of paper dolls and butterfly barrettes for Anna Lucia. 

	All the brothers had daughters, but Anna Lucia was the youngest, and the undisputed ruler of them all. 

	And her bright pink bandaids made Janice laugh.

	And, best of all, Mami’s fussing had somehow landed him with a handful of Janice’s slim, firm thigh. Her muscles jumped beneath his palm, but she didn’t otherwise stir. It made him think of her using that force of will, later, naked, thirty feet down the hall. In his bed.

	“Mami,” he said firmly. “Stop. My hand’s fine.” He extricated himself and Mami settled herself on the opposite sofa. Miguel sat back, and Janice finally squirmed a little, but he didn’t stop palming her leg.

	“Did you come over for something, Mami?”

	“Eh, Micky? No. Well, I wanted Sophie’s address. I have a care package I’m making for her.”

	“You don’t have it?”

	Mami reached up to fiddle with her hearing aids, a sure sign of evasion if Miguel had ever seen one. “Eh?”

	He rolled his eyes just a little and leaned into Janice to pull his cell from his back pocket. She took advantage and slid aside, but thanks to the burn Miguel had to use the other hand to call up Sophie’s contact info anyway. “There, I texted it to you.”

	“Eh?”

	He gave Mami a narrow look that she just answered with a lifted chin and a smile. 

	“Gracias, bebé. I’m going over to Joe’s to see Anna Lucia’s report card. You seen it?”

	“She told me all about it this afternoon. Called me at work. Tell Joe and Krissy. I know they’ve told her not to call me at work unless it’s an emergency.”

	“All A’s, Micky. That’s worth an interruption, surely?”

	“Si, si, I told her I was proud. But she still broke the rule, and I warned her her mom would hear about it.”

	Mami sighed and stood up, all slow and achy like just after her surgery, never mind that she’d been full of energy when telling Janice the story about him and Max and the drainage ditch earlier. Still, Miguel eyed her carefully before deciding that she was totally faking to get his arm to lean on as she headed to the door.

	Didn’t mean he wasn’t walking her to the door anyway. To lock up after he closed it, if nothing else. 

	“Janice es una buena chica, hijo. Se cortés con ella.”

	"Yo soy siempre cortés,” he protested.

	“No le mientas a tu madre. Te oí maldecir cuando vine.”

	But Miguel proved he was, indeed, polite, at least long enough to not voice his thoughts while he gave Mami a kiss on the cheek and saw her to the street. Anna Lucia was in her front yard, dancing one of her spinning-ballerina dances, clearly looking out for her abuela’s arrival.

	Without so much as a glance over her shoulder, Mami hustled across the street, already telling Anna Lucia how pretty her hair looked and asking what had happened at recess that day.

	Miguel locked the thumb lock. And the deadbolt. And latched the door chain. 

	Janice was sitting on the sofa still. Her toe was tapping a mile a minute.

	Miguel smiled.

	Janice was practically never, ever still. Over the years, he’d found her tell spots. Sometimes it was the tapping toe. Sometimes she drummed her fingers on the nearest surface. In meetings, she tended to swivel a few degrees left and right in her chair, though her supreme core control allowed her to do it and never move her head and shoulders from wherever they were focused. Sometimes—and this was his favorite—if she had to be utterly sedate and polite, say at a client meeting, her cute little nose would twitch.

	Her nose wasn’t twitching now. Her whole self was thrumming with the need to go back into battle. Miguel was armed and ready.

	“Come to the table. Everything’s done.” Well, almost. He’d preheated the grill while Mami was grilling Janice, and all he had to do was throw the steak on it while they enjoyed his empanadas. 

	He took Janice’s hand and pulled her easily up to him. Best to get her moving again, get her out of the zone where she’d talked with his mother. He couldn’t think of a less romantic interruption. But he’d recover the mood; he tugged her through his bedroom onto the back deck, where his grill was. And he didn’t miss her eyes lingering on his neatly made bed, either, no matter that he was balancing a dish full of marinated meat as he guided her along. 

	Miguel positioned Janice so his body blocked access to the door, but she could still see his bed through the window. He’d learned some lessons over the years, one of them being about the power of suggestion. And having Janice where her gaze was going to fall on the sleep pants he’d left tossed casually on the foot of his bed was just the suggestion he wanted. His stripping, his being in bed, her doing much the same.

	Let her squirm now, he thought, forking the steak in place over the hot grill. It sizzled immediately, the flames leaping up to sear the flesh. Enticing smoky scents filled the air around them, and Janice was bouncing on her toes again, eyes darting around the small deck area and out to the dark yard beyond.

	Yeah. She was exactly where he wanted her. 

	“Miguel?”

	And calling him by name, never mind the slip that he’d let slide earlier. “Janice?”

	She cleared her throat. He crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back against the deck rail to better enjoy every micro-movement of her fidgeting. Dios, she was lovely. In the dusky light, her eyes and hair were the same enchanting brown, though in the sun, he knew, strands of gold wove through her hair. He always thought of ice cream bars: a hard outer shell, but crack through it, and a man would melt for the sweet cream inside. 

	A quick jab to his bicep got him focused on Janice’s words again. “Eh?”

	“You sound like your mami.” She eyeballed him, challenging, knowing just how well he was inclined to take that comment. “I asked, who’s Sophie?”

	And it wasn’t like he’d change the answer, or withhold the answer. It barely occurred to him that Janice wouldn’t know about Sophie. 

	It wasn’t until Janice went completely, eerily still that Miguel considered the impact of his rolling-off-his-tongue words: “Mi hija.”

	 

	 

	


Chapter Five

	 

	It probably was just two seconds, the time it took Janice to replay his words, translate them to be sure, and play them again. She was no more ruffled than a hen at roost time when she spoke again. “Didn’t know you had a daughter, Toots.”

	Known him five years. No birth announcements, no school pictures on his screen saver, no kid dropping by to visit daddy at work. Not that she’d seen. 

	Wasn’t like Janice spent all day trailing round behind Miguel like a motherless calf desperate for milk. He could be interacting with this Sophie any time that Janice was in the offices, or visiting with a vendor, or having lunch with friends. Janice wasn’t Miguel’s keeper.

	She leaned back against his window. His bedroom window, not to be too specific about it. She was a few feet further along the porch than him, and between the light spilling out from the house and the glow of the grill, Janice had a decent enough view of Miguel, just perched there on his deck rail like a man who’d never kept a secret in his life.

	“Well,” he said.

	“Well?” she asked when he failed to go on with informative details.

	“I have a daughter. We all do, my brothers and me. Have daughters, I mean. No boy cousins in the lot; Mami says it’s our payback and her reward for raising up five sons.”

	“Right, you said about Anna Lucia before.” Anna Lucia, now, Janice knew all about her. Knew about Miguel missing happy hour because he had to go to her first-grade play. Knew she’d had the part of a cricket, and even though her entire class was crickets, she wanted to be a ladybug like the kids in one of the other classes. So Miguel’s whole family went and had to brag on how Anna Lucia was the best cricket they’d ever seen. Janice had thought it was sweet, Miguel loving on his little niece so much, and being so involved in her life. 

	But she had no idea what part his own daughter had in the school play.

	Or, oh yeah, that he had a daughter at all.

	He was kicking his heel against the deck rails, his lips pursed up in a line that took away any of that fullness she’d been damnably guilty of staring at earlier. When she wasn’t staring at the green striped p.j.s on his bed. Or wondering if he had any in red, which was her favorite color on Miguel.

	“Okay, look, come inside, I’ll show you.” And without, this time, holding her hand against the possibility of her getting lost in a house with one long hallway going from front to back, Miguel ushered Janice to the only room she hadn’t seen. It was opposite his kitchen, between the bedroom and living room, and had a closet like it was meant to be a second bedroom. But the sliding closet doors were missing, and Miguel had a desk and bookshelves set up in that space. There was a futon under the window, but most of the room was taken up with a dining table, already set with two placemats and forks and knives and all that. And flowers. Not tulips, but a wildflower mix of mostly yellows and greens. 

	Miguel turned a couple of the dining chairs to face his computer desk. A little bit of button pressing and his laptop was awake and Miguel was double-clicking on a jpeg. 

	“That’s Sophie at graduation last year.”

	It sure was. The girl wore a grin three times as wide as any she’d ever seen on Miguel, but otherwise they were pure reflections of each other. Her red cap and gown, of course, looked lovely on her. Red was clearly their color.

	“She’s how old?” Janice asked, then remembered those manners her mama once tried to teach her. “She’s real pretty, Miguel.”

	“Yeah.” And there was that tender thing in his voice again. He cleared his throat. “She’s eighteen now. She’s almost done with her first year at UNT. Studying romance languages, if you can believe it.”

	“Why wouldn’t I believe that?”

	“No, no, you would. It’s just I never know what to expect of her.”

	Janice wasn’t sure where exactly the train was headed, but suspected they were getting off track. “Toots. How do you have an eighteen year old kid?”

	“Are you complimenting my boyish good looks?”

	She rolled her eyes. Janice knew good and well he was in his mid-thirties. Maybe early thirties, depending on where that line was drawn. Technically old enough to have any number of teenager daughters, but then again, so was Janice. Difference was, Miguel actually did have one, and Janice didn’t.

	“Hang on. She is your only daughter, right?”

	“Do you see any other kids around here?”

	“Well, Toots, I don’t see Sophie, either.”

	“She’s up in Denton, I told you.”

	“And I’m real proud of her, but I’m still curious how I never met her before.”

	Miguel closed the picture of Sophie so fast Janice’s suspicions rose like quills on a porcupine’s back. 

	“For that matter,” she added, “I’m curious how I never heard of her before.”

	“Ella no es un secreto.” He shrugged. “I guess I don’t talk about her at work all the time.” 

	Janice snorted.

	“Okay, okay. I don’t talk about her much at all.” He glanced back at the now-dark screen and said, “She grew up mostly in Dallas, with her mom. And her stepdad.”

	Janice hid her wince at his subdued tone, but her hackles were more risen than her heart was empathetic. “You maybe want to go back to the beginning with this story?”

	To his credit, Miguel only rubbed his forehead for a minute before nodding and shifting the chair to face her fully. “I was in high school. Obviously. I mean, we both were, Alicia and I. She was sixteen and I was fifteen and we were dating a little.”

	A little. Hell if Janice would call impregnation ‘a little’ dating, not at that age. Her thoughts clearly showed on her face, or maybe this wasn’t the first time Miguel’d told this same story over the years. All eighteen of them.

	“We weren’t mad in love, not even the kid version of mad in love. It wasn’t Romeo and Juliet or nothing. But we didn’t date other people, and we saw each other a lot, in all the same classes, and lived on the same block. My brothers Pablo and Max both were in the same school, they’d drive us home if we got to the parking lot before them. They thought it was funny to take off without us, but if she and I were together we didn’t mind walking home so much. We were latchkey kids, all of us. And my oldest brother, that’s Rick, he was twenty-three by then. Four big brothers, you know? Plenty of sex talk, not a lot of safe sex talk, you understand?”

	Janice could picture it. Not as easily as she’d pictured the cute toddler version of this brotherhood earlier, but he made sense. 

	Still.

	A dad at fifteen? 

	Not that people didn’t get pregnant more than occasionally in her little country high school. Where Janice’d grown up, someone showing off a new pickup truck counted as major weekend excitement, so, yeah. Kids had sex. Kids had kids. And if they didn’t have them at sixteen, they did at nineteen, or twenty-two. Her ten-year high school reunion, Janice’s classmates could practically figure out which ones had stayed in town and which had moved to a city just by surveying to see who had elementary-age children. 

	So she was no stranger to the concept. And not in the least inclined to judge. But if frankly pissed her off, that she’d known Miguel for half a decade without knowing that he had a teenage daughter from the day they met. 

	And Janice’s defenses must have been more down than she thought, or Miguel was better at reading her than she counted on, because next thing she knew, Miguel was answering the very question Janice hadn’t yet voiced.

	“Sophie no es un secreto, pero...cuando estoy contigo no soy un padre. Cuando estoy contigo, yo soy un hombre.”

	Well, send her to hell in six handbaskets. Rudimentary as her Spanish was, Janice got the point. Being around her made Miguel feel not like a father, but like a man.

	And the tadpoles were aswim down all her limbs again.

	 

	


Chapter Six

	 

	Miguel pasted his tongue to the roof of his mouth, not willing to say more on the subject of his manhood. About Sophie, sure. He was a proud father, no matter how little he got to see his girl. It helped that Alicia often said how fully her own person Sophie was—and he’d seen it, too, that their daughter didn’t look to anyone for clues of how she herself could be. Independent and smart and responsible and amazing, so fully herself from day one, it seemed. No one ever had to teach Sophie anything. No one ever had to guide her or push her to explore her world and her capabilities; she just did it all on her own. Alicia and her husband and Miguel all were constantly asking Sophie where in heaven she came from. She always said, “I’m a mermaid and I came from the sea,” because that’s the answer she gave when she was four and none of her parents ever got tired of it.

	But the truth Miguel was reluctant to examine more was, when he’d met Janice, and immediately liked Janice, Sophie was thirteen. And he’d had thirteen years of women giving him a certain look if he talked about his daughter. A look that said he was irresponsible and bad and more trouble than he was worth, a guy who became a father so young and let the mother do the vast majority of the job. Never mind the negotiations that had gone in to Alicia and Sophie moving to Dallas, and never mind Miguel driving up there every other Friday night for years. Never mind child support and skipping college so he could earn and taking out life insurance the day he turned eighteen so he could make sure she was always taken care of. Never mind that Sophie phoned him—with Alicia and the stepdad just down the hall, but she phoned Miguel—to complain about her French teacher and talk through the decision between softball and track. Never mind that he was the one to teach her to jump hurdles in the first place.

	So maybe he’d been too cautious with Janice. Maybe he made a crappy decision, avoiding mention of Sophie and justifying that it was just until he and Janice knew each other better. Then when Janice proved such a hard nut to crack, he kept not mentioning his daughter, and that was definitely crappy on his part. 

	But Janice was still a little narrow-eyed at him, her nose twitching in that dead giveaway that she was trying her damnedest to kill her jitters, and Miguel had to unstick his tongue some. “I ought to have made a point of telling you about her.”

	“Years ago.”

	“Si, si, years ago.”

	Janice’s shoulders flexed and rolled. 

	“And I ought to have brought her by Lanigan.”

	“Why didn’t you?”

	“Like I said, she lives in Dallas. Has since she was two. Mostly I go up there to visit, and when I bring her back down—we share holidays and I get a summer month—well, you met Mami. Sophie’s her primera nieta. Between Mami and all the cousins, and those little girls pretty much worship her, I can barely get time with her myself.” 

	Janice was drumming her slim fingers on the tabletop now, so Miguel allowed himself to relax a little. The more Janice moved, the happier she was. 

	And that just got him wondering, like so often before, how much she would move in bed. Constantly, he figured. There was nothing passive about Janice. She was aggressive all the way, right down to those jeans she was wearing. No changing into something fresh for Miguel, not his Janice. He’d bet hard money he knew exactly her thought process on that one: Miguel wasn’t going to make her all flustered, and to prove it, she wouldn’t even change out of her work clothes. 

	Except she was flustered, and she’d put on a new shirt, and then Miguel was envisioning her getting ready that afternoon, stripping out of the utilitarian t-shirt and pacing her bedroom in just her bra. Maybe she hadn’t spent much time picking out the pretty blouse that outlined her distinct but compact breasts, but in Miguel’s all-too-happy imagination, she was practically vibrating in jeans and bra, full of unaccustomed anxiety about looking nice for him.

	On second thought, Miguel was suddenly curious about what he could do to ensure that Janice didn’t move in bed at all. Not that she’d be passive about it. Aggressively still, that’s what he wanted to see from her. 

	His rod was liking the aggressive idea, but not the still one. 

	Miguel swallowed, and found himself turning his back fully on his computer. He wasn’t such an idiot he didn’t know the lewd thoughts were a mental-emotional trick his body was playing on him, to further separate him from Sophie and get him back on track with Janice. 

	But, demanding rod or not, maybe his body had good instincts sometimes.

	Janice reached out and pulled her placemat across the table, lining it up square with his. With one pink-bandaid-clad finger, Miguel slid the tray of empanadas closer to her, taking one once she’d served herself. She dug in, and Miguel grinned.

	His empanadas were perfecto. No matter what Mami said about them.

	“Toots!” Janice was grinning back at him. “Damn. Why have you never made these for me before?”

	He liberated the rest of the pastry from her hand. 

	“Hey.” She feinted but he parried. 

	“You want my empanadas, you call me by name.”

	She eyed him, but not as mean-narrow-eyed as before, and then looked at the still-loaded serving tray. Miguel leaned forward enough to make it clear she’d have to go through him to get to the food. Not that he’d object to her going through him. Or trying to, anyway. Because if it meant tackling her to the ground, he’d be more than pleased to play out this name game with her. It wasn’t just that he loved to watch her lips shape the syllables of his name. Janice used her infernal nickname on everyone, turning each interaction interchangeable, faceless. He refused to be faceless to her.

	“Maybe I don’t want your empanadas.”

	He snorted. She’d barely taken her eyes off them. At least, he was pretty sure she’d barely taken her eyes off them, since he was barely taking his own eyes off her mouth. She’d licked her lips, and if she did it again, he didn’t want to miss it. 

	“Fine. I want your empanadas. But I consider it exceedingly rude to invite me over and let your mami call me skinny and then not feed me.” She crossed her arms, so Miguel had to stop looking at her mouth. Janice’s high little breasts got even higher whenever she crossed her arms.

	“I told you how to get it back.”

	“Stop calling you Toots.” 

	“Not just that. I want you to call me by name.” And since his eyes were traversing the delectable landscape between her high breasts and her moist lips, Miguel didn’t miss how his tone, or his words, or her lust for his empanadas, or all of it together made her swallow hard.

	“You want me to call you by name.” It was more a statement than a question, and Miguel watched her arm muscles tense and flex. He had her defenses on the run. She was practically begging him to breach her defenses, and the empanada was his weapon of choice.

	He just nodded, and took a bite of his own pastry. 

	Which must have been a tactical mistake, because suddenly Janice was plucking her food out of his hand and saying, “Right then, Mickey Mouse, whatever you say,” before taking a giant bite.

	This time he kept the ungentlemanly phrase in just his head, but from the light dancing in Janice’s eyes, she knew exactly what he was thinking. If she weren’t so fucking compelling, all happy and proud of her jest and enjoying his food, Miguel might have gotten stupid and petulant. But the laughter she was almost holding back kept him from saying something unkind about his mother or otherwise triggering her negative judgment of him.

	“You’re never going to say that at work.”

	She swallowed and contemplated another bite before answering. “You said I could call you Toots at work.”

	“Querida, at work you can call me Toots or Miguel or Rosas or just unleash one of those wolf whistles of yours.” Janice’s wolf whistles pierced the entire warehouse when she deployed them, which is why she deployed them; sometimes she just really needed to get everyone’s attention. “But whatever else you do, don’t ever call me Mickey Mouse.”

	“Tell me one thing about that, though.”

	“About what?”

	“When you were a little kid and singing the Mickey Mouse song all the time.”

	He sat back and crossed his own arms. Because revisiting his past had already gone so great for him. “Fine. What.”

	“When you were a little kid? Running around singing Disney songs and irritating your big brothers?”

	Miguel tilted up one corner of his mouth. His big brothers never tired of telling him what a maldito parásito he’d been. Culos. “What about it?”

	“Did you ever have those shoes little kids always like, with the lights in them?”

	“Why would you want to know that?”

	Janice shrugged and leaned around him for another empanada. She smelled like soap and something green. Maybe it was from the flowers she brought him. 

	“Fine. Yeah. I had light-up shoes. They were my favorite.”

	“Did they have Mickey Mouse on them?”

	“What? No. Of course not. They were Spiderman.”

	Janice burst into laughter and she had dancing eyes again and Miguel suddenly really wanted to identify what that green smell of hers was. He flared his nostrils and leaned towards her, intent on filling his lungs with the scent of Janice.

	Instead he picked up on something a hell of a lot more acrid in the air. “Mierda, la carne!” He went flying for the back door.

	


Chapter Seven

	 

	Biting her lip not to guffaw at her image of little Miguel in his light-up Spidey shoes, it took Janice a second to catch the gist of what was happening. Of course, the smell of charred-to-a-crisp beef was a big clue. 

	She got up and wandered to the back deck, pausing to look at the still freshly made bed on the way. It looked like the kind of bed a person would sink into. Like a body pushed to the point of exhaustion by a grueling workout, or by...other things, would just melt right into its comforting embrace. 

	Suddenly all the little internal frogs were trying to hop her right on over to that big welcoming bed, and damn everything else. It’s not like Miguel hadn’t burnt her dinner anyway, right? So they may as well hit the sack.

	Except, since when did she want to hit the sack with Miguel? Miguel who worked with her, day in and day out and day in again. If Janice let him in once—literally, figuratively, or, worst of all, both—odds were nowhere near in favor of her keeping him at arm’s length at Lanigan. Not that she saw him as the grab-her-ass-on-the-loading-dock type, but Janice was no one’s fool. She’d known Miguel for years and, okay, found his ass finer year by year, but he was never going to let up if she even once had sex with him. Being casual was not in his nature. It was all or nothing, and Janice wasn’t so sure she was casting her vote for the ‘all’ side of the ballot.

	Never mind the bed and his fine ass.

	Or whatever her mama might have said to her about leaping instead of looking so hard all time first.

	“Hush up, Mama,” she muttered, not for the first time ever. One thing mama had been full of, and free with, was advice. Every minuscule aspect of Janice’s life, Mama had an opinion. How she should dress. Where she should go to college. What she should study. How much she should date. It wasn’t just that Mama was in the dictionary under ‘as outdated as a butter churn in a factory full of Clarifixators,’ because Janice had been taught to make allowances for that way back in her girlhood when she’d asked—well, thrown a conniption fit over—how she’d ended up with the old-fashioned name of ‘Janice Eunice’ in the first place. But Janice got just plain tired of hearing how she needed to wear lower cut tops and flouncy skirts ‘to enhance what figure you do have,’ and how she needed to stop judging everyone lacking and ‘just give the boys a chance to impress you,’ and how if she was too ornery to take the dance scholarship, she ought to at least study nursing or education ‘so all those smart college boys know you’re a caretaker at heart.’ 

	She’d been more than ornery enough to pick her own path, though. No question she’d run into plenty of the piles of steaming bull turds her mama had predicted, when forecasting Janice’s future as one full of men who would ‘take one look at you in those mannish work clothes and dismiss you as not worth their time, and I don’t just mean at work, I mean in bed, too.’ As if Janice needed the clarification. 

	But it wasn’t just stubbornness, flipping all her mama’s advice over and doing the opposite. Janice had no interest in being a butter churn. Butter churns only agitated when someone else wanted them to. She would rather agitate under her own steam, and if that meant learning to give incontrovertible orders to the warehouse guys, fine. And if it meant never engaging in some mutually naked time with Miguel, well, that was fine, too. Janice would find her physical outlets elsewhere; she didn’t need the sight of Miguel in—or out of—flannel p.j.s in that big white bed of his. 

	Snapping herself back to the odds-on reality of the situation, Janice stepped on the deck, only to be confronted with another sight she’d never thought to see: Miguel Rosas hopping mad. Sure, she’d seen him chew guys out before. She had seen him letting off steam on the basketball court. But she’d never seen him jaw clenched, shoulders tight, and no more than a hair’s breadth away from explosion. He was staring at the grill as if nothing had ever betrayed him more, his eyebrows set in a reproving crease. 

	It was frankly kind of adorable.

	And why Miguel being adorably mad made Janice reconsider everything to do with agitating and hitting the sack, she just wasn’t going to contemplate. Not when she was itchy to smooth out his smoldering brow.

	Janice placed a hand on his rock hard bicep. "Hey, Toots. So, I forgot to tell you I like my steak rare." 

	“Simpática,” he said, but he certainly wasn't laughing. 

	"Come on, it's kind of funny." 

	Miguel shrugged her arm off, and reached down to switch off the flame. Next thing Janice knew, he was flinging the meat out into the yard. She probably wouldn’t have giggled, if it had reminded her so much of her little cousins tossing cow patties to see who could hit the back fence. One of the steak strips hit the side of Miguel's garage, bouncing off into the darkness while he growled in frustration.

	Well, Janice could do better than that. She picked up a chunk of the skirt steak and, with an expert flick her second-youngest cousin had taught her after swearing her to secrecy, sent it sailing straight into the depths of the bushes that marked Miguel’s property line.

	"Hey," he protested. "I marinated that meat for ten hours."

	The froglets got chirpy over the idea that he’d been planning their night well in advance. She swallowed them back down. “You ought not to have cooked it so long; it destroys the flavor.” 

	“It was not my intention."

	"I suspected as much."

	"Janice."

	“Miguel.” She couldn't help the grin accompanying her use his name.

	Either he noticed the grin, or he noticed his name, or he noticed that she managed to slide her shoulder up next to his side when she was showing him how good she was at chip tossing. Whatever it was, Miguel was smiling again, and the flash of his white teeth in the darkness around them hatched a whole new pond full of tadpoles in Janice’s nervous system.

	"I was even going to tell you my secret recipe, if you liked these tacos." 

	"I liked how they smelled, before they started smelling like charcoal."

	"Chistosa."

	“You can swear me to secrecy."

	“Yeah?" He took a step—more like a half step, as she was already pretty close to him—into Janice's body. "Because if I tell you, and I found out you told Eddie or somebody later, there would be retribution."

	"Is that right?"

	“Verdad.” 

	“Don't you go scaring me now." Janice shifted. It was barely more movement than a blade of grass in a gentle spring breeze, but it was enough to send all the tadpoles swarming over to the side of her body that was now pressing right up against Miguel. And maybe he shifted too, or maybe he was some kind of natural furnace, or maybe it was just the residual heat of the grill. Whichever it was, those tadpoles were like to turn to frog soup from the way the blood boiled under her skin everywhere they touched. 

	Miguel sighed. ”Well, my empanadas are muy deliciosas, but I was hoping to have a little more to feed you. Will you come inside with me, and together we will see what treasures the kitchen has for us?”

	 

	


Chapter Eight

	 

	Janice’s proximity was enchanting, but if Miguel didn’t get away from his grill he was going to start throwing things again. Maybe her constant recourse to physical outlets was wiser even than Miguel had credited. Hand placed gently on the small of her back, he guided Janice inside, away from the scene of his ridiculous temper tantrum.

	His kitchen was well stocked, despite its compressed size. As the baby of the family, Miguel had spent more than his share of time helping Mami prepare their family meals. He’d whined about it plenty as a child, but as an adult had yet to find the woman who complained about his culinary skills. 

	“It was the Dr. Pepper." 

	"What was?"

	He waggled his eyebrows at her. "The secret to my marinade. One of the ingredients is Dr. Pepper, and it makes the meat completely tender and a little sweet.”

	“Tender and a little sweet, eh?” Janice sounded just the tiniest bit distracted as he moved around her, gathering supplies. 

	Oh, she was hooked. Miguel tossed her a package of pasta, which Janice caught and set on the counter beside the stove. 

	“Very tender, if you want the truth.” He moved around her, brushing lightly across her backside on the way, and bent down to retrieve a pot from the lower cabinet. And he made sure not to be in a hurry about it. Sure enough, he caught her checking him out as he stood up, and barely bothered to hide his quirking lips. 

	“Uh-huh,” Janice said, and this time Miguel put a hand to her waist as he moved behind her, and left it there. He was anchored to her always trim, always strong form as he positioned the pot under the water tap. 

	“So,” he teased, “now you know one of my secrets. It’s only fair that you tell me one of yours.”

	She leaned back, the straight column of her spine flexing against his arm. He wanted to watch her bare skin shift as her body moved, as her muscles activated and the promise of her strength and her energy was focused on everything that would be happening between them. 

	Miguel hadn’t spent the past half decade longing for this woman who now, predictably restless, reached to take his tomatoes and began dicing them. Si, when they’d first met, he’d tried to maneuver them to an intimate place. After a few forays were knocked down, thanks to Janice’s substantial defense mechanisms, he’d dropped the idea of getting with her. Dated outside of Lanigan. Just became her friend. 

	None of which meant he’d failed to observe her over the years. None of which meant she wasn’t the one he looked for in the mornings, or the first one he thought of when anything about work entered his mind. They were amigos, he and Janice. True, he hadn’t shared a lot of his personal life with her, but in the beginning he’d avoided bringing it up in case the whole ‘I was a dad in high school’ thing gave her the wrong idea of him, and also there was no value in making her aware of his dating life. So when his home life came up, he generally talked about Mami and his idiot brothers and his sweet nieces, especially Anna Lucia. 

	And Janice never talked about a home life at all. At least, not about her family, and other than jokes about how small her town was, not about growing up, either. She had a limitless supply of anecdotes about her crazy cat lady neighbor, and plenty to say about their coworkers and about whatever kind of exercise was on her agenda for the day, but about what was truly in her soul? 

	No way. Not his Janice. The only way to see into her soul was to very carefully gather the bits that leaked out when her defenses were down, and hope to piece it together, like a puzzle when the picture was missing. 

	It was the kind of thing that could occupy a man’s mind, if he was lying in the dark looking to drift off to sleep, night upon night, year upon year. Shifting all those pieces around, flipping them, assembling the edges and filling in the gaps. And one night, and without even realizing how intently he’d been playing with her particular puzzle, it all came clear to him.

	And once he understood how clearly and brightly Janice’s soul shone, how it pulled him to her, Miguel began to plan. He could no longer ignore the light she brought to his life every work day. But knowing what he wanted didn’t automatically mean he got it. He was the last of five sons; he’d gotten that particular lesson early and often. 

	But being the last of five sons, he knew all he’d ever need to know about plotting, and spotting the perfect moment to defeat superior forces. Janice had all the artillery, but Miguel had a tactical advantage.

	“So what’s your secret, then,” Miguel prompted, scraping the tomatoes into the saucepan where diced yellow onions were sizzling, translucent.

	“I don’t have any secrets. Nothing like you.”

	“Dr. Pepper’s not truly a very secret ingredient.”

	“I meant Sophie.” But she hip-bumped him as she said it, and hadn’t called him ‘Toots’ in at least three minutes, so Miguel didn’t have to watch for land mines just yet.

	With a quick grin, he hip-bumped her right back. “I know. So now you know how I spent my high school years: terrified, and tired.”

	“Terrified I get. Why tired?”

	“I wasn’t terrified of Sophie or nothing. Well, maybe before she was born, but from day one, my girl was magic. I was tired and terrified for the same reason. I wanted to pass school, and I wanted to keep my job, and those both took a lot of waking hours. So I didn’t sleep. But I got my diploma and I got promoted and eventually I even got more sleep.” He stirred the tomatoes, smashing them with the flat of the wooden spoon some to hasten the breaking down of their cellular structure. “And you? Small-town high school life, what’s that like? All hay rides and 4H ribbons?”

	Janice slid away from him, busying herself at the sink. He’d have the cleanest chopping board on the block if she kept it up. “No 4H ribbons. Well, one of my cousins, he’s still in school actually, he’s into all that. He’s had Grand Champion goats and last year a pig, which was a fair-sized deal in the family.”

	“Tasty.”

	“No one ate Gippy the Pig. Well, no one I know, at least.”

	“Aren’t they missing the point?”

	“Point is, no hay rides and no blue ribbons for me. I mostly just had time for school. My friends went to town if hanging in the fields or out by someone’s pond wasn’t on par with our thirst for adventure.”

	“Up to Dallas?” She’d grown up a couple of hours from there. Back when she first described it as a ‘blink and you miss it’ burg, Miguel had once made a little detour on the way back from visiting Sophie. It was hard to imagine anyone passing time on the one dusty main street or running across the acres-wide lawns that separated the houses, much less compact, vibrant Janice Newton. 

	“Nah, going up to Dallas was a pain. ‘Town’ is Nacogdoches.”

	“¿Verdad?”

	“Si, truly. There’s lots to do in Nacogdoches. Movies, shops, all that. Or we’d go dancing.”

	Miguel paused in the act of sprinkling cumin on his sauce. “I’m visualizing a bunch of underage kids in a pickup truck, all jeans and plaid shirts, rolling up to the club.”

	She swatted at him with the dish towel. “Yeah, right. First off, you drive a pickup, so don’t toss stones. And anyway, I’m talking about line dancing.”

	Line dancing. Slight, restless Janice in jeans and pearl-buttoned shirt, hair swinging left as she boot-scooted right. That smile she got when she was totally in her skin, relaxed with the knowledge that she had it all under control. Steel strings on a small stage, the beats of country music as familiar to a Texan child as the sound of ‘y’all’ on someone’s lips or a bowl of salsa on the dinner table. 

	He was just in the midst of catching the end of the towel to reel her closer to him, to interrogate her about her favorite moves, when a too-familiar combination of doorbell and triple-rap on the door frame announced the impending arrival of Anna Lucia Rosas.

	


Chapter Nine

	 

	“Tío! Tío, Tío, Tío!” the little voice sang, cheerful as all get out and more than loud enough to ensure her Uncle Miguel was aware of her presence on the front porch. Janice was sure Miguel would be able to hear the kid if he was in the back yard. Or at the neighbor’s house. Or in the bedroom with the door closed and music on and...other noises distracting him. 

	That heated look he gave her before resting the wooden spoon beside the stove and striding towards the front door reminded the chorus of Janice’s little tadpole friends that they weren’t in much better shape than the pasta boiling to a pliable and vulnerable state beside her. She gave the penne a quick stir. Last thing they needed was for dinner round two to get ruined. Dragging out the moments of this evening wasn’t working so well for her, self-preservation wise. 

	Why had she gone and told him about Nacogdoches? None of that was any of his concern, and Miguel was proving to be as nosy as his mami. Next he’d be inquiring about the dancing, and that could lead to her dance lessons, and that could lead, well, other places. Places that were a mere hop, skip, and a jump from the places Janice had gone and led him to. Or that he’d gotten her to lead him to, which was worse, because the last thing she needed was him being able to direct her down those roads when she wasn’t intending it.

	Janice just wanted to eat dinner and have sex and go home.

	She hadn’t initially known about the wanting to have sex part of her wants for the evening. Well, not in such plain language. She’d not figured on quite how persuasive kissing Miguel and touching Miguel and looking at Miguel’s bedroom would be in that regard. Thought they would just have a nice meal and sort of explore the options. But somehow, she realized, she’d gone and leapfrogged over that plan and landed herself, mentally, in Miguel’s bed.

	Oh, well. It looked like a fun time.

	Now she just needed him to get rid of the child, who was wearing a tutu over bright striped leggings because apparently she embodied every aspect of little girlhood Janice’s mama had tried to foist on her daughter. She was chattering and bright and patently fond of sparkly pink things and, of course, her uncle. Who had gone from heat-generating, touching, intent teasing guy to crouching-at-kid-eye-level smiling fondly guy.

	Which ought not to have made Janice go as pliable as the damn pasta. And vulnerable. And liable to boil over, she was so hot for every kind of guy Miguel was showing himself to be.

	That did it. Janice snapped the dish towel down on the counter and approached. She could do the eye-level thing, too. Longer than Miguel could, probably. How many squats did Miguel do every day? Not as many as Janice, that was for sure. Every morning, clockwork, that’s how regularly Janice did squats. Her quads would let her crouch in front of a kid for an hour, long past the time Miguel would have tipped over on his ass.

	“Hey, Toots, is this the famous princess you were just telling me about? The one with good grades?” Janice might not have been the girly girl her mama had wanted, but she knew enough about the type to manage a creditable conversation.

	Miguel gave her a look, way less hot than the one earlier. Well, she wasn’t the one who’d invited the kid in. 

	Anna Lucia was sold, though. “I got all A’s, look,” she said, grabbing the report card from Miguel and shoving it practically up Janice’s nose.

	“Even in P.E.?”

	“What’s P.E.?”

	“Health Fitness, they call it,” Miguel explained.

	“Yep, even in Health Fitness.”

	“That was my favorite class,” Janice said.

	“I don’t like running laps,” little princess child said, which was hardly an unexpected shock.

	“I love running. Know why?”

	Anna Lucia shook her head, eyeing Janice like she was possibly some kind of monster.

	“‘Cause of dancing.”

	The suspicion gave way to a head-tilt of curiosity. “I like dancing.”

	Janice knew all this kid’s buttons. “I love dancing, Toots. I dance every day, I bet. And since I run a lot, my legs are really strong.” She slapped them for emphasis. “And since my legs are really strong, I can do all kinds of jumps and footwork. I’ll tell you a secret, if you want.”

	Miguel shifted his weight, and Janice tightened up her core. No way was she going to wobble around while he and his niece studied her with matching intent dark brown eyes.

	“Okay,” Anna Lucia agreed.

	“When I was in school, I entered lots of dance competitions.”

	“You did?” Anna Lucia asked, same time as Miguel was saying, “¿Verdad?”

	“Yup. Sure did.”

	Anna Lucia gave her a head-to-toe scrutiny, taking in Janice’s subdued clothes and make-up free face. Only her chipped nail polish attested to Janice’s ability to align with all the feminine things in the kid’s world. 

	“What kinds of competitions?”

	Yep, the kid was ready to be sold. “Well, most of my wins were for jazz and tap, but back at home my mama has a whole wall of my awards, and the biggest of all is from when I won at senior nationals with my lyrical solo routine.”

	Anna Lucia’s eyes widened, which was nothing compared to Miguel’s extremely satisfying reaction: he plopped down on his butt. Janice bit her lip, determined to not budge an inch, though she couldn’t help her nose twitching a little. He hadn’t expected that, had he?

	“You were a dance girl?”

	“From the time I was walking, practically.”

	The kid gave her another assessing up-and-down, way way more judgmental than anything Miguel had ever bestowed, and Janice actually flushed a little. Her cheeks tingled and were surely turning red, which was enough to make her want to rise again. Some devil frog reminded her that since she was squatting, she could hop up with a modified coffee grinder that turned her towards the kitchen. Winking at the girl, Janice shuffled off to Buffalo and hip-walked her way back to the stove. 

	She practically hear Miguel salivating behind her. She still contained enough devil to flex her fingers a little, right there over her butt cheeks, strongly suspecting he would imagine he was the one grabbing at her.

	Anna Lucia flew her way. Before Janice could pick up the spoon again, the kid was hanging off of her. “Can you pirouette?” 

	Janice rolled her eyes. "Of course."

	"How many turns?"

	"In my day, six easy. Now that I'm old, I usually stop at two." 

	"Even though you have strong legs?"

	"Even though," Janice confirmed. 

	Anna Lucia seemed to accept this, however reluctantly. Probably she was never impressed with the physical prowess of adults. Miguel was still sitting on the floor by the door, just watching them interact.

	“I don't take dance classes anymore, except Latin. But I still know most of my moves." 

	The girl tilted her chin up at Janice, challenging. "Can you do a barrel turn?”

	Janice tilted her chin right back. “Not in these jeans I can't."

	"But you can do it?” 

	"I admit it's been a while. I would have to warm-up first. But, yeah, I can. Strong legs, remember?" 

	"What's a barrel turn?” Miguel had finally wandered up to join them. Or to tend to his pasta sauce, which was in danger of ruination just like their first dinner.

	Anna Lucia jumped and grabbed at her uncle's arm. "It is so cool, Tío. It's when you jump in the air like you’re going backwards over a barrel and you do a turn that way. I really want to learn one. I’ve been begging and begging and begging and begging and begging but nobody says yes yet. Don’t you think they should let me? Also, I want to do competition and not just recitals all the time, don’t you think they should let me?” 

	Janice just looked at her. "How old are you?"

	"Eight.” She was incredibly defiant about it. 

	“Seven,” Miguel corrected.

	Janice smiled. "Yeah? And how long have you been in dance?"

	"My whole entire life." 

	“Do you ever do gymnastics?"

	“Mostly just camps. Not every week like dance."

	“And all that studio time and all those camp instructors and your mom and your dad and everyone, they won't send you to competition?”

	Anna Lucia flung her arms out to the side in outrage. "I know, isn't it unfair? I'm so good at dancing. They should let me try it at least." 

	“Do other kids in your classes compete?”

	"No, but I'm the best one."

	“She is the best one," Miguel put in. "She always gets the solos at her recitals." 

	“That don’t mean you should jump into trophy-hunting, kid." 

	“How come?” Anna Lucia was getting the idea that Janice was not as on her side as she’d hoped. 

	Janice crouched back down, because it was better to get hard news face-to-face. "Anna Lucia, there’s so much to competing. Not even just that it’s pretty expensive, but you have to respect that part of it. I missed a lot of school, and it was really hard to keep my grades up. Really, really hard. And I didn’t get to spend much time with my friends, because I had so much studio time and so much travel. It got pretty lonely. I was good, like you. I even got a college scholarship for dance. But even though I was that good, there were a lot of times I didn’t win, or even place. It’s a tough circuit, and it was hard on my body, and mostly, I was just so alone all the time. I know it’s not easy to wait, but give it a few years, okay, and think hard about if all that work is worth it to you.”

	The poor kid totally deflated. Janice felt rotten, but Miguel was giving her the fond, tender look that accompanied his happy-catchy-humming voice when he was being a sweetheart. 

	“I’ll tell you another secret, though, if you want,” Janice near-whispered into Anna Lucia’s ear. She shot Miguel a wink. His eyes got all crinkly in response.

	The girl nodded, a little glumly, but she was of the irrepressible pink princess type, and wouldn’t be down for long. 

	Janice leaned in even further. “I know how to make a French braid crown.”

	She had to sit back to absorb the hug that came flying her way. 

	 

	


Chapter Ten

	 

	They sent him to find a comb. And then they sent him to find one of Anna Lucia’s larger hair bands, which they grudgingly accepted even though it was green and she was wearing mostly pink and blue. And then they needed a brush, but he didn’t own a brush, so he had to fend off dual disbelieving looks.

	“My hair is short.”

	Janice rolled her eyes. “Your hair is thick. Buy a brush.”

	Miguel leaned into the wall between the kitchen and living room, watching them bend towards each other. Janice was cross-legged on the sofa, Anna Lucia cross-legged on the coffee table in front of her. He smiled at the sweet sight of their conspiring together. “Sure thing. Want me to go right now?”

	“Tío! No way, be serious. It’s night time.”

	“I know. Janice and I were about to have our dinner, then you came over.”

	“Grandmami said to.” Anna Lucia shrugged like it was totally normal. Not that it wasn’t. Anna Lucia was in and out of his house all the time, and it wouldn’t strike her as all that odd to be sent over, even though Miguel had a date. Mami, clearly, knew the difference, but that wasn’t Anna Lucia’s fault. 

	“Why’d your grandmami send you over, Toots?” Janice asked, fingers busy with a complicated-looking parting of Anna Lucia’s long brown hair. 

	“My name’s not Toots, it’s Anna Lucia.”

	“I know that. I call everyone ‘Toots.’”

	Miguel grinned. Anna Lucia was going to rake Janice over the coals. She was inordinately proud of her name, and Miguel could get her to lecture him for five entire minutes by shortening it to “Annie” or “A.L.”

	“Why?”

	Janice took one of Anna Lucia’s hands and wrapped it around a hunk of hair. “Hold that. I just do. I call Miguel ‘Toots’ all the time, and everyone at work, and the gym. Everywhere.”

	That really was everywhere for Janice, Miguel thought. All those battlements she erected pretty much locked her away from human interaction. That was one of the puzzle pieces he’d discovered, fairly early on in the ‘figuring Janice out’ process, and it was definitely one of her vulnerabilities. Nice of Anna Lucia to attack it for him. Maybe she wasn’t such an intrusion after all. First she unearthed Janice’s astounding secret dance past, and now she was refusing to be yet another nameless, and therefore controllable, member of the ranks of Janice’s conquered foes.

	Except, like him, Anna Lucia was distracted by the hypnotic rhythm of Janice’s braiding fingers. That had to be why she just nodded—a very little nod, since her captured head wouldn’t allow much movement—and said, “That’s fair.”

	“Exactly right, Toots. It’s all about equality. If I call everyone the same, no one gets upset about special treatment.” Janice gave Miguel a look that wasn’t nearly as playful as he’d have liked. “No one can act superior. Besides, it’s good for Texas men to get called honey-pie names. Makes them sometimes think twice about calling women ‘sweetie’ and ‘hon’ all the darn time.”

	“They always call me ‘angel,’ even though I always tell them my whole name,” Anna Lucia said, slowly twirling the end of the ponytail she held. “Like, my coach and my uncles and them.”

	Now both of them were shooting Miguel disdainful looks. He crossed his arms over his chest. Only the fact that he couldn’t wait to hear how his brother Joe was going to react to this new princesa feminista side of his daughter kept his lips sealed as Janice and Anna Lucia clearly judged him and found him wanting. “Anna Lucia,” he said, slowly and clearly, “Miss Janice asked you why Grandmami sent you over, and you haven’t answered her.”

	“For dessert!” she answered promptly, ire over his pet names forgotten.

	“Hold still,” Janice said, turning Anna Lucia’s head to face her again.

	“We haven’t even had dinner yet,” Miguel pointed out.

	“I know, I can smell it cooking.” 

	He glanced back at the kitchen, sighing. “Explain,” he ordered, before moving to turn down the sauce and drain the pasta. 

	“Grandmami wants to know if you need any dessert to feed Miss Janice.”

	“I don’t eat dessert.”

	Anna Lucia’s surely incredulous reply to Janice’s statement was lost to Miguel as he found a serving bowl and reset the dining table to accommodate the change in menu. By the time he returned to the living room, there was a braid snaking down across Anna Lucia’s forehead, and Janice was winding the rest of her hair into a bun at the top of Anna Lucia’s head. 

	“Tío, Miss Janice doesn’t eat sugar but Mom made extra sugar cookies and they even have sprinkles and Grandmami said to bring some over so I did but Miss Janice won’t eat them so do you want some or should I eat them all myself?”

	Miguel raised his brows at his niece. “You brought them over?” She’d swanned in, showing off her report card, which was now discarded by the front door. But she hadn’t held anything else.

	“Oh!” Anna Lucia jumped a little. “I left them outside.”

	Janice laughed. “Hold on, almost done here, then you can go get them.”

	“It’s okay, angel, you can just take them back home again. I have dessert for Miss Janice already.”

	“But, Tío, she doesn’t eat sugar. And don’t call me ‘angel.’” 

	“Yeah, Toots, don’t call her ‘angel.’ And I don’t eat sugar.”

	Great. Janice had totally conquered Anna Lucia, and possibly vice-versa.

	“I know she doesn’t,” he told his niece. “I got sugar-free ice cream for us.”

	Janice was wrapping the snake of braid around the bun and securing it with the green hair band. He had to admit it looked really cute, and way fancier than Anna Lucia’s hair normally looked. No wonder she’d been so easily defeated by Janice. 

	“What flavor?” Janice asked. “And I don’t suppose you have any hair spray?”

	He actually rolled his eyes. “No hair spray, no. And vanilla bean, of course.”

	“Is it Blue Bell?” Anna Lucia asked, as suspicious as her new amiga. Joe was going to love tucking his daughter in at bedtime.

	“Por supresto! I may be guilty of being a Texan man, angel girl, but that doesn’t make me a fool.”

	“Don’t call me ‘angel girl,’ Tío.”

	He knelt beside her. “But you look like an angel with that fancy hair, Anna Lucia. It doesn’t mean I don’t respect you. Let’s go see.” Holding out his arms, he let her launch herself at him, and followed her imperiously pointing arm towards the mirror in his bathroom. 

	


Chapter Eleven

	 

	Ears still clanging from the shrieks of delight, and torso unaccountably hoppy again after the seven big hugs Anna Lucia had bestowed before dancing her way back across the street to her own house, Janice got lost in her thoughts as she and sweet-family-man Miguel finally sat down to dinner.

	Which was just a prelude to the sex, she reminded herself. Then she could go home and her fingers could stop twitching in muscle memory of the thousand times she’d put fancy braids in her own girlhood hair. Her scalp could stop tingling like her mama was firmly inserting bobby pins to keep every flyaway strand in place throughout a long long day of recital or competition. 

	Abruptly excusing herself, Janice shut herself in Miguel’s bathroom and washed her face. She knew there was no pancake makeup on it. She knew her eyelashes were mascara-free. She knew there was no hair spray residue ensuring that she looked like the perfect little doll her mama had loved to brag on. 

	But it helped her, all the same, to run soap and water over her cheeks and forehead, and to scratch her fingers through her clean, loose hair. 

	“Come on, Toots, pull yourself into the present,” she told herself, and had to smile. Wouldn’t Miguel be amused to know that she used the nickname when she talked to her reflection? 

	With that, she was able to return to the table with a semblance of sanity about herself. Miguel stood when she approached, which tickled her. She considered crossing the street to compliment his mami on his good manners.

	But not until after the sex. Janice had decided for sure she wanted to have the sex. After all, Miguel was the handsomest guy she knew, with his dark hair and darker eyes, eyebrows which said so much to her just by how much they were furrowed or narrowed or arched like they were, right there beside her, as he scooted his chair in next to hers. At some point over the years they’d known each other, his eyes had developed smile lines, which only made his expressive face more knowable. Janice loved that she could decipher his handsome face.

	And he was hot. Literally hot, or maybe it was the way the tadpoles were racing up and down her bloodstream, but she was still feeling the radiance along every part of herself that brushed him. Due to his very welcome positioning of their chairs close together, that brushing-together action was intensifying by the moment. Miguel managed to put an arm across the back of Janice’s chair as he served her pasta, and she managed to nestle her shoulder blade against his chest as she took her first bite.

	“You like?” he asked, when she turned to him, still chewing. She could only widen her eyes and nod in response, because she was busy helping herself to another forkful of the perfectly al dente penne delicately flavored with a spicy tomato and black bean sauce. 

	Miguel brushed a hand over her shoulder. “It’s another of my secret recipes.”

	“I helped you make it.”

	“Ah, but you missed the final steps, doing Anna Lucia’s crown.”

	Janice’s fingers twitched briefly, but she forced them to stillness. “You did something tricky right there at the end, did ya?”

	“Oh, sweet Janice, I have all kinds of secret tricks.”

	The frogs were in her throat again. No other way Janice could explain her short breath and croaked, inarticulate reply. Miguel was leaning in to her, or maybe she was leaning in to him, and delicious though the dinner was, she wasn’t in the least inclined to take another bite. Janice set the fork down and let her hand continue its trajectory, coming to rest on Miguel’s thigh.

	Keeping her gaze down, she could just see her hand there. His quads flexed, and she didn’t entirely mean to follow their length a little higher. It was just easier to see her hand that way. So she had a good view of the way her fingers dug into his adductor muscles when his lips brushed against her neck. 

	She gasped a little. Which was ridiculous, because of course he was going to kiss her neck. They were going to have hot hot sex any minute now, and that would involve a lot of kissing. A lot of touching. Her hands would get to touch every muscle in his thigh, should they so wish. 

	There was absolutely no reason to get jumpy about the merest warm breath passing from his lips to her skin.

	“So your niece is super cute,” she said, grabbing up her fork again and leaning forward for another bite. “I get why you’re always talking about her.”

	Miguel’s hand stopped tracing her scapula. He’d lifted his head when she’d gasped, but hadn’t scooted out of Janice’s personal space. His voice was calm as a pond at midday when he said, “Do I talk about her so much?”

	“You do. Didn't you know that?” 

	“I suppose I've mentioned her before, si.” 

	Janice nodded emphatically. "Probably a few times per month. Way more than you ever mentioned Sophie, that's for sure."

	At that, Miguel’s fingers beat a quick tattoo on her shoulder. "Yes, well, Anna Lucia is around all the time. I suppose I don't feel the need to keep her all to myself."

	“Is that what it was?"

	“To be frank, I think it was a lot of things. I think much of it had to do with how I wanted you to see me, like I said," and now he slid his hand down so it rested on her waist. "With you, I think of myself as a man, not as a papa.”

	“But you’re both."

	"I am, si. But I admit, I wanted you to think of me in, well, a masculine way. And you imagining me at ballet recitals and taking my daughter for manicures was not conducive to that."

	Janet shot him a look. Smelled a bit like the north end of a southbound bull to her, but in all fairness, his version of masculinity wasn’t any more of a throwback then her mama's version of femininity was. And Janice had, mostly, learned to work around that. “Sophie’s in ballet?"

	"Not anymore. But when she was younger yes. She quit around the time I met you." 

	"Lucky Sophie,” Janice muttered. Not that she precisely resented the young woman. But the twinge of jealousy when she heard of others who got to choose was hard to suppress. 

	“When did you quit competing?” Miguel asked.

	“College." 

	“Why did you quit?"

	Janice sighed. She had done it now. And she only had herself to blame, because she was the one who told the kid about the dancing to start with. Even interrogating her about Nacogdoches, Miguel might’ve been sated without this particular story. 

	She pushed back away from the table some. Now just their calves were touching, which felt like more than enough to Janice. Deciding the quickest way to get from the dinner table to the bed was just to go ahead and tell Miguel some part of it all, she shuffled the info in her mind, looking to convey the story without opening herself up to an outpouring of follow-up. And if her telling it meant he decided she was too selfish and reckless with her life, and changed his mind about the sex, well, she wouldn’t have wanted him then anyway.

	Or that’s what a sensible gal would think. And Janice was nothing if not sensible.

	 

	


Chapter Twelve

	 

	Janice was coiling inward, pulling up the drawbridge and readying the boiling oil against invaders. Or invader, singular. Miguel didn’t have any doubt but that he was the target número uno of her defense systems, and he could see her wheels churning as she decided how to launch her story at him without collateral damage to herself. He was strongly tempted to give her an out, tell her the past was the past, kiss her again until she forgot he asked about dance or anything. 

	But he had a battle plan of his own, and wouldn’t be the man he’d promised himself if he backed off from it now. He was confident—fairly confident—that there would be more, physically, between them soon. If Janice approached their lovemaking as another way to put him in a manageable place, like she did with her nicknaming and other arm’s length tactics, Miguel knew he’d have infinite trouble persuading her they were in a relationship of equals. He needed to be the conqueror, at least this once, and that meant Janice needed to admit to a vulnerability. 

	So he went after her truth again, but phrased it differently. “Sophie quit partly cause she wasn’t a superstar like you and Anna Lucia, but also she was looking at going into high school and how demanding dance was, trying to balance that with just being a kid. Alicia and me, we didn’t want her to miss out on the being a kid part, not after we’d had to grow up so fast ourselves.”

	Janice didn’t put her lovely warm hand back on his leg, but she did unfurl a tiny bit, so he kept going. Even though it meant talking more about watching Sophie be a teen, at a time when he wasn’t yet thirty and remembered all too vividly what his own life at her age had been. “Three of my brothers were married by then. Sophie used to help their daughters put on dance recitals for the family whenever she visited me. She was a really good teacher, you understand? Loved the little girls and was so patient with them. She has, well, Alicia and her husband have a couple of sons, but Sophie has no sisters. So she gravitated to her cousins and all those girly things when she was in Houston.”

	Janice’s foot was tapping steadily, and Miguel wove his fingers in and out of the smooth loose strands of her hair. 

	“The dance was fun for her. She liked performing. But even though she chose to leave off lessons, she still has plenty of that teacher in her, and the—well, the kind of things a college girl grows into, after being a child who loves her tutus and giggling with her cousins. She dresses with flair, my Sophie, and spends her time at the mall, and does her eye makeup like she’s a cat or an alien or whatever bold thing strikes her fancy. She’s my mermaid girl.”

	He knew he was grinning a bit foolishly as he said it. He knew, because his cheeks just wouldn’t relax, but also because Janice’s face had opened up towards him, her eyes scanning his expression, and softening. And honestly, he didn’t need any more of her seeing him as proud papa and wearer of pink bandaids. It was counter to his strategy of making her see him as a virile man, but what else could he do? Janice’s underlying sadness had dissipated as he’d talked. And it had hit him that he didn’t want her defeated by her past. 

	Much as he yearned for her to succumb to his superior strength, it would kill him for Janice to lose her own power. Better she win outright this war of wills between them, and Miguel go back to being her conquered foe, than for his victory to be paired with her surrender of everything that kept her fighting.

	So he cupped the back of her head in his palm and moved in for a kiss that made no secret of his intentions. And before he could get lost in the pure raunchy joy of kissing Janice, he let her lips go to say, “You’re no one’s mermaid, I think, sweet Janice. Will you tell me about college?” 

	As he’d suspected, he’d found the soft spot she’d been so busy protecting. There was a distinct vulnerability surrounding the scholarship she’d so casually dismissed to his niece. Her spine became steel, which separated their torsos without requiring him to remove his hands from her. Janice’s tongue tasted her bottom lip, which tightened both his rod and his hand, but she resisted letting him bring her closer. And that was okay, because her ripe-pecan eyes remained wide and focused on Miguel, and her hands flew up and down the length of his arms. After a resolve-gathering nod, she spoke:

	“Nope, not a mermaid, you’ve got that right, Toots.” Her eyes flicked to his pursed lips, and she licked her own before correcting: “Miguel.”

	His kiss was fast and firm. She’d followed his trail and found a way to answer his query, and the heat between them when she’d fixed her misstep seemed to melt whatever barricade was holding back more of her story.

	“Um. So. Like I told the kid, Mama had me in tap and ballet back when I was still stumbling around like a newborn foal. It was fine when I was little, really. We lived in such a nowhere place, there weren’t a plethora of kids around, so going over to the dance studio meant I got to see my friends. I can’t say I ever cared much about the costumes and makeup and all the other stuff that came with recitals, but it made Mama happy, that was clear, so it was fine. And I liked winning, when that started to happen.”

	Miguel repressed a laugh, though surely Janice saw him doing so. No one who knew her more than two minutes would be surprised by that truth about Janice. Likely even Anna Lucia knew it, and she was barely seven.

	“You think I’ve got a competitive streak, you ought to meet Mama,” Janice said. “Woman was accused of sabotaging her own twin’s volcano project just so she’d win the science fair. And she never denied it, either. But I guess after a time, she grew too old to enter contests herself, so I was the one bringing home the gold. Or sometimes the silver, but I learned it was my job to win, and win big. Mama would stay up half the night sewing up my costumes, and if she didn’t think I was up to scratch, I’d stay up with her, practicing and practicing until I was good enough to go to bed.”

	She’d stopped looking directly at him, Miguel noticed. Her gaze was half-focused somewhere past his ear. His mind’s eye was equally distant, imagining a smaller, lonelier, defenseless Janice in patent tap shoes. It was hard to visualize, but at the same time, painfully creditable.

	“I asked to stop, you know? Starting when I was ten or eleven, and I just didn’t want to spend half the day in the car driving to some competition, or another night sharing a motel room with Mama. There was never any time to just sit and talk to my friends, if any of them were at the same event. Mama always needed me to redo my hair or help fix an outfit or something.” 

	She trailed off, then shook herself, settling her hands firmly on the sides of his neck. “You don’t need to hear all this. The point is, come time for college, it didn’t matter what Mama wanted. Not taking the scholarship just meant I put myself through school, but that’s how most everybody I knew did it, so it wasn’t unusual. A few years at junior college, plus I had work at the gym and that gave me a lot of experience, so when I transferred to SFA, it was easy to get the job at the warehouse where I started learning all the supply chain stuff. So then I had my career, and I ended up at Lanigan, and you ended up at Lanigan, and here we are.” 

	She swiveled towards Miguel, interlocking their legs and lacing her fingers at the back of his neck. And being kissed by Janice was a full-body experience, Miguel found. Their hands roamed each other, light and everywhere. Their jeans rasped as their legs slid together. Her lips softened as she moaned into him, and his tongue explored each contour of her mouth. Beneath the taste of his pasta sauce, Janice was pure sweetness and carnality.

	When his hands cupped her ass to lift her onto his lap, Miguel groaned with longing and pleasure. She’d teased him, earlier, with the idea of squeezing her ass. Walking that sexy dancer walk away from him, pretending just to show off for his niece when clearly she’d been taunting him. Begging him to put his hands on her. Well, he was an obliging man.

	Also, as it happened, un idiota. 

	He should have expected her to launch a sex bomb to distract him from the vulnerable heart of her story. So now he was an idiot with an insistently throbbing shaft. Miguel sighed as he slid Janice back to rest on his knees and leaned his forehead into hers. 

	 

	


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	The pollywogs had grown up and spawned new tadpoles and they’d raised up another generation and all seven billion froglets were hopping madly along Janice’s every nerve ending. It was time for the sex. Miguel was afire and she was afire and they were so highly combustible they wouldn’t need his grill to char more steak, and that definitely meant it was time for the sex.

	“Hey, you stopped kissing me,” she complained, hooking her leg up around him in the chair. It gave her leverage and the next step was to crash her pelvis into his, but suddenly his hands were holding her back by the hips.

	He wasn’t kissing her, and he was holding her off of him.

	She tilted her pelvis forward, ensuring he knew what she wanted, but he only locked his arms to keep her back. His compressed lips told her he wasn’t playing around.

	“Wait just a moment,” he said, as if he was being sensible.

	“Not sure I can.” She pulled at him with her leg again, but again he failed to budge.

	“You haven’t finished your story. What scholarship?”

	She shook her head. “How is this relevant? I don’t think events from a lifetime ago are why you invited me over here tonight, are they? Because I gotta tell you, I have quite a different agenda at this moment.”

	“And maybe we will get there, sweet Janice. But not just yet. First I want you to explain about the scholarship. You earned it for dance, but opted not to take it?”

	The other thing decades of performance gave Janice was the ability to put a good face forward, no matter how someone’s words sliced through her body. “What does it matter?”

	“If it doesn’t matter, what’s the problem with telling me?”

	Well, it just about served her right. She known he’d scorn her when he heard her whole tale. He worked so diligently to put himself—and apparently his daughter, too—through school, and she’d gone and thrown away a golden opportunity at a free education. She hadn’t even told Miguel how she’d disrespected all her mama had worked for, and here he was breathing hard, smelling of grill smoke and fresh tomatoes and a little of the lemon hand soap in his kitchen, and deliberately not kissing her.

	It wasn’t the easiest of feats, standing from her position wedged between Miguel and his table, but Janice was agile. And she had the control over her limbs it took to pick up his serving bowl and their plates and carry them through to the kitchen. Never let her mama accuse her of being a rude dinner guest. 

	Janice had stashed her wallet and phone on a side table while she and Mami were talking. Didn’t take but four extra steps for her to grab them up and slide them into her pockets. It was sadly ingrained that she couldn’t just walk out, never mind Miguel throwing cold bleach water on her poor miserable froglets. So she turned with a hand on the door. “Thanks for dinner, it was delicious.”

	“Dónde coño vas?”

	“Home.”

	“Bullshit.”

	And this was why Mama despaired of her manners. Janice lashed right back at him. “No, Miguel, it’s bullshit that you command me to come over here and, and kiss me! And then you burn my dinner and play with your niece and act like this sweetheart family man. This man who could understand and accept the crap I went through and why I got out and not ridicule me or tell me I was wrong and an ungrateful bitch and a waste of decades of my mama’s investment in me. And you even prove it, you prove you wouldn’t force that life on someone because you go and respect your daughter—your daughter, this stellar girl you’ve been hiding from me but I don’t hold that against you, and I respect that you let her make her own choices, which is parenting I never got myself, but then as soon as you know what an ungrateful bitch I am —”

	“Shut up.”

	She was never going to be a tall woman, but Janice reckoned when she drew herself up straight and glared, she could reduce any man to a pile of ash and bones. “Excuse me?”

	“You don’t judge me lacking without letting me speak, and you don’t talk about yourself that way.”

	“I don’t talk about myself that way? I should just sit back and let others talk about me, straight to my face, but I’m not allowed to speak about my own self?”

	“Not if you say those same things, no.”

	“I can say whatever the hell I want to about myself.” Especially when she’d heard it so often from others it was always on the edge of her brain. Words she hadn’t meant to spill to Miguel, but ones she’d nevertheless long ago accepted as true.

	“Bullshit. You don’t go around disrespecting yourself. You’re too good and too strong and too full of power, and passion, and fight. The Janice I know, the real Janice—I know that Janice inside out, and there’s no ingrate there. There’s humor and generosity and acceptance and love. That’s your soul. That’s what you say about yourself, Janice.”

	She would not move a muscle, so help her. Hypocrite man, forbidding her to judge herself, then proclaiming he knew all about her. Dictating, that’s what he was doing. Dictating that he knew her soul. As if she’d ever let anyone see her soul. 

	Just look at the ridiculous things he was saying about her soul, about her. If he really knew her inside and out, he’d never call her strong and generous. Passionate. Powerful.

	That wasn’t her.

	She backed up the step she hadn’t realized she’d made towards him. Groped for the door handle. Of course, it was locked. He’d shut them in, shut the world out, after his niece left. Kept everything contained between just their two selves. 

	And brainlessly, she’d fallen for it. Let loose that lonely kid who never got to befriend anyone, in case they distracted her from practice. And it turned out that Mama had been right all along. She should only rely on herself.

	She tried to glare at him. “You’re wrong.”

	He crowded her, cornered her. Questioned her. “What am I wrong about?”

	“Me,” she croaked out. “I’m not those things. You saw me wrong, Miguel.”

	“¿Verdad?” 

	It hurt, his standing so close to her but not touching. If he thought she was all those things, he should want to touch her. If that was her soul, he would hold on to her. She slid further into the corner, away from him, from his eyes that wouldn’t leave hers, from his limbs that wouldn’t brush hers.

	“I think I saw right,” he said quietly. “I think you’re the one in the wrong here, sweet Janice. Those judgmental words, I don’t know who said those things to you, but I will be delighted to go tell to her face how wrong she was. I will show her what a remarkable woman you are, and how very, very worthy you are to be invested in.”

	It had been Janice’s mama and aunt, mostly. But she didn’t have the ready breath to explain that.

	“Hours aren’t enough,” Miguel said, at last reaching to her. A light finger landed on her clavicle, then, as she swallowed, traced her throat and the tender underside of her jaw. He gently pressed her chin up. “Days, weeks, still not enough.”

	Janice swallowed again. She could run five miles without a water break and her mouth wouldn’t be this dry. Perhaps all the frogs had stolen her internal moisture to rehydrate themselves, because they were certainly hopping madly within her chest.

	Unless that was just her heart.

	Miguel pressed forward, which was a good thing, because Janice needed shoring up. “Sweet Janice,” he breathed against her ear, then caught her lobe in his teeth. 

	She jolted, moaned. 

	He kissed her neck, her cheek, her ear again. “Querida. It would be any man’s greatest honor to invest decades in you.”

	


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Each kiss brought her entire body closer to his. Legs first, her knees bumping his calves. Then hands, hers so small, really, compared to the heat they spread through each place she touched. Finally, torsos. Her pelvis against his thigh, his pressing into her stomach. 

	“Miguel,” she breathed, and because it had been entire minutes since she’d nick-named him, his next kiss was the most ravenous yet. 

	“You wished to leave?”

	She thumped into him, rough and firm, raking her nails along his scalp. 

	It was perhaps the most primal moment of his life, knowing this woman wanted him, as he wanted her. His body pulsed for her, but the longing wasn’t confined to the sensual. Taste, yes, and touch. Definitely touch. Scent and feel and, yes, also the heavy sounds of their breath, their moans. 

	And beyond that, the pulse of his heart. The over-the-edge thrum of having admitted his feelings, his admiration and longing and respect and more. Perhaps even admitting to love, a love that had grown with each puzzle piece he fitted, with each moment of sorting out frustrations at work together, of arguing about schedules with her, of laughing over happy hour beers and watching her return from her lunchtime runs.

	Of sharing Sophie with her. And never mind her spitting it at him, but her acceptance of his mermaid girl, her generosity in honoring him as a parent, her willingness to entertain and beguile his intrusive relatives, both young and old. 

	His body pulsed for every facet of Janice, and he gloried that she had at last let him tear down her ramparts to meet him as an equal on the battlefield. It had broken a part of Miguel, hearing those hate-filled words that had scarred his Janice’s heart. But once she’d released them he’d strapped on his armor and gone to fight at her side, shoring up where she was broken, working within Janice’s barricades to expel the intrusive words which had hurt her for so long. 

	Yes, he wanted a more detailed sharing of their pasts. He wanted to see her first dance studio, and to look her mama in the eye. He wanted her beside him next time he drove up to visit Sophie. But those things would happen in time.

	“You’re staying tonight,” he told her, shaping his palms to her hips.

	She pulled away enough to meet his eye. “Is that so?”

	“Si.” He nodded down the hall. “Do you need the facilities first?”

	“Pretty happy right here for the moment,” she challenged.

	“This moment is over. We’re moving to the bedroom now.”

	He couldn’t, in truth, find the fortitude to step back so she could pass, but keeping hands on her, he managed walking them together back down the hall. By the time they reached the kitchen he had the necessary control to send her the dozen steps further to the bathroom. She used that dance walk again, the one that mimed hands on her ass, and spun to show him her laughing face before shutting herself in for her ablutions. 

	Humming half under his breath, Miguel went to darken and secure the front half of his house. As he was clearing the dining room, Janice stuck her head out of the bathroom.

	“Miguel?”

	“Si?”

	“Sorry I accused you of thinking bad of me.”

	She was poised to duck away again, watching his reaction, a playful smile toying with those luscious lips. “Oh, querida, I have many bad thoughts.”

	She was wearing just her socks, which probably made it easier to spin two full pirouettes before retreating.

	But not for long.

	He had no intention of letting Janice retreat for any length of time, ever again.

	Hurriedly he went to scrape clean the dishes so he could stack them in the sink. There, in his kitchen bin, were her orange tulips. He plucked a still-intact bloom from the top and twirled it, smiling. His sweet Janice had been flustered by his very first kiss. He throbbed with eagerness to watch her react to the rest of his plans for the night.

	Tucking the bloom into his back pocket, Miguel waited, listening to the water run in the bathroom. He had instructions ready on the tip of his tongue. And then she opened the door, and she was wearing nothing but panties and a camisole. And those socks.

	Her hair was pushed behind her ears, her face open, and again, Miguel thought of love. She was a beacon and he was drawn to her radiance. 

	“Did you forget them already?”

	He had to clear his throat before he could speak. “Forget?”

	Janice’s smile broadened. “Those bad thoughts. Did they run off into the sunset without you? I can try to chase them down, if you want.”

	Miguel switched off the hallway light, leaving her backlit. “Si, gracias. They went that way.” He tilted his chin towards his bedroom.

	“You sure? Maybe they’re hiding out in the front room, waiting for us to get distracted so they can affect their escape.”

	“You wish to play chase in my living room?”

	“Well. Only if it would help you locate your bad thoughts.”

	Her teasing brought him back to the plans her near-nudity had temporarily set aside. With a performer’s honed skill, Janice had cocked a hip and thrown an arm up along the doorframe, letting the light behind her limn a sensuous curve that Miguel took the time to inspect from fingertips to toes.

	Then, galvanized, he grabbed her other hand and brought their joined fingers to cup his cojones while wrapping his other arm around her waist. Together they palmed his shaft while he explored her compact ass and bent to suck one of her taut nipples through the camisole. 

	Her gasp of surprise became an imprecation as he lightly bit his way up her torso to her mouth. She tipped back to meet his kiss, her tongue thrusting into his mouth with the same beat of her hand on his rod.

	Janice’s arm no longer rested insouciantly on the doorframe. She clutched his hair, pulling him down for more oral pleasure, but he evaded her. 

	When they touched nowhere except their interlocked fingers stroking his length, Miguel tipped his chin at the bedroom again. “I told you to go in there.”

	She was breathing as hard as he, but her reply came out steadily. “You did?”

	“If you want the realization of those bad thoughts, yes. Wait on the bed; I’ll be there in a moment.”

	Deft fingers untangled from his and released the button on his jeans. “There, saved you some time.”

	He pinned her to his chest, rotating them so she was in the hall. “Don’t take off any more clothes. On either of us. It’s not time yet.”

	She ground her pelvis into his thigh, but didn’t argue. Much as he loved Janice’s army-general ways at work, he felt a surge of triumph that she was accepting his carnal dictates. His months of strategy were paying off; now that she was meeting him as an equal, they could give and take on the field of sensual battle. But just to solidify his position as a man who would not always let her be the victor, Miguel was intent on keeping her off-kilter and following his lead during this first sexual encounter.

	After that, she could issue any number of carnal commands. But Miguel resolved that her first orgasms would rip through her precisely as he orchestrated them.

	


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Janice bounced lightly on the bed. Having shoved her socks and all those fluffy white covers to the foot of the bed, she knelt on the fitted sheet, legs spread, and bounced as she waited for Miguel. She could hear the water run as he brushed his teeth, and her fixated brain couldn’t move past the sense-memory of those same teeth on her nipple. So she bounced. Her breasts weren’t large, and her chest muscles were strong, so they sat firm and high and moving gently as she bounced. It wasn’t the scraping pressure she needed just then.

	Miguel had said not to take off clothes, but had no rules about touching herself under those clothes. And he was taking too long. So she shoved both hands up her cami and rubbed her nipples, moaning with pleasure, and bouncing a little faster, eyes closed and heart racing.

	“Detente.” His voice brooked no arguments.

	Janice stopped. She took her time about it, soothing her breasts and righting her head before opening her eyes. As she took in the sight of Miguel, shirtless, fly button still undone, her hands fell to her inner thighs and she spread her legs wider, inviting. 

	Begging, really, when she owned the truth of it. She thought about informing him, her bossy Miguel, that he could get her to beg for sex just at the moment. Not that she needed to beg. There was a condom sticking out of his pocket, and she could see that he was still as hard as she’d found him in the hallway. 

	Janice rolled her shoulders, nerve-wracked. Obviously they were going to have the sex now. It was what she’d been waiting for, but sometime in the waiting, things had changed. Not the fact that she was wet and throbbing and had fantasies about how they’d be having sex soon; that was very much a fixed point the rest of her was swirling around. 

	But a second sun was in this system, and she also orbited it. And its name was Miguel. It wasn’t that he had changed. Or that she had changed. It was just that, somehow, their non-changing selves had opened to each other, and found that all along they were in this other solar system, together. 

	It was a very warming thing, to have another sun in the sky. 

	Even while the first sun—that would be the sex sun—was flaring. Somehow the heat of her feelings for Miguel-sun and her desire for sex-sun worked in unison, the one enhancing the other. Even as she just about burned to a planetary crisp, Janice was aware that the Miguel-sun could eclipse the sex-sun, but not the other way around.

	Her cosmos was unique territory. And she really needed Miguel to explore it. 

	Fortunately, he’d tossed the condom on top of the covers, and unzipped his jeans. She moved forward to help, but he shook his head, so Janice just watched him move. His arms and chest were muscled, but not to meathead proportions. She saw plenty of that at her gym, and had no desire to lick a trail from sternum to navel on those guys, as she did with Miguel. 

	Before he lowered and kicked off his jeans, Miguel tossed something else on the bed, next to the condom. One of her tulips, glowing as bright orange as any sun. It made her gulp down frogs, seeing it there on the pristine white sheets, and the heat when she met Miguel’s eye sent a rush of that playful moisture flooding her core.

	Oddly hesitant, she traced the band of his black boxers, swallowing against her drying throat as his cock leapt for her touch. He moved onto the mattress and they knelt facing each other, eyeing each other, then as one reaching for each other. His kisses melted Janice, and his skin was warm and smooth as she traced the contours of his back. She needed his bare chest on her bare breasts, and was lifting off the cami when he said, “No.”

	And like that, both the suns were moving away from her. Janice flopped back on the bed. What tadpoles weren’t boiled alive already were amassed at her vulva, squirming. 

	“I told you not to take off your clothes.”

	“And that’s fascinating, Toots, but it’s harder for you to lick my nipples if they’re covered.”

	“Don’t call me Toots.” His voice was grim, and Janice grimaced.

	“It just slipped out.”

	“Just slipped out? You’re in my bed, Janice.”

	She had to curl to the side to contain the helpless giggles. “Well, I sure hope that’s the only thing slipping out tonight.”

	Miguel gave a bark of laughter, but his hand went to his shaft, which he pumped as if to reinforce that it wouldn’t be slipping out, ever. 

	Damn tadpoles stealing all the moisture from Janice’s mouth. 

	“Do you need help remembering my name, sweet Janice?”

	She shook her head.

	“I want you to say it.”

	“Well, I want your mouth on my tit, and I don’t see that happening.”

	“Say my name first.”

	Bossy man. As if Janice didn’t know which sun she was orbiting. The ‘Toots’ thing was just ingrained, and he knew that about her, and ought to cut her some slack. And get on with the sex, too, if she was enumerating things he ought to do.

	“Take off your panties,” he said, sliding further away from her.

	Fine, then. That was getting somewhere. Janice did.

	“Say my name.”

	She eyed him speculatively. Something about the intensity in his voice made Janice even wetter, and she gyrated a bit on the bed, opening herself to his view. But, devilishly, she didn’t say his name.

	“Take off my boxers. But no touching.”

	Finally. Miguel stood at the end of the bed, and Janice scooted to the edge, close as she could be without skin-to-skin contact. He lifted the waistband over his pulsing erection, and Janice lowered the boxers slowly, leaning forward. Exhaling across the head of his cock wasn’t, technically, touching. 

	He laughed. “Oh, sweet Janice love, you will kill me tonight, won’t you?” 

	“Um-hum.”

	“Now your shirt. But no touching.”

	She drew the hem upwards, making sure to brush her nipples as she lifted the camisole up and tossed it to join the rest of their garments on the floor. “Time for sex,” she said, giving another little bounce as she flopped back on the bed, the tulip bouncing along side her. 

	Miguel regarded her, one hand squeezing the base of his cock as he noted the insistent tiny jumps her pelvis was making in his direction. “Eager, are you? In a rush?”

	“I’m aching, Mickey Mouse, and you’ve hardly touched me yet.”

	“Aching, sweet love? You don’t know about aching. I’ve been fantasizing about having you stripped and on that bed for so long.”

	She moaned, and he pumped his cock, and that just made her growl. 

	And that made him eye her intently again. “You know, sweet Janice, I have a feeling that if I just spread your legs and licked you once, you’d come.”

	Janice moaned but wasn’t about to confirm. He was enjoying himself too much.

	Miguel moved up the bed a ways, aligned with her chest. “Or maybe if I sucked on your tits, do you think you would come if I didn’t go near your lovely clit? Just sucking your nipples? Maybe a little bite or two?”

	Janice moaned again, and her nipples ached and peaked. She ran a hand up her belly towards them, but Miguel challenged her with a look, so she stopped, groaned, and lifted her pelvis invitingly. 

	He looked, but did not touch. “Here’s an interesting question. What if I just blew air on your clit and those pert, tight nipples? No contact at all, just my breath, hot like yours was on me. What do you think, querida? Would you come if I did that?”

	She thrashed, but didn’t touch, either. Her legs stretched out straight, the motion shifting nerve endings across her clitoris, so she stretched and did it again, while Miguel watched her every movement. He went back to the foot of the bed, where every particle of her was exposed to his view, and thank God, picked up the condom.

	“What if you were lying there, throbbing, and so hot? If your pretty tits were mounds in front of you, nipples hard, and all you could see of yourself? And what if you could see me stroking my shaft, see me getting harder and harder just from looking at your incredible body? If you knew that I wanted to bury myself in you. And what if you couldn’t see exactly what my other hand was doing?”

	Miguel dragged a nail from her pubic hair to her navel, but stopped and just looked at her trembling legs and then up her body. She thought his hand might settle on one of her taut hot nipples, but instead he reached for the tulip and rested it between her breasts. It was as he’d described; all she could see was the flower and her aching breasts in the foreground and his fist sheathing his cock in the background. There was nothing else in focus, and she moaned, but he didn’t move again.

	“What if you came, Janice, just from looking, and listening?”

	She moaned louder, nonverbal and desperate. But she didn’t say his name.

	“What if you simply listen as I describe starting at your ear, which we know, my love, is sensitive to my tongue? And then I will lick my way down your neck to your collarbone, and your breasts? How it would feel to have me circle your nipples with my tongue, tasting the salt of your sweat and the ridges of your tight folds? What if I told you I would suck, hard, first on one tit and then on the other? Would you come, Janice, if you knew I thought about that, all the time? Would you come if I told you that I had fantasies just about your rib cage, your hip bone, your thigh?”

	He touched her inner thigh, so close to her vagina, but too far away, too briefly, and she got out “Mmmm,” but stopped short of saying his name. 

	“Should I tell you about the long, sexy fantasies about the soft skin and beguiling contours of your abdomen? Fantasies that make me harder just to remember that they exist?”

	She was shaking. Her pelvic muscles jumped with the beat of his words, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the hand stroking his erection. 

	“Would you come, sweet Janice, if I told you how much I think about driving my cock into you, fucking you fast and hard while I hold your legs splayed open? Your tits shaking with each thrust, rubbing against my chest, and I’m driving faster into you, my cock getting harder because being inside you is the most intense sweet feeling in the universe? My love, would you come if you knew that as soon as you came, as soon as your body leaps over that edge and you are pulsing and desperate, my name on your lips, breathless with anticipation, I will do it? I will fuck you, Janice, until we both explode with it. When I enter you, you will still be throbbing from the first orgasm, and I’ll drive my length all the way up inside you. Will you come for that, love? Will you come now, fast, so I can fuck you and we can come together?”

	But he could have stopped asking, because Janice was vibrating, her pelvis bouncing, the flower sliding away as the orgasm arched her back and drew her knees up to either side and she sobbed his name, “Miguel, Miguel, yes, now,” because she was so wet, so empty inside, so desperate for his invasion. 

	She screamed his name again as he drove into her, just as he promised, her beloved Miguel, giving her just what she needed and she tried not to come again immediately, tried to hold back to savor the raw power of his cock slamming into her again and again and again, but the problem was, he was the entire universe, and all she could do was gasp and grab his head to hold him and kiss him and suck his tongue into her mouth before moaning his name again as his entirety met hers and again and again, his hips slamming into hers.

	They ground into each other, grounded to each other, and, as promised, exploded together, gasping out each other’s names.

	 

	


Epilogue

	 

	Several weeks later….

	 

	“Heya, Toots,” Janice said, sliding up behind Miguel as he let himself into the blessed relief of his air-conditioned office. The heat had kicked into high gear, and he’d practically burnt the soles of his feet through his sneakers during the weekly lunchtime basketball game.

	As soon as the door was shut behind them, Miguel pulled Janice close for a hungry kiss that was all the sustenance he’d craved for his midday meal.

	“Gross,” she complained, but her arms were wrapped firmly around his sweaty back.  

	“You like it.”

	“I like how I can feel your hard-on through these gym shorts.”

	“You like touching my skin.” He sat on his desk, Janice straddling one leg.

	“I love touching your skin.”

	“Si. I know.” Meanwhile he was touching plenty of hers. She’d stuck around the dock watching the game—his team had, as usual, defeated the office guys—and was sun-warmed herself, but not on quite as much fire as Miguel. 

	Yet.

	He set about changing that. 

	“Damn it, Miguel. You’ve got to stop.”

	“Make me,” he muttered, wedging his thigh more firmly against Janice’s sex and unbuttoning her blouse. She undulated, gasped.

	“The guys are gonna know.”

	“They’re still at lunch.” The post-lunch buzzer wouldn’t sound for eleven more minutes. Miguel had plans for every second, not many of them allocated to the washing up he needed. Her hand stroking his throbbing rod was proof that her protests were mostly for show.

	“But what about once we tell them?”

	Miguel lifted his mouth off her exposed breast. Janice was rocking faster and faster against his leg, her grip on his erection firmer by the moment. Her fine neck was arched, as was her back, and Miguel knew Janice’s body as well as his own now. She would be exploding any moment, ready to take him in hand for the ride. 

	It wasn’t something he tended to put a stop to, once they’d started. These furtive encounters around the fringes of their working hours excited her. And with Janice, Miguel was insatiable. So they made use of his locking office, his truck in the back dock’s parking lot after the guys had gone home, and once, on a rare Saturday when they’d called in a skeleton crew to finish up a rush job, her office upstairs. 

	But although surely a couple of her friends in the offices had figured them out, Janice had opted against acknowledging their relationship at work. He’d been content to wait. She was one of the few women in the production space, and Miguel respected the steps she took to maintain her authority while squashing some of the ingrained attitudes she’d encountered from the guys. 

	Y el subterfugio era erótica. 

	Nevertheless, before she brought either of them to climax, Miguel captured Janice’s pumping wrist with one hand and placed the other over her heart. She bucked hard against him once in protest, but answered his kiss.

	His breathing was more labored than after chasing Dillon down to block his rebound half an hour earlier.

	“Explain.”

	Janice shifted his palm so it covered her left breast. He was in no way adverse to caressing it while she talked.

	“Figured the cat wouldn’t stay in the bag much longer, anyway.”

	“No?”

	“Not the way you look at me in front of everyone.”

	He smiled. “You’re the one whistling at me. Of course I look heated at you when you stop the game with one of those whistles.”

	“They’re just meant to cheer you on.”

	“¿Verdad?”

	She settled between his legs, feet on the floor and hands skimming his biceps. Janice did love his biceps. “Yep. Go team.”

	“The game would end faster, querida, if I wasn’t compelled to stop when you whistle.”

	“Hmm. A reasonable point. And it wouldn’t give the crew so much to gossip about.”

	“They’re gossiping?” Something too proud threatened to burst forth from him. Too possessive. 

	Janice nodded. “So we may as well tell them about us.”

	His erection throbbed at her words. All of him throbbed at her words. “A reasonable point of your own. I’ll send a memo: ‘Miguel and Janice are lovers.’”

	“We have a four-color offset printer that just finished a run and you want to email a memo?”

	“Querida.”

	“Toots.”

	Another kiss to silence her imperious tone. Pride and possessiveness gave way to a pure happiness. “Your wish is my command.”

	A softer kiss. Janice’s hands back in his hair, her torso relaxed against his. 

	“Miguel, te quiero mucho.”

	His hands cupping her face. Their eyes locked, their feelings laid bare as she surrendered to him. As he more than eagerly surrendered in return. “I love you, too, Janice.”

	They were shamefully late for the afternoon production meeting.
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