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Why does she have to be my boss’s sister? I am so f*cked.

 

Shane Harris is my best friend and the coolest boss I could have ever asked for. He saved my life and this how I repay him? Way to go asshole…

 

The night I picked Riley up from the bar was the most fun I’ve had in years. Graceful, stunning, too smart for her own good. Everything I look for in a girl.

 

When I was in the bathroom getting ready for work the next morning, Riley strolled in naked and jumped in the shower. We got talking and that’s when I found out she was his sister…

 

The worst thing is I think I have feelings for this girl. Does she feel the same way or was I just a one night stand?

 

If I lose my best friend and my job I don’t know what I’d do with myself. Do I tell him or do I keep this a secret? 

 

The Mechanic is a biker romance with a very HEA. For a limited time, this story comes with a bonus novel at the end: Our Secret!

 

 

 

 

The Mechanic

 

A Biker Romance Story

 

By Amber Heart

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

 

“Hey there, boss man,” Eli said from under the hood of a massive Suburban he’d just finished changing the brake fluid in.

 

He’d been afraid that he wouldn’t get to it that day, but he’d managed to work it in by skipping lunch. The owner was taking all three of her kids out to the lake that weekend and the only other car she had was a Corolla. He’d basically saved their vacation. And, with the way she’d talked to him as she dropped the car off, he wasn’t ruling out the possibility of a more personal thank you which might have been a motivational factor in the whole thing. 

 

“How’s it going?”

 

Shane had been gone all day, picking up a car for a client. Eli was actually surprised that he’d gotten back before closing time, since he’d been asked to close up the shop.

 

“How’s it going?” Shane repeated, sounding almost dazed. “Eli, this may be the best day of my life.”

 

Eli dropped the hood with a clang and looked across the garage floor. Shane, the owner of Harris Garage, was grinning at him. It wasn’t just any grin either, the man wore an ear to ear grin of pure excitement.

 

“What’s up?” Eli asked, wiping his hands on the rag he kept tucked into his belt. 

 

He’d never seen Shane so excited. Of the two of them, his friend was the one that always kept his emotions in check and under control. Eli was halfway tempted to ask if he’d met someone on the run out to meet the new client. That was definitely the smile of a man in love. 

 

“Come on over and see.”

 

Okay, so it probably wasn’t a woman. Eli followed Shane over to the next bay and then his jaw dropped. Shane hadn’t told him what he was going to pick up and Eli hadn’t bothered to ask. It was usually a decent mix of classic and run of the mill vehicles. Harris was a pretty well-known garage in Kansas. But they’d never gotten their hands on anything like this.

 

“Oh my God,” he said, aware of the reverence in his own voice.

 

“I know,” Shane replied in the same hushed tone.

 

“That’s...that’s a 1970 Plymouth Superbird.” 

 

It was almost a question, even though Eli knew damn good and well what he was looking at. It was just that he’d never expected to see one up close like this. He took back his previous assessment. Maybe Shane was in love. If so, Eli hoped like hell that his friend would share.

 

“I know,” Shane repeated.

 

They stared at the car in silence for a few moments longer. It gleamed back at them, black and sleek and perfect looking under the fluorescent lights of the bay.

 

“They made less than 2,000 of ‘em.” Eli said after they’d passed nearly a minute simply staring.

 

“I know,” Shane said for the third time.

 

Eli laughed. “Is that’s all you got to say?”

 

Shane crossed his arms defensively. “Maybe I’m in shock, you hick. And if you keep talking like that, you’re not going to get to help me work on her.”

 

“You wouldn’t do that to me,” Eli said confidently. Then, unable to resist anymore, he stepped forward and ran his hand over the hood. The paint was good and he couldn’t see any rust on the body. It didn’t surprise him. Anyone lucky enough to have one would take damn good care of it. “So, what needs to be done?”

 

“A few things,” Shane said. “The guy that I picked it up from today just bought it from an estate sale. There’s nothing too wrong with it, but it’s been sitting since about the late eighties. We’ve just got to get it tuned up and running well.”

 

Eli nodded, trying hard not to look too eager. “Then it sounds like we’ll have it for a while?”

 

Shane grinned at him over the hood. “Yep. He said to take all the time we need.”

 

“Perfect. When do we get started?” Eli was already cataloging everything that would need to be done. Check the engine, the transmission. All the fluids and seals. The water and fuel pumps would probably need to be replaced. Maybe the rear end... “I can stay late tonight if you need me to, do an inventory on everything we should check. I can tell that we’re not going to have to worry about paint or the interior, but--”

 

Shane shook his head and held up one hand to stem the flow of Eli’s planning. “Sorry, man. We can’t start tonight.”

 

“What? Why not?” Eli demanded. He was itching to get his hands on the engine and play around. “That Suburban is done and all the Tacoma needs is a--”

 

“I know. But we have to close up early. That’s why I hurried back.”

 

“What for?” Eli felt like a kid who’d just dropped his ice cream cone.

 

“My sister’s coming into town.”

 

Eli only pried his eyes off of the car because his friend’s tone changed so much. All of the excitement had faded out, leaving him sounding tired and tense. Shane’s expression had changed as well. He was looking down at the car, but he was frowning slightly now. He didn’t look angry though; he looked worried.

 

He’d known that Shane had a sister, but they’d never really talked about her other than in passing. Maybe they didn’t get along and that was why his friend was so stressed out. Or maybe there was more to it. Eli decided to pry just a little, knowing that Shane would duck out of any questions he really didn’t want to answer.

 

“How long will she be in town?”

 

“I don’t really know,” Shane said, rubbing his chin and then fiddling with the cuff of his button up shirt. 

 

He always dressed nicely for a guy who spent a hell of a lot of time under a hood.  He said it made him look more professional. And furthermore, if he didn’t dress nicely, people assumed that he was still in high school. Eli thought that he had a point there. 

 

He’d assumed that Shane was a college freshman when they’d met three years ago. It had damn near shocked him to find out that the guy had been running his own garage for 10 years and that he had a bachelor's degree and had just celebrated his 30th birthday.

 

Eli had never had that problem. If he kept a straight face while doing it, he’d been able to buy beer at the age of 17. He thought that it was partly his height and his build. Most seventeen year old kids weren’t 6’5 and 200 pounds of solid muscle. Of course, looking older wasn’t as much fun now that he was staring down the barrel of 33, but there wasn’t much he could do about that.

 

“Indefinitely, I guess.”

 

That could sure as hell explain the tension. If anyone in Eli’s family had tried to descend on him without a clear exit strategy he’d probably laugh himself sick and then buy an extra lock for his front door. Then again, he had a feeling that Shane’s family might be a bit more normal than his.

 

“Where’s she coming in from?”

 

“California,” Shane answered. “Santa Monica.”

 

“What’s bringing her all the way back to Kansas?” Eli asked.

 

“She broke up with her boyfriend. They’ve been together since they were in high school. They both went out there for college and liked it so much that they stayed. At least until now.” Shane gave a small shrug. “I don’t know how it all shakes out, but she’s leaving and he’s staying.”

 

Eli leaned against the car, waiting. He knew that Shane had more to say, but he also knew that he’d have to take his time to say it.

 

 “She doesn’t have a job out here yet,” Shane said finally, still frowning slightly. “So that’s why she’s gonna stay with me till she gets back up on her feet. She can’t afford rent anywhere after she had to ship all her stuff back.”

 

“And you’re not a big fan of the idea of her hanging around?”

 

“No, it’s not that. I mean, she’s my sister and I love her. It’s just...” Shane flung his hands out. “We haven’t lived together for a long damn time. And she hasn’t been back to North Carolina since she was eighteen. I guess I don’t know what to expect here.”

 

“How old is she now?”

 

“Twenty six.”

 

That was a long damn time. Eli raised an eyebrow determined to lighten his friend’s mood. “Are you sure that you’ll recognize her after all that time? How are you gonna pick her out of the crowd at the airport?”

 

Shane laughed. “She says she’ll get a cab from there to my place. I’m just gonna assume that the chick outside the door tonight is her.”

 

“It’d have to be,” Eli said. “No other woman in her right mind would be knocking on your door.”

 

“That’s it,” Shane said, pointing at Eli. “You’re off the project.”

 

“Yeah right. Listen, if you’ve got a while till the plane comes in and you’re really not going to let me get at this baby tonight, why don’t you come and have a beer with me?” Eli asked. “Might help you take your mind off of things.”

 

“Nah, not tonight. I’ve still got a bunch of housework to do if I want to keep my sister from running straight back to California. You have fun though.” Shane rapped his knuckles on the hood of the car and grinned as he turned to walk out. “Remember to keep it to two drinks, buddy.”

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

Eli took a long drink of his second beer and held back a smile. If someone had tried to tell him to cut off before he even had a buzz three years ago, he’d have either laughed himself sick at their expense or they would have had to pick up their teeth. Now though, he was already planning to head home once this one was done.

 

He liked this bar. It got a good crowd most of the time, but it was also pretty quiet most nights and the owners didn’t take any shit. The first sign that a person was going to be trouble, that person found themselves outside. No ifs, ands, or buts allowed. Eli had seen his share of bar brawls, both as a spectator and as part of the fight and he was pretty sure that he could go the rest of his life without seeing another.

 

There were a few groups and couples hanging around, but for the most part they kept to themselves. He idly watched two women set up a game of pool and begin to play. He made a mental note never to take a bet against the blonde. She wiped the table with her opponent who sighed heavily and bought the next round. Eli grinned at her and she grinned back, but she didn’t walk over. A minute or two later, a tall guy put his arm around her and pulled her back against him, leaning down to speak into her ear, making her laugh.

 

Eli gave a good natured internal shrug and turned back to his beer since it didn’t look like he was gonna get lucky tonight. Once it was gone, he’d hit the road with no hard feelings. 

 

Now that he thought about it, it really had been a while since he’d taken someone home with him. He sipped and thought it over, figuring out how he felt about it. In the end, he decided that it didn’t really bother him. He was pretty far from desperate and the quiet could be nice.

 

He glanced around when the door swung open, sort of hoping that Shane had changed his mind and decided to come out for a beer after all. He was in the mood for a game of pool himself after watching the blonde play so well.

 

It wasn’t Shane. Eli found that he didn’t give a damn. The woman who’d just walked in glanced around for a second and then headed straight for the barstool next to him. Under the low lights, he couldn’t tell much about her other than that her hair was long and it hung down her back in loose curls, nearly brushing her ass. And speaking of her ass...he had to drag his eyes off of it because her tan suede skirt made it look almost too good.

 

When she dropped onto the stool next to him, he glanced down at her. She was wearing a plain long sleeved black shirt that bared her shoulders and cupped her small, high breasts. When she met his eyes and he saw that she had green eyes to go with that red hair and pale skin. All in all, she was the best looking woman he’d seen in a long damn time. She smiled and held out her hand. He took it, returning her smile.

 

“Hi. I’m Riley,” she said.

 

“Eli,” he answered.

 

“It’s nice to meet you, Eli.” She glanced around and then leaned forward, tucking her hair behind her ear when it swept forward. “Do you come here a lot?”

 

“I’ll put it like this,” Eli said. “They know my first name, but not my last. That’s how I like to keep it.”

 

Riley laughed. “That sounds like a great rule of thumb. So tell me, what’s the best drink here?”

 

She’d asked as if it was top secret information, so Eli beckoned her even closer, speaking into her ear. He couldn’t help but notice how good she smelled. It was a clean, cool smell, like water.

 

“Whiskey sour.”

 

She flagged the bartender down and ordered it. Then she pointed at his beer and raised her eyebrows.

 

“So if the whiskey sour is the best thing here, why are you wasting your time drinking that?”

 

Eli shrugged. “Variety is the spice of life.”

 

“I suppose that’s true. What else do you like variety in?”

 

He glanced down at her to find that she was leaning toward him again, running her index finger over her full lower lip. It was a more blunt approach than he was used to since he’d left his home town, but he appreciated it.

 

“Most things,” he said honestly.

 

“Then why are you sitting here in this little town in the ass end of nowhere?” Riley asked. “The only variety here is the fast food selection.”

 

Eli laughed. She had a point about the town, but he loved the same Kansas town. “I came here for a job. I wasn’t looking for much more than a paycheck back then.”

 

She took a sip of the whiskey and nodded in surprise. “This is good.”

 

“I know my liquor.”

 

“It certainly seems like you do.”

 

“You know what else I know?”

 

She shook her head, her eyes sparkling. “What?”

 

“That I want to challenge you to a game of pool.”

 

“What are we going to bet?” Riley asked with a smile.

 

“I won’t ask you to bet,” Eli replied. “It wouldn’t be fair when I know I’m going to win.”

 

“Oh really?” she pushed herself off the stool and put her hands on her hips. “Now it’s on. We’re betting. If I win, you buy me my next drink.”

 

“And if I win?” he asked, standing as well.

 

“I’ll buy you your next one,” Riley offered.

 

“Sorry, this is my last one,” Eli informed her. “You’ll have to come up with something else.”

 

Riley tapped her chin with her index finger. “Hmm. Well, what would you like?”

 

He made sure she felt the glance he gave her. “I’m sure I’ll think of something.”

 

Her breath caught, but she raised her chin confidently. “I’m sure you will.”

 

Eli allowed her to precede him to the table, mostly for the pleasure of watching her walk. That skirt was amazing from every angle and the body inside it was making it hard for him to think straight. He knew that there was no way in hell he was gonna lose this game.

 

Riley leaned against the table and watched him rack. “Are you going first?” she asked.

“Unless you want the honors,” he replied.

 

“No, no,” she said casually. “I might as well let you get at least one shot in.”

 

Eli grinned at her and grabbed a pool cue. Then he broke smoothly and watched as the 9 and the 13 sank in.

 

“Looks like I’m high ball,” he said walking around the table to line up his next shot.

 

By the time he stepped back from the table there was only one high ball left. Riley flagged down the bartender and asked for another whiskey sour before she took the cue.

 

“Not worried, are you?” Eli asked, leaning against the opposite side of the table and watching her line up a shot. From where he stood her chances of making it were iffy.

 

“Not even a little,” she said and hit the cue ball.

 

It was pure luck, but she sank the 2. She moved around the table for her next shot, nudging him out of the way and bending over the table. He would have been lying if he’d said that it didn’t make his knees a little weak. She missed her next shot and took the drink that the bartender held out to her.

 

Eli eyed the table. He could probably win the game right now. She’d left him in a great place. But then he wouldn’t get to see her bend over like that again. On the other hand, if he dragged it out he wouldn’t get to take his prize.

 

She was running her finger around the rim of her drink, watching him with a smile. She was smart enough to know how this was going to go down and he didn’t sense any worry from her. Eli sank the remaining ball and glanced up at her. She was biting that full lower lip now.

 

“Eight ball, side pocket.”

 

She put her drink down on the small table beside her and tilted her chin to look up at him when he stepped close. “Well?” Riley asked. “What would you like for your prize?”

 

He reached out and cupped her face in his hand. “You.”

 

A wicked smiled tugged at her lips. “Just how much of me would you like, Eli?”

 

“As much as I can have,” he answered with total honesty. “But I’d take a kiss to start with.”

 

She leaned up without hesitation and pressed her lips to his. He caught the back of her neck and tilted his head, fitting her to him easily. Eli caught that full lower lip between his teeth and her hands went tight on his shoulders. He teased at her tongue with his, tasting the sharp whiskey and the sweetness of her. When he pulled back to look at her, he was pleased to find her eyes heavy with pleasure and her lips still parted.

 

“Is that all?” she asked, her voice slightly husky now.

 

“It doesn’t have to be,” Eli answered. “But that’s up to you.”

 

“I’d like to go home with you,” she said, her hands tightening on his shirt as she pulled him back down for another kiss.

 

When they finally broke apart, Eli said,  “I can’t resist a woman that knows what she wants. Let’s go.”

 

Outside in the parking lot, he expected her to head for a car, but she stuck close to him instead.

 

“I took a cab here,” Riley said. “And I’m really hoping that one of these bikes is yours.”

 

Eli put his arm around her shoulders, steering her over to a black and chrome Indian Scout parked near the edge of the lot. “This one,” he said and watched her scan it.

 

“It’s nice,” she said. “Why do you have two helmets? Do you bring a lot of women back with you?”

 

She didn’t make it sound like a bad thing. Eli shrugged. “Not a lot, but I won’t say it never happens. And an extra helmet is just always a good idea.” He picked up the spare and held it out to her. “Ready to go?”

 

Riley looked from him to the bike and back. For a second there was a flash of something in her eyes. Not quite doubt and not quite fear, but something close. Eli tilted her chin up so that she met his eyes.

 

“If you’re not,” he said simply. “You can just say so.”

 

A smile crossed her face. “And you’d be nice about it too, wouldn’t you?” she asked.

 

“I’m not gonna lie and say I’d be thrilled to see you walk away tonight,” Eli answered honestly. “But if you’re not comfortable with taking things this far, this fast, I’m not gonna be a jerk about it.”

 

“Kiss me again,” she said.

 

He was happy to oblige, leaning down, burying his fingers in her hair and pulling her close. This time he made sure to keep the kiss light and teasing. He nibbled at her lower lip as he dragged his fingers down the back of her neck and around to the front of her throat and then down, tracing her exposed collarbone. 

 

She shivered under his touch, her body arching to him. Eli couldn’t hold back a slight groan as her breasts brushed against his chest. Even through their clothes, he liked the way she felt against him.

 

“Well?” he asked, drawing back when her hands tightened on his shoulders.

 

“Well?” Riley repeated. “Why aren’t we on the motorcycle again?”

 

“Because I was taking the time to be a gentleman,” Eli informed her. She smiled and he ran his thumb down her soft cheek. “That’s the last time it’ll happen tonight,” he said, his voice low.

 

“Good,” she answered. “I’m so tired of guys who say that they’re a gentleman.”

 

****

 

Eli and Riley barely got into the house before they were kissing again. She yanked at his jacket and he let it drop to the floor as he kicked his boots off. Then he wrapped his arms around her and picked her up, pressing her back against the door and letting her wrap her legs around him.

 

She arched up, drawing his attention once more to her firm breasts. He boosted her up a bit and kissed the swell of them, just above the neckline of her shirt. When her head fell back against the door, he dragged his tongue over her skin, making her catch her breath. 

 

Holding her up with one arm, he caught the bottom of her shirt and tugged it up. She shrugged it off, letting it fall to the floor beside his jacket. Her bra was nothing more than a few scraps of lace and seeing her in it made him go hard in one swift pulse. He tugged one of the cups down and sucked her nipple into his mouth, flicking his tongue over it quickly.

 

Her hips worked as she arched against him and he felt her nails dig into his shoulders even through his tee shirt. It sent a spike of pleasure racing through his whole body and he nipped lightly at her skin in thanks.

 

“Oh, God,” she gasped. “That feels so good.”

 

He shoved the other cup down and turned his attention to that breast, sucking and teasing her until she was crying out. Her fingers were buried in his hair now, keeping him where he was as she worked her body against his desperately. 

 

Eli let her go suddenly, yanking his shirt off. He needed to feel her skin against his. He wrapped all those long curls around his hand and tugged, dragging her head back so that she met his mouth again and again. Riley’s hands moved down his chest to the buckle of his belt.

 

“Take me to bed, Eli,” she murmured against his lips as she unbuckled it.

 

When his jeans hit the floor, he stepped out of them and scooped her up again, carrying her down the hall quickly. He dropped her onto the bed and pushed her skirt up around her waist. Her panties were a scrap of black lace that matched the bra, but Eli didn’t have time to appreciate the aesthetic. Not with his cock throbbing in rhythm with his heart beat. He tugged them down and moved over her, caging her in with his body.

 

She looked up at him, her lower lip caught between her teeth. “God, you’re sexy,” she whispered, running her hands down his chest again. “All this muscle....” she trailed off, leaning up to kiss him. “I’m gonna have to kiss every inch of you some other time,” she informed him.

 

“Oh yeah? Why not now?” he asked, kissing the hollow of her throat and pressing forward over her.

 

“Because right now I need you as deep inside me as you can get,” she answered. “Unless that’s a problem?”

 

He kissed her and thrust forward, filling her up. She moaned against his mouth as she arched up to meet him, letting him slide deep inside her heat. He braced himself above her on one hand, using the other to reach between them and rub her swollen little clit with his thumb. Her head tossed on the pillow, spreading her red hair out in a halo on the pillow. But she sure didn’t fuck like an angel.

 

“Yes,” she cried. “Oh, harder, Eli, harder!”

Eli was happy to oblige her. He wrapped one arm around her waist and rolled over onto his back, settling her on top. He wanted to watch her ride him in that black lace bra with her skirt tucked up around her waist. He wanted to see her as desperate for him as he was for her.

 

It didn’t take long. Riley leaned back, riding him like she’d been born to do it, teasing her clit with one hand. He reached up and cupped her breasts again, letting the lace scratch his palms, feeling her nipples hard beneath the fabric. She worked her hips, taking him deep and then rolling up so that only the head was inside her.

 

Eli groaned, watching himself sink into her. She was so wet that his shaft glistened with it each time she moved up. He wasn’t going to make it much longer. Not with visuals like this.

 

“Come for me, Riley,” he growled. “I want to feel you.”

 

She bit her lower lip and began to rub herself in earnest, her breasts bouncing as she worked to push herself over the edge. Eli jerked his hips, bouncing her on his shaft and she let her head fall back again.

 

“Do that again!” she begged, so he gripped her hips and pushed her down as he thrust up.

 

Riley rubbed harder and Eli tightened his grip on her hips, willing himself not to come. Just when he thought that he couldn’t take more, her pussy tightened around him even more and she screamed to the ceiling.

 

“Yes, Eli, yes!”

 

He half sat up, wrapped her in his arms and rolled her underneath him once more. Then he shoved deep and fucked her like he’d been dying to. Her orgasm didn’t wind down, instead it spiraled up once more and he felt her nails rake down his back as she screamed again.

 

Eli pressed his face into the side of her neck, tasting her sweat in his kisses and groaning when he realized that he couldn’t hold back anymore. When he came, every sense seemed to heighten for a brief moment. The sensation of her body against his, her voice calling his name, her hands on his skin, it was all suspended in one crystal clear moment of pleasure. More pleasure than he’d ever had before in his life.

 

After it was over, he pulled her against him while he caught his breath. Riley clung to him, pressing her face against his chest. He could feel his back beginning to sting from the scratches and he relished every second of knowing that he’d made her feel just as good as he did.

 

“Can I sleep here?” Riley asked, her voice low and slightly husky from her screams of pleasure.

 

Eli ran his fingers through her tangled hair. “I’m sure as hell not awake enough to take you home,” he said. “So you don’t have much of a choice.”

 

She gave a soft laugh. “You’re so sweet.”

 

He kissed the top of her head. “I do what I can.”

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

Eli wiped the steam off of the mirror so that he could see his reflection again and then slathered shaving cream on his face. He’d only made two passes with the razor when the bathroom door opened and Riley came walking in. She was still completely naked and he took a second to admire the view. 

 

It was just as good as he’d thought it was last night. He’d discovered that there was a lot to be said for sober sex in his years on the wagon.

 

“Morning,” he said amiably. “I won’t take too long.”

 

“You’re fine,” Riley said breezily, leaning into the shower and turning on the hot water. A second later, she was behind the shower curtain. “I’m using your soap, by the way.”

 

“Fine with me,” Eli said, still watching her. Those small, firm breasts were just an outline behind the shower curtain, but it was enough to make him recall how they’d felt in his hands the night before. 

 

It was too damn bad that there wasn’t time to do more than look, but he hated being late. He’d already pushed it by keeping her against him when he’d woken up. But it had been so long since he’d had a woman in his bed when he’d woken up that he hadn’t been able to resist.

 

“So, if you’re taking orders instead of giving them this morning, I like my eggs sunny side up,” Riley said over the splashing water. “And I wouldn’t mind some bacon on the side. ”

 

Eli grinned. He was sure as hell going to have to get her number before she took off. It wasn’t just the sex he enjoyed with her. He liked her wicked grin and her sense of humor too. 

 

“Yeah, neither would I. But I gotta get to work and I’m already running late, so the outlook isn’t good.”

 

She pulled back the curtain and looked out at him. Her hair was soaked and slicked back from her face and soap suds clung to her body, tipping her breasts and running down her smooth stomach. 

 

“Okay fine, but be warned that I’m mentioning this in my Yelp review.”

 

He laughed and went back to shaving. “I’d rather take my chances with you than with my boss,” he said. 

 

Shane was a stickler about time. Eli knew that he wouldn’t get fired, but he’d get his friend’s day off on the wrong foot and that wasn’t his favorite thing to do. Especially when he wanted nothing more than to get his hands on that Superbird. Today, he vowed, would be the day.

 

“What do you do?”

 “I’m a mechanic. Head mechanic, actually.” He was proud of that and he didn’t see any reason not to mention it. “What about you? What do you do?”

 

“Nothing at the moment,” she admitted after a second or two. “I don’t guess your boss needs a software developer, does he?”

 

“Not that I know of. Harris isn’t the most tech friendly place,” Eli said, raising his chin to shave his neck without cutting himself. “We’ve got lots of old fashioned ledgers and handwritten receipts laying around.”

 

“Harris? You work at Harris Garage?” she repeated, sounding more interested now. She actually sounded a little surprised. “I guess you know my brother then.”

 

Eli could have sworn that he felt his heart stop, but he took a deep breath and told himself not to jump to conclusions. There were a few other guys that worked there. There was no reason why she shouldn’t be related to one of them

 

“Yeah?” he asked, keeping his tone casual. “Who’s your brother?”

 

“Shane Harris. He owns the place.”

 

Eli cut himself with the last pass of the razor. He swore inventively and grabbed a towel, wiping his face as he yanked the shower curtain back with a quick movement. Riley squealed, ducking back under the hot water.

 

“It’s cold out there!” she protested.

 

“Did you say that Shane’s your brother?” he demanded. “Are you serious?”

 

“Of course I’m serious,” Riley said, reaching out and yanking the curtain back into place. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

 

“Because he’s my best friend, that’s why!” Eli pushed his hands through his hair, which was still damp from his own shower. Good God, why the hell couldn’t she have said something last night? Why hadn’t he thought to ask her what her last name was? Even he usually got that information before he took a woman to bed.

 

“So?” she asked. “I don’t really get why this is such a big deal, Eli.”

 

“So I just fucked his sister! How do you not think that this is a big deal?” Eli tugged the curtain to the side once more and looked at her seriously. “Don’t mention this to your brother, okay? Please.”

 

Riley raised an eyebrow and looked at him as though he was something she’d found on the bottom of her shoe. “Don’t flatter yourself, Eli. You were just a one night stand anyway.”

 

****

 

Eli went into work and got straight under the hood of the nearest car. It wasn’t the Superbird. With the tension he was carrying now, he didn’t want to risk messing it up.

 

Riley had gotten dressed and called a cab without speaking to Eli again. He’d stood on the porch with her to make sure that the cab didn’t ditch her, but for all the attention she paid him he might as well have been across the country. She stared down at her phone the whole time, surfing Facebook and Instagram. She hadn’t even returned his goodbye.

 

It was bugging him more than he wanted to admit. The only thing that worried him more was how in the hell he could manage to avoid Shane today. It was a small shop, but he needed to figure something out. His friend would see the guilt written all over his face, he was sure of it.

 

Eli had thought that his luck had turned around in the past few years. Now it felt like it had only been lying in wait to screw him over in the worst way possible. He’d had a one night stand with his best friend’s sister, for God’s sake. Everything he had, he owed to Shane Harris. And then he’d done this. Shane would never forgive him.

 

“Eli, can you come here for a minute?”

 

Eli’s breath caught in his chest. Shane didn’t sound happy. He stood up and took a deep breath, rubbing his hands down his jeans to dry the sudden sweat. He’d be honest and he’d take what came of it. It was no one’s fault but his own.

 

“Ye-” he cleared his throat and tried again. “Yeah?”

 

“Remember I told you that my sister’s flight was getting in last night?” Shane asked, his face drawn.

 

“Yeah, yeah, you uh...you said she was coming in.” God, what was he doing? Wasn’t this the moment to admit what had happened?

 

“She didn’t come home.”

 

“What?”

 

“She never came home. I know that the flight got in, because I called and checked. But Riley never showed up. I called her a few times and she didn’t answer.”

 

He’d heard her phone ring a few times while they’d been tangled up in each other. Eli rubbed the back of his neck, trying to get the image out of his mind. 

 

And hell, he’d figured that she’d at least stopped off at home first. Apparently she’d gone straight to the bar. And then straight to his bed.

 

“I don’t know what to do,” Shane admitted. “I mean, she’s an adult. I don’t want to check in on her or anything...but this is just weird. She’s always been so responsible. This isn’t like her at all. Just to leave me hanging like this.”

 

“I don’t think it could hurt to call,” Eli said, chickening out spectacularly. There was no way that he could get the words out of his mouth. There was no way that he could tell his best friend that the reason his sister hadn’t come home was because she’d been underneath him. 

 

“I mean, let her know that you’re worried. And she might be there by now. Maybe she just took a later flight or something.” He’d never hated himself more than in that moment.

 

“Maybe,” Shane said with a distracted nod. “All right, I’m gonna be in the office.”

 

As Eli went back to working on the car, he heard Shane’s voice raise. It sounded like he and Riley were having a fight. Maybe there was some harm in calling after all. He listened carefully, wondering if Riley was telling Shane where she’d been. He felt sick with relief when Shane came back out and grabbed a wrench.

 

“She won’t say where she was, but she’s home now,” he said. “Go find something else to do, I’ve got this.”

 

Eli took the suggestion.

 

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

Nearly a week had passed and Eli hadn’t had any indication that Shane knew what had happened between him and Riley. He felt like a complete pussy for being so relieved, but he was. That didn’t mean that he didn’t miss her.

 

Eli found himself thinking of her more and more as the days passed. He wondered how she was settling in at Shane’s house. He wondered if she’d managed to find a job. He wondered if she thought about him at night the way he thought about her. 

 

He wished that he could ask Shane about her, but there was no way he could. Not without raising questions he really didn’t want to answer. And Shane seemed incredibly stressed lately. He hadn’t even touched the Superbird and he spent a lot of time alone in the office. 

 

He claimed to be catching up on paperwork, but Eli didn’t believe it. For one thing, Shane hated paperwork. For another, Eli hadn’t been able to lay his hands on an invoice for the past four days without digging through the teetering mountain on Shane’s desk. Maybe he should offer to take him out for a drink, get him out of his own head.

 

Eli was pulling his phone out of his pocket when it rang. He didn’t recognize the number and he answered it absently, still thinking of how he’d drag Shane out of the garage that night. It was probably a bill collector.

 

“Hello?”

 

“Hey there, handsome.”

 

A sultry voice came down the line. He frowned for a second and then his heart thumped as he suddenly recognized the woman on the other end of the line.

 

“Riley?”

 

“Oh, good job. You got it right in one try,” she said, a giggle making it slightly harder for him to understand her. “I must have been memorable.”

 

“You’re memorable,” Eli allowed. “You’re also drunk.”

 

“Ding ding ding!” She laughed. “You are on fire tonight, Eli!”

 

“It’s a good thing one of us is,” he said. “What can I do for you, Riley?”

 

“I’m so glad you asked,” she purred. “You can come pick me up.”

 

“What?” He could hardly hear her over the noise around her and her voice had been low. Surely she hadn’t said what he’d thought. He’d been wanting her to call him and say that almost since she’d left him that morning a week ago.

“Come pick me up,” she repeated over the loud music that threatened to drown out her voice.

 

Eli sighed. Just because she was what he wanted, that didn’t mean that she was what he could have. “Listen, why don’t you give your brother a call, Riley?”

 

“Because my brother isn’t a muscular biker dude,” Riley said as if it should be obvious. “He wouldn’t fit in here.”

 

“Yeah? And where are you, exactly?”

 

“Lion’s Den.”

 

Eli held back a groan. “Are you serious?” 

 

He knew exactly where it was, but he’d never been in because it set off every warning bell in his brain. He’d been in too many places like it back home in North Carolina and he didn’t want to go in now. The trouble was, he didn’t want her there either. He’d never felt protective of a woman before.

 

“Yeah,” Riley said, her voice sounding just a bit shaky now. “I’m not having a good time anymore and I want to go home.”

 

He rubbed his forehead. There was no way in hell that he could tell her no. Not when she sounded like that. Not when all he wanted was to make sure that she was safe. 

 

“Okay,” he said roughly. “I’ll come and get you. But you’ve got to meet me outside, okay?” 

 

He didn’t want to go in. It would be too much like walking backwards into a past he’d much rather forget.

 

“Yes sir,” she said briskly. “I’ll see you soon.”

 

When Eli pulled up outside the bar nearly half an hour later, and parked his motorcycle as close to the entrance as possible, he was ticked off to discover that she was nowhere in sight. He waited a few minutes, watching as the crowd ebbed and flowed, but she didn’t appear. Where the hell was she? 

 

Eli pulled his phone out of his pocket and called her. No answer. He had a feeling that trying again wouldn’t change anything. As loud as the music was in there, he’d be surprised if she could even hear the phone ringing.

 

He looked up at the bar with a sigh. She wasn’t leaving him with much choice. He walked up the stairs, ignoring the way that the people on the porch looked at him. They’d be sizing him up and he knew that he didn’t have long before someone got ballsy enough to approach him.

 

Eli stepped inside, standing by the door as he glanced around. He was relieved when he saw Riley standing in the corner near the bar. The trouble was that she wasn’t alone. A big guy in a leather vest stood beside her, leaning over her, one hand on the wall over her head, making it impossible for her to move without shoving past him. She was looking up at him and Eli could see from where he stood that she was annoyed and more than a little frightened. He sighed and walked across the room. This probably wasn’t going to go well.

 

“Riley,” he called. “You ready to go?”

 

“Yes,” she answered, relief lighting those green eyes the minute she saw him. “Definitely.”

 

The guy reached out and grabbed her arm, looking at Eli with narrowed eyes. “Who’s he?” he demanded, giving her arm a shake. “You’re here with me.”

 

Riley tried to pull out of his grip and Eli saw her grimace with pain. He clenched his hands, trying hard to ignore the instinct to knock the guy flat.

 

“Take your hands off of her,” he said, stepping closer, keeping his voice low. He didn’t want to draw attention to them. If he could get her out of there without embarrassing this asshole in front of his buddies it would be much less trouble. It wouldn’t be nearly as satisfying, but he tried not to focus on that part.

 

“Who the hell are you to tell me what to do?” 

 

The man eyed Eli, sizing him up. Eli had been doing this same. This guy was a little shorter than him, probably around 6 feet even. But he was built even more solidly. Muscle strained the seams of his shirt. The plus side to that would be that Eli was faster. The downside was pretty damn obvious.

 

“I’m the guy that’s taking her home,” Eli said flatly. That wasn’t negotiable and there was no point in pretending that it was. “This doesn’t need to be a problem.”

 

“Yeah, well it’s gonna be,” the man informed him. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll turn around and walk right out of here.”

 

Eli shrugged. “And if you know what’s good for you, you won’t make me prove that I can kick your ass up one side of this bar and down the other.”

 

Riley took advantage of the man’s slackened grip and pulled away. Eli put his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close against his side and hoping that she was sober enough to hustle out of there the minute he moved. There wouldn’t be much time. A bar fight was like a wildfire in the way that it spread. They’d have about a minute, tops, to be on his bike and getting the hell out of there.

 

The man stepped forward and Eli stepped back, dodging his punch easily. Riley squeaked with surprise and he glanced down to make sure she was okay. The next punch landed on his jaw. He turned back and caught the guy’s fist when he swung again.

 

“You get one for free,” Eli said, shoving him back, getting him off balance. “Don’t fucking try it again.”

 

When the man glanced over Eli’s shoulder, Eli managed to duck the punch of the man behind him as he pulled Riley against his chest, keeping her out of harm's way. When he spun, he saw that there were about ten guys behind him. Fuck. For a second, he was pissed off enough to want to stand where he was, see how it all shook out. Then he realized that was the stupidest thought he’d had in three years.

 

Eli grabbed Riley’s hand and ran for it. When he was close enough, he lowered his shoulder and knocked two of the guys back long enough to pull Riley through the crowd. He managed to get to the door ahead of the crowd and he shoved her through and out onto the steps while digging into his pocket for the keys.

 

He felt someone grab the back of his jacket and yank him back. Eli spun and drove his fist into the guy’s stomach, shoving him back into the rest of the crowd. It gave him the time he needed to get the hell out of there. Eli ran for the bike, relieved to see Riley already standing beside it, looking at him with wide eyes.

 

“Put your arms around me,” he barked at her as he threw his leg over the bike and gunned the engine. “Come on, move!”

 

Riley got on the bike and wrapped her arms around him tightly. He could feel her trembling as he pulled out of the parking lot. He didn’t relax until he’d left the bar long behind them and was sure that no one was following them.

 

He took the shortest way possible back to his house. His heart still hadn’t stopped pounding as he parked the bike and Riley slid off. She still looked shaky too but Eli was too furious to care. He steered her up the steps and into the living room. 

 

When he’d locked the front door behind them, he turned to face her. She was pale in the low light and he had an insane urge to jerk her against him and kiss her breathless. He shook the thought away.

 

“What the hell were you thinking?” he demanded. “I told you to meet me outside!”

 

“Well, I couldn’t,” Riley defended herself, her voice shrill with the last of her panic. “He wouldn’t let me go.”

 

“What the fuck were you doing there in the first place?” Eli pressed on. “It doesn’t take a genius to see that it’s not a good place to be! Are you that fucking naive?”

 

“Don’t yell at me!” she shouted back at him. “I...oh.”

 

Shit. He knew that look. Eli grabbed her by the arm and shoved her gently into the bathroom. Then he waited outside until the inevitable was over. He wasn’t the hold back the hair type of guy. 

 

When he heard her shut off the sink after she’d cleaned up, he eased the door open. She was standing there, her face paper white and her hands trembling. His anger faded so quickly that it shocked him.

 

“Wanna sleep here tonight?” There was no way that he could send her home like that even if he’d wanted to.

 

Riley nodded tiredly and followed him down the hall to his bedroom. Eli let her brace herself against him as she pulled off her heels and pants. Then he caught the edge of her shirt and tugged it up over her head, tossing it to the floor as he unhooked her pretty lace bra with his other hand. She gave him a wary look, and he gave her a slight smile in return.

 

“Relax,” Eli said easily, handing her one of his clean tee shirts. “I’m not enough of a jerk to make a move on you right now.”

 

Riley leaned her head against his chest and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You’re not a jerk at all, Eli,” she whispered, her voice getting a little shaky. “Thanks for showing up tonight.”

 

“Anybody would have done the same thing,” he replied briskly, hoping to avoid a crying jag. “It’s no problem.”

 

She looked up at him and traced the rapidly growing bruise on his jaw. That would ache like a son of a bitch by morning, but he didn’t regret it. He’d gotten her out of there without a scratch.

 

“It kind of was,” she countered. “You were really brave.”

 

Eli smiled down at her. “I’ve had worse,” he said honestly. “Come on, quit talking and get into bed.”

 

He pulled back the blankets and she slid down between the sheets with a sigh. Once she was settled with a trash can pragmatically close, he stepped over to the door. Riley propped up on one elbow, squinting at him.

 

“Where are you going?”

 

“I thought I’d sleep on the couch,” he said. “Let you get some rest.”

 

“I’ll rest better if you stay.”

 

Her voice was almost shy. Coupled with the fact that she still looked like she felt awful and the fact that she somehow looked just as beautiful in his tee shirt with her hair tangled and her makeup smeared as she did all put together in her nice clothes, Eli couldn’t bring himself to say no.

 

“All right,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” 

 

Out of habit he checked to see that the doors were locked and turned off lights. Then he stopped by the kitchen and filled a glass with water. He snagged a bottle of Tylenol off of the top of the refrigerator on his way out. If tonight was any indication, they’d probably both need a few of those tomorrow. He’d expected her to be asleep when he got back, but she smiled slightly when he opened the bedroom door.

 

Eli tugged his shirt off, aware that she was still watching him. He didn’t mind one bit. He let his pants fall to the floor and pulled on a pair of pajama pants just to keep from being tempted. Then he climbed into bed with her, enjoying the smooth sheets and the soft pillow. It had been a hell of a day. 

 

When he turned the light off, he heard her sigh with relief. Then she rolled over and wrapped herself all around him, her leg thrown over him, her arm across his stomach, and her head resting on his chest. He wrapped an arm around her without even thinking about anything but how well she fit him.

 

“Good night, Eli,” she whispered.

 

He twined those long curls around his fingers and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Night, Riley.”

 

The next morning, he woke up late. For a brief second he was panicked and then he remembered that it was Saturday and he didn’t have to work. Thank God. Riley was still sound asleep and still cuddled against him. That was probably why he’d slept so well. 

 

He untangled himself from her as gently as he could so that he didn’t wake her up and got out of bed. The longer he stayed there the more tempted he’d be.

 

Eli walked down the hall and turned on the shower. When the water was so hot that steam was billowing up from behind the curtain, he stepped in and let the water pound against his back. He was a little sore from doing his level best to avoid the fight last night. In the past that would have made him feel like a complete pussy. Now he was actually proud of himself. He braced his hands on the shower wall and leaned forward, letting the heat pour over his neck and sighing in relief as the tension began to fade.

 

A few moments later, the curtain was pulled back and Riley stood there looking at him. “Mind if I join you?” she asked softly.

 

He knew that he needed to say no. So far, in the past twenty four hours at least, he’d done the right thing where she was concerned. But her eyes moved down his body and back up and when she looked at him, he swore that his knees went a little weak.

 

“Come on,” he said roughly and she stripped his tee shirt off and stepped under the spray.

 

Riley caught her breath as the water hit her skin, but then she tilted her head back, letting the water soak into her hair.

 

“Do you feel better this morning?” he asked.

 

She opened her eyes, giving him that almost shy look again. “Yes. Thanks for taking such good care of me, Eli.”

 

“Yeah, well. That’s what I do.”

 

He shrugged and watched as her eyes moved down his body. He’d be lying if he said that she didn’t like the way she looked at him. Slowly, she reached out, trailing her index finger down the center of his chest.

 

“Somehow I doubt that you’re the caretaker type.”

 

“Okay, maybe not,” he admitted, catching her hand and pressing a kiss to the inside of her wrist.

 

When she shivered, he pulled her against his chest. He pushed the guilt away. He was he supposed to be this close to her without tasting her lips? Without feeling her skin, slick and heated against his?

 

Eli ducked his head and took her mouth with his. The first time they'd been together, it had been rushed and desperate. He wanted to take his time with her now. He wanted to feel her tremble with desire. He wanted her to beg for him.

 

The water sluiced down between them, making her body slide against his as she arched toward him, into their kiss. Her tightened nipples brushed his chest and he barely held back a groan. Eli cupped her face in his hands, slanting his mouth over hers to take more of her mouth. Her hands went tight on his sides as she pulled him closer.

 

“Eli,” Riley whispered when he broke the kiss to move down her neck, kissing away the water droplets that clung to her neck. “I want you.”

 

“Good,” he said roughly. “Because I’ve been dying to have you again.”

 

He cupped her breasts as he pressed kisses to her collarbone and shoulders. Eli loved the way that her breasts fit perfectly into the palms of his hands. He also loved the way her nipples grew even tighter when he rubbed his thumbs across them.

 

Riley’s hips jerked up and her stomach brushed against his stiff cock, making him catch his breath at the heated contact. Then he felt her fingers close around his shaft and he pressed his face into the curve of her neck, struggling to control the impulse to pick her up and push deep inside her in one thrust.

 

She pumped her hand up his slick cock, twisting her wrist just slightly when she got to the thick crown, making him thrust forward. He kissed her again, their tongues tangling as his breathing grew rougher. Her touch was almost too good, too close to perfection. It was driving him much nearer to the edge than he wanted to be.

 

“I’m trying to make this last,” he managed to say.

 

“I don’t care how long it lasts,” Riley moaned. “I just want you inside me. I’ve been thinking about you ever since the day I left. Please, Eli!”

 

Hell, there was no way that he could say no to that. He spun her around so that her back was against his chest and let her brace her hands on the shower wall. Riley glanced over her shoulder at him and he gripped his cock, pressing into her in one smooth thrust. Her eyes closed and she caught her lower lip between her teeth.

 

“Yes,” she whispered. “God, I’ve wanted you so much, Eli.”

 

He tightened his grip on her hips and began to thrust faster. He’d wanted her too and she felt even better than he remembered somehow. Hot, slick, giving, and demanding at the same time. He tugged at her hair and she rewarded him with a moan, arching her back even more.

 

Eli groaned, pounding deep inside her now, making her breath catch as she took him, driving her body back to meet each of his thrusts. When she cried out, it echoed in the tiled room and he savored it, knowing that he was taking her closer and closer.

 

When she was begging for more, he leaned over, cupping her breasts in his hands and kissing his way up her neck, moving faster and faster.

 

“Yes, yes, yes!”

 

Eli felt Riley come all around him and pressed his face against her neck, joining her with a deep groan. It was even better than the first time. He wondered if it would keep getting better with her. Then he wondered how he’d survive it if it did.

 

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

“So,” Riley said when they were at the kitchen table drinking coffee. “Can I tell my brother about this one?” Eli frowned and she raised her hands. “Pardon me, but I just don’t see what the big deal is.”

 

“Yeah, you really don’t seem to get it,” Eli allowed, making her scowl at him. “Let me see if I can explain this to you.” He took a breath. It had been a long time since he’d told this story. “My parents weren’t great.”

 

“Okay?” she asked, her brows drawn in confusion.

 

He gave her the ghost of a smile. “It’s all relevant, I promise.”

 

Riley sipped her coffee and nodded, though she still looked a little skeptical. “All right. Your parents were not great. Go on.”

 

“It was a pretty average situation,” Eli said. “At least where I’m from.”

 

“Where is that, by the way?”

 

“North Carolina.”

 

“So that’s where the sexy accent comes from,” she said. “Sorry, I know I’m interrupting. I’m just curious about you.”

 

“It’s okay,” Eli said. “I’d rather talk about the accent than the parents, honestly.” He shrugged and took a deep breath. “Anyway.  There was never enough money, mainly because they both drank it all away as fast as they could. But my old man didn’t blame it on that, he blamed my mom for not working. And when he got mad, he took it out on both of us.” That bitter smile flickered over his face again. “Then she’d take it out on me after he was done.”

 

“What did you do?” she asked, sounding shocked.

 

“Not much,” he replied. “I was just a kid. It wasn’t like I could tell them to stop knocking me into furniture. I mean, eventually I figured out that the less time I spent at home, the fewer bruises I ended up with, so started hanging out anywhere else I could.”

 

“I guess I can’t blame you for that,” Riley said, her green eyes sympathetic. “Was there anyone else you could talk to?”

 

Eli chuckled. It was such an innocent question. “You mean like a counselor invested in the needs of a scrappy middle schooler? Our school was a little short on those. I picked up a group of friends along the way. Even got a hobby.”

 

“I feel like this isn’t going in a healthy direction,” she said, chewing her lip.

 “My life didn’t do that for a hell of a long time,” he informed her. “So buckle up, buttercup. We all loved cars, but none of us had one. And since we knew we’d never have anything but a piece of junk, we started taking ‘em. When I was fifteen I did a lot of joyriding. I never actually stole anything--”

 

“Wait, I thought that’s what joyriding was,” she cut in. “It’s not stealing cars?”

 

Eli shrugged. “I always put mine back sort of near where I took ‘em.”

 

“Sort of?” Riley asked, arching a brow.

 

“Never return to the scene of the crime,” Eli said firmly. “And it was a good thing I always sort of brought the cars back because it really helped my case when we all finally got caught.”

 

“What happened to you then?” she asked, leaning forward.

 

“The same thing that happened to everyone else involved. I did some time in juvie,” Eli answered. “Not as long as some of the others because they didn’t think I was as bad.”

 

Riley gave him a smile. “Well that’s not so--”

 

Eli shook his head and held up his hand to stop her. “Still not headed in a healthy direction, baby. I was in juvie just long enough to meet a kid whose brother ran a chop shop. The kid liked me, mainly because I kept the other guys off his back. He was a little guy and I wasn’t. He said that he’d do me a favor since I loved cars so much. I didn’t have any idea what he meant, but when I got out, his brother was waiting at the gates for me. He said he’d been looking for a new mechanic.”

 

“What happened to his old mechanic?” Riley asked warily.

 

“You probably don’t want the details,” Eli said, remembering. “Just don’t ever try to scam a scammer. It never works out for you in the end.”

 

Riley swallowed hard. “Noted.”

 

“So I decided what the hell, and I went to work for him.”

 

“How old were you?”

 

“A few weeks shy of seventeen.”

 

“Did your parents--”

 

“They’d split up by then. Technically my mom had custody but she was pretty messed up all the time. She’d moved from drinking to shooting up. Some days she probably didn’t remember she had a kid. She sure as hell didn’t remember on the day I got out. She was supposed to come pick me up and I didn’t hear from her till two weeks after I got released.”

 

Eli looked down at his coffee for a second and then cleared his throat, continuing. “I was old enough to drop out, so I did. A few months after I started working for Tony, I moved in with a few of the other guys from the shop. I had everything I wanted. Liquor. Girls. Money of my own.” He smiled, remembering it. Most of the memories weren’t fond, but there’d been a few good times. They’d been stupid. But good. He shrugged and admitted it. “And, hell, they liked me, which was a lot better than what I was used to at home. They all said I was the best mechanic they’d had.”

 

“How did you get out?”

 

“I didn’t,” he admitted. “I probably would have stayed there for the rest of my life, but we got busted. Everyone went to jail. I was in for a few years this time around.”

 

Her eyes went wide. “That’s awful!”

 

“Well, I thought so. At first.” He took another sip of his coffee and tried to figure out how to explain this to her. “It was probably the best thing that ever happened to me.”

 

“How?” she asked, clearly confused.

 

“I got clean. Right before I went in, I’d moved on from drinking,” he said the words simply, but his voice had gone rough. “I spent a long time swearing I’d never turn out like my parents. Then I spent a few years doing the same damn things.”

 

She waited in silence now, watching him as she chewed her lower lip. He knew that he’d given her a lot of information to take in, but he couldn’t help but wonder if knowing the things he’d done had changed him in her eyes. He found that he was holding his breath, but she didn’t speak. She just watched, waiting for him to continue.

 

“Once I got out I knew I had to do something else,” he went on after a moment. “The problem was, there wasn’t anything else to do. Not in that town.”

 

“Why didn’t you move?”

 

He grinned ruefully. “You need money for that, baby. People kept coming around, wanting me to come back. Most of the people in charge were still serving time, but I knew that when they got out I’d have to go back or end up like the last mechanic. You don’t get to just walk away.” He shrugged. “And leaving felt pretty pointless, even if I’d had the money to go.”

 

She tilted her head. “Why?”

 

“It’s on my record. Anyone can find it. I was a high school dropout, I’d served time, and the only thing I knew how to do was put a car together. It wasn’t like leaving town was going to change any of that.”

 

“So...when does this story get to the good part where your life is finally okay?” Riley asked.

 

“When I met your brother,” Eli answered. “Told you that it was all relevant. He came to pick up a car and it quit working right outside my house. The mechanic he’d brought up with him didn’t know jack shit, so I helped them get it fixed up and he offered me a job.”

 

“And you came here?” she said with a smile. “That’s--”

 

“I said no.”

 

“What?” she asked in total surprise. “Why would you do that?”

 

Eli shrugged. “I’m not always the brightest. I knew that I didn’t have the money to get down to North Carolina and I didn’t wanna go through the whole thing about being in jail with him. I thought I’d figure something else out. Then my boss got out of prison. Came to the house I was staying at and told me that I’d be back at work by Friday if I knew what was good for me. He already had a car on the way.”

 

Her eyes wide, Riley waited for the rest of the story.

 

Eli sighed and leaned back in his chair. “I was standing there Friday morning, bright and early, but nobody else was there yet. The longer I stood there, the sicker I felt and I knew that I couldn't fucking do it, but I didn’t know what else to do. I had about 50 bucks in my wallet...and I just bolted. Used the money for a bus ticket as close to Kansas as I could get and I called the number on the business card your brother gave me. I told him the whole story and said that if he still wanted to offer me a job, I’d take it. He came and got me. Then he gave me an advance on a couple of paychecks and found me a place to stay. And I’ve been here for the past three years.”

 

Riley’s smile was soft. “That’s a really awesome story. I remember Shane telling me that he’d hired you, but he didn’t tell me all of that. I’m glad you did.”

 

“This thing...me and you...doing this behind his back doesn’t feel right.” Eli rubbed his chin, feeling the scrape of stubble. He’d forgotten to shave. Not surprising with the delicious distractions he’d had in the shower this morning. “It feels like I’m betraying him.”

 

Riley sat in silence, chewing on her lower lip. “Eli, it doesn’t have to be--” she began, then she sighed as her phone rang. “Speak of the devil, that’s Shane now.”

 

Eli could hear Shane’s voice when Riley answered the call, but he couldn’t make out the words. He could tell by the tone that his buddy wasn’t thrilled though. Riley’s face darkened.

 

“I was just--” she started, but Shane began talking again. “No, I--” Shane interrupted again, his voice growing louder. “I’m a grown woman, Shane!” she finally said, obviously furious now. “I don’t have to tell you when I’m not coming home!”

 

Eli stood and went to the sink with his coffee cup. The house was too small to give her much privacy, but he did what he could. The argument continued for a few minutes and ended with Riley cutting off the call in the middle of whatever Shane had been saying. She slammed the phone down on the table and let out a long frustrated breath.

 

“Does he micromanage you like that?” Riley demanded, rubbing her hands down her face.

 

“No,” Eli said, leaning back against the sink. “But I’m not his sister.”

 

She frowned at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 

“It means that it probably wouldn’t hurt you to tell him where you’re going when you head out,” Eli said with a shrug. “He worries about you.”

 

Riley threw her hands up. “Why am I not surprised that you’d take his side? It’s not like this is a dangerous town.”

 

“I think you proved yourself wrong last night,” Eli pointed out. “And I’m not taking his side, I’m just saying--”

 

“I don’t need you to “just say” anything,” she informed him, pushing her chair back. “And you don’t need to worry about us doing anything behind Shane’s back, because I won’t be calling you again.”

 

With those words, she was gone. Eli was a few steps toward the door before he caught himself. As much as he didn’t want to, he needed to let her go.

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

Eli leaned against the bay door on Monday night and eyed Shane. Shane was eyeing the Superbird. Eli had stopped on his way to clock out because he thought that his friend was finally making plans for what needed to be done. The longer he watched though, the more sure he was that Shane didn’t even see the car that was right in front of him.

 

“Everything all right?” Eli finally asked.

 

Shane spun around. “What? Yeah, of course.”

 

Eli raised an eyebrow. “You don’t look like it. And staring at the car isn’t gonna fix it. I think you might actually have to put your hands on it.”

 

Shane shrugged negligently. “He said I could take my time.”

 

“Well sure, but I think he probably expected to hear something by now. At least a diagnostic. It’s been two weeks, man.”

 

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s not your name on the door,” Shane snapped. “I don’t need you to tell me how to run my business.”

 

Eli held back the retort that came to mind and took a breath. He hadn’t been to a meeting since leaving prison, but AA had ingrained some things into him successfully. He counted to ten before he said anything else.

 

“Okay,” he said in a level voice as he turned to walk out. “I’m headed out for the night. Call me if you need anything.”

 

“Hang on,” Shane said. 

 

Eli stopped and turned back. Shane combed his fingers through his hair and sighed in frustration. This was the most that they’d spoken all day, so Eli waited patiently for Shane to spit out what was bugging him.

 

“It’s been a hell of a day, but I shouldn’t take it out on you. Sorry.”

 

Eli shrugged and crossed his arms. “We all have ‘em. Anything I can do?”

 

Shane shook his head. “I don’t think so. Not unless you want to try to convince my sister that she’s being an idiot.”

 

“What’s she doing?” Eli asked, trying to sound casual and not worried. Riley had kept her word about not calling him again over the weekend. He’d spent the time trying desperately not to call her.

 

“She’s moving out, for one thing,” Shane said.

 

“Oh. Did she, uh, did she meet someone?” Eli put his hands into his pockets so that Shane wouldn’t see how tightly his fists were clenched. That couldn’t be it. She’d been with him two nights ago. But there had been that other guy in the bar. Now that he thought about it, he had no idea how far things had gone between the two of them. But she wouldn’t have moved in with him. Or at least, he didn’t think she would. 

 

Shane shook his head. “No, she’s moving to a place by herself.” He sighed heavily. “At least, I think she is.” He dropped down onto a chair and gave a bitter half laugh. “Hell, I don’t know. She probably wouldn’t tell me if she was moving in with someone. I can count the number of conversations we’ve had since she got back on one hand.”

 

“Come have a beer with me,” Eli offered.

 

“Not tonight, I--”

 

“Come on. You said it yourself. It’s been a hell of a day. If you go home you’re either gonna fight with your sister or get ignored by her, so let’s go out and have a responsible number of drinks.”

 

Shane smiled slightly. “A responsible number of drinks does sound pretty good right about now.”

 

****

 

In the bar, once they’d ordered and had beers set down in front of them by a waitress who couldn’t seem to keep her eyes off of Shane, Eli said, “All right, Harris. Spill it.”

 

“I already did,” Shane said in confusion as he took a long drink of his beer.

 

“No, you didn’t. Come on. Tell me all your problems.” When his friend didn’t look inclined to do so, Eli said, “I don’t play counselor much. You should take advantage of it. Offer expires in three...two...one and a half...”

 

Shane frowned slightly and took a longer drink of his beer. “All right, fine. The thing is, Riley was always such a good kid.”

 

Of all the ways that Eli would have described her: headstrong, impulsive, temperamental...he hadn’t really expected to hear that. He tried hard not to look surprised.

 

“She got straight A’s from kindergarten all the way through college,” Shane went on. “And I thought that she was happy with the job she found after college too, but she didn’t even give them notice when she left, apparently.”

 

“What did she do?” Eli remembered that she’d said something about computers, but he couldn’t remember what it was. He’d been distracted by other things that day. Things like her body and the fact that she was his best friend’s sister.

 

“Hell, I barely understood it,” Shane admitted with a shrug. “Some kind of computer software thing. She was always talking about it when she called, but it was completely over my head.”

 

“Shane, word documents are over your head.”

 

“Fuck off. Anyway, about a year ago, she stopped calling as much, but I kind of figured that maybe she was busy. She said she was taking on a lot of extra hours at work and I thought that she and Mark were maybe planning a wedding. I don’t know. I mean, I know most sisters don’t call their brothers on a weekly basis, so I tried not to bug her about it. Now I wish I had. Maybe then she’d still be talking to me.” Shane leaned back and sighed. 

 

“Sounds like the two of you were really close.” That made Eli feel even worse.

 

“Yeah. I mean, it was just the two of us after we lost mom and dad. She was only fourteen when they died, so I basically raised her.”

 

Oh God. “I’m gonna get another,” Eli said. “Want one?”

 

Shane nodded abstractedly and Eli headed for the bar. There was no way around it. He had to tell Shane what was going on. Or rather, what had been going on. Maybe after the second beer. That made sense. The second beer was going to be the best possible time.

As he was waiting for their drinks, his phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket. Apparently he’d gotten several texts and hadn’t heard the ringer. All of them were from Riley. He opened the message and read over it quickly.

 

“Hey there. Miss me?”

 

“Eli, are you ignoring me?”

 

“I kind of need you to come get me. I’m not feeling so great.”

 

“Fine. I found a ride with somebody else. Don’t bother to answer this message.”

 

There were enough spelling and punctuation errors to convince him that she’d been pretty drunk when she was typing. He was just about to call her in spite of the last message when he felt a tap on his shoulder. Shane was standing there, his face completely white. 

 

“What’s wrong?” Eli asked.

 

“I just got a call that my sister’s in the hospital,” Shane said, his voice tight. “I have to go.”

 

“I’ll go with you,” Eli said without thinking. “Whoever she got a ride with must’ve been drunk too.”

 

“What? How do you...” Shane trailed off when he glanced down and saw the messages on Eli’s screen. “Are those from...you’ve been seeing Riley?”

 

“Not...I mean, sort of...but...”

 

Shane cut him off. “I don’t have time for this right now,” he said. “Let’s just get to the hospital.”

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

“I’m Shane Harris,” Shane said when they got to the reception desk of the emergency room. “My sister was admitted here after a traffic accident.”

 

“The doctor is seeing her now,” the busy receptionist said with a quick glance up at Shane. “Have a seat, we’ll call you back when they’re done.”

 

“Can you at least tell us how she is?” Eli asked.

 

The woman looked up, and up, into his face. Then she nodded. “I’ll find out.”

 

Sometimes looking like a big bad biker paid off. Eli nodded and they waited for her to return. Shane was so tense that Eli could practically feel it radiating off of him.

 

“She’s a little banged up,” the woman said. “And her blood alcohol is through the roof. They’re going to keep her overnight to be sure that there aren’t any issues, but they think she’ll check out fine. You’ll be able to see her once she’s been transferred to a regular room.”

 

“So she was drunk?” Shane asked in disbelief.

 

“Sir, there’s really nothing more I can tell you.”

 

Eli followed Shane to a secluded corner of the waiting room. He dropped into a chair to wait it out. Shane sat down as well but stood back up within seconds and began to pace. Eli leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees and thought about the texts she’s sent. If he’d heard them, this never would have happened.

 

But God, what had she been thinking? Especially given what he now knew about her. She wasn’t normally reckless, so why start now? Anger joined the worry and he vowed to give her hell when she woke up.

 

“Riley’s never had a drinking problem,” Shane said finally, turning to look at Eli. “Do you know anything about this?”

 

Eli shook his head. “No. I mean...I met her in a bar. And then I picked her up from a bar last Friday night, but I--.”

 

“And you didn’t think that might be a problem?” Shane demanded. “Why the fuck didn’t you say something?”

 

Eli winced. “I...I didn’t know who she was the first night,” he said. He knew that even the beer they’d had wouldn’t blunt the news if it was delivered this way, but he’d waited too long and missed his chance to do this right.

 

“When?” Shane asked suddenly. “What first night?” 

“The first night she came back.”

 

His friend’s eyes widened in sudden comprehension. “So when she didn’t come back that night, when I was worried sick about her, she was with you?”

 

Eli rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah.”

 

“Jesus.”

 

“But I didn’t know who she was,” Eli repeated, wanting to make sure that was clear. “I swear, Shane, I never would have...not if I’d known that she was your--”

 

“When did you find out?” Shane cut in.

 

Eli cleared his throat. “The, uh, the next morning.”

 

Shane scoffed and turned away. Then he turned back. “So when I was telling you that my sister hadn’t showed up, you knew damn good and well where she was?”

 

Eli looked down at his boots. “Well...yeah.”

 

“Jesus,” Shane repeated. “And then what? You just walked out on her?”

 

“No!” Eli said firmly. “She pretty much called me a one night stand and then I didn’t hear from her again till Friday night when she called me and asked me to come pick her up from Lion’s Den.”

 

“Lion’s Den?” Shane shouted.

 

A nurse, passing through the waiting room on her way to speak to someone else, stopped and looked at Shane with a severe frown. 

 

“I’m going to have to ask you to keep your voice down,” she said sternly.

 

Shane muttered an apology and she walked away. He dropped down into a chair across from Eli and looked at him.

 

“You knew how worried about her I was,” he said. “And you didn’t tell me any of this.”

 

“There’s not much to it,” Eli said. “It was just--”

 

“If there’s not much to it, then why is she sitting in a hospital room right now?”

 

“Shane, I don’t know. I wasn’t with her.”

 

“Yeah, and maybe if you’d told me what was going on, I could have been.”

Guilt ate away at Eli. “I didn’t think that she had a problem, okay?”

 

Shane made that scoffing noise again.

 

“Look, I’ll go if that’s what you want,” Eli began, but Shane held up his hand.

 

“No. I’ll go. You’re the one she texted.”

 

“Yeah, but she was drunk. I’m sure she’ll want to see you when--”

 

“I’ll be back later,” Shane said. 

 

He’d turned and walked out before Eli could speak again. Eli grabbed a magazine. It was going to be a long night and he hated hospitals. And he’d probably just lost the best friend he’d ever had and the woman that he was falling for had been going home with another man before she’d ended up here. Eli rubbed his hands over his face and went to the vending machine. Coffee wouldn’t fix everything, but it was better than nothing.

 

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

“Eli?”

 

Eli looked up from his phone. He’d been killing time on it since they’d let him into Riley’s room in the early hours of the morning. The battery was nearly dead and he didn’t have any way to charge it, so he sent Shane a text before he answered her.

 

“She’s awake.” 

 

Then he turned the phone off, shoved the phone into his pocket and looked at her. She looked like hell and she probably felt like it too.

 

“Yeah,” he said simply.

 

“So I guess you got my text?” She flashed him a short smile. There was a scrape on her cheek and she put her hand to it quickly. She probably hadn’t realized it was there.

 

He didn’t return the smile. “Yeah,” he said again. “Why’d you text me, Riley?”

 

“Well, you did a great job of taking me home last time. I thought I’d just stick with what works.”

 

“This is funny to you?” he asked.

 

Eli gestured at the IV drip and the bandages on her arm. She probably had a hell of a case of road rash. She hadn’t been wearing a helmet or any protective clothing and it was only the fact that the driver had been so drunk that they’d basically been going at a snail’s pace that had saved her from much more serious injuries.

 

Riley shrugged. “Not particularly, no.”

 

“Who were you with?”

 

She gave another shrug. “I don’t know. Just some guy.”

 

“Were you going home with him?” Eli heard the edge in his voice, but it was too late to do anything about it.

 

“No. We were just going to a different bar. He said the next place was more fun.”

“And after that bar, what were you gonna do?”

 

Riley smiled again. “Jealous, Eli?”

 

“I might be,” he admitted, but he didn’t give her a chance to speak before he went on. “If I thought we had any chance at a future, that is. Since I know we don’t, I guess it doesn’t matter much who you go home with.”

Her mouth dropped open and hurt flashed in her expressive eyes. “What do you mean by that?”

 

“I’ve been down the road you’re on,” Eli said simply. “I don’t plan to make a trip back.”

 

Riley scoffed. “That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?”

 

He leaned back in his chair and stared at her. “Almost as dramatic as riding a motorcycle drunk as shit with no helmet.”

 

“I wasn’t that drunk,” she muttered, dropping her gaze to the bandage on her arm. It was a little bloody.

 

“Hospital records say different.” Eli contradicted.

 

“Okay, fine. So I drank a little--”

 

“You drank a lot.”

 

“So I drank a lot one time--”

 

“You drank a lot at least twice.”

 

“You know what?” she demanded, jerking her head up and narrowing her green eyes at him. “You’re a real asshole, Eli.”

 

“Yeah? I never said I wasn’t. But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re making some fucked up choices here.”

 

Riley gave a bitter laugh. “It seems like I can’t please the guy I’m sleeping with no matter what I do.”

 

Eli raised an eyebrow. “How do you figure that?”

 

“I didn’t do anything right for a year and a half with my ex,” she said, her cheeks flushing with angry color.

 

“I guess I find that just a little hard to believe,” Eli said. “Nobody can fuck up an entire year and six months. Especially not if you’re really the perfectionist your brother says you are.”

 

Riley scoffed bitterly. “Perfectionist? I guess that’s one way to put it. You want to know what Mike said right before he dumped me?” she asked, her hands clenching on the thin hospital blanket. “He said that I was too predictable. That being with me had gotten stale and boring. He wanted some adventure in his life before he hit thirty.” She practically spat out the words. “Nearly ten years! We’d been together nearly ten years, and now suddenly I’m not what he wants?”

 

“So you left because he thought you were boring?”

 

She laughed. “I didn’t leave him, Eli. He...he was seeing someone else. Before I even knew that he wanted out.” Her mouth twisted. “She wanted to move in, so I had to go. There wasn’t time to find another place. And if I was going, I figured I’d just go home. He probably expected that too.”

 

“I’m sorry,” Eli said honestly. He could see the hurt in her eyes when she’d mentioned the other woman. “That’s shitty.”

 

“I didn’t even get the pleasure of dumping him,” she said. “He said that he was tired of me and I said that I’d work on it, that I’d try to schedule in some time for just us and he...he laughed at me. Then he told me that he was seeing her.” Tears filled her eyes but she blinked them away without letting them spill down her cheeks. “And I told him that I’d change. That I’d be what he wanted.” She shook her head. “I never thought that I’d beg someone to stay with me, but I did. I told him that I’d forgive him for having an affair and he said that he didn’t want my forgiveness. He wanted her.”

 

“He’s a fucking moron,” Eli said, shoving down the urge to find the guy and beat him to a pulp for hurting Riley like that. It was one thing to leave a relationship because you weren’t happy but it was another to make a woman feel replaceable.

 

“I wonder who takes care of the bill calendar now that I’m gone,” Riley said. “She didn’t look like the organized type. And Mike can’t keep track of money to save his life. He also can’t remember to buy toilet paper or put his keys by the door. I did all of that.” She looked at Eli. “And now you probably think I’m boring too.”

 

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I think you sound pretty responsible.”

 

She scoffed. “Right. And responsible is what every man is looking for in a woman, I’m sure.”

 

“I’m serious. It takes a lot to do what you did...carrying the weight for both of you. I’d like to get to know that Riley. She sounds a lot more interesting than the one who can’t even manage to text me unless she’s falling down drunk.”

 

Riley’s face flushed, but she didn’t respond. There wasn’t much that she could say to that and they both knew it.

 

Eli stood. Shane would be on his way soon and he had a feeling that he wouldn’t want to see Eli just yet. He brushed his fingers down Riley’s cheek and then smoothed her wildly tangled hair.

 

“Take care of yourself, Riley. And don’t be too hard on your brother. He loves you like crazy.”

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

“Eli.”

 

Eli carefully set the Superbird’s water pump on the ground and looked at up at Shane. He hadn’t seen him since that Monday night in the hospital and it was Thursday morning now. One of the other guys had told him that Shane had messaged him saying that he was taking a few days off and that Eli was in charge. 

 

Having been given command, Eli switched the other guys to his jobs and began an inventory on everything that the Superbird needed. He’d gotten back to the client with a list on Tuesday and had been given the go ahead to do whatever he needed to do. Today was waterpump day and it was a pain in the ass. He’d spent most of the morning scraping the old gasket away so that no debris could get into the new system.

 

“Come into the office for a second,” Shane said.

 

Eli followed him in and sat down in the chair in front of the desk. He took a deep breath and waited for Shane to rip him a new one. He knew that he deserved it.

 

“Riley’s home,” Shane said instead.

 

Eli’s breath went out in a whoosh. That wasn’t where he’d expected his friend to start.

 

“That’s good,” he said cautiously.

 

“Yeah. Turned out that she had a minor concussion, but as long as she takes it easy for a few days, it won’t be a problem and she’ll be fine. She’s resting up on the couch today.”

 

“Glad to hear it.” And he was. Some part of him that he hadn’t even known was tense relaxed at the news that she was going to be all right.

 

Shane took a breath. “Eli, I wouldn’t have cared about you and her if you’d just told me the truth. I don’t get why you lied.”

 

Eli rubbed the back of his neck. “You don’t? Come on, Shane, how the hell was I supposed to tell you that I had a one night stand with your sister?”

 

“It’s not like I was gonna ask for details,” Shane said wryly. “But keeping me in the loop would have been nice. What did you think I’d do to you?”

 

“Fire me,” Eli answered promptly. That was certainly what he’d been expecting when he sat down. “At the very best. At the very worst, I figured you’d try to kick my ass.”

 

Shane stared at him. “Why the hell would I do that?”

 

Eli looked at him in confusion. Had Shane not been paying attention? “Because I fucked your sister,” he said slowly. “Back home, that would have gotten me shot.” He wasn’t exaggerating. There were women no one touched and the boss’s sisters were always in that category.

 

“Yeah? Last time I checked, she was a grown damn woman and you don’t live that kind of life anymore. You know that you can be honest with me.”

 

Eli sat in silence for a second or two, simply processing things. You don’t live that kind of life anymore. That was true, and he’d been able to feel it when it came to not drinking himself to death and to earning an honest day’s wages. Why hadn’t he thought that when it came to Riley? Maybe things could have been different if he had.

 

“You’re really not mad about this?” he demanded.

 

Shane sighed and shook his head. “I’m really not mad. Don’t get me wrong, I’m pissed off that you didn’t tell me, but only because you knew how worried I was about her. But I’m not mad about you two having a...relationship. If that’s what you’re going for.”

 

“I don’t think it is,” Eli said honestly. “And it’s not because I don’t want to,” he hurried on. “I just think that she needs stronger people than me around right now. And she probably needs some more time to get over the jackass who dumped her.”

 

“It probably wouldn’t hurt,” Shane agreed. “But...and this is the last time I’ll mention anything to do with the two of you...I think she really cares about you. Just putting that out there.”

 

Eli didn’t quite manage to hold back a grin at that, but he didn’t ask for more information. The possibility was good enough. “Okay. Thanks.”

 

“Now let’s talk about why you think I couldn’t kick your ass if I wanted to.”

 

Eli laughed in relief. “Come on, man. You grew up in the suburbs. I’d own you.”

 

Shane shook his head. “If you keep up with this disrespect, then maybe I’ll rethink asking you to run the shop for a few weeks.”

 

“What?”

 

“I’m gonna take some time off so I can be home with Riley. I thought that you could probably handle everything here.”

 

Eli blinked in surprise. “Yeah, I’d be happy to.”

 

****

 

Three weeks later, Eli looked up from the supply order he was putting in to see Riley Harris standing at the office door.

“Hey there,” he said. “Have a seat.”

 

She glanced around. “Wow. I think I actually could.”

 

The teetering stacks of supply orders, work orders, invoices, and general notes were gone. The two chairs across from the desk were cleaned off as well.

 

“Did you get filing cabinets?” she asked, glancing at the side of the room.

 

“No,” Eli said. “They were always here, I just excavated them. And then cleaned out ten years of crap from them.”

 

He wasn’t sure why he was talking about office work with her, but he was glad that she didn’t want anything too intellectual from him because he couldn’t stop staring at her. Her outfit was simple, jeans with a small hole in the right knee, a plain white tee shirt, and a pair of scuffed sneakers, but it looked damn good on her. She’d left her long curly hair loose and he wanted to twine it around his fingers, bury his face in it, and breathe in her scent.

 

She started to sit and then pushed her hands down into the pockets of her jeans. “I was wondering if you’d like to get some coffee, actually,” she said. “I know that you’re probably busy, so I won’t keep you long.”

 

Eli thought privately that she could keep him as long as she wanted. Instead he nodded and walked around the desk. “Sounds good to me. Want to walk over to Betty’s?”

“Sure.”

 

Eli walked beside her down the sidewalk and held the door for her when they got to the small coffee shop.

 

“Morning, Eli!” the waitress called. “Usual?”

 

“Thanks,” he called back, taking a seat in a booth.

 

When Sarah saw that he wasn’t alone, she came over with a smile. “And what can I get you?”

 

“Just coffee,” Riley said. “Cream and sugar, please.”

 

“Sure thing.” Sarah bustled away again.

 

“You come here a lot?” Riley asked.

 

“Just about every day,” Eli answered. “The food’s good too, if you decide that you want anything.”

 

Riley shook her head and lapsed into silence. While they waited for their coffee, she drew nervous circles on the tabletop with her finger. They grew more and more frantic until he caught her hand and she smiled up at him.

 

“Sorry.”

 

“I don’t mind. I just don’t want you freaking out the whole time,” he said.

 

“That’s kind of hard to do,” she admitted, pushing her hair back over her shoulders and giving a small smile.

 

He gave her a smile in return. He’d missed her so much. “It’s just me. Relax.”

 

“It’s not easy,” she said, leaning back so that Sarah could put the coffee down in front of her. “I’m about to do something I hate doing.”

 

Eli’s heart sped up. She was leaving. Or seeing someone new. Or maybe getting back together with her asshole of an ex. He’d probably had enough time to realize how stupid he’d been when he’d let her go.

 

“Eli,” Riley began, taking a deep breath. “What you said when I was in the hospital...you were right.”

 

He stared at her. “Say what?”

 

“Don’t make me say it again,” she said with a joking grimace. “I was...I was really messed up and I was doing a lot of really stupid things. I didn’t want to talk to Shane because I knew that what I was doing would disappoint him, so I told myself that he didn’t need to know anything about my life. And I really hurt him right along with screwing myself over.”

 

Eli nodded. “I’ve been there.”

 

“I think I’m doing better now,” she said and he was happy to hear some confidence in her voice. “I haven’t had a drink since I came home from the hospital and I’m planning to keep it that way for a while. I think that it’s probably better to step back while I’m still in control.”

 

“A good plan.”

 

“I’m also going to keep living with Shane. And I have a few freelance jobs lined up. It’s not full time work, but it’s something to keep me busy.” Riley smiled. “And out of trouble, which is a bigger issue than I thought it would be.”

 

“That sounds even better.”

 

“Eli...I did a lot of things that I regret when I came back.”

 

He nodded, bracing himself to be told that he was at best a bad memory.

 

“You’re the one thing that I don’t want to change,” she said.

 

His heart thudded in his chest. “Yeah?”

 

“Yeah. I’m glad it was a guy like you that I...well, that I went home with.”

 

“It could have been a lot worse,” he agreed.

 

Riley nodded emphatically. “Yes. But that’s not what I mean. It’s not just because you’re not crazy or a drunk or anything like that. It’s because...well...I like you. I don’t know if you’d be interested, but I’d love to maybe start seeing you again. It probably wouldn’t be anything serious,” she hurried on. “I mean, I’m not even sure that I’m ready for that, but--”

 

“Hey.” He touched her hand to get her to stop talking. “I’d love to start seeing you again.”

 

She grinned and bit her lower lip. “Really?”

 

“Any reason why not?” Eli challenged.

 

“I kind of...” she trailed off and then met his eyes with that innate honesty that he appreciated so much. “I used you, Eli.”

 

“Yeah,” he agreed. “But I think you can probably make it up to me.”

 

Her eyes sparkled. “I certainly plan to do my best.”

 

“See?” he said. “There’s that sexy responsible side shining through.”

 

When she threw her head back and laughed with genuine joy, he thought that she’d never been more attractive. “Come on,” he said. “I gotta get back to work.” And he wanted to kiss her, but he thought that he probably shouldn’t do it in the middle of the diner.

 

Outside the door to the shop, he ducked his head and pressed his lips to hers. It had been much too long since he’d had her in his arms. She parted her lips for him and moaned against his mouth. She’d missed him just as much as he missed her. 

 

Eli thought, as he pulled her against his chest and kissed her more deeply, that she might not be ready to be serious about him, but it didn’t change how he felt about her. He planned to do everything he could to make sure that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with him.

 

Thank you for reading!
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Chapter 1

 

	Rosalie Winters had always been that mousy girl in high school, with bushy brown hair, the long skirts, blouses that covered everything, and soft spoken enough that no one ever heard her.  She’d graduated two weeks ago, and was getting ready to go to college.  Her parents were driving her up to the campus, and she was excited, but nervous at the same time.  She’d never been away from her parents before.  Part of her was nervous about having to depend on herself for the first time, but she was also determined to prove to everyone that she could do it.  Ha!  Everyone.  That was a good one.  All she had were her parents.  Rosalie wasn’t the type of girl to have a lot of friends.  Hopefully that would change in college.  It was a place where people wanted to be, so that meant they had to study.  It made her feel a little more like she would fit in.

	“Ok, here we are!”  The car pulled up in front of a dormitory, and Rosalie jerked herself out of her reverie.  An old brick building loomed in front of them, and Rosalie instantly fell in love with it.  

	“Yeah, I guess we are.”  She had her room assignment, so she led the way.  It was on the third floor, and as far as she knew, there was no elevator.  Luckily, she didn’t have much to take with her.  Two suitcases, some bedding, and an extra trunk of her favorite books was really all she had with her.  She had some money to get anything else she needed, but that was the furthest thing from her mind.  She really just wanted to get behind her door, close it, then lose herself with setting up her room.  She found the right door, opened it, and was happy to see that she was the first one there.  That gave her room to breathe and settle in.  Her mom put the package of bedding on the bed frame, then folded her arms over her chest, looking around appreciatively.

	“It looks like a nice little place.  You can make it cozy in no time.”  Rosalie gave her mom a smile.  It was a transition for her, and the way she’d always handled things was by being alone.  So, even though it would hurt her later, she needed to get rid of her parents so she could break down on her own.

	“Whew!  That’s a heavy trunk!”  Her dad had the case of books, and he put them at the foot of the bed.  “Well, we won’t keep you.  I know you want to get unpacked.”  She hugged him gratefully.  Then she disappeared under both her parents’ arms.  Rosalie thought she was getting squeezed to death, but she reveled in the moment for the few seconds that it lasted.  Her mom was already tearing up, and that meant Rosalie’s waterworks wouldn’t be that far behind.  She swallowed hard, hitched a smile to her face, and watched as they walked out the door, waving.  She closed the door behind them, then went over to the bed and sank down on it.  It really was a nice looking dorm room.  The living room area had a small kitchenette in it, and there was a comfortable chair that she could already see herself curling up in with a book.  Her bedroom area was small, but that was fine.  All she was going to do in it was study and sleep.  She didn’t entertain any vivid daydreams about finding a boyfriend while she was here.  She wanted to be pre-med, and that was going to take up all of her time anyway.  

	Maybe about an hour into her unpacking, the door opened.  Rosalie tensed, looking over her shoulder.  The girl who had just walked in with a couple of bags looked like she’d just come from a biker gang.  Her nose and eyebrow were pierced, she was covered from head to toe in leather, and her combat boots looked like they could stomp anything in their path.  Rosalie smiled at her and half raised a hand in a friendly wave.  The girl didn’t even look her way, just went straight to the other room and slammed the door behind her.  Rosalie’s heart sank.  She’d been hoping for someone that she could make friends with as a roommate, but it struck her that she probably wasn’t going to get that with this girl.  Sighing heavily, she went back to dusting off her books and putting them on the shelf that stood across the from the bed.  About fifteen minutes later, the door opened again, and a male version of the girl came in.  He looked at the open door, to Rosalie, dismissed her and headed straight for the other door.  It was locked, apparently, and he started pounding on the door with his fist.

	“Vanessa!  Open this damn door right now!  If I have to break it down, we’re going to have problems.”  Vanessa screamed something else at him, through the door, which remained firmly locked, but Rosalie couldn’t make it out.  She turned her attention back to her own room.  She tried to drown out the conversation that was going on behind her, but it was hard.  She jumped when the door opened again.  Another guy in leather came in, saw the first man at the door and grabbed him by the arm.  He said something that Rosalie couldn’t hear, and the two left.  As they did, the newcomer sent a glance her way.  Something happened in Rosalie.  Her breath quickened, and her heart raced.  Something in those bright blue eyes of his had kick started a part of her that she’d never knew existed.  She blushed, turning away quickly to go back to her task.  When the door closed, she looked behind her again to see an empty living room.  Maybe this wasn’t the best place to be after all.  That guy though…

	A shiver ran down her spine as she thought about those piercing blue eyes.  That was something that could distract her from her studies.  Maybe she’d see him again.  Rosalie shook her head to clear it.  No.  She didn’t need any distractions, and she wasn’t going to moon over some guy that she didn’t even know.  As if to accentuate that point, she got up and closed the door to the living room with a definitive click.  Looking around her, now she had a room.  A real room to relax in.  It was the Friday before term started, and she had the next two days with nothing to do.  Part of her wanted to try to make friends with her roommate, but if Rosalie was honest with herself, it was only because she was hoping to see that guy again.  So that idea was turned down right away.  She was already familiar with the campus because she’d studied every inch of the map on the school’s website.  She’d been ecstatic to be put into this particular dorm, because the college’s coffee shop was a short walk away.  Since everything had been so close on the campus that she could possibly need, she’d sold her car to help with tuition.  Her parents had offered to help her as much as they could, and she was eligible for student loans. That wouldn’t be completely detrimental, as she’d wanted to try to do it on her own.  Hence selling the car.  

	Thinking about the coffee shop made her wonder if it would be a good way to waste the rest of the afternoon.  Grabbing her purse and one of her books that she’d just painstakingly polished and re-homed on her shelf, she took the new key to her bedroom, locked the door behind her, and set off to the coffee shop.  She dodged a football being thrown down the hallway as she went, then a girl in a towel running away from a guy in boxers, both of them laughing like hyenas.  She blushed, trying to look anywhere but at that couple.  She found the stairs and made her way down slowly.  Checking each landing to make sure it didn’t have flying objects and streakers before she went down.  

	The sun was shining, not a cloud in the sky when she got outside, and she was glad that she’d come.  It was such a beautiful day, and such a wonderful school, that Rosalie really was content.   The coffee shop had an outdoor patio, and she decided that she was going to get her coffee and sit outside.  Gaining the darkness of the shop, she had to stop for a moment to let her eyes adjust.  It was a quaint little spot, decorated with warm, chocolate brown walls and brightly colored paintings and pictures dotting the chocolate river.  The front was like any coffee shop.  The counter with the bakery items, the little tables for students who came to work on their laptops, and the fridge that held little non-coffee drinks.  The back, however, was the reason she’d been so excited about this place.  It had almost a living room feel to it.  Plush couches and overstuffed armchairs for people to sit and read, or just to hang out and have a good time talking.  It almost reminded her of the Common Room of Gryffindor in the Harry Potter series.  Granted, she would never tell anyone that, because they would probably see her as a geek, but it warmed her heart to feel like she might be able to sink into one of her favorite fantasy worlds…if only for a little while. There was no line at the counter, and she moved towards it.

	“Hello, welcome to The Gathering.  What can I get for you today?”  The perky blonde behind the counter looked like she just came from a photo shoot.  She was tall and slender, with sparkling green eyes and a chiseled face.  It made Rosalie blush a little because she was too beautiful to look at.  She said a silent prayer that this wasn’t going to be like high school all over again.  The beautiful people had ignored or tormented her, her entire academic life.  

	“Um, can I get a raspberry hot chocolate please?”  The girl raised her eyebrow, looking at Rosalie like she was crazy.  It was a hot summer day.  Why would she want something hot?  Shaking her head as if to say, “you’re the customer” she went to work making the drink.  Rosalie exhaled as she paid and took her cup outside with her.  There was a small table near the back of the patio that had only one chair with it.  Perfect.  She made a beeline for the table, opened her book to page one, and settled herself in for a wonderful afternoon.  How much time passed, before she looked up, she had no idea.  She was about ten chapters into her book, though, and her hot chocolate was almost gone, so it had to be a couple of hours at least.  The angry voice from her room grated against her ears.  Looking up, she saw the young man who had been pounding on her roommate’s door earlier.  He was sitting a couple of tables away with the blue eyed god that she’d seen earlier and some other girl with similar taste in fashion that Vanessa had.  This one’s hair was blue, though, so it wasn’t Vanessa.  She wanted to get out of there, because she didn’t want them to recognize her, but the only way out of the courtyard was right past them, since it was ringed with hip high bushes that were too close together to slip between.  She angled her book so she could hide behind it, completely unable to focus on her story now.  She took a quick peek, and saw that the boy with the blue eyes was looking at her.  Rosalie’s face grew beet red and she dove behind her book so quickly that she almost overbalanced in her chair.  Luckily, she kept her balance at the last second.

 

Chapter 2

 

	Vanessa’s boyfriend was talking animatedly to his companions, but he kept his voice low.  It wasn’t like Rosalie was trying to listen in, but sometimes she caught a few snatches of the conversation.  Once or twice she peeked out from behind the book, but the girl would stare at her, and she’d try to hide again.  Her cheeks were flushed with embarrassment already, when the boy turned his attention to her.

	“Hey!  Vanessa got you spying on me or something?  You’re her roommate, right?”  Rosalie froze.  She wasn’t the type of girl who liked confrontation, and she was already trying to find a way out of there.  “Answer me!  The little bitch has you spying on me, doesn’t she?”  He got to his feet, looking for all the world like he was going to march right over to her table and hit her.  In Rosalie’s mind, thunder crashed and the world got dark.  He advanced on her about two or three steps, then stopped.  The other boy, with the piercing blue eyes, had a handful of his leather jacket holding him back.  

	“Come on, man.  Ease up.  I’m pretty sure that Vanessa doesn’t even know who her own roommate is right now.  She was still moving in when you went up to talk to her and she slammed the door in your face.  Sit down, Rob.  Leave the poor little mouse alone.”  Anger flashed through her at being called a mouse, but he was right.  She was a mouse, and she wasn’t going to do anything about it.  She silently thanked the boy for holding him back.  A drop of water hit the end of her nose, and she wrinkled it in surprise.  The thunder that she’d thought she’d imagined was real.  The darkening around her wasn’t her imagination, it was a storm rolling in.  While the boys talked back and forth, she took the opportunity to run around them.  Darting like a little deer, she didn’t stop running until she got to her dorm.  She tried to talk herself down as she walked up the stairs.  Her breathing was finally back to normal by the time she gained her own bedroom.  Rosalie closed the door behind her and leaned against it, closing her eyes.  Her heart was still thudding painfully in her chest.  Was it really safe to be roommates with someone who was mixed up in this kind of group?  Maybe other people could deal with it, but she didn’t know if she could.  She was already terrified of Rob, and she hoped she wouldn’t have to see him again, but that wasn’t going to happen.  

	The wood vibrated against her back, and her heart stopped.  Had Rob followed her back to her room?  She was giving herself a little pep talk in order to open the door, but by the time she finally got the guts to do it, there was silence.  That scared her even more.  Was he now lying in wait to attack her because he thought that she was spying on him?  Gritting her teeth and preparing herself for the worst, she cracked open the door.  The living room was empty.  Was he maybe hiding behind some of the furniture?  She took a step out into the living room, and her foot bumped something.  Looking down, she saw her book.  It was a little damp, but in her rush to get away from Rob, she’d completely forgotten about it.  Now she kicked herself for forgetting one of her favorite books, but she was more than grateful to have it back.  She looked around the living room again, but it was still empty.  She couldn’t see Rob bringing it back to her, and she wasn’t too sure about the blue haired girl either.  That could only mean one thing.  The boy with the blue eyes.  He must have seen her running scared and grabbed the book off the table.  She hugged it closer to her chest, smiling.  Maybe being roommates with Vanessa wouldn’t be so bad after all.

	She wasn’t taking any chances, though, and she locked the door behind her when she went down to the community bathroom for a shower.  The ordeal she’d been through had shaken her, and the one way she could get rid of everything was a nice, hot, boiling shower.  It was almost like a cleansing of sorts.  The hotter the water, the better it felt.  When she came back out, pink skinned and shining, she felt like she could give the roommate situation another try.  She got dressed, then tiptoed over to the other bedroom door.  She took a deep breath, raised her hand to knock.  There was no answer.

	“Vanessa?”  She waited a few more minutes for an answer then turned around and started to walk back to her own room.  The door unlocked behind her, and the mottled face of a girl who’d been crying peeked out from around the door.

	“Who are you?  What do you want?”  She was still sniffing, like she wasn’t quite done crying yet.

	“Um, hi.  I’m Rosalie.  I’m your roommate.  I just wanted to say hi and see if you wanted to get to know each other.”  There.  It was out.  She’d given the girl the opportunity, and if she got the door shut in her face again, it wasn’t for lack of trying.  

	“How did you know my name?”  She looked like she was suspicious of Rosalie.  Now it was Rosalie’s turn to fumble over the words.

	“I, um, I didn’t mean to, but I overheard the guy that was in here pounding on your door earlier.  He said it.”  Glancing back up at the girl’s face, she was afraid the girl would be angry that she’d listened in.  She gave Rosalie a small smile.

	“Yeah, that was my boyfriend, Rob.  He can be a handful sometimes, but he’s a good guy, really.  Just really emotional, and he always thinks he’s right.  It’s worse than any woman that you’ll ever meet, but I love him so much.”  Rosalie returned the smile.  It was the first time that she’d had a girlfriend to have boy talk with, and she had to admit that she liked it a lot.

	“I’m sorry about listening in.  I really wasn’t trying to, I promise.”  Vanessa came out of her room.

	“It’s alright.  I’m pretty sure that the whole floor listened in.”  The two of them stood there in silence for a few minutes, then Rosalie excused herself back to her room.  As far as she was concerned, this had been great!  She’d met her roommate, and the girl hadn’t taken an immediate dislike to her.  Maybe college would be a little different than high school after all.  She could only hope.

	When Saturday dawned bright and early, there was no sign of the storm that had run through campus the night before.  It was still early, and it didn’t seem like the rest of the dorm was up yet.  It was just too quiet.  She had to laugh, though, because she was quickly learning that Friday night was the liveliest part of the weekend here.  She grabbed her purse and went down to the coffee shop again.  A pick me up was what she needed to get started on her day.  She was fully unpacked, and now it was time to get some groceries for herself.  There was a little supermarket on the other side of the coffee shop, and it wouldn’t be too bad of a walk if she kept the groceries light.  She stopped in at the coffee shop, grabbed her drink to go, then strolled along the sidewalk until she got to the store.  Her strategy was simple.  Grab a little basket.  She couldn’t get too many groceries into one of those little baskets, and when it was full, she’d check out.  If there was anything she’d missed, she’d just make another trip.  That way, she wouldn’t kill herself carrying too many bags, and she could get some extra exercise.  

	The first aisle that she went down, was the tea and coffee aisle.  Granted, she loved the little shop, and it wasn’t too far away, but there were going to be days that she didn’t want to leave her room, and for those days, she needed coffee.  She was focused on the flavors in front of her, and didn’t pay any attention to who or what was around her.  She moved sideways down the aisle, reading the labels, when she bumped into something solid.

	“Oh!  I’m so sorry!  I wasn’t looking!”  She immediately apologized before she even got a chance to see who it was that she’d jolted.  It was the boy with the blue eyes!  At first, she didn’t recognize him because he had on jeans without rips, and a plain t-shirt instead of a leather jacket.  His face was freshly shaven, and she could still smell the sweet shaving gel he’d used.

	“It’s fine.”  He kept staring at her, and she blushed.  Turning back towards the front of the aisle that she’d come from, she decided that she was just going to grab a random box and get the hell out of there.  “I think you might find this one to your liking.”  He reached up and grabbed a box from the top shelf that she hadn’t even looked at yet, and held it out to her.  Rosalie’s hand shot out of its own accord to take the box and put it in her little shopping basket.

	“Thank you.  And thank you for bringing back my book.  I hadn’t even realized that I’d forgotten it.”  Oh no!  The word vomit had come out.  She’d meant to say two words to him, then beat a hasty retreat, but her mouth had a mind of his own.  He smiled at her, and she froze.  His smile was utterly dazzling.  It was like a moth being reeled in to the flame.  She had to tell herself not to move any closer to him.

	“It’s no problem.  Enjoy your coffee.”  He turned away from her, and it took her a second to realize that he was stocking the shelves.  Did he work there?  Something told her to just turn around and leave, but there went her mouth again.

	“I’m Rosalie, by the way.”  She blushed furiously.  He didn’t even turn around to acknowledge her, he just kept on stocking the shelves.  She was so embarrassed that she had to talk herself out of running down the aisle to get away from him.  She forced herself to take one slow step at a time.  She really didn’t understand him.  Why would he come to her rescue like that, when Rob wanted to pound her face in, bring her book back to her, then just ignore her when she tried to make friendly conversation?  Something wasn’t right with that boy, and she couldn’t wait for her classes to start on Monday so she could forget all about him and just throw herself into her studies.  At the checkout, she saw him disappear into the back room pushing a pallet of empty boxes.  She was mad at herself for watching him until he walked out of sight.  She was better than that!  She refused to let herself crush on a boy that had no polite manners whatsoever, was full of himself, and probably was a complete slacker when it came to school, too.  She paid for her groceries, grabbed the bags in a firm grip, then started off towards her dorm.  

	Vanessa was up when Rosalie got back into their room, and she eagerly started to help put things away.  She also showed Rosalie her own groceries, and told her that if she needed something to help herself.  

	“Do you like romantic comedies?”  Rosalie smiled.

	“Of course!  I think if you’re a female, it’s sort of hardwired into your DNA.”  

	“I was going to make a lazy day of it and throw some movies on.  Wanna watch with me?  I have popcorn.”

	“Sold!  Let me just change back into my jammies.”  Rosalie darted off into her room, changed into her pajama pants and a t-shirt, then dove onto the couch with Vanessa who had just brought a big bowl of buttered popcorn with her.    

 

Chapter 3

 

	Six hours had gone by before either girl had realized it.  They’d been riveted on the tv, watching Bridget Jones go through her various escapades, then started on Grease.  Vanessa had gotten up once to refill the popcorn bowl, and that had really been the only interruption.  Rosalie loved having a friend to be couch potatoes with.  

	“So, what program are you in?”  Conversation had always been something that Rosalie hadn’t been that great at, so maybe she could practice more with Vanessa, then be able to make new friends in her classes, too.  

	“I’ve been bouncing around a lot, not really sure what I want to do, so I’m just taking the general education classes right now.”  Vanessa didn’t seem to be too worried about it, and it struck Rosalie as odd.  How could you go to school without some kind of clue as to what you wanted to do there?  College wasn’t cheap.  You couldn’t just stay there for an indeterminate length and enjoy the ride.  Someone was paying for it.  She wanted to say something to that effect, but she knew she’d been seen as the geek and the nerd in high school, so she didn’t want to chance ruining this new friendship.  “What about you?  Any idea what you want to be when you grow up?”  Vanessa laughed good naturedly.

	“Yeah, I’m going premed.  I’m not really a social butterfly or anything, so I figured that I should go for a career path where that wasn’t really important.”  Rosalie had meant it to be a joke, even though it had a painfully true undertone to it, but Vanessa just stared at her.

	“Are you afraid to stand out?”  It was a question that took her by surprise, because she’d never thought about it, but she wasn’t sure that she could answer that right now, because she didn’t know.

	“I’m not sure.  I’ve never really thought about it.  Do I look like it?”  Vanessa gave her a warm smile to take the sting out of her next words.

	“Well, you kind of look like an old fashioned version of Florence Nightingale.  The clothes that you wear are beyond out of style, and you have such a beautiful face that you should really show it instead of hiding it behind your long hair.”  Rosalie was a little stung.  She loved her long, thick, brunette hair.  It was her best feature, in her eyes.  But she could definitely agree with the clothes.  It wasn’t like she would see anything that she was wearing in a fashion magazine any time soon.  

	“I’m paying for school myself, so I don’t really pay too much attention to style.  I just get cheap, comfortable clothes.”  She could feel her cheeks heating up painfully, and she hoped that Vanessa wouldn’t look down on her for it.  It was nice having a girlfriend to hang out with.

	“Well, if you were really serious about trying something new, then I could help you out.  I have a friend who does hair, and I know some places to go shopping that would fit your budget but would still change your look.  Just an idea.”  Rosalie was silent for a moment.  They were nearing the end of the movie where Sandy went to Frenchie and had her make over her entire image to fit in with Danny.  She’d always wanted to shock people in high school like that, coming back one summer looking like a knockout, but she’d never had the guts.  Now, she was in college, and she needed to stop being afraid of everything.

	“Ok, let’s do it.  I’ve been a mouse all my life, I could use a bit of a change.  Just nothing too drastic, ok?”  Vanessa laughed.  

	“No problem.  I’ll break you in easy.”  She snatched her cell phone off the arm of the couch and started to text furiously.  She paused, looking up at Rosalie.  “You want color, or just a cut and style?”  Not quite knowing what Vanessa would have her looking like if she gave her a free hand, she decided to play it safe.

	“Just cut and style.  I like my mousy brown.”  The girls shared a laugh and went back to the movie.

	The next morning, a loud knock on her door woke Rosalie a minute before her door was flung open and Vanessa came dancing in.  She went over to Rosalie’s window and tore open the curtains, whistling to herself as she went.

	“Wake up, sleepyhead!  Time to start your makeover!”  She was in a much better mood than the first time that Rosalie had seen her, and part of her wanted to ask if she was ok, after what she’d seen and heard from Rob, but she didn’t want to say the wrong thing this early in the friendship.  

	“Vanessa, it’s only eight thirty!”  She threw a pillow at the girl, missing by a mile.  Vanessa grabbed it and deftly threw it back at her, hitting Rosalie in the face.

	“Exactly!  We’re wasting daylight!  We have a lot to do before school starts tomorrow.  Get up!  Get up!  Get up!”  Laughing at her antics, Rosalie managed to slide out of bed and get herself dressed.  

	“I’ll be right back.  Just gonna go brush my teeth.”  Vanessa shooed her out of the door and Rosalie grinned the whole way to the bathroom.  If this was going to be her new life, then she was ready for it.  She’d never realized just how much she’d wanted it until it had happened.  It was easy not to miss what you hadn’t experienced.  She took care of her morning hygiene routine, then came back through the door.  

	“Vanessa, I’m--” She broke off when she saw the girl with the blue hair sitting in the living room.  They locked eyes on each other, and both of them froze.  Vanessa came bouncing out of her room.  She saw the frigid glare between the two girls and sobered up.

	“What’s going on out here?”  The girl with the blue hair glared at Rosalie as if she’d done something wrong.  For her part, Rosalie couldn’t think of anything she’d done to this girl, so she just blushed and tried to get away as quickly as she could.  She went back to her room to put away her toothbrush, hairbrush, etc.  When she came out, Vanessa was looking at her, too.

	“This is your friend whose hair I’m supposed to do?”  Vanessa nodded.  “Fine.  Let’s get this over and done with.”  The girl had complete animosity towards her, and Rosalie was starting to think that this was a bad idea.  She didn’t know if she should trust the girl with scissors anywhere near her face.  It was quick, and that was something that made Rosalie happy.  It only took about thirty minutes before the girl finished up and walked out the door.  Rosalie sat there, in the kitchen chair, frozen in place until she heard the door slam behind her.

	“Whew.  What did you do to Blaze?”  Vanessa looked at Rosalie with her arms crossed over her chest.  

	“I don’t even know her!  I’ve seen her once!”  Rosalie had her hands up in surrender, getting ready to spill the whole story about the coffee shop.  The more she talked, the harder it was for Vanessa to keep a straight face.  When she ended the story with the boy with the blue eyes bringing back her book, Vanessa burst out laughing.  “What’s so funny?” Rosalie demanded, trying to figure it out for herself.

	“Well, Blaze is head over heels for Eric, and she must have been sitting their when he grabbed your book and brought it up.”  That dumbfounded Rosalie.  Blue eyes had a name.  It was Eric.  And he’d taken time away from his friends just to bring her back a book?  Did that mean something?  Rosalie was the last person to know anything about dating or romance or courtship, and she would admit that freely.  Maybe Vanessa could be an insight into the boy.  Mentally pumping the brakes, Rosalie chided herself for even starting to think that way.  No.  She wouldn’t try to get closer to Eric.  It wasn’t worth it.  She had school to focus on, and he was just that arrogant punk that wasn’t her type anyway.  Not that she really had a type, because she’d never dated, but if she did, he wouldn’t be it.  She pushed him out of her mind and focused on something else.

	“So, is her name really Blaze?”  This earned her another laugh from Vanessa.

	“No, it’s actually Stacey, but she didn’t think that would work in our group.  It was too…innocent.  So she dyed her hair and changed her name.  It helped her change her image.  Kind of what we’re doing with you, but without the color.  Oh yeah, come look at your cut!”  Vanessa had a full length mirror in her room, and she grabbed Rosalie’s hand, pulling her in front of it.  Rosalie was dumbstruck.  Whatever Blaze had done to her hair was beautiful.  Before it was all one length, flat, almost lifeless.  Now, she had bangs that framed her face, her hair was in layers, and she had a side part that would let her flip her hair in or out of her face whenever she wanted.  It gave her a boost of confidence that she’d never felt before.

	“Wow!  She did an amazing job!  I love it!  I’d like to tell her that, but I don’t think that would be too smart.”  Vanessa shook her head, validating that idea right away.  “To be honest, with the look she’d given me, I thought she was going to sheer me like a sheep.”

	“No, she’s not like that.  She’ll get back at you some other way, if she wants to get even, but it’ll be subtle, and only something you’ll know.  Almost like blackmail rather than blatant sabotage.  I’ve known her for a couple of years, so I can promise you that much.  Are you ready to go shopping?”  Vanessa’s bubbly personality spilled over and infected Rosalie.

	“Sure.  Don’t get mad at me if we don’t find anything to make me look like less of a mouse, though.  My mom used to tell me that I could only be what I was, and I’m a mouse.”  Vanessa rolled her eyes.

	“Your mom never met me.  Let’s go!  I’m driving.”  Rosalie patted her hair a couple more times, loving the way it felt when it slipped through her fingers.  She smiled at her reflection, thinking that maybe, just maybe, things were looking up.  She went and grabbed her purse, following Vanessa out of the room and down to the parking lot.  Vanessa’s car was a blue sedan, not the newest, but not exactly a clunker, either.  Gallantly, Vanessa opened the passenger door and bowed her into the seat.  Rosalie was doubled over with laughter as Vanessa scooted into the driver’s seat.  The girls were singing at the top of their lungs to the cheesiest hits on the radio, laughing and having a good time.  Vanessa pulled up in front of a shop that Rosalie had never seen before.  Grabbing her purse, Rosalie followed Vanessa in.  The shop was dark, and there was some heavy metal blaring from the speakers.  Rosalie expected to see ripped leather clothes with safety pins as decorations everywhere, but it really wasn’t all bad.

	“Hey, Marissa.  I brought a friend with me, and we need a makeover.  Can you hook us up with a dressing room?”  Vanessa was talking to a girl behind the counter with at least a dozen piercings in her face.  It made Rosalie a little squeamish, but she soldiered on, following both girls to the row of dressing rooms against the back wall.  Marissa unlocked one, then Vanessa shoved her in, closing the door behind her.  “Ok, get naked!  I’m gonna go grab some things for you to try on.  We’re going to find the new Rosalie!”

 

Chapter 4

 

	Rosalie was down to her bra and panties in the dressing room, with Vanessa handing her things over the door.  She was embarrassed that she had someone with her when she was clothes shopping, because she’d never had anyone besides her mother with her until now.  Some of the outfit choices Rosalie couldn’t even bring herself to try on.  She just picked them up between a thumb and a forefinger and moved them over to the discard pile that was rapidly growing on the chair.  Some of those skirts barely covered her butt, and there was no way that she could walk around with her cheeks hanging out under her hemline.  Maybe a change in wardrobe could help her, but this was not the way to go.

	“Um, Vanessa?  Can we get something a little more…”  She broke off, not quite knowing how to phrase it.  “Just with more material?”  There was a silence on the other side of the door, and Rosalie winced.  Had she already pushed her new friend away?

	“Yeah, you got it.  Hang on.”  Vanessa’s voice sounded more than a little disappointed, and it made Rosalie want to leave.  A bundle of clothes came over the top of the door again, and she sighed.  Hopefully this batch had something in it that she would actually wear.  A black leather skirt caught her attention instantly.  Judging by the other skirts Vanessa had offered her, this one was actually of a decent length.  Excited for the first time since they got into the store, she put it on.  It went to mid-thigh, and she could actually pull it to almost her knees.  She smiled.  There.  A compromise.  Now for a shirt.  A turquoise blob caught her attention, and she picked it up.  It was a halter top, but it didn’t have too much cut out of it, just bare shoulders.  Feeling better about her choices, she walked out of the dressing room with a confidence that she hadn’t felt before.  Vanessa’s eyes lit up and she grinned, happily clapping her hands.

	“That’s perfect!  Wow!  What a total transformation!  I love it!”  The praise made Rosalie blush, and she looked down at herself.

	“I wouldn’t say it was perfect.  She looks like a prostitute who hasn’t been out in the sun very often.”  Rosalie’s head snapped up in anger.  It was Eric.  Mr. Blue Eyes himself.  What the hell was he doing here?  It was bad enough that Rosalie was showing off these new clothes in front of someone she hardly knew, but him?  Rosalie ran back into the dressing room, almost slamming the door behind her.  Her cheeks were red and burning with embarrassment.  She heard a thud, and could only assume that Vanessa had punched him in the shoulder.  

	“What is wrong with you?  She looked cute!”  Rosalie maneuvered herself so she could peek out through the crack between the door and the wall.  She had to balance precariously over the chair and massive pile of discards, doing her best not to press her face against the door so it wouldn’t make a noise and move.  Eric rolled his eyes at her and shrugged off the blow.  

	“You can’t dress up a mouse and expect it to be anything more than a mouse. Sorry, that’s the truth.”  His attitude was cold and nonchalant.  Rosalie’s cheeks were still pink, but it was no longer with embarrassment, now it was with anger.  How dare he put her down when he was friends with girls who wore less!  She was just trying to find a happy medium between mouse and whore.  That decided it right then and there.  She was going to buy this outfit, and she was going to rock it.  Maybe she was a little on the pale side, but she could start studying outside and fix that.  Rosalie froze.  Was she really going to take advice from this insensitive asshole?  She leaned back, intending to change out of the outfit, but she slipped on the pile of clothes and accidentally pushed the door open.  Vanessa and Eric froze, staring at her.  Rosalie couldn’t do anything but stare back.  Eric shrugged and turned on his heel, leaving the store.  Vanessa watched him go with a scowl on his face.

	“What was he doing here anyway?” hissed Rosalie once he was out of the store.  Vanessa tossed her head haughtily.  

	“Probably here to tell me something else that my ex wanted me to know.”  Rob was still trying to get at her, apparently, and she was holding her own ignoring him.  Maybe he’d turned to his lieutenant to get the message across.  A smile manifested on Rosalie’s face.  Well, if that was the case, then he’d failed.  He hadn’t said a word about Rob the whole time he was in the store.  Was it maybe because of how she looked in that outfit?  Or had he maybe been so disgusted that he couldn’t get the words out?  Damn!  Clothes shopping was an emotional roller coaster.  Rosalie colored at the thought of him paying enough attention to her to forget what he was supposed to be doing.  Then she got mad at herself.  Why would he pay attention to her at all?  She was invisible.  In a haze, she paid for the skirt and top, mechanically making the rights sounds and movements to make it look like she was paying attention to Vanessa’s conversation.  In reality, she was repeating a mantra over and over again in her head.  Tomorrow school started.  Her premed classes wouldn’t take her anywhere near Eric or Blaze or Rob, or any of that bunch.  It was a hope that she held on to, and she started to count down the hours until her day was over.  As the girls made it back to their dorm, they found Rob blocking their way.  Vanessa froze, glowering at him, expecting him to move.  The two of them stood in complete silence, staring at each other.  Rosalie took that as her cue and slipped around him to get into the building.  She almost felt bad about leaving Vanessa out there with him, but she was sure the other girl could handle it.  Besides, she was still reeling herself, and just wanted to be alone.

	In her room, Rosalie hung the outfit up in her closet.  She stared at it for a few minutes then yanked it off the bar and flung it across the room.  She frowned at the pile of blue and black in the corner of the room.  It felt like it was alive and had eyes to watch her accusingly with.  Stalking across the room, she picked it up and hung it back in the closet…as far back as she could reach.  There.  It wasn’t anywhere that she could see.  She still hadn’t decided if it had been a nice purchase, or if it had just been an impulse buy.  She walked over to her desk and looked at the stack of textbooks.  What better way to destress than to pack her bag for tomorrow?  Yes, it was a bit on the geeky side, but it made her feel better.  She grabbed her backpack and perused it for a moment.  It was one of those heavy duty ones that high school kids used because they usually got slung all over the place.  She pulled out her schedule and started to comb through it, separating the books by day.  When she had everything she needed for tomorrow, she packed them in her bag, threw in a handful of pens and pencils, a stack of notebooks, and a calculator.  She didn’t have a laptop, she was still saving up for that, but she was proud of being able to pay for her things herself, so the more things she could get for school, the more self-sufficient she saw herself as. For now it was the old fashioned, pen and paper way.

	The tiny window gave her a nice view out onto the quad behind their dorm.  She went over to it in order to catch the last few rays of the sun as they played across the grass.  Her eye caught Vanessa and Rob, locked in a heated embrace, and she turned away embarrassed.  She was embarrassed that she would never have the courage to have such a blatant public display of affection.  Then she realized, you actually had to have someone first.  That was the first hurdle, and she didn’t believe she would get there.  Standing in front of the mirror, she gave herself a once over.  She wasn’t completely unfortunate looking.  The new hair cut framed her face and made it look fuller, almost pretty.  The makeup gave her face a soft glow, and to her, she looked more alive than she had in years.  Her eye caught the reflection of the closet, and she wondered what she would really look like in the style of clothes that Vanessa and her friends seemed to like.  It would certainly catch Eric’s attention if she dressed that way, and she’d even feel a little like Sandy at the end of Grease.  But was she really willing to lose herself in order to catch a guy?  No.  She couldn’t justify it.  Maybe that would be something she’d put on her bucket list.  A boyfriend.  Why did that little thing seem to be so far out of her reach?  Sighing, she grabbed her robe from the hook on the back of her door and grabbed her bathroom bag.  Might as well wash all her worries away in the shower.

	As the hot water rushed over her, Rosalie let her tears mix in.  This was supposed to be a new beginning for her, and so far it just seemed like she was royally mucking it all up.  It felt good to just let it out.  No one was here to hear her, and she could let the weight slide off her shoulders.  Toweling herself off, she put her robe on and headed back to her room.  Vanessa still wasn’t back from whatever she was doing with Rob, so that left Rosalie alone with her thoughts.  Changing into her pajamas, she crawled into bed and stared out of the window.  She wasn’t really the praying type, but she closed her eyes for a minute and sent up a silent prayer that tomorrow went smoothly.  The moon shone through the window, bathing her in a soft glow.  It made Rosalie feel like a fairy princess, being kissed by the moonbeams.  When she’d been younger, she’d hoped that there had been a mistake somewhere along the heritage line and she’d wake up one morning with wings and be beautiful. It was the product of an overactive imagination, and that had gotten her more than her fair share of teasing growing up.  A few people had even suggested that she write down her crazy fantasies and publish them as fiction books.  That thought made her blush, and it was with that thought that she finally fell asleep.  

	It was quite a while later that Vanessa came back up the stairs to her room.  Rob was on her heels, and the two were knocking into almost everything as they made their way to her room.  A particularly energetic kiss knocked into the bookshelf that Rosalie had built and set up next to her reading chair.  The crash brought Rosalie into a state of semi-awareness.  Sitting up with her heart racing, she jumped out of bed and rushed to the door of her room.  She opened it and saw the two in a state of undress.

	“Oh my goodness!”  Rosalie quickly slammed the door shut again, locking it behind her.  She crawled back under the covers and cried herself to sleep, feeling more alone than she had even in high school where the other girls made sure to point out her faults and let her know that she would never amount to anything.  Did that mean that they were right?

 

Chapter 5

 

	Monday morning dawned bright and early, and excitement ran through Rosalie.  It was the first day of a new chapter of her life.  All the bad things that she’d worried about over the weekend were now gone, disintegrated.  It was time to start her premed program, and the sense of accomplishment from that alone would be enough to erase the memories of a certain blue eyed individual that peeked out at her from the shadows of her thoughts.  She quickly and firmly pushed that thought from her mind, shouldered her bag, and grabbed the key to her bedroom.  Locking the door behind her, she peeked over at Vanessa’s room.  It was silent.  Something told her that her roommate wasn’t awake yet.  Whether it was because she didn’t have any classes, or whether it was because she’d stayed up too late the night before, she didn’t know, but she wasn’t going to bother her now.  Heading out the door, Rosalie made her way out of the dorm and towards the science building.  Her first class of the day was Organic Chemistry.  It wasn’t one that she found particularly interesting, but it was something she would need for her chosen career, so she had to go through it.  All she hoped for was a partner that wasn’t completely awful.

	Taking the stairs up to the third floor, she realized she better never be late, because these stairs were no joke.  She might even need to start working out just to get to her classes.  There was a gym somewhere on campus, but she hadn’t considered it too important until now.  She found the right room, opened the door, and almost tripped her way inside.  The corner of the carpet was loose, and her sneaker had just caught it as she was coming in.  Luckily, her hand was still on the door handle, and she could pass it off as if nothing happened.  Her cheeks burned with embarrassment anyway, and she hastily looked around to see if anyone had seen.  No one was paying attention to her at all, and it gave her some relief.  There was an empty lab table near the back of the room, and she made a beeline for it.  It was always easier to be at a table alone rather than be the person that came in late and had to basically ask everyone if they wanted to be partners just to find a seat.  Doing a mental victory dance, she put her bag on the table and started to pull her books out.  There was a steady murmur of conversation around her, and she decided to busy herself with getting a pen out and grabbing a notebook to turn to the first page.

	The door opened and the professor walked in, clutching an overstuffed leather briefcase that seemed ready to burst open with the slightest breath of wind.  He looked like the absentminded grandpa that you always saw in movies.  It made her smile.  Something told her that this was going to be a wonderful class.  He set up his briefcase, dug through one of the pockets, then switched on the overhead projector.  It put a bright light on the whiteboard behind him, and he winced as he turned to pull down the screen.  He sorted through his clear plastic sheets until he found the one he wanted and put it on the projector.  Rosalie flexed her hand, getting it ready to take some extensive notes.

	“Hello, class, I’m Professor  Hammond.  This is Organic Chemistry, and we’re going to jump right into it.”  He gave out the page number and Rosalie obediently turned to the correct place in her book.  Her notebook was ready with the date and the title of the chapter, and her hand was poised an inch above the paper.  Since class had already started, everyone’s eyes turned to the door when it opened.  Rosalie’s mouth dropped open.  For a full thirty seconds, she sat there, frozen, as Eric walked in, nonchalantly, like he owned the place.  Rosalie told herself that he must be lost.  Yes, that was it.  He would take one look at what was being written on the projector and turn around.  Confident that she was right, Rosalie went back to listening to the professor.  She pointedly ignored him while he stood there.  Finally the professor turned around.  “Can I help you?”  Eric shrugged.

	“Well, I’m in this class, so I guess I need you to set me up with a partner.”  The professor was silent for a moment, sizing him up, then turning to look at the rest of the class.  His eyes met with Rosalie’s and he smiled.

	“Go ahead and sit with the young lady there in the last row.”  Eric’s eyes followed the professor’s and when he saw Rosalie, his smug smile slipped.  He didn’t even answer the man, just walked up to the table next to Rosalie and sat down.  The professor went back to lecturing, and Rosalie was frantically writing down notes, checking in her book to make sure she had the right sections highlighted to go along with them.  Eric just sat there, ankles crossed on top of the desk, hands behind his head, staring at the professor writing down his notes.  After a while, the professor announced that they had a five minute break, and Rosalie began to massage her hand.

	“Are you going to put any effort into this class at all?”  Her tone of voice said that she was not amused at with Eric’s antics.  He ignored her.  “Hello!  I’m talking to you!”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, did you want something?”  Did he purposely try to be a jerk, or did it just come naturally?  Ugh, she hoped that he would just fail out or drop the class so she wouldn’t have to deal with him anymore.

	“Yeah, I want to know if you’re going to do your part in this class or not?”  Her voice was hard and her eyes were narrowed at him.  Anyone looking at her now would have cringed at the look on her face.  Eric just laughed.

	“What’s it matter if I do or not?”  Rosalie’s hands balled into fists, and she seriously considered smacking the crap out of him.  Her grade was not going to suffer because this guy was in the wrong class, or didn’t care what grade he got.  Either he was going to help do the work, or she just wasn’t going to put his name on it.  It was that simple.  She was about to tell him just that, when the professor walked back in, calling the class to attention.  Sighing heavily, she reached into her bag, pulled out a notebook and pen, and shoved them into his hands.  Then she went back to ignoring him the rest of the class.  

	Eric sat there, looking for all the world like he was relaxed.  It was far from the truth, though.  He was trying to figure out this girl sitting next to him.  Usually, he was a good judge of character, but he just could not get a read on her.  She read classic books, and he decided to bring back the book that she’d left at the café, but she just didn’t fit the mousy stereotype.  Shopping for some more risqué clothes with Vanessa?  That didn’t fit with it at all.  Granted, the little haircut and makeover that she’d gotten had really made her eyes pop, and he’d taken notice.  She wasn’t the type of girl that he could go have a good time with, but he was drawn to her, and he couldn’t understand why.  When he’d walked into the room, he’d had his usual guise as a slacker firmly in place.  It was an act, but no one ever saw that.  He came from a family that had money, so tuition wasn’t a problem, but he didn’t want people to know what family he belonged to.  They were prestigious, and he didn’t want to run with that crowd until he had to.  At school, his parents left him alone.  After classes, however, they usually had plans and parties and he had to wear a suit and be charming, acting like he cared about things they did when he didn’t.  

	So, he tended to make the most of it when he could.  Part of his guise, was to act like he didn’t care about classes or anything else, but what others didn’t know, was that he had a semi-photographic memory.  He could sit in class and remember the things he needed to without taking notes.  It helped him with his nonchalant bad boy image that he worked so hard to culminate.  As he sat there, his gaze went over to the girl more than he would like.  There was a fire in her that he hadn’t seen in other girls before.  It was more than just a drive to do well in school, and it intrigued him.  He was just wondering what she’d do if he asked her to go to a party with him when she slapped a notebook and pen down in front of him.  He was shocked.  She actually thought that he’d come to class unprepared, and she was trying to help him.  She slid her book over towards him, trying to share with him, too.  It was something none of his friends would have done.  

	When he was at school, he hung out with what his parents dubbed “the riffraff”.  When he was at home and himself, he had the money and title to do what he wanted and get what he wanted.  He’d never had to work hard to get anything, and that made him a little conceited, as well giving him a feeling of entitlement.

	“Come to a party with me tonight.”  It wasn’t really a request, it was more of a demand.  No girl had ever turned him down, in either aspect of his life, so he felt like he was doing her a favor.  She was that mousy girl that was never popular, and here he was offering her the popular by association link to him.  She looked at him out of the corner of her eye.

	“I’m sorry, did you say something?”  He was taken aback by her tone.

	“Yes.  I said come to a party with me.  Tonight.  I’ll come get you.”  She snorted.

	“I’m sorry, I’m trying to learn about acid based chemistry here.  If it has nothing to do with that, please don’t talk to me.”  She ignored him, going back to taking notes, and checking facts in her book to highlight.  He stared at her openly.  She’d just turned him down.  Not only that, she wouldn’t even entertain the idea.  She’d flat out refused him.  He was more than a little in shock, but he was willing to forgive her serious lack of judgement and still show up to pick her up that night.  Once she saw him all dressed up and looking good, there was no way that she would tell him no.  He entertained himself with that idea until class was over.

	Rosalie was shocked.  Eric had just sort of asked her out.  And she’d said no.  She was proud of herself for not getting caught up in his beautiful blue eyes, and staying focused on the class.  The notebook and pen she’d given him sat on the table, untouched.  When the class was dismissed, he got up and left.  She shoved the items back into her bag, and she checked her schedule to see where she had to go to next.  She had a full class load, and that meant at least two classes a day.  She didn’t have time to think about Eric, so she didn’t pay any attention to him when she breezed out of the building.  He, however, was watching her, and he was still a little in awe that she had turned him down so quickly for that party.

 

Chapter 6

 

	The rest of Rosalie’s classes went just fine.  She loved being back in a learning environment, and she was glad that she didn’t have to see Eric’s face in any of them.  It had been quite a shock when he’d showed up in her Organic Chemistry course, and she couldn’t imagine a career path that someone like him would want to take that involved that class.  So how had he wound up in it?  She shook her head.  It didn’t matter.  He was her lab partner now, and there was no way to get rid of him until the next term.  She considered making a calendar and counting down the days until she didn’t have to see him anymore.  She chuckled at the thought.  No, she wasn’t going to be that juvenile.  When she got back from her last class, it was six in the evening.  She immediately unpacked her bag, and started to lay out her books, so she could have her bag ready to go in the morning.  Rosalie started working on some of the problems from her Pharmaceutical Math course, immersing herself in a world that she was unfamiliar with.  

	At seven, there was a knock on her door.  It startled her so badly that the pencil skidded on the paper, making her one look like a seven.  Rosalie was still wearing the clothes she’d had on for class, so she had no qualms about answering her door.  When she did, she froze.  It was Eric.

	“What are you doing here?”  She had more of an accusatory tone than a quizzical one, but she couldn’t help it.  He had no reason to be here, so other than interrupting her studies, there was nothing good that could be accomplished from his visit.

	“I told you there was a party tonight.  I came to pick you up.”  His voice was confident, nonchalant.  Almost like he was doing her a favor.  That instantly rubbed her the wrong way.  She did vaguely remember him demanding that she accompany him to this party tonight.

	“I told you that I wasn’t interested.  Is there anything else that I can help you with?”  A hand snaked its way over Eric’s shoulder, and it drew Rosalie’s attention.  Blaze appeared behind his shoulder.

	“Told you she wouldn’t come.  But don’t worry, Eric, I’ll be your date.”  Rolling her eyes, Rosalie closed the door in both of their faces and locked it, going over to her desk to finish her homework.  She liked getting a head start on everything, especially on her first day.  If that hellion thought that she was going to let her studies slip to go to some gang banger party with him, then he was sorely mistaken.  Besides, Blaze was more than willing to go with him to the party, so what did he need her for?  She shook her head, then did her best to focus on the math problems that she’d started.

	She finally finished the assignment around eight thirty, and she unlocked the door to go get a glass of water from the kitchen.  When she emerged from her room, she saw Vanessa sitting in the living room, reading something that looked like Shakespeare.

	“Hey.  Rough day so far, too?” Vanessa offered as a conversation starter.  

	“No, not really.  I guess I just can’t shake my geekiness and I had to start homework right away.”  Rosalie laughed as she came and sat down on the couch with her water.  “How about you?”  Vanessa closed the book and promptly chucked it across the room.

	“Ugh!  I hate Shakespeare with a passion!  Why did it have to be the first reading assignment for the term?”  Vanessa crossed her arms over her chest and pouted, making Rosalie laugh again.  She looked like a petulant five-year-old, throwing a temper tantrum.

	“What class is it?”

	“Some medieval literature course that I need.  I don’t think I really need it, I think they’re just making me take it to torture me.”

	“Come on, it can’t be that bad.  What are you reading?”  Rosalie enjoyed English, reading and poetry that others didn’t really like.

	“Romeo and Juliet.  I mean, ok, they’re teenagers in love and they end up killing each other because they think they can’t be together.  It was a stupid plan that ended up in them both being dead.  I get it.  So why do I have to read it?”

	“Well, if you think about it, it goes a little deeper than that.  Have you ever been so in love with someone that you couldn’t imagine life without them?”  It was a concept that Rosalie believed existed, but she’d never felt that way before in her life, and with her self-esteem in the toilet like it was, it was damn near impossible for her to think that anyone would be thinking that way about her.

	“No.  I firmly believe that there is no such thing as true love.  There is lust, and there might even be affection, but if you’re with someone long enough, that can come with anyone.  This whole, other half of your soul kind of love that people talk about, it’s just not real.”  Privately, Rosalie agreed with her, but that notion wasn’t going to make Vanessa care more about the class.  

	“Well, maybe I could help you with it.”  Vanessa’s eyes lit up.

	“Would you?  Oh, I would love you forever!”  Vanessa jumped down from her chair and crawled over on her knees, grabbing at Rosalie’s shirt, and over dramatically begging.  “Please!  Please!  Please!”  Rosalie was laughing so hard, she choked on her water for a second.

	“Alright!  Alright!  Don’t kill me, sheesh.”  Vanessa jumped up and started dancing around the living room.

	“What do you say about getting out of here and going to a party?  You know, just to take the tension off of us both for the night?”  Rosalie frowned.  She hadn’t really wanted to go to the party, and she was pretty sure that this was going to be the same one that Eric had tried to take her to.

	“I don’t know.  Eric tried to get me to go to a party with him tonight, too, and I told him no.”  Vanessa froze in place.

	“What?  You didn’t mention that.  He asked you?  Oh my god, does he like you?”  Vanessa turned into a gossip girl with a twist of cupid somewhere in there, and it was almost endearing.  “I can dress you up and you can borrow some of my things, it’ll be so much fun, what do you say?”  Rosalie bit her lip.  She really didn’t want to, but with Vanessa being her only friend, and being so excited about it all, she didn’t have the heart to say no.

	“Alright.  But that doesn’t mean I’m going to talk to him.”  Vanessa frowned.

	“Don’t you like him?  I mean, he did ask you, right?  Most girls would kill to have him ask them.  He’s kind of a big thing on campus, you know.”  That meant nothing to her.  It was obvious that Blaze liked him, and that she was clamoring for his attention, and Rosalie wasn’t going to put her studies aside for a boy.  No way.  That was her whole life on the line, her future, and she wasn’t going to give it up and turn into a could have been over a boy.

	“No!  He’s so stubborn and arrogant.  He didn’t even ask me to go with him, he just demanded that I go with him.  I don’t know about you, but there’s no respect in that at all, and I just don’t feel like that was the right way to go about asking me, if he wanted me to go with him.  I guess I do still have some romantic notions, even if I don’t think I’ll ever find love.”  Vanessa stared at her for a second, then shrugged it off.

	“Come on over to my room.  I’ll get you ready.”  Rosalie still hadn’t said that she wanted to go, but this was such a thrill to Vanessa to let her get her dressed up, so she finally relented.

	“Alright.  Let’s go.”  Vanessa jumped up and down, clapping her hands in delight, and Rosalie looked at her, so out of place in the bad girl role.  Maybe she was more like Vanessa than she’d originally thought.  Rosalie went into Vanessa’s room, astonished at the mess, and found the one corner of the bed that wasn’t littered with outfits to sit down on.  Vanessa disappeared into the closet, talking to herself, and Rosalie took the time to look around the room.  There were pictures taped up to Vanessa’s mirror, of her and Rob, but they looked like they’d been torn in half, then put back together a few times.  If love was a tumultuous ride like it was with these two, then she was happy not to feel it.  A leather jacket hung from the back of her desk chair, and from one look, Rosalie could tell it was Rob’s.  “Found it!”  Vanessa emerged from the closet with a top that looked more like half a top.  “Ok, you can wear your jeans, but I have this shirt and some boots to go with it, and I think you’re going to look drop dead sexy.”  Rosalie couldn’t help but smile.  This was what she’d wanted to have when she was in high school.  A friendship where they could spend time together, laugh and joke, and go have a good time.  Rosalie grinned at the enthusiasm on Vanessa’s face.  Better late than never.

	“Ok, I’ll go change and I’ll be back.”  Rosalie reached out to grab the shirt but Vanessa jerked it back out of her reach.

	“Why would you go back to your room to change?  Just change here.  That way, if I don’t like the way the shirt makes you look I can get you another one and we won’t waste any time.”  Rosalie blushed.  She’d never changed in front of anyone before, and it made her more than a little self-conscious.

	“Ok, ok.  Give it here.”  Rosalie grabbed the shirt then turned her back to Vanessa while she took her shirt off.  She happened to be facing the mirror, and when she pulled the hem down to where it belonged, she was stunned.  The shirt was black, with the shoulders cut out, a lace edge across the neckline, and beading across the chest.  The little beads caught the light, sending rainbows of color out from her shirt that dazzled whoever was looking.  The boots that Vanessa handed her looked like Harley Davidson boots, but not necessarily like hooker boots.  They had a chunk heel, and they had a couple little zippers on them, but they weren’t completely out of her range of what she would wear.  She slipped them on, and Vanessa instantly attacked her hair with a brush before she could even stand up straight.

	“Hold still, I don’t want to burn you.”  Burn her?  What the hell was she doing back there?  She wasn’t facing the mirror anymore, so she really had no idea what was going on.  “There.  That’s perfect.”  Rosalie turned back around, and her mouth fell open.  With the shirt, she already thought that she looked spectacular, but now, she looked breathtaking.  Vanessa had curled her hair quickly, and big curls snaked over her shoulders, just kissing the tops.  Her eyes sparkled, and her face glowed.  She really looked pretty.  Rosalie threw her arms around Vanessa, almost knocking her over, because she was trying to put on some pencil heels with one hand.

	“Thank you so much!  I look beautiful!”  Vanessa caught herself against the wall and laughed. 

	“Well, you are.  Just need to spice up your wardrobe a little and learn how to do your hair and makeup.  That’s what I’m here for.  Now let’s go!  Don’t want to get there too late.”  Rosalie followed Vanessa out the door, quietly very pleased with how she looked, and vowing to make sure she took the time to do her hair and makeup from now on.

 

Chapter 7

 

	Rosalie was a little apprehensive as they pulled up to the house.  The music was thumping so loud that she could hear it before she got out of the car…and that was over the thumping of Vanessa’s alternative rock CD.  Her palms began to sweat.  How did one act at these types of parties?  She’d never been invited to one in high school, and she had no idea what exactly went on there.  All she had to go off of was what she saw in movies, such as Never Been Kissed and Drive Me Crazy.  It seemed that both Drew Barrymore and Melissa Joan Hart knew how to handle them, but they didn’t exactly include a manual when you were watching the movie.  Vanessa was bouncing on the balls of her feet, waiting for Rosalie to get out.

	“Come on!  Let’s get in there before all the booze is gone!”  As far as Rosalie was concerned, the booze could be gone, and she’d feel a little better about being here.  The only plus side to this was, when people got drunk and threw parties like this, they hardly ever remembered anything, so if she said or did anything that was a party faux pax, then no one would know her and laugh about it later.  

	“I’m coming, I’m coming.”  Her stomach was in knots, and she was nervous.  She did her best to smooth out the expression on her face so no one would be able to pick up on it.  Vanessa grabbed her hand and promptly started to pull her towards the front door.  With every step she took, Rosalie felt like she was getting closer to the very gates of Hell itself.  The door burst open and a girl in a short skirt and just a bra came out with a drink in her hand, calling after some guy named Todd.  Rosalie sucked in a breath.  She pulled on Vanessa’s hand and planted her feet, making it so Vanessa got pulled back and yanked around, facing Rosalie.  She pointed at the shirtless girl.  “Promise me that if I get like that, you will take me home.”  Vanessa looked confused, then followed the finger until she was watching the girl, too.  Her face relaxed.

	“I promise.  But I highly doubt that you would even let yourself get to that point.”  Rosalie had to admit that Vanessa had a point.  Smiling and shrugging it off, she followed the other girl into the house.  

	Music assaulted her ears as soon as she crossed the threshold.  Guys in football jerseys were charging at each other with girls on their shoulders, playing a game of chicken.  A group of people in solid black clothes were sitting on the couch and chairs, even the floor, in a sort of circle, smoking cigarettes.  Rosalie held her breath as they passed, but the smoke still made her eyes water.  There was a guy doing a handstand on a keg, with two other guys holding him by the feet so he wouldn’t fall over, a tube in his mouth, and chugging for all he was worth.  Rosalie wasn’t too surprised that he had his own cheering section for his stunt.  A guy had a table set up with a lot of equipment, and the headphones over his ears told her that he was the DJ.  All in all, if this was the norm for a party, then she wasn’t quite sure that it lived up to the hype she was expecting.  Vanessa suddenly squealed and bolted, and it took some shoving and weaving to get through the people around her so Rosalie could follow.  When she did, she came face to face with Eric, Blaze draped over his shoulder like some sort of brightly colored scarf.  When he caught sight of her, he made no effort to hide the fact that his eyes were roaming all over her, from her toes to the top of her head.  Whatever that meant, Rosalie quickly averted her eyes and went to the other side of Vanessa and Rob, who were now in the middle of a make out session.

	“I thought you didn’t want to come?”  The tone he used was accusatory, but Rosalie felt like she had nothing to defend herself about.

	“I didn’t want to come with you.”  She corrected tartly.  Usually, she had a high tolerance for annoying and stupid things, but when it came to Eric, he just always seemed to cut that tolerance down to zero.  His arrogance, and the fact that he seemed to think he was entitled to whatever he wanted just really rubbed her the wrong way.  Granted, she thought he was very good to look at, and he was sweet for bringing her the book back that she’d forgotten at the café.  He’d seemed almost decent when she’d bumped into him at the grocery store, too.  Well, until he’d opened his mouth.  Then he just shot himself in the foot with a machine gun, and she’d lost all interest.  Rosalie walked away from Eric towards a table that had all kinds of questionable food on it.  Something looked like barbecue chips, and she grabbed a little bowl before adding a handful to it.  There were some pretzels and a sort of Chex Mix, and she made sure she got some of them, too.  Hopefully, he would see that she didn’t want to talk to him and get the hint.  Of course, he should have gotten the hint from the way that she acted in class.  The thought of having to be his partner made her frown, and she hoped that she could devise a plan in order to make him pull his half of the weight.  Eric went down the hallway, and Rosalie heaved a sigh of relief.  She hoped that she wouldn’t have to be around him the whole time they were at the party.

	Eventually, she found the line for the bathroom.  It was as good a place as any to hide out until Vanessa was ready to leave, so she joined the back of the line.  Someone bumped into her from behind, and she almost tripped and fell over the girl in front of her.  Usually, Rosalie didn’t have a temper, but Eric had already used up the diminished capacity that was left.

	“An ‘excuse me’ would be nice.”  Her tone was icy as she whirled around to see who it was.  Blaze was glaring at her.  “Oh, it’s you.”  She turned back around, fully prepared to ignore her.  Blaze poked her in the back.  Rosalie gritted her teeth and turned around again, slowly, almost like a scene in a cartoon when someone was really angry and turned in slow motion before all hell broke loose and they started wailing on the other person.  

	“You’re right, it would be.  So how about you say ‘excuse me’ for moving in on my territory?”  Her eyes were blazing, her arms were crossed over her chest, and anger radiated off of her in waves.  Rosalie was completely unaware of what she was talking about.

	“Territory?  What territory?  I’m in line for the bathroom, and the last time I checked, it didn’t belong to you.”

	“Sure, act dumb.  Or is this really how smart you are?  If it is, then you should rethink your career choice.”  Liquid poison dripped from Blaze, and Rosalie got a little nervous.  If this girl was certifiably nuts, then she needed to get the hell away from her before she got into something she couldn’t finish.

	“How do you even know what career path I’ve chosen?”  Blaze growled at her like a cat who’d gotten wet.

	“Does it matter?  I’m telling you that you need to stay the hell away from Eric.  He’s mine.”  It took a second or two for the information to process.

	“What?  I don’t want Eric.  You can have him.”  If that was all, then this conversation was over.  She wasn’t going to fight Blaze for something she didn’t even want.  Eric couldn’t even stand her, so why was Blaze so worried?

	“Just remember that.  He’s mine, and we’re going to be together, so stay the hell away from him.”  Blaze turned on her heel and strode away.  Rosalie, on the other hand, rolled her eyes and moved up in the line.  She didn’t even want Eric…did she?  He seemed like such a pompous ass.  But she still thought that it was sweet that he’d brought her book back.  And that he’d steered her towards a drink that she now couldn’t believe she’d ever lived without.  What was his deal?  Did he have split personality disorder or something?  She rolled her eyes again.  There was no reason for her to try to analyze the creep because she didn’t want to be with him…right?  She decided that she would push those thoughts to the back of her mind for when she had the time to figure it out.  Right now, she just wanted to find Vanessa and go home.  She’d had enough of the party already.  After she’d taken her turn in the bathroom, she decided it would be best to find Vanessa and ask if they could go home.  Vanessa was draped around Rob’s neck, looking for all the world like she’d been drinking for the whole day.  Her eyes were glazed, and she was slurring her words.

	“Vanessa?  Are you going to be able to drive us back?”  Rosalie had no idea where they were, or how they’d gotten to the party, so even if she drove, she had no idea of how to get back.  She needed Vanessa to either drive or be able to give directions, and it seemed like she was incapable of both at the moment.  

	“Yeah.  Sure.  We’ll go soooooon.”  She dragged out the last word, and it worried Rosalie.  

	“Don’t worry.  I won’t let her drive.  She’ll be too busy with me anyway.”  Rob put an arm around Vanessa and started to guide her towards the stairs, where Rosalie was sure the rooms were being claimed by drunk couples with an itch that needed scratching.  She rolled her eyes and headed for the front door.  Maybe she could just hang out by the cars and hope that someone else was going back to the dorms and would be willing to give her a ride.  Exasperated, she sat down on the curb and put her head in her hands.

	“You need a ride back?”  She froze.  It was indeed what she needed, but she didn’t want to ask Eric for help.  She bit her lip, but finally, she turned to face him.

	“Yeah, I kinda do.  Vanessa is too drunk to drive, and I’d take her back with me if she could give me directions, but she seems to be too caught up in Rob that I don’t think she’ll be wanting to go with me.  So I’ll just ask someone else who’s going back to the dorms for a ride.”  She almost hissed the words out through her teeth, but she managed to keep it somewhat civil.  

	“Come on.  I’ll take you.”  He started to walk towards the parking lot of cars in the front lawn, but she stayed firmly where she was.  To be honest, she was looking for Blaze.  If that crazy girl was anywhere nearby, she wanted to be as far from Eric as possible.  The mop of blue hair was nowhere to be seen, and she did have an early class in the morning…

	“Thanks.  I appreciate that very much.  I would have waited for Vanessa, but I do have a pretty early class.”  There.  That was enough of a reason.  It wasn’t like she was going on a date with the guy.  It was a fifteen minute car ride.  Twenty, tops.  She followed him.  He didn’t hold the door open and he didn’t do anything polite.  He simply went to the driver’s side and got in, expecting her to do the same.  As Rosalie got in, she failed to notice that Blaze had been watching the whole time.   

 

Chapter 8

 

	“Um, thanks for giving me a ride home.”  Rosalie had her arms around herself, because she didn’t know what to do with her hands.  She didn’t really trust them with her being this close to Eric.  He was still as attractive as he had been when he caught her eye, but the personality that went with it was giving her whiplash.  Nice one minute, then a self-satisfied ass the next. 

	“You’re welcome.  I’m sorry that Vanessa didn’t bother to monitor herself so you could get home safe.  I wouldn’t have let that happen if you were with me.”  His voice was soft, and it made her look at him under the cover of her lashes.  Was he trying to be sweet?  This was a complete change from trying to force her to go to the party with him because he’d never been turned down before, but she was still a little wary of him.  The playboy attitude that he had wasn’t going to fly with her, and if he tried any funny business, then she would get out of the car and try to find her way back to campus on her own.  It didn’t matter how late she got there, as long as she made it back safely.  She didn’t trust herself to say anything else, because she was naturally too inquisitive not to ask what was on her mind.  Right now, what was on her mind, was why he had such personality shocks every now and then when she saw him.  She gritted her teeth and looked out the window to keep herself from asking.  They lapsed into silence.

	“So why didn’t you come to the party with me?”  Apparently, he had an inquisitive mind, too, and he just had to have answers to whatever questions popped up into his head.  She let herself have a little half smile, because it was something that they had in common.  

	“It wasn’t so much the company, as it was the way you asked…well, told me to go.”  The bitterness that she always tried to keep out of her voice came out, and she winced.  She really could be a bitch at times, and this time she’d acted like a scorned high school girl instead of a mature college woman.  He chuckled, but there was no humor in it.

	“You’re right.  I wasn’t exactly Prince Charming when I tried to get you to come with me.  I want to apologize.”

	“It’s ok.”  She was in shock.  He was being a decent guy, and he’d even apologized for being so rude.  What was going on here?  A personality transplant?  Her curiosity raised its ugly head, and she could tell that a barrage of questions were going to come spilling out.  She needed to keep the words behind her teeth before she said something that ruined this car ride home.  

	“Would you have gone if I’d been more of a gentleman?”  The question caught Rosalie by surprise.  She thought about it for a minute, then blushed as she answered.

	“Um, yeah.  Actually.  I would have probably tried to talk myself out of it, but if you’d been nice about it, I would have.”  Now she needed to shut her mouth.  There was nothing else that needed to be said between them, and it was still at least a ten minute drive to the campus.  If she wanted to get home quickly, she had to muzzle herself.  Rosalie bit her lip.  She could feel the word vomit coming up that she wanted to keep deep inside.  “Why are you so nice to me one minute, then a complete ass the next?  That makes no sense to me.”  She winced as the words left her mouth, but there was nothing she could do now.  

	“It’s complicated.  I’m not sure that you would understand.”  There was a little sting to his words, and she immediately got up in arms because he was insinuating that she wasn’t smart enough to follow along if he explained it.

	“Try me.”  He looked over at her and studied her face, his eyes resting longer than they needed to on her lips.  A blush crept up her cheeks again and she was glad that it was dark.  Maybe he wouldn’t see it.  He gave her an impish grin.

	“Alright.  Try to pay attention.”  She wanted to growl under her breath, but she fought the urge.  “I’m not what you think I am.  I’m not this slacker, greaser wannabe that it looks like I am.  It’s a part that I play to disguise who I really am.  I come from a very wealthy family, and I don’t want to be looked at just for the weight of that name.  I want to be looked at for who I am.  So, this is the cover I use when I’m in school. My last name is actually Flinton.”  Rosalie could only stare at him.  What?  He was part of the Flinton family? That’s impossible. This egotistical brat was really social royalty?  No way.  His manners were too rough, and he didn’t know how to treat a woman.  She couldn’t believe that at all.  She arched an eyebrow at him, the look of disbelief plain on her face.  Her silence made him glance over at her, and the look he gave her was unintelligible.

	“I understand what you’re saying, but I’m having a very hard time believing it.  Sorry, but you just don’t strike me as the Prince Charming type.”  There was a heavy layer of sarcasm in her voice, and it made him laugh out loud.  His laughter was infectious, and she couldn’t help but smile at him a little.

	“I deserve that.  No, you’re right.  I haven’t been acting like the Prince Charming type at all, but then again, that was the whole point.  I wanted to act as different to who I really am, as I could.  This was the most unconventional role I could come up with.”

	“So, is that why Blaze hangs on to you like a little puppy?”  The bitterness that she felt made its way into her voice, and she instantly wished she would have kept her mouth shut.  Maybe he would take this all as curiosity rather than her admitting that she cared at all about what went on between him and Blaze.  

	“No.  No one knows about who I really am.”  He whipped around towards her with a fierce expression on his face.  “And I don’t want you to tell anyone, either.  This is something that no one knows, so if it starts to spread, I’ll know it came from you.”  She leaned a little away from him, wondering if it was still too late to jump out of the car if he went completely crazy and started foaming at the mouth.

	“I wasn’t going to say anything.  I’m still not sure if I believe it all myself.”  She winced.  She hadn’t meant to add that last part, but she lacked the filter between her brain and her mouth that kept some things from being said when the situation wasn’t right for it.  He turned to her again, and the glare he gave her was an indignant one.

	“You don’t believe me, do you?”  Rosalie knew they were almost on campus, so if she could draw out the conversation a little longer, and not get him too hotheaded, she could still make it home unscathed.  He stared at her until she squirmed.  If she didn’t answer him, he might keep staring and run them off the road.

	“I’m sorry, but no, I don’t believe you.  From what I’ve seen of you, you fit the profile of the slacker more than anything else.”  She bit her lip, expecting him to explode.

	“I guess I played the part so well that  you wouldn’t see anything else.  Listen, I’ll prove it to you.  How about Thursday night I’ll pick you up around six?  I’ll meet you at the library, because I can’t be seen picking you up.  My sister has her cotillion, and I was going to blow it off, but I guess I’ll go and just take you with me.”  She looked at him for a few long minutes, to the point where she missed that they were at her dorm.  “You don’t have to tell me now, you can tell me if you want to or not in class.”  She still sat there, staring at him like he’d grown an extra head.  “I believe this is your stop.”  His voice was starting to sound like he was getting irritated, so Rosalie snapped herself out of it and made sure she had everything she’d brought with her.

	“Thanks again for the ride.”  He simply nodded at her, and she took that as a dismissal.  Opening the door, she almost jumped out of the car in her hurry to get out of that situation.  She kept walking, refusing to look over her shoulder, even when she heard his tires squealing out of the parking lot.  Everything that he’d told her was just too much for her to take in.  A secret prince?  With the attitude of high school drop out?  No, there was no way.  The offer of the sister’s cotillion piqued her interest.  What if it was true?  Rosalie battled back and forth with herself, trying to figure out if she believed it or not, but she couldn’t come up with a definitive answer.  She shrugged as she let herself into her room.  Like he said, she didn’t have to answer right now.  She could tell him in class.

	That night she fell asleep thinking about a wonderful prince with startling blue eyes, dressed in ripped jeans and a leather jacket, riding on a motorcycle with an extra padded seat for his princess.  She smiled, watching him completely out of his element in her dream, in the ballroom of a castle, dressed to the nines in a suit of white and cream, his hair immaculate, little white gloves on his hands, bowing to her in a ball gown, and asking her to dance.  It was a nice dream to fall asleep to, and that was exactly what it was.  A dream.  There was no way that what he was saying was true.  How could he be two so completely different people?  He wouldn’t be able to keep his worlds separate like he claimed he was.  There was bound to be a crossover now and again, and she didn’t believe him to be anything more than what she saw on a daily basis.  Blaze could have him.  She followed him around like a sick little puppy anyway, and she was cut from the same cloth as him.  Rosalie was the type of girl who could be taken home to a mother and a family, whereas Blaze was the fling of the week.  As she fell asleep, after considerable scenes of Eric in both roles, she decided that she wasn’t going to go.  Let him throw his pretty stories in Blaze’s face if he wanted someone to confide in.  She wasn’t going to say anything to anyone, because she didn’t want them to think that she was nuts, not so much that she wanted to be his confidant.  

	Tossing and turning for a long time, she finally let herself fall asleep to the image of him that she preferred.  The man in white and gold, standing tall and proud like a king, with the leather gloves and the palace manners.  Being a hopeless romantic like she was, she often wished that she’d been born into another time and place.  One where princesses and knights existed, where things were simple and seemed to make sense all the time.  Granted, that would never happen without a time machine, but hey, in the land of hopes and dreams anything was possible.  It would be something that she’d hold to herself on the nights where she needed a happy place to cheer her up, but no one would ever know about it but her.

 

Chapter 9

 

	When Organic Chemistry rolled around again, Rosalie was going to ignore the offer that Eric had made for her to see if he was telling the truth.  Part of her, the larger and more logical part, said that there was no way in hell that he could be, and that this was just a trick to make her look gullible and stupid.  She took her usual place, set up her notebook, and waited for the lecture to begin.  She couldn’t keep her eyes from glancing at the door every few minutes, however, because Eric wasn’t here yet.  When the door opened, her heart skipped a beat.  When she saw that it wasn’t him, her shoulders sagged in defeat, and she felt like the rest of the day was going to be gloomy.  No one had ever affected her like this before.  Could it really be some true feelings that she had for him?  Infatuations and crushes meant nothing, and she’d had a crush or two, but this was different.  Should she open her heart to him?  As the professor walked in, she quickly pushed those thoughts out of her head.  Besides, just because she was feeling this way didn’t mean that he was.  She started to take notes and highlight in her textbook.  Twenty minutes later, Eric came shuffling in, looking for all the world like he was just trying to be fashionably late.  He failed, however, because the professor was too engrossed in his own lecture to notice him slink in.  

	“Hey.  Thanks for not saying anything about what I told you.”  She was confused.  Oh, right.  The social royalty thing.

	“I highly doubt anyone would have believed me anyway if I had.  Besides, how do you know I didn’t?”  She didn’t know if she liked him to assume things about her, but then again, she was the type of person to keep a confidence, so she was caught in a catch twenty-two.

	“Because the first person you would have told would be Vanessa, and she would have told the rest of the school.”  Ok, so he had a valid point.  So?  That still didn’t mean that she believed him.

	“So, about the cotillion?  Do you want to go?”  He brought it up.  This must be some elaborate joke he was trying to pull off.

	“I wouldn’t have anything to wear.”  There.  Not a yes or a no, just a nonchalant excuse.  He grinned at her, and the impish nature of it brought a sparkle to his blue eyes that made her breath catch in her throat.  

	“I think I can help you there.”  For the first time, she noticed that he had a large bag with him.  That was strange in and of itself, because he never came to class with any supplies.  He started to rummage around in it for a few minutes, as if he was checking to make sure everything was there, then pushed it behind her chair.  “I wouldn’t want that to stand in the way of you believing me.”  She was dying to dive into that bag and see what was in it, but she refused to give him the satisfaction.  She’d do it between classes.  When he wasn’t around.  She went back to taking notes, and he reclined in his chair, as was his usual, giving the slacker impression he was so known for.  Rosalie rolled her eyes.  It became a game to her then to see just for how long she could ignore him before glancing his way. Whether he knew what she was doing or not, he never let on, but when the professor dismissed them, she heaved a sigh of relief.  

	“Um, thanks for this.  Whatever it is.”  She added the last part hastily so that he wouldn’t know that she was dying to get into that bag.  He shrugged.

	“See you at six in front of the library.”  He straightened the collar of his leather jacket, then flipped it up as he walked down the stadium seating to exit the class.  She waited for a few minutes after he was gone before taking the bag and heading back to her dorm room.  She still had time before her next class, so she could look through the bag in peace.  Usually, when she got home, she stacked her books up nicely and swapped everything out.  This time, the books got tossed haphazardly into the corner of her desk and she flopped onto the bed with the bag.  She took a deep breath, steeling herself in case there was a snake or a frog or some other slimy gross creature in the bag.  The first thing that she pulled out was a shoe box.  She frowned.  This reinforced her idea that something gross and alive was in the bag.  She didn’t see any air holes poked into the lid, though, so maybe it would be alright.  Wincing, she lifted the lid slightly, trying to peek in without actually taking the lid off.  It was a pair of shoes.  A pair of soft pink, satin shoes.  They had a little heel to them, but by no means were they hooker heels.  They were beautiful.  

	What was he thinking giving these to her?  She had nothing to go with that.  Reaching back into the bag, she pulled out a small pouch.  Inside of it was a rose gold necklace with a single pearl in the middle.  Not exactly a choker, but a little more loose.  There was no way this could be real gold…right?  It was a thin band, and if it were real, somewhere on it the carat would be stamped.  She flipped it over until she found an engraved section.  It was 14k gold.  Her eyes almost popped out of her head.  Was he really giving her all of this?  Could he be telling the truth about having all that money?  If he was, then she would never cut it as an interest to him because there was no way that she could keep up with him in that respect.  One more thing lay in the bag, and it was a garment bag, folded carefully in the bottom.  Holding her breath, she pulled it out and hung the bag from her closet door.  She unzipped it slowly, watching as pale pink satin in the exact shade as the shoes spilled out of it.  It had one shoulder strap, leaving the other bare, and an A line shape with a small sash around the middle.  The skirt flounced out like a princess dress, with little roses picked out in gold thread all along it.  Tears came to her eyes at the beauty of the dress.  

	He couldn’t go all out for just a cruel joke, could he?  If he was giving her all of this expensive stuff, just to embarrass her, people would ask where a slacker would get the money for it.  If he had been telling the truth, he wouldn’t want anyone to dig into that question very far.  She put her head in her hands.  He was giving her all this proof that what he was saying just might be real, and yet she was doubting it.  No one had ever been that nice to her before, and she was just too gullible for her own good.  Ugh!  What was she going to do?  Meet him at the library, or calmly return it all in the next class they shared?  She was staring around the room, looking for some kind of inspiration as to what she should do, when her eyes fell on the clock.  Shit!  She was going to be late for her next class!  She threw the right books in her bag, locked the door behind her and tore out of the dorm at a run.

	Eric had been just outside the dorm, waiting to see when she’d come back out.  He knew that she wouldn’t take the bag with her to her next class, and he knew that her innate curiosity would make her rifle through it as soon as she could.  When he noticed that she came out at a run, he patted himself on the back…figuratively.  He’d made her late for class.  He considered that a point on his scoreboard.  She was so tight lipped with her head stuck in her studies that he couldn’t really see himself with her mousy type of person, but if he could get her to loosen up a little, then she just might be a great girl for him.  He hadn’t really thought about it before, but when he’d been taking her home from the party, he’d seen some glimpses into her that he’d never seen before, and he’d liked it.  Maybe he should start getting rid of the slacker reputation and start going after her for real.  He shook his head.  No, it couldn’t be that serious.  He barely even knew the girl.  

	He saw Blaze and Vanessa heading towards the dorm out of the corner of his eye.  Ducking behind the tree he’d been leaning on, he hid himself as best he could.  Blaze was annoying.  No matter how many hints he gave her that he wasn’t interested, she just wouldn’t stop.  He wasn’t sure whether or not she’d picked up on the possible, maybe, kind of attraction between himself and Rosalie, but if she had, he knew that she would make the poor girl’s life hell.  She was the type of girl who didn’t care about anyone but herself, and when she wanted something she went for it.  The pushiness was really getting old, and he’d even canceled on his friend Rob a few times, just because he knew she’d be there.  It was like having a stalker that he couldn’t get rid of.  

	As he walked back to his car, he couldn’t help but feel some excitement towards his sister’s stupid party.  He’d been dead set on not going, but now that he had an excuse to get Rosalie out with him, he really should do something nice for her to let her know.  Maybe some flowers or something.  She was one of those romantic saps that loved flowers.  He headed towards the little mom and pop flower shop at the edge of campus.

	Rosalie managed to get into her seat just before the professor walked in, and as she sat there breathing like a winded rhinoceros, she managed to get her notes out and ready, like she did for every class.  Unfortunately, this time her mind was nowhere near anything that even remotely resembled the topic of the chapter they were studying.  She was thinking about that beautiful pink dress, hoping against hope that it would fit her, and that she wouldn’t look like a sausage in it.  She was blushing, even as she thought about it.  If he had taken the time to know her size, get her something that she would like, and buy her expensive jewelry, then it had to mean that he was noticing her, right?  Unfortunately, this wasn’t exactly something she could talk to Vanessa about, because it would blow his cover.  The cover that she was beginning to believe more and more.  Furthermore, it would just cause more animosity between her and Blaze, and that wasn’t something that she needed.  That girl had a stare to her that would curdle milk, and she wanted to make sure it was never aimed at her.  Her daydreaming must have translated to her face, because the professor chose that moment to ask her a question that she didn’t even hear.

	“I’m sorry, could you repeat the question, please?”  Her cheeks flamed as she listened to the laughter of her fellow students.  The professor indulged her, however, and when she heard the question, she breathed a sigh of relief.  That one she actually knew.  Answering it quickly and with more detail than necessary, she felt a little more than just satisfied when the giggled stopped and the rest of the class went back to what they were doing.  Ha!  I can still pay attention, thank you!

 

Chapter 10

 

	The nigh of the cotillion was warm, and just slightly breezy.  Rosalie had done her best to twist her hair into an elegant knot at the back of her head.  It had taken her more than an hour, but she was finally happy with it.  After that, she’d put on the dress, shoes and necklace, gave herself a look in her mirror, and frowned.  She still couldn’t like what she saw.  She just felt like she was a little mouse dressed in silk, but still a mouse nonetheless.  She’d dabbed some makeup on her face, and that was the best that she could do.  Part of her was still a little nervous that this was all a setup, just a joke that he was going to play on her, so she took an overcoat with her that hid most of her elegant attire.  It was almost time for him to pick her up, and she still needed to get to the library.  She put her ear up to the door, listening for Vanessa.  The silence in the front room told her that it was safe to leave.  Coming out into the living room in front of her roommate, dressed to the nines as she was, would take some explaining, and she’d been so busy getting ready that she didn’t have a cover story.  Even if this was a joke, she would never tell the secret that Eric had confided in her.  That wasn’t who she was.

	Leaving the dorm, she felt the breeze on her face, and she welcomed it.  The coat covered her, but it really was too hot under it for the night.  She took her time, walking slowly to the library.  Not because she was having second thoughts, but because she didn’t want to rush there and end up being all sweaty and gross before she even got to the cotillion.  She hid between the pillar and the corner of the building, still feeling a little silly for trusting this guy that she didn’t even really know.  Twenty minutes of talking in a car on the way home from a party didn’t really qualify for the romance of the century.  Rosalie’s head perked up as she saw headlights swinging her way.  Her hands started to sweat, and her breathing grew rapid.  Was this Eric?  She drew back a little farther into the shadows, hiding, in case it was someone else.  The car came and parked in front of the ornate steps that lead up to the front door.  The car turned off, and someone got out.  This was it.  The moment of truth.  

	“Rosalie?”  Eric’s voice reached into the darkness, like a tendril crawling towards her, wrapping her in its warmth.  He passed under the light of the street lamp in front of the building, and she saw that he was dressed up as well.  He wore a tuxedo, the creamy black material showing off the angles of his body to perfection.  His bow tie was the same pink color as her dress, and it made her feel instantly better about the situation.  She took a deep breath and walked out into the light.

	Eric was nervous.  He had no idea if she would really show up.  He didn’t understand why he was so nervous, but he knew that the thought of her not going would upset him more than he cared to admit.  The stairs of the library were empty, and he was starting to berate himself for hoping that she would be there.  Ever since the first time he saw her, that day she was moving in, she’d been in his thoughts.  Not very often, but lately, more and more.  He heard a commotion up by the pillar, and he turned just in time to see her walk into the light from the street lamp.  She was a vision.  Her hair had been pulled up into a twist at the back of her head, not a single strand out of place, and the dress he’d bought her hugged her every curve.  It looked like liquid rose gold flowing over her body.  The light was weak, but he could see that she’d even put on some makeup.  It wasn’t clumped on like a lot of girls seemed to do, no, it was a natural look that was just enough to highlight her natural beauty.  His mouth fell open, and he didn’t even realize it.  

	Rosalie watched Eric’s reaction to her, and she couldn’t help it.  She smiled.  His mouth had dropped open when he’d seen her, and she took that as a good sign.  She’d been worried that she wouldn’t look good enough to go to one of these fancy parties, and the way he’d looked at her reassured her.

	“You look beautiful.”  He’d finally closed his mouth and found his tongue.

	“Thank you.  You clean up pretty nice yourself.”  She meant it to be teasing, since she’d only ever seen him in jeans and leather, and now it was his turn to blush a little.

	“I don’t usually dress like this.  I prefer not looking like a walking opportunity for a mugging.”  She laughed.  He seemed to be very pleasant tonight, without the usual put downs, or smart remarks, and she decided that she was going to enjoy the night.  Even if it was the only nice time she would ever have with him.  He bowed her into the car and she couldn’t wipe the smile off her face if she tried.

	“So, I don’t know if you knew this, but I’ve never been to a cotillion, and I’m not even sure what it is.”  Rosalie turned her head out the window, so she wouldn’t see the snigger that she was sure would be coming her way.  She lived under a proverbial rock, and things were simple and good there.

	“It’s boring really.  It’s an old French tradition where the debutants were presented to society.  Unfortunately, my mother likes to keep her social calendar full, and that means that we have these boring parties quite often.  I usually can’t get out of them because she’s trying to play matchmaker with me and the daughters of every woman she knows.  Some days I feel like she’s trying to pawn me off to someone else so she doesn’t have to deal with me.”  At first, Rosalie thought that was a joke, but when she peeked at him from under her lashes, she saw that his jaw was clenched, and that it might be the truth after all.  She’d read books of romantic stories from France, and she knew about debutants and everything that went with it, but she had no idea that those types of things still existed in the world.  That fantasy world that she read about seemed romantic in the stories, but it couldn’t really be a way of life.  She felt bad for him that his mother was trying to marry him off to some richer young woman.  Her heart sank a little.  That meant that she would never have a chance with him, even though she found herself liking him more and more, the longer she spent time with him.

	“Well, I’ve never been to one, or anything like that, so I’m excited.  I hope that I don’t embarrass you.”  When the words left her mouth, fear gripped Rosalie’s gut.  She’d never even thought that she might embarrass him.  She didn’t know how to act at one of these things, and she could just see herself making some kind of mistake that would get her kicked out.  Her shoulders slumped, and she lapsed into silence.  

	“I want to apologize ahead of time for my mother.  She’s a social butterfly with a screw loose.  Scratch that, screw missing.  If she starts to bother you just tell me and we’ll leave.”  He cleared his throat, and now it was Eric who was nervous.  “The cotillion is at my parents’ house, and it can be a little overwhelming.  My mom likes to have the best of the best, and she likes to flaunt that we have money.  If it makes you uncomfortable, we can leave.”  That just plummeted Rosalie even farther into her downward spiral.  She was going to be on display for his family and his real friends, and she wasn’t going to make the cut.  A single tear slid from her eye, and she dabbed at it quickly to get rid of it without smearing her makeup.  Why did she suddenly care if she wasn’t good enough?  She didn’t really want to be with him, did she?  Rosalie shoved that thought from her mind.  That was something that would need a pros and cons list later and some perusal time in order to get an honest answer out of herself, and she couldn’t do that with him sitting beside her.

	About a half an hour later, Eric pulled up to a hotel.  No, it wasn’t a hotel, it was a house the size of a hotel.  Now it was Rosalie’s turn to let her mouth hang open.  She felt like she’d just been brought to a castle, and that this was the one night in her life that she got to be Cinderella.  No matter what happened, she was going to remember tonight for the rest of her life.  A man was waiting outside in a uniform, and it hit her suddenly that he was wearing livery.  Like back in the medieval days.  How much money did Eric’s family have?  Social royalty might even be an understatement at this point.  The man walked around to Eric’s side of the car.

	“Good evening, sir.  How are you tonight?”  Eric unbuckled his seat belt and got out, leaving Rosalie to hurry up and follow his lead.  The man got in, and drove the car away.  Wow, valet.  That was the first time she’d even seen an event that required one, much less been to one.  Eric was standing in front of her, looking just like the prince in her dream, holding out a hand to her, and giving her a little half bow.  She put her hand in his and felt his warm strength.  It made her straighten her shoulders and raise her chin.  She could handle this.  It didn’t matter that she wasn’t what his mother wanted for him.  It didn’t even matter if he really wanted her or not.  He had invited her to this, and that meant, for tonight at least, that they were together, and they were going to have a good time.  As soon as she turned towards the house, the music and sweet perfume of flowers and rich food met her nose.  Garlands of fresh cut flowers were stretched along the hallway, a plush rug led the way to another room that was so brightly lit, that Rosalie went blind for a few seconds after the darkness of the night outside.

	When her eyes finally adjusted, she thought she was in a movie or a book.  The room was as large as the one used for the Great Hall in Harry Potter, and it was almost as beautiful as it had been for the Yule Ball.  There was a string quartet on a raised platform in one corner, banquet tables covered in white silk lining the walls, and a large chandelier hung in the middle of the room.  Rosalie made a mental note not to get under it at all tonight, because it was so large that she was afraid the ceiling wouldn’t hold it.  There were about a dozen girls in beautiful white dresses, all looking like they were no more than sixteen.  The rest of the guests were dressed as if they were at a wedding or a more glamorous version of a prom.  She was glad that Eric had given her this dress with the accessories, because nothing she owned would even be remotely close to acceptable.  He was still leading her, her hand in the crook of his elbow, and with him by her side, she felt like she could face everything in front of her tonight.  Even, gulp, his mom…who was on her way over.  

 

Chapter 11

 

	“Eric!  Darling!  I didn’t know you were coming.  Thank you for at least getting yourself cleaned up a little.”  Her voice had some bitterness in it when she commented on his attire, but then she saw Rosalie and hitched a smile on her face.  “Well, hello!  And who is this charming young lady?”  Her eyes swung over to Eric, waiting for an introduction.  He stretched the silence out a little more before giving his mother more of a grimace of pain than a smile, and held a hand up to her like Vanna White did when she was flipping letters.  Rosalie bit her lip to keep from laughing.  It was like he was showing her off as some sort of a prize.  

	“This is Rosalie.  She’s a premed student, and she goes to school with me.”  His mother looked at her like she was a horse being bought, and Rosalie decided that if the woman dared to come over and open her mouth to look at her teeth, she would bite her.  Childish, yes, but there it was.

	“And what ties to society do you have?”  Both of them were silent for a moment, then she realized that Eric was leaving it up to her to say whatever she wanted.  Smiling at her as sweetly as she could, she answered her.

	“None at all.  I can’t even afford a laptop.”  The look on his mother’s face could have curdled milk.  She turned to her son and jerked her head, indicating that he should follow her.  He apologized and let go of Rosalie’s arm so he could talk to her.  She didn’t quite know what to do now that she was alone.  She didn’t know anyone else, and she couldn’t even try to congratulate his sister, because she didn’t know which one she was, and there were a dozen girls in white dresses, making it more difficult to narrow down.  Rosalie sighed and went to stand against the wall.  This wasn’t quite what she had in mind, but then again, she was here, so she was going to enjoy herself.  She would have much rather been with Eric, even if she had no idea what the blossoming thoughts and feelings in her mind meant yet, but she would have enjoyed figuring them out together.  Her gaze swept the room, and she watched as some couples were waltzing around the dance floor.  She loved the music, and it had something to it that tore her soul apart and put it back together.  Her eyes closed of their own accord, and she swayed a little against the wall.  Then she took a step away from it and swayed freely.  She had no idea how to waltz, but she’d always loved watching Dancing with the Stars, and she’d been jealous of the way those women could move and look like they were floating through the air.  Something grabbed her hand, and her eyes flew open to see Eric’s smiling face.

	“Care to dance?  It looks like you were doing alright by yourself, now let’s see what you can do with a partner.”  Rosalie froze.  Eric was back, and the devilishly handsome smile that he was giving her was melting her knees.

	“I, um, I have no idea how to dance like that.  I just love the way that the music makes me feel.”  He waved away her excuses, grabbing her hand and dragging her out onto the dance floor.  Rosalie bit her lip, trying to think of a way out of looking completely and utterly stupid when he tried to dance with her and she proved that she couldn’t look graceful at all.  

	“It’s alright.  Ballroom dancing was something that I had to add to my repertoire, and I’m sure that I could get you to stumble along with me.”  He was being so sweet.  She smiled at him.  Ok, she could give it a shot.  She nodded, and he took her hands.  Taking a shaky breath, she smiled at him.  Eric’s eyes locked on hers, and she felt like there was an intensity there that she’d never seen before.  It touched her down to her very soul.  His hands took hers, lifting them up almost to chin level.  “Alright, this is your frame.  I want your arms to be rigid.  If they’re limp then it won’t look nice.”  He tightened the muscles in his arms, and she couldn’t help but notice that it also pulled the ones in his chest tight.  She quickly snapped her eyes up to his, copying what he’d done so her arms were in a tight frame.  “Now keep your elbows up, about chin high, and your head back a little.”  She did as she was told, wondering if this was what it was like for the celebrities on her favorite show.  Granted, she thought that her instructor was a lot more attractive than most of the professional ones, though.  “Try to follow my lead.  I’m going to go slow at first until you get the steps right, then we’ll speed it up to match the music.”  She nodded, looking down at his feet.

	“I promise I’ll do my best.”  He grinned impishly at her.  His feet started to move, and she clumsily tried to copy him.

	“Nice and slow.  One, two, three.  One, two, three.”  She was starting to get the steps down, and she felt pretty proud of herself.  “Ok, now we’re going to pick it up a little.”  Fear sparked in her, and she looked up at him.  He just smiled and started to pick up the pace a little.  She followed, and before she knew it, they were sweeping along the floor like she’d always known how to do it.

	“Wow!  I’m dancing!  I never thought that would happen.”  Rosalie laughed, and it colored her cheeks a little, and gave a sparkle to her eyes.  Eric saw it and it took his breath away for a second or two.  When he recovered, he had to change the subject, or he’d be getting tongue tied again.  


	“We’re going to try a spin now, ok?”  Panic flooded her face, but he laughed it off.  Just remember the steps, and I’ll do the rest.”  She was nervous, but she trusted him.  He’d done nothing but tell the truth so far, so he warranted it.  He did the steps, then pulled her under one arm and twisted her around.  She stumbled a little, but she kept doing her steps, and to be honest, Rosalie was surprised that she wound up back in his arms where she’d started.  He’d been right.  His smile was so warm and genuine, that it melted a little spot in her chest.  She didn’t want to think that it was her heart, because she barely knew him, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted to get that attached to him if he was just going to dump her after tonight.  Not that they were even going out, though, so how could he dump her?  These thoughts chased each other around in her head, but she had to forcibly shove the thoughts away.  They were unpleasant to her, and she wanted to enjoy the night with him.  Hours passed, and she started to yawn.  “Are you getting tired?”  Was that disappointment in his voice?  Was it relief?  Did he want to get rid of her already?  “I wouldn’t blame you, it is after midnight.”  She froze.

	“After midnight?!?  Oh my god I have class in a few hours!”  He frowned.  Eric didn’t want the night to be over with yet, but he wasn’t going to try to pull her away from her studies.  The degree that she was going for was her choice, and he wasn’t going to stand in the way of her dream. Besides, this was just a dance.  It didn’t really mean anything, right?  She was just a distraction to keep himself entertained.  And, of course she believed him now.  It felt good to have a confidant.  Originally, he’d never wanted to tell anyone the truth, but right now, it felt like a huge weight had been taken off his shoulders, and he liked it.

	“I should get you back home, huh?”  She looked up at him, sadness and regret in her eyes.  He could tell that what she should do was warring with what she wanted to do, and he couldn’t blame her.  He had class tomorrow, too, but he didn’t care.  He would rather spend the next six hours dancing with her than sleeping.

	“I’m sorry, but yes.  I need to get a little bit of sleep at least before I go to class.”  He knew better than to push, so he took her hand and led her off the dance floor.  The room was almost completely empty at this point, and she knew that some of these couples would stay up for hours yet, enjoying the ethereal surroundings and the pleasant company of their partners.  She wished that she could join them.  Eric led her back out the front doors, where the valet was still standing, and nodded for his car to be brought around.  They stood in silence until the man drove up, and then he opened the door to let her in before heading over to the driver’s side.  The whole ride home was silent, and Rosalie kept wishing that he would say something about the night.  Something.  Anything.  Just to give her a hint as to what was going through his mind, and what exactly they might be to each other.  Was this a date?  Had it just been to prove a point?  She didn’t want to push the issue, but she was dying to know what exactly was going on between them.  Instead of bringing her to the library, he took her straight to the dorm.  This time, he didn’t get out to get the door for her, and Rosalie’s heart sank.  The evening was over, and with it the image of the prince that she’d liked so much.  

	“I’ll, um, bring the dress and everything back to you in class.”  She was about to slam the door, when he finally spoke.

	“No, it’s fine.  You can keep them.”  She waited for him to say something else, but when the silence stretched on, she finally closed the door and started for the dorm.  She wanted to look back, just to see his handsome face in the guise of the prince one last time, but she knew better.  She wasn’t going to try to force anything between them.  She kept her back firmly to him until she got into the building with the door firmly shut behind her.  That’s when her shoulders slumped, and tears started in her eyes.  Her vision was blurry when she took off the dress and slid into bed, but it didn’t take long for her to fall asleep.

	Eric, meanwhile, was watching her go.  He felt like a colossal ass, but he didn’t know what to do about it.  She’d done something tonight that made him want to spend more time with her, and it was her pure joy and innocence that caught him.  She wasn’t one of those girls that he could bribe to get what he wanted, or one that threw herself at him in the hopes of getting some kind of monetary reward out of it.  This was a girl that he could really be honest with, one that could handle his mother, and yet still be herself without being catty or petty.  It intrigued him, and that made him want to get to know her better.  He wasn’t so great with words, however, because he’d never had to try before, and that was why he hadn’t said a word the whole ride home.  He hadn’t known what to say.  Watching her walk away in the moonlight tugged at something in his chest that he never thought he’d feel.  He shook his head.  He couldn’t drive home with visions dancing in front of his eyes.

 

Chapter 12

 

	The next time they had class together, Eric came in with a large package under his arm.  Rosalie’s curiosity was piqued, but she decided not to ask about it.  He put it down in front of her seat, grinning wildly.  The grin was infectious, and she couldn’t help but return it.  

	“What’s this?” she asked him playfully.  He crossed his arms over his chest and shrugged, like it was all news to him.  She narrowed her eyes at him, but he ignored her, sitting down in his seat, and acting for all the world like he was paying attention to the class.  She looked from the box to him, catching him watching her out of the corner of his eye.  She finally grabbed the package and started to open it.  The look on his face was blank and impassive, making it hard for her to get any clue from him.  When she got the wrapping paper off, she realized that she was staring at a new computer.  Her mouth dropped open.  She looked from it to him, shocked beyond belief.

	“Do you like it?”  She couldn’t get a word out in her surprise, but she nodded.  His face lit up and he put his hands behind his head, leaning back in his seat nonchalantly.  She didn’t know what came over her, but she threw her arms around him and hugged him, almost knocking him out of the chair.  It rocked forward, putting him in the best position to hug her back.  It felt warm and safe, and she didn’t want to let go.  People were starting to stare at them, though, so she pulled away from him, her face burning in embarrassment.

	“Wow.  Thank you so much!  I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you for this.”  Her hands trembled a little as she let them run over the box.

	“Well, let’s just say you can be my tutor and study with me, and we’ll call it even.  Deal?”  She stared at him.  That’s all he wanted in return for this laptop?  It was a high end computer, and she was sure that it cost him at least a couple grand, but that was all he was asking in return?

	“Deal!”  A tear slid down her cheek as she looked at the box, just taking it all in, and he reached over to wipe it away.  She turned her head up towards him, making their faces very close.  His eyes bored into hers, almost like he could look deep down into her soul.  Her cheeks grew hot, and she wondered if he would kiss her.  His eyes traveled down to her lips, and then his face came closer.  She took a deep breath, and as his lips touched hers, she closed her eyes, giving herself up to the moment.  His need communicated itself to her, and she leaned in more, feeling herself caught up in the moment.  The professor came to stand in front of them, clearing his throat loudly.  Rosalie sprang away from Eric, almost upending her chair, all too aware of the entire class laughing at them.  She pushed Eric and his self-absorbed grin from her mind as she focused on the class, but the feel of his velvety lips kept making her sneak peeks at him.  He didn’t care about the class, he just sat there, staring around, watching everyone else.  When the class was dismissed, he caught her hand.

	“So tonight ok?  I think it might be good to get all your notes into your new computer.”  Rosalie punched him playfully.

	“Tonight is fine.  My last class is over at three, then I’ll be home.”  The smile he gave her was genuine, and she couldn’t help but feel butterflies in her stomach.  Was this a date?  A real date?

	“Great.  I’ll meet you at your dorm at three thirty.”  The class was dismissed, and she floated out of there like she was full of air.  The smile never left her face, and when her other class was over at three, she practically ran back to the dorm.  When she opened the door to their room, she stopped dead.  Blaze was sitting on the couch with Eric, and she couldn’t have been closer to him unless she was sitting in his lap.  A low growl started in Rosalie’s throat.  To be fair, though, Eric was doing his best to keep her at bay, even though she was making it difficult.  Steeling herself for any fallout, she decided that she needed to put her mousy tendencies to rest.  Rosalie hitched a smile across her face and sauntered towards Eric.  Vanessa came out of the kitchen, and both her and Blaze’s eyes were on Rosalie.  Once Eric realized that he wasn’t the sole object of Blaze’s attention, he followed her line of sight to see Rosalie come stalking her way across the room.  Her eyes were locked on his and there was such an intensity in them that his heart skipped a beat.  It was easy to believe that only the two of them were the only ones in the room.  Rosalie put her hands to either side of his face, leaned in, and kissed him.  It wasn’t just a soft and sweet kiss, it had some power to it, and Eric’s hands came up to pull her into his lap.  Rosalie lost herself in the kiss, but she was very aware of the open mouthed incredulity that was radiating from Vanessa and the daggers that were coming from Blaze.  She didn’t care.  She was old enough now, and if she wanted something, she wasn’t just going to sit back and let it walk by, she was going to take it.  When she finally backed off, her cheeks were pink.  Her eyes met Vanessa’s, and her friend winked at her in approval.  She pointedly ignored Blaze.

	“Are you ready to study?”  She put an emphasis on study so it sounded like studying would be the last thing they were doing, and she felt a little satisfaction when Blaze got up and stormed out of the door.  Eric nodded and followed her into her bedroom.  

	“I can’t believe that you got rid of her.  I’ve been trying to do that for weeks.”  Rosalie was still a little shocked that she had done what she did, but she felt a little bit of fierce pride in it, too.  She was staking her claim on Eric now, and Blaze could get lost.  

	“Well, I can’t promise that she’ll leave you alone, but I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”  He laughed and headed over to the computer that she’d put on her bed.  He started to open the box and read the owner’s manual to make sure he set it up properly.  She watched him, feeling a warm glow in her chest area.  The two of them got the computer up and running, and he dictated to her as she typed her notes out.  They weren’t doing anything special, just spending time together, and she felt like she was on cloud nine.  He wasn’t trying to get handsy with her, wasn’t trying to get into her pants, and was being an all around gentleman.  It was a shock to her, because she hadn’t thought he had it in him when she’d first met him.  The bad boy persona had been a huge turn off, because it was a life that she didn’t want.  But now…

	“Thank you so much for helping me.  I never wanted you to buy me a computer.  I’m not a gold digger, I swear.”  She’d been afraid that that was what he thought of her.  He looked up at her, with an unreadable expression on his face.

	“Do you really think that you have to defend yourself to me?  I wouldn’t have bought this for you if I didn’t think you needed it.  I know that you would have never asked or expected anything.  That’s why I bought it.  It’s also why I don’t tell people who I really am.  I don’t want a flock of girls after me for my money.”  Relief rushed through her.  It wasn’t a situation that she thought that she would ever be caught up in, but here it was.  The studying done, he lay on the bed with his hands behind his head, just looking up at the ceiling as he talked.  She bit her lip.  Should she go and lay down with him?  Deciding that she was going to risk it, she crawled up on the bed with him.  “Well, hello there.  I must say this feels a lot nicer than that leech trying to get to me.”  They both shared a laugh at Blaze’s expense.  The two of them lay there, talking for what seemed like hours.  Finally, Eric looked at his watch.  “Damn it.  I’ve got to get going.  I’m sorry.  My mom has this charity dinner, and I have to go.”  Now that she knew the truth about him, and his lifestyle, she felt like there were no barriers between them, and that she didn’t have anything to repulse her about his attitude.

	“It’s alright.  I know you have a busy schedule, and I wouldn’t dream of holding you up.  Thank you again, so much, for the laptop.  I’d been saving up some money, but I was still only about halfway there.  I swear I’ll repay you one day.”  Rosalie didn’t like to accept charity, and even though it was easy for him to buy one with the hundreds of dollars he had, she didn’t want him to think that she wanted to be with him because of the money.  It was more the romance behind it all.

	“I told you, don’t worry about it.  Consider it a gift to make up for me being such an ass from the very beginning, ok?”  She raised an eyebrow at him.  “I’m sorry, but I do need to go.”  She jumped up, getting the door for him and letting him leave.  As he walked out of the dorm room, Vanessa came barging out of her bedroom, almost barreling her over, slamming the door behind her and dragging her to the bed.

	“Ok, spill!”  Vanessa looked at her with such a fierce look of anticipation that Rosalie couldn’t help but laugh.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  Rosalie decided to play around a little and Vanessa gave an exasperated growl and Rosalie threw her hands up in surrender.  “Alright, alright.  He was in one of my classes, and we got paired up as lab partners.  We kind of went from there.”  It wasn’t a complete lie, but she still had to make sure that she didn’t give any hint of his true family connections to anyone else.  If and when he wanted to reveal that to his friends, that was on him.  Vanessa’s eyes were shining.

	“I’m so excited for you!  He’s a sweet guy deep down, but then again, I’m sure you can already tell that, or you wouldn’t be with him.  The standoffish way that he is with most people tends to make girls run the other way, but with his adorable face, they tend to come back and try to make it work.”  Rosalie blushed.  

	“You don’t think that Blaze is going to, you know, try to kill me in my sleep, do you?  I know she was after him for a while, and what I did today was more than just stake a claim.”  Even though she was trying to break out of her mousy ways, she was still not very big on confrontation.  

	“No, you’ll be fine.  She may try to do the odd thing to steal him from you, but she won’t actually hurt you.  She knows better than that.”  There was a dark look in Vanessa’s eyes, and she wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing, but knowing that she was safe from Blaze lifted her spirits that much more.

 

Chapter 13

 

	Rosalie felt like she was on cloud nine.  Eric was into her.  Not only that, he really wasn’t the pretentious asshole that she’d originally met.  He was a sweetheart who just happened to have a hidden identity.  It was a little on the romantic side and made her think about some of the romance books she’d read.  Thinking about him made her cheeks red and warm, and it gave her butterflies in her stomach.  She tried not to think about the people who might stand in the way of her happiness.  Blaze might try some petty things to get back at her, and that was fine.  She understood and that wasn’t what bothered her.  No, she was worried about Eric’s mom.  She looked like she wouldn’t accept anyone below the rank of princess for her son.  Rosalie bit her lip.  Maybe she could kill the mom with kindness the next time they met.  The smart remark she’d given at the cotillion wasn’t exactly going to work in her favor.  Well, it had when it came to Eric, but not when it came to the mom.  That was going to be her main priority, between classes and homework, of course.  She had to find a way to get his mom to like her.

	The day was a little chilly with a heavy wind, and Rosalie went down to the little coffee shop where she’d gone on her first day.  She’d seen Blaze there for the first time, but she wasn’t thinking about that at all.  She was thinking about the nice, chintz armchairs in front of the fireplace.  Her class had gotten cancelled because the professor had a last minute emergency, so she’d taken the opportunity for a break and grabbed a book she’d been wanting to read.  Rosalie was perfectly happy reading for hours on end, so she planned on making a day of it.  It was something that she used to love doing, and sadly didn’t have much time for it anymore.  She bought her hot chocolate and settled into the fluffiest armchair.  Taking a deep breath, Rosalie smelled the crisp freshness of the pages, opening the book for the first time.  That was heaven.  The smell of a new book, the crinkle of a brand new page, and the leathery feel of the cover.  How long she sat there, buried in the book, and lost in a story that she wished she could be a part of, she didn’t know.

	“Don’t think you’ve won anything.”  Blaze stood in front of her, hands on her hips, staring daggers at her.  Rosalie looked up, trying to bring her mindset back to reality.  Seeing Blaze didn’t exactly give her the warm fuzzies, but she knew that she couldn’t avoid the girl for the rest of her time at school.

	“Blaze, I didn’t mean to take him from you, and I’m sorry if you feel that way.  To be honest, I didn’t even like him in the beginning.”  Thinking that honesty was going to be the best policy, Rosalie told her the truth.  Well, some of it.  She wasn’t going to betray that Eric wasn’t who Blaze thought he was.

	“I don’t need a little Goody Two Shoes like you trying to turn him around.  He’s perfectly fine the way he is.  I’ve got my eye on you, and I’m going to do whatever I can to replace you.”  Rosalie felt a chill at the blatant threat and poison in the girl’s voice, but she opened her mouth to say something else, anyway.  She never got that far.  Blaze picked up the cup of hot chocolate that Rosalie had been drinking out of and promptly dumped half of it on Rosalie’s head.  Before she could even get to her feet at the impertinence of it all, Rosalie dumped the rest of the drink on the brand new book Rosalie had been reading.  That set her off.  She didn’t mind the attack on herself, but she hated the loss of her book.  Something snapped in her.  When she looked up at Blaze’s smirking face, lightning flashed in her eyes.  Blaze’s smirk slipped a little, but she quickly hitched it back up.  

	“I don’t have a problem with you, but if you keep doing things like this, then I will.  Just because I don’t want to fight with you doesn’t mean that I won’t.  If I do, you’ll lose.  I know I look mousy and weak, but I can promise you that I’m not.”  Blaze huffed at her like her threat meant nothing at all, then turned on her heel and walked out.  Granted, Rosalie was bluffing, but Blaze didn’t know that.  When her book got ruined, she was ready to spit fire.  It wouldn’t last long, though, and by the time the fight actually came around, her heart wouldn’t be in it anymore.  She was actually relieved that Blaze had left rather than calling her bluff.  The only thing that she was really upset about, was losing her book.  Now she had to buy another copy.  Growling under her breath, she picked up the empty cup and her sodden book, threw them both in the trash can, then left the café, doing her best to ignore the strange looks she was getting for having hot chocolate dripping down her hair.  On the walk back to the dorm, her anger crested in her, and she was surprised to see that it hadn’t disappeared already.  Normally, she didn’t hold grudges, and anger dissipated as soon as it manifested, but now she just couldn’t get rid of it.  She banged the door open, stalked across the living room to her own door, unlocked it, and barged in.  Vanessa had been sitting on the couch doing some kind of homework, and she was frozen in place, watching Rosalie.  Slowly, she put down her work and slunk to the door to see Rosalie rummaging for her shower bag and towels.

	“Hey.  Um, what’s going on?  Are you ok?”  Vanessa kept most of her body behind the door jamb, just to be safe if objects started flying.  

	“I was at the coffee shop reading when Blaze showed up.”  There was still anger in Rosalie’s voice, but now there was a tightness to Vanessa’s face, too.  She’d had a private talk with Blaze when Eric had made his choice, and Blaze had promised to leave Rosalie alone.  Vanessa had a few friends, and they were all pretty much the same.  Rosalie was different, and she was actually having a positive influence on Vanessa, even though she wasn’t going to tell her that, and she wasn’t going to lose that.  “She took my hot chocolate and dumped it on me.  I don’t really care about that because I can go shower, but she poured it out on my book, too, and now I have to go buy a new copy.  I just want to slap her or something.”  Vanessa smiled.  Rosalie really wasn’t a violent person, and it showed.  If the worst thing that she could think of to do to her was to slap her, then it went to show how good a person Rosalie really was.  

	“Ooooh watch out!  Rosalie’s on the war path.”  Vanessa smiled, and Rosalie couldn’t help but laugh.  It was good that she had Vanessa to vent to.  It seemed like all the anger was gone, and now she just had a mild annoyance that she had to find a ride to the bookstore to get herself a new copy.  

	“That’s right!  And I’m damn scary!”  Rosalie straightened, put her hands on her hips and gave a scary look.  Vanessa burst out laughing.  The pink robe that she had hanging from her head by the hood didn’t exactly scream scariness.

	“I’m shaking in my little boots.”  Rosalie grabbed her bag and closed the door behind her.

	“I’m gonna go wash the chocolate out of my hair, but would you mind taking me to the bookstore when I’m done?  I just want to pick up another copy.  I was at a really good part.”

	“Yeah, sure.  I need to go get some play anyway.  I swear this literature class was a mistake.”  Vanessa hated her class, and was only too happy to provide Rosalie with rides every now and then in exchange for help in that department.

	“Great!  Thank you so much.  Back in a jiffy.”  Rosalie grabbed her things and went to shower.  On the way, she smiled.  Having a good friend like Vanessa was something that she hadn’t been able to experience before, and now she was loving it.  Eric crossed her mind while she was washing her hair, and she wondered what he was up to.  When he wasn’t around, she thought about him almost constantly.  Well, between classes and homework, anyway.  She couldn’t wait to go out with him again, but had been struggling to come up with cheap dates so that he wouldn’t pay for both of them.  She considered herself independent, but she really wasn’t making much money right now, and she needed to change that.  While she was doing her homework on her new laptop, she discovered a website that let her work from home as a writer.  She was good at inventing stories, and she’d applied to quite a few jobs.  Now she was just waiting to see if anyone would hire her.  It was something that she knew she could do even with her busy schedule, and it would make her feel better about herself.  When she didn’t want them to, thoughts forced their way into her head, telling her that she wasn’t good enough for Eric, and that he would never be with her once he found out exactly who she was.  Right now he was just looking at something new, and that was why he was still around.  At first, it had been to prove a point, now it was a novelty that he was exploring.

	Unfortunately, for Rosalie, this was more than just a novelty.  She’d been falling for him pretty steadily, and that gave her the constant fear that he was going to move on.  Getting herself a job on top of the strenuous class schedule she had should show him that she was hard working and willing to do anything that needed to be done.  She hoped that he would weigh that against the fact that she wasn’t rich and that it would have some significance to it.  She still had to find a way to convince his mom that she was good enough, but she figured that could wait.  She had to convince Eric first, otherwise he would dump her and she wouldn’t have to worry about the mom.  She was worried that she was going to lose the first real relationship that she’d really felt something in.  Rosalie got out of the shower and hurried back to her room.  She didn’t bother with blow drying her hair, she just braided it and let it be.  Getting dressed quickly, she grabbed her purse and knocked on Vanessa’s door.

	“I’m ready!”  She hung up the phone quickly and smiled.

	“Great!  Let’s go.”  It struck Rosalie as a little odd that she got off the phone right when she came into the room, but to be honest, it could be something as innocent as she was leaving so she had to go.  Giving Vanessa the benefit of the doubt, she followed her out to the parking lot and got into her car.  The two of them blared loud pop music on the way, Rosalie swaying to the music and Vanessa singing at the top of her lungs.  This was what she’d always wanted in high school, as far as friendship went, but better late than never.  The book store loomed into view, and pure happiness rushed through Rosalie.  It was a good thing that Vanessa was with her, because she could spend hours here and not even realize it.  

	“Keep an eye on me.  I go a little crazy in the bookstore,” warned Rosalie.  Vanessa just laughed and waved it off.

 

Chapter 14

 

	It was Saturday, and Rosalie was enjoying the fact that she didn’t have to get up early for class.  The muted noise from outside lulled her into a comfortable place where she was floating on pink cotton candy clouds.  Her pillow was soft and she was snuggled into it, loving the fact that she didn’t have to get up if she didn’t want to.

	BANG!  Her bedroom door burst open with such violence that it hit the wall and bounced off.  Rosalie almost leapt from the bed in panic, grabbing her nightstand lamp as a weapon.  Her heart was pounding, racing a hundred miles an hour.  Was she about to be assaulted?  What was going on?

	“Good morning, sunshine!  Hope I didn’t startle you.”  The voice was welcome, but not this early in the morning.

	“Eric!  What the hell are you doing here?  How did you even get in?  The door was locked.”  Rosalie tried to give her heart a pep talk in order to calm it down, then put her lamp back on the nightstand.

	“Well, you’re right.  It was locked.  I’m pretty good at picking locks though.”  He winked at her, and she sighed heavily.  It was a false alarm, and as much as she cared about him, he wasn’t going to take her lounge time from her.  She crawled back under the blanket.

	“Can I help you with something?  Why couldn’t you have called instead of bursting in on me?”  He looked bewildered for a moment, then closed the door behind him.  That in and of itself told her that he wasn’t going to leave anytime soon.

	“I could have called, yes, and most reasonable people would, but then you would have had the chance to tell me no, and I didn’t want that.”  Logic.  He was throwing logic at her first thing in the morning.  She threw her pillow at him and grumbled.  Eric came and sat down on the bed, giving her that puppy dog look that basically got him anything he wanted.  She peeked out from under the blanket, saw the look and groaned, burying herself even deeper in the covers.

	“And what exactly could I have said no to?” she asked, her voice muffled by the comforter.  

	“Coming to breakfast with me.”  Rosalie popped her head out from under the blanket.

	“I have no problem going to breakfast with you, but does it have to be right now?  It’s the one day that I don’t have to get up early, and now you’re taking it away from me.”  She was in full blown five year old mode and wanted nothing more than to duck under the covers.  

	“Well, yes it does, because it’s not just going to be with me.  It’s going to be with my mom, too.”  Rosalie froze.  Her eyes grew wide as saucers, and her mouth fell open.

	“Run that by me again?”  She was pretty sure she’d heard him right, but she was hoping that she’d imagined it.  He just grinned at her in that annoyingly cute way of his and refused to say anything.  “If you want to break up with me you can just do it.  You don’t have to sacrifice me to your mom for breakfast.”  He laughed at that.

	“I have my reasons for doing this, I promise.  Just come with me and be your naturally sweet self and there won’t be any problems.”  Rosalie seriously doubted that, but she was willing to do this for him.

	“Fine!  But boy do you owe me!”  He gave a huge victory fist pump and did a little happy dance.  Rosalie had to bite the insides of her cheeks to keep from laughing.  Laughing would only let him know that he was getting away with it and would get away with everything if he just tried.  She got out of bed, grabbed him by the shoulders, opened her door and promptly pushed him out of her bedroom.

	“Hey!  You already said you’d go!”  He was indignant when she slammed the door in his face and locked it.

	“And I am!  But give me some privacy to get changed, geez.”  There was silence on Eric’s side of the door, and she knew that he was feeling embarrassed now that he hadn’t even though of that.  She dug through her closet, looking for something that might possibly pass his mother’s test, but she came up empty.  All she could do was put on a nice pair of dress pants and a sweater, and hope that it would be good enough.  When she opened her door he jumped up off the couch.  “Slow down, cowboy.  I’m going to brush my teeth and get fixed up.”  He put his hands up in surrender and got himself comfortable on the couch again.

	The car ride was almost silent.  Not because Eric didn’t want to talk, but because Rosalie was so nervous that she couldn’t do more than stare out the window.  She kept running over their first meeting over and over again in her head.  Why had she been so snotty and bratty?  Oh, how she wished she could go back and do it all over again.  At the time, she hadn’t had a clue that she would ever be with Eric, so she hadn’t cared if his mother liked her.  Now that she wanted the woman to like her, she couldn’t for the life of her figure out a way to salvage the damage she’d already done.  When he pulled up into the parking lot, Rosalie got another shock.  It wasn’t a restaurant, as she’d expected.  It was a country club.  A real, authentic country club.  

	“This isn’t going to go well.  I’m not what she wants for you.”  Rosalie could feel her knees trembling, and she didn’t want to get out of the car.  Stalling seemed like the best way to go about it.  Eric was at her door, holding out a hand for her, and she was all but pressing herself into the console to get away from the door.  

	“Rosalie.  Look at me.”  She did.  What she saw in his eyes gave her the strength to get up.  They’d been together for almost two months now, and what he was telling her with his eyes was that he wasn’t going anywhere, no matter what his mother said.  It gave her that extra push that she needed.  Rosalie straightened up, took his arm, and squared her shoulders as he led her in.  The banquet hall was pristine, with not a fork out of place.  His mother was sitting at a little table by herself, doing something on her cell phone.  He strode up to her with a purpose, and Rosalie stayed behind him a little.

	“Good morning, mother.”  She didn’t take her eyes from the screen as she smiled in his direction.

	“Good morning, Eric.  I’m glad that you could join me for breakfast.  I wanted to talk to you about something.  Your sister’s cotillion had quite a few eligible young ladies, and I wanted to see which ones might interest you.”  She still hadn’t looked up.  Rosalie felt like clearing her throat so the self-absorbed woman would look up at her and see that Eric wasn’t alone.  

	“That’s a great idea, mother, because I have something to say on that subject, too.”  She closed her phone finally and looked up.  The smile on her face vanished the moment she saw Rosalie.  “I’m sure you remember Rosalie, right?”  The scathing look in her eyes told them both that she did.

	“I don’t recall inviting her here to join us.”  The icy tone would have frozen a flame, but he just shrugged it off.

	“No, you didn’t, but I did.  Which makes it just as good.  Now, about those girls.  I know that you’ve been making spreadsheets to highlight the pros and cons of each one as a wife, and I’m telling you that you’re wasting your time.”  She finally dragged her eyes away from Rosalie to focus on her son.

	“You know me all too well.  I wouldn’t say that it’s a waste of time.  I think being organized and looking at the whole picture is a good way to try to build your future.  Sitting down to go over these charts is something we need to do before you choose one to get serious with.”  Rosalie bristled.  The bitch was going to pretend like she wasn’t here at all.  Eric pulled out a chair for her, and she sat in it, keeping her gaze on his mother the whole time.  She wanted to let the older woman know that she didn’t care what she wanted.  She would leave when Eric told her he didn’t want her anymore.

	“That’s just it.  I already have one picked out to get serious with.”  That was news to Rosalie.  She’d thought things were going great between the two of them.  He’d brought her here so she would be part of this conversation, and so she would understand that he had to break up with her because of his mom.  She could feel the tears starting to well up, and she wanted nothing more than to get out of there, but she couldn’t make an excuse to leave.  She couldn’t even talk.  The tears she was holding back were choking up her throat, and she knew no sound would escape.  She would sit here, mutely, until he took her home, then never speak to him again.  

	“How can you have already picked someone?  You haven’t even seen my lists.”  She was trying to be calm, but it wasn’t working.  

	“Because I don’t need to make lists.  I can get to know someone and know whether or not I want to be with them because of who they are.”  Now there was some venom in his voice, and she flinched.  Something told Rosalie that this was the first time that he’d spoken to his mother like that, and she didn’t like it.  She turned her eyes to Rosalie, clearly blaming it all on her.  Eric caught the look and took that opportunity to throw them both into turmoil.  He took Rosalie’s hand, sliding out of his chair down to one knee.  “We’ve been together for two months now, and I know all that I need to know about you.  You’re hardworking and honest, you kept my secret when I asked you to, even though you had no reason to be loyal to me.  You helped me, even when I was at my worst.  You’re the person that I want to spend the rest of my life with.”  He pulled a ring box from his pocket and opened it.  “What do you say?”  His mother found her voice first.

	“NO!  I forbid it!  You are destined for better than this trailer trash!  You could be social royalty!  A king, for god’s sake!  Why would you throw that all away for a gutter mouse?”  Anger fueled Rosalie as she decided on her words.

	“Eric, I’m sorry, but I have to say no.”  She took a brief moment to compose herself, and his mother folded her arms across her chest, smiling smugly.

	“See?  She doesn’t even want you.  She knows there are more men out there that are closer to her social standing, and that she has no chance with you.  You really are a smart girl.  Good for you.  I thought I’d have to point out that you didn’t deserve him.”

	“I’m not saying no because I don’t want to be with you.”  His mother’s mouth fell open in shock.  “I’m saying no because we’ve only been together for two months.  If you still feel the same way six months from now, and you decide to ask me again, then I’ll tell you yes.”  She smiled at him, and the beaming grin he returned told her that she’d made the right choice.  He got up, put the ring back in his pocket, took her hand, and led her out of the country club.

 

Chapter 15

 

	“Um, can you tell me what just happened?  Because I’m not sure that I processed it properly.”  Rosalie’s voice was faint when the words came out, and she wasn’t sure whether or not Eric had heard her.  She waited for a few minutes, and was just about to open her mouth to ask again when he cleared his throat.  She looked over at him and saw that his face was beet red.  Had she said something wrong?  Had she embarrassed him in some way?

	“I, um, wasn’t going to do it that way, but sometimes my mom can just get under my skin.  She’s been pushing me to go out with the girls from the cotillion whenever I’m at home, and it just gets annoying.  I’ve been staying away from the house for as much as I possibly can.  I wanted to tell you earlier that I had strong feelings for you, but I couldn’t seem to find the words.  I had bought the ring because I knew that I wanted to marry you some day, but I wasn’t quite sure on the when and the where yet.  I was going to carry it around whenever we were together and hope for a really romantic moment to do it in.  Unfortunately, my mom pushed me past the breaking point, and I did this more to get a point across to her.”  Rosalie knew that she was in love with Eric, and she would have loved to say yes, but she didn’t know just how long this was going to last.  She’d had a good reason to say no, but she’d made it clear that it wasn’t really a no so much as a not yet.  

	“I honestly didn’t expect you to do that ever.  I’m not really a catch of any kind, so I didn’t expect you to want to be with me very long.”  That was the truth, even though she had fallen head over heels for him in the last two months and some part of her still hoped.

	“Why wouldn’t you?  What is it about yourself that you think isn’t good enough for me?”  They were parked now so he took the time to stare at her.  With him looking at her so intently, Rosalie’s face got hot.  

	“I’m not like those girls that your mom wants you to be with.  I’m not rich or some socialite princess.  I can’t give you that elevated status that she wants for you.  I’m just a poor little dorm mouse trying to be a doctor that’s going to work hard for everything she has and wants.”  It was something she was proud of, but she knew right now it wasn’t going to be good enough.  If it was just up to matters of the heart, then she wouldn’t be afraid, but in today’s world, it was all about what you had and what you could do and what you brought to the table.  Right now, she didn’t have anything, she couldn’t do anything, and she brought nothing to the relationship.  She’d finally gotten a writing job online like she’d been praying for, but she hadn’t gotten paid yet for it.  Technically, that meant that she wasn’t working yet because she had nothing to show for it.  What could he possibly see in her?

	“That’s exactly why I want to be with you!  You’re not like those girls that my mom wants me to be with!  I want someone who knows the value of what they have because they worked for it.  I want someone who will do what needs to be done because they aren’t afraid of hard work!  I don’t want some prissy girl who has a maid to do everything for her.  I want someone who has had some experiences in life so that when we finally start a family, we raise our kids the right way!  How could you possibly think that I would want all of that with anyone but you?”  A smile spread across Rosalie’s face.  If what he was saying was true, then they would be together for a long time yet, if not forever because he claimed he wanted everything that she was.  Tears started in her eyes, and she couldn’t stop a few from falling down her cheeks.  Eric reached out and gently wiped them away with the pad of his thumb.  He put his hand under her chin and pulled her face up so she was looking at him.

	“I don’t ever want you to think that you aren’t good enough for me.  You’re everything to me.  I don’t care what my mother thinks, or if she disinherits me.  I have the grades and the schooling to get a job, and if I had to, I’d go work so you could go to school.  I can see that you’re so passionate about your schooling and the career that you want that I will do whatever it takes to get you your dream.”  Those words made something deep inside of Rosalie melt.  The tears came back, and this time he had to hold her.  She shook slightly with the emotion that she felt, and he was her rock, holding her until she was ready to go inside.  When she was, he walked her to the door and made sure that she was alright before he left.  Vanessa and Blaze were watching some horror flick in their pajamas when the couple came in, and Blaze stared daggers at Rosalie.  She didn’t have the energy to fight right now, and she just ignored the girl.  Eric, however, saw the look this time, and followed it to see where it landed.  Once he realized that Blaze was looking at Rosalie as if she wished she would swallow poison, his jaw clenched.  He would take care of that problem before he left, too.

	“I’m ok.  I think I just want to lay down for a little while.”  The secrets and the feelings that had made it to light this morning were overwhelming.  Even though they were all great and made Rosalie happy, it was still a lot to take in, and she needed some time to process it all.  He hugged her tightly, kissing her, long and slow, just the way she liked it, then tucked her into bed.  He locked the door, then pulled it shut behind him.  That’s where the niceness stopped.  Both girls in the living room were staring at him, horror movie forgotten.  

	“Hey, Eric.  Nice to see you.  I didn’t even know you’d come to pick her up.  I thought she was still sleeping.”  Vanessa’s cheeks were pink with embarrassment that she’d been naïve enough to think that Rosalie was still in bed at this hour when she was usually up and moving about long before now.

	“Hey, Vanessa.  Yeah, I picked her up early this morning.  We tried not to wake you up.”  The sour expression on Blaze’s face could have curdled milk.

	“We just thought she was being lazy.”  The girl couldn’t resist getting a dig in at Rosalie.  Eric’s face went stark white and he rounded on her.  He was so angry that his words came out between clenched teeth.  

	“That girl is so far from lazy you don’t even know what you’re talking about.  She actually goes to class, unlike you, and she passes those classes, unlike you.  She is the sweetest person you’ll ever meet, and all you want to do is tear her down.  For what?  For me?  Please.  There is nothing in the world that you could do that would make me choose you over her.  That girl,” he had to take a breath and point towards Rosalie’s closed door, “Is going to be my wife one day.  I’m not sure when yet, or where, but it’s going to happen.  The next time I see you disrespect her like you just did, I’ll bury you.”  His eyes blazed with anger as he left the dorm room.  Blaze stared after Eric like she’d lost the most important thing in her life.  Vanessa, meanwhile, was staring at Blaze with a look of satisfaction.  It had been Vanessa who had told Eric exactly what was going on.  She’d warned her friend to leave Rosalie alone, and even though she hadn’t done anything per se to sabotage Rosalie’s relationship, she was tired of hearing Blaze put her down.  Now she’d been put in her place by the one person she actually cared about.  Vanessa hoped that would be enough to teach her a lesson.

	Eric drove home, where he was instantly confronted by his mother.  He cursed himself for letting himself get lost in thought, because it always put him on autopilot when he drove, and autopilot meant home.  

	“Where have you been?  Don’t tell me that you’ve been with that little gutter mouse the whole time.”  His mother was fuming, and he didn’t care.  He loved her to death, but lately, she’d been driving a wedge between them with all the dating talk.

	“Yes, actually, I was with Rosalie.  And I meant what I said at the club.  I’m going to marry her.  She might want six months for me to be sure, but I can promise you that I am serious as a heart attack.  I don’t care what you have to say about it, and I don’t care if you disinherit me.  I’m going to be with her, and I’m going to give her everything she ever dreams of.”  The vehemence of his words were almost like a slap in the face for her, and she looked stunned that he’d talked to her that way.  Before she could gather her thoughts, Eric walked right past her and into the house.  His thoughts were still on Rosalie.  In a way, he was kind of happy that she’d asked him to wait.  He realized now how selfish he’d been by trying to prove a point to his mother by using her, and springing a proposal on her out of nowhere like that.  He was lucky that she didn’t flat out tell him no.  He decided that he was going to start putting together a resume right away to apply for a job.  He didn’t care what his mother said or thought.  He was his own person, and he was going to live life his own way.  Right now, Rosalie was his world, and he was going to make sure that he took care of it.  

	He sat down at his laptop and started typing.  It hit him that he really didn’t have much work experience, and that was going to hurt him in the long run.  He chuckled sarcastically.  Now was the time that he actually needed to use his real name.  If he was lucky, they would see that and want him to be a part of whatever company he applied to in the hopes that his parents would make donations.  All in all, he was a hard worker, and very determined.  If it got him his foot in the door, his attitude and work ethic would keep him the job.  A half hour later found his resume finished, and him scouring help wanted ads online, applying to what felt like hundreds of jobs.  Every time he read one, all he could see was Rosalie’s face.  If he had to work two or three jobs to make sure that she had the money for her tuition, he would see to it.  The laptop was something she’d needed, and it was something he’d been more than happy to give her.  Just like he was more than happy to give her the world.  After submitting the fortieth resume, he decided to call it a day.  He hoped that some of them would call him back, because he really didn’t have anything else to do for the rest of the day.  But he would be damned if he left his room and let his mother start in on him again…

 

Chapter 16

 

	Rosalie wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but any time that Blaze wanted to come and see Vanessa, she would ask if Rosalie was home.  If she was, she would have Vanessa meet her somewhere else.  Not that Rosalie was complaining, because she didn’t like the girl, and no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t like the girl.  Not after the things she’d said.  Vanessa seemed to be fine with it, and would even cancel on Blaze just to hang out with Rosalie.  The two girls had gotten pretty close, and it made Rosalie feel more and more guilty.  Vanessa was her best friend.  The best friend she’d ever had in her life, but she was keeping this huge secret about Eric from her.  It killed her inside.  She felt like she owed them both loyalty, and she was caught in the middle.  Rosalie decided that she was going to have a talk with Eric.  Maybe he would let her tell Vanessa the truth.  She took out her phone and dialed, heart racing that she was even asking this.  He’d trusted her innately with this information, and she had no problem keeping his secrets, but now it was killing her, and she hated that she felt like she was betraying his trust even by asking for permission to tell one person.  It rang.  Eric picked up on the third ring.

	“Hello?”  His voice was sleepy, and more guilt weighed her down.  She’d woken him up.  It had woken her up in the middle of the night, and she’d done her best to wait until a reasonable time to call him, but it turned out that she was still too early.  

	“Hey, it’s me.  I’m sorry for waking you up.  Do you want me to call you back later?”  Rosalie bit her lip.  She was considerate enough to do that if he wanted, but she really hoped that he would just let her talk about it now because it was really bothering her.  Eric yawned widely from the other end of the phone.

	“No, it’s fine, babe.  What’s going on?”  Rosalie closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Wincing, she launched into the story.

	“I, um, I just wanted to ask you something.”  There was a serious tone to her voice, and it instantly woke him up.  

	“Are you ok?  Did something happen?  Do you want me to come get you?”

	“No!  No, I’m ok.  I just was thinking about something last night, and it was bothering me, so I wanted to call and ask you about it.”  Silence on the other end, and it only made her more nervous.  “Vanessa is my best friend.  I’ve told her everything except the truth about you and your family.  I kind of feel like I’m lying to her, but I want to keep you safe and your secret, so I wanted to ask you first if I could tell her.”  She said it all in a rush, hoping that he wouldn’t get mad at her.  The silence stretched on.

	“Can you trust her?”  There was a tone to his voice that said he didn’t think that it was a good idea, but if she could convince him, then he would be ok with it.  Rosalie swallowed hard.  Yes, it had only been a few months since they’met and gotten to be friends, but Rosalie was willing to bet that yes, she could trust her.  She swallowed hard, hoping that she was putting her faith in someone she could trust.

	“Yes.”  There was a firmness to her voice that she was sure would convince him.  He whistled low on the phone and the awkward pause made her nervous all over again.  

	“Ok.  You can tell her.  I might regret it later, but it’s ok.  I’m sorry for putting you in that position.  I know that it couldn’t be easy to have a good friend and not say anything about one of the most important things in your life.”  There was a smile in his voice, and it set her at ease.

	“A very important part of my life if you don’t change your mind in six months.”  She’d meant it as a joke, and if he would have been in front of her, she would have winked at him.  The silence that came after her sentence was different, tense, and it wiped her smile off her face immediately.  He was going to change his mind.

	“Look, Rosalie, I know you gave me the six month window to change my mind, but I don’t need six months.”  Silent tears slid down her cheek as she thought of something to say.  He was going to break up with her.  Right before her birthday.  This was going to be the worst birthday of her life.  “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.”  Click.  He’d hung up.  No ‘I love you’, nothing.  Rosalie stared at her phone like it was a creature from another planet.  The dial tone mocked her, so she flipped it shut and threw it across the room with a scream of pain.  She burst into tears and threw herself down on her bed, face in the pillow to cry.  It hurt.  More than she ever thought it would.  She’d fallen in love with this bad boy, then found out that he really wasn’t so bad, just putting on an act.  Now he was going to break her heart, and she was going to spiral down into the darkness.

	“Rosalie!  Are you ok?”  Vanessa came bursting into the room, eyes wide, chest heaving like she’d just run a marathon.  That’s when it hit her that her scream and the sound of the phone hitting the wall could bring someone else running.

	“I’m fine.”  Her voice was wooden, completely devoid of all emotion, and muffled from the pillow.

	“Aw, honey, you don’t have to lie.  What’s going on?  Talk to me.”  So Rosalie sat up and told Vanessa the whole story, from beginning to end of the first time that she’d ever seen Erik, up to and including the conversation that she’d just had with him.  Vanessa looked like she was going to cry, too, when Rosalie finished.  Vanessa pulled her friend into her arms, rocking her back and forth as she cried.  “It’s going to be alright.  I don’t know how, yet, but it will be, you’ll see.”  Rosalie wanted to believe her friend with all her heart, but something gave her a sinking feeling in her gut, making her think that it was all wishful hoping rather than truth.

 

	***

 

	Eric hung up the phone.  He scrubbed his hands over his face.  He cursed himself for being so stupid.  Of course she would want to tell Vanessa the truth.  She was the only real friend that Rosalie had, and he was getting in the way of her being happy.  He’d gotten off the phone because his own guilt had started to worm its way into him.  Yes, she’d given him six months.  He knew he didn’t need that.  He loved her, and he wanted her to be his wife.  He’d gotten the idea the night before that he wanted to do something special for her birthday, and now he was thinking that he was going to put a real proposal into it.  A sweet and romantic one like she deserved, not a spur of the moment, prove something to his mom proposal that wasn’t even about her.  Which meant that he had a lot of work to do.  Christmas timeframe would have been better, because he’d thought of a horse drawn sleigh ride to start things off.  Now he didn’t want to wait that long, so he would have to adjust his plans.  There were horse drawn carriages that ran in the warmer seasons, and he supposed that would be a good substitute.  He picked up his phone and started to look around in the yellow pages app.

	“Hello?  Yes, I was wondering if I could book a horse and carriage?  Two weeks from tomorrow.  Yes.  To pick me up from 8537 Whiteacre Ave.”  Everything went well until he gave the address.  Now the man was flustered.  He started stuttering, saying he wasn’t sure that his humble carriage and his old nag would be elegant enough.  Eric rolled his eyes.  He really hated his legacy at times.  He managed to calm the man down and assured him that everything would be just fine.  He gave a wry chuckle.  At least his name would ensure that the man wasn’t late.  Now, he had to make reservations for dinner in the fanciest place in town.  They were a little less surprised at his name, and the waitress even had the nerve to tell him she had to check to make sure that they had a table for him.  He knew for a fact that they always had open tables because it was so expensive, hardly anyone ever went there.  He swallowed his anger but remained polite in order to secure the reservation.  Now, the one thing he wanted to do to make this proposal special, was to book the solarium.  It was beautiful during the day, but there were some night blooming flowers that made it stunning, and it was remote enough to see the stars shimmer at night.  That was where he wanted to propose.  Now, the only thing he had left to do was get her a gift.  Shit.  What was he going to get her?  A lightbulb went on in his head.  Vanessa.  She would know exactly what Rosalie would like.  He got up and got himself dressed, intent on heading over there in an hour or so because Rosalie had a class, but Vanessa was off.

	

	***

 

	Rosalie sat in class, staring at the professor without really seeing her.  This woman was married, and she was always disheveled, had too much makeup on, and stains on her clothes.  How was it possible for her to find her true love, when Rosalie considered herself much more put together and was now down on her luck?  Granted, Erik hadn’t officially said the words that would break them up, but she could feel it coming.  That feeling of cold and rejection swallowed her up.  Her notebook sat in front of her without a single letter written in it from the lecture.  Her eyes were glazed with pain and tears, and she stared off into nothingness.  Her hand stayed down where no one would call on her to answer any questions.  Had she been more aware of her surroundings, she would have noticed that her classmates were giving her strange looks because of her behavior.

	She didn’t even hear the bell when it rang to dismiss the class.  It took someone getting up and walking behind her down the aisle, jostling her with a backpack, to wake her up.  She pulled herself out of her daydream, mechanically put things in her bag, then walked from the room almost like her body was moving on autopilot.  She managed to get out of the classroom and across the campus to her dorm room.  She was hoping that Vanessa was going to be there so she could cuddle up on the couch with her friend, watch a movie and eat junk food.  Vanessa had told her to just skip class, but that was something that Rosalie couldn’t bring herself to do, even though she felt completely empty inside.  When she opened the door, she saw that Vanessa wasn’t home.  The dorm was completely silent, no TV, no music, nothing.  Looking at the coat rack that sat in the corner by the door, she saw that Vanessa’s jacket and purse were both gone.  A fresh wave of tears flowed out of Rosalie, and she went straight to her room, got her bathroom bag and went down to the showers to drown her sorrows in scalding hot water.  It was like she was trying to cleanse the feeling of betrayed love from her soul.  

Chapter 17

 

	When Rosalie came home from class, she was looking forward to a night of vegging on the couch, watching movies with Vanessa, but Vanessa wasn’t home.  A heavy weight settled on Rosalie’s shoulders, and she dragged her feet until she made it into her room, closing and locking the door behind her.  Unbidden, tears slid down her cheeks.  It made her angry because they seemed to be broken, just leaking whenever they wanted.  It made her feel weak that she couldn’t even control her own body.  Being weak was one thing, but being unworthy…

	That was how Eric had made her feel.  No.  That was how Eric’s mother had made her feel.  All she could think was that it had somehow finally gotten through Eric’s head, too, and he was waking up to see what his mother had wanted him to all along.  It hurt, but it made her glad that she’d given him the six months to think about whether or not he wanted to really be with her.  Something told Rosalie that this was going to be the deepest cut that she’d ever had, and she didn’t know what to do to try to start healing.  She threw herself down on her bed and let all the tears she’d built up come flowing out of her.  At some point, she must have fallen asleep, because when she woke up it was dark outside.  She saw the clock on her nightstand, and it told her that it was five minutes till midnight.  Five minutes until her birthday.  She checked her cell phone.  No missed calls, texts, or emails.  Fresh tears threatened that Eric hadn’t even gotten a hold of her.  She was left to assume that he would now never talk to her again, and that she should just move on.  Rosalie burrowed down into her blanket and had to flip the pillow over so she had a dry place to sleep.  

	When the sun came up, Rosalie had tossed and turned until she had bags the size of golf balls under her eyes.  Her pillow was wet on both sides from her tears, and she felt like she weighed five hundred pounds.  She didn’t want to move, didn’t want to get up, didn’t want to live.  She rolled over and the sun hit her in the face.  Rosalie hissed and rolled the other way, trying to find comfort in her blanket by wrapping herself in a cocoon.  It was around ten that there was an insistent knock on the door.  Rosalie groaned.

	“Go away.”  The knocking resumed.  Rosalie just wanted to be left alone, and this person wasn’t getting the hint.  She popped her head out from under the blanket and growled audibly.  There was a chuckle on the other side of the door, muffled by the wood, then more knocking.  “I said go away!”  Her voice was raw from crying, and she buried her head in the blanket again, letting a single tear slide down her cheek.  The handle of the door rattled, then turned.  Vanessa came in, grinning like an idiot and holding up a bobby pin.

	“You know, it’s not hard to get in if I really want to.  I was just making sure that you were decent.”  The lump of blankets moved just enough to let a hand come snaking out.  That hand promptly gave Vanessa the finger, which only made her laugh.  “Oh, come on, you.  It’s your birthday and we’re going to do it right.”  She seized the blanket and gave it a might tug.  Rosalie was shocked, but she kept her senses enough to grab the blanket before it was completely gone.

	“I don’t care that it’s my birthday.  It’s the worst day in the world.  Please just go away.”  She tried to get her blanket back, but Vanessa wasn’t giving it to her.  

	“Well that’s just too bad because you have somewhere to be.”

	“Yeah, here, under my blanket, in peace and quiet so no one can see me cry.”  Grumbling wasn’t getting her anywhere apparently, so Rosalie decided to try sympathy.  “I just want to be left alone, ok?  I’ve lost the most important thing to me right now, and I just want to sulk until I can find a face that I can put on in front of other people.  I can’t face anyone else right now.”  Vanessa’s face was impassive, and she just stared at Rosalie.

	“Like I said, you have somewhere to be.  Get up, or you’re going in your pajamas.”  Rosalie didn’t doubt that Vanessa would drag her out in her pajamas, so she decided that even though she might have lost this battle, she wasn’t down and out yet.

	“Fine.  Get out so I can change.”  Vanessa pumped her fist in victory and was made to leave.  She paused in the doorway.

	“And don’t think that you can just lock me out.  We already know that won’t work.”  She giggled as she waved the bobby pin at Rosalie.  The latter was trying to come up with a way to snatch it and lock the door anyway.  “Stop looking at me like that.  Even if you get this one, I have plenty more.”  Damn.  There went that plan.  Rosalie just waved an irritated hand at Vanessa, who ducked out and closed the door behind her.  Why did the world have to be against her today?  It was the one day out of the year when things were supposed to be going her way, and the world decided it was going to have a little fun and do the opposite.  Rosalie stalked over to her little window and looked out.  Everyone looked happy.  The quad was full of people laughing and talking, hanging out between classes.  She hated them.  She hated them all.  The light had gone out of her own world, and the tiny pinprick that was Vanessa couldn’t be found unless you knew exactly where to look.  She spared it a glance, seeing that it was doing its best to burn brightly and illuminate the area around it, but Rosalie was still lost in the darkness.  She walked over to the closet and absentmindedly flipped through her clothes, coming up with a pair of jeans and a sweater.  She didn’t even care if they matched or not, she just couldn’t be bothered.  She ran a brush through her hair and threw it up in a ponytail.  Opening the door to her bedroom brought her face to face with Vanessa.

	“I’m going to brush my teeth.  Give me some space, sheesh.”  Vanessa was indeed looking like she was about to go running after her to make sure that she didn’t just disappear. To her credit, she left Rosalie alone.  Apparently, seeing the jeans and sweater made her trust Rosalie enough to brush her teeth.  She was dressed, so she must be cooperating, right?  Wrong.  Rosalie was dressed and she was going to brush her teeth, and Vanessa was going to take her wherever they were supposed to go, but she was bound and determined to be sullen and unhappy through it all.  Whatever it was.  When she got to the coed bathroom, she saw a guy standing in front of the mirror shaving, and it made her heart skip a beat.  Rosalie froze in the doorway.  The guy looked like Eric…a little anyway.  The pain came slamming back, threatening to spiral her down into an abyss, but then the physical pain of the door closing on her heels snapped her back to reality.  She steered for an open sink as far away from him as she could possibly get, then got very interested in the preciseness of putting toothpaste on her brush.  She stared at herself, into her own eyes actually, the whole time she was brushing her teeth.  When the door opened and closed again, she used every ounce of willpower in her not to turn around and see if the boy had left.  She finished up and left the bathroom, coming back to see Vanessa waiting by the couch with her coat and keys.  Rosalie rolled her eyes.

	“You really can be annoying sometimes, you know that?”  Her voice came out a little gruff, but she couldn’t help it.  Part of it was still raw from all the crying, and the other part was irritated anger.  Whether it was righteous anger or not, it was still there.  Vanessa gave her a mock bow, acknowledging that yes, indeed, she was irritating, but that she was damn proud of it, too.  “Why are you so intent on dragging me out today?  You know that I feel like crap already.  If you were really my friend, you would let me wallow in pity in my own bed.”

	“Nope.  I’m not a pushover girl, I’m a delivery girl.  Let’s go.”  That made no sense to Rosalie at all, but she didn’t want to expend the energy it would take to figure it out.  

	“Whatever.  Take me to the torture you have planned.”  Vanessa’s face grew slack and she snapped to attention, like a soldier, saluting Rosalie and holding her coat out for her.  Rosalie rolled her eyes and shimmied into the coat, grumbling under her breath.  Vanessa took her role as escort very seriously.  She stuck out her arm, bent at the elbow, as if she were a gentleman escorting a lady in eighteenth century England.  Rosalie chose to ignore it, instead gesturing that Vanessa should lead so she could follow.  The girls made it to Vanessa’s car, and Vanessa tucked her in before slamming the door.  “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

	“Nope.  It’s not my right.”  Rosalie growled under her breath again, crossed her arms over her chest, and glared out of the window.  Vanessa was in a jovial mood.  She turned on the radio and started to sing along.  Her voice wasn’t perfect, but it was pleasant, and this time she was grossly over exaggerating, making it sound much worse than it was.   Rosalie rolled her eyes.  She’d decided that it was better not to say anything at all.  If she did, Vanessa would just spin something positive on it, and she didn’t want any positivity at the moment.  She really just wanted to get the hell out of this car and crawl into a hole where no one could find her.  Vanessa turned towards a road that she recognized, and her heart started to thump painfully in her chest.  She was sure that it was beating loud enough that Vanessa could hear it as she slowly turned her head towards her friend.

	“Where are we going?”  Vanessa just shrugged.  “I demand that you tell me right now!”  Rosalie’s voice shook with anger and fear, and Vanessa frowned at her.  She’d sworn not to ruin the surprise, but her friend was really starting to get upset.  What should she do?

	“It’s going to be ok, Rose.  I promise.  Can you trust me?”  If that question would have been asked at any other time or location, Rosalie would answer yes with full confidence.  As it was, Vanessa was driving her towards Eric’s neighborhood, even after she’d poured her heart out and told her how much it had hurt when he’d decided that he deserved a social princess.  Rosalie was starting to think of jumping out of the car at the first available stop sign or red light.  She reached for the door handle.  Vanessa saw it and hit the lock button.  “I know you’re mad right now, but trust me, this needs to be done.”  

	Fear flooded into Rosalie.  She was taking her to Eric’s house so that he could officially break up with her in person.  That way she wouldn’t have to worry about getting home because she had a friend with a car right there.  Oh she was slick!  That meant that she’d coordinated with Eric for all of this!  Pain and betrayal swept through her all over again, ripping what little dignity and stability she had left out of her.  Vanessa pulled up in front of Eric’s house, opened the door, and dragged Rosalie out before slamming the door and driving off.

Chapter 18

 

	Tears slid down Rosalie’s face as she turned towards the house.  Memories of the cotillion swept through her.  She’d been so happy to be there with Eric, and the fact that they had teamed up against his mother’s archaic societal dreams was something that she would never forget.  Pain stabbed through her heart.  She needed to get out of there before Eric or anyone else came out of that house.  She turned towards the open end of the street, shuffling along.  It would be a few hours of walking before she got anywhere near the campus, but maybe she could hitch a ride.  Rosalie was so lost in her own little world, that she almost didn’t see the horse in time.  She jumped to the side, looking at the beautiful white horse, dressed to the nines in shining harness, pulling a beautifully polished carriage.  The man on the driver’s box tipped his hat to her, and she smiled.  It was really something to see a horse and carriage in today’s world, and it warmed her heart.  She wanted to look over her shoulder to watch it, but that would bring Eric’s house into view, and she didn’t want to hurt herself more.  

	“Rosalie!  Wait!  Come back!”  The blood drained from her face.  It was Eric.  He was outside.  She silently cursed herself for not sprinting down the road to get away from the house.  Now he was outside and he saw her.  She didn’t want to see him or talk to him.  It would only make her cry to hear him say that she was getting tossed to the curb.  She bit her lip to keep it from trembling.  She kept walking, straightening her back and squaring her shoulders to give her a false positive look.  Inside she was crushed, but outwardly, she looked like nothing phased her.  Footsteps pounded the ground behind her, and she could tell that he was running.  She winced, wishing that he would have never come outside.  “Rosalie!  Hey!”  He finally caught up to her, because she didn’t want to embarrass herself by taking off like a bat out of hell.  She took a deep breath and turned to him.

	“Hello, Eric.  I’m sorry that I darkened your doorstep, but my soon to be ex best friend drove me to your front door and dumped me.”  There.  Now he knew that she hadn’t come on her own free will.  A hurt look crossed his face, and she almost felt bad for what she’d said.  It had been the truth, but the way she’d said it and the words she’d used could have been gentler.  

	“What do you mean?  I told Vanessa to bring you here.  This is your birthday surprise.”  Rosalie let out a breath that she hadn’t even known she was holding.  Why was he being so nice to her when he was breaking up with her?  None of this made any sense.

	“Your gift to me is to let me see you one last time while you break up with me?  Thanks, but no thanks.”  Rosalie started walking again.

	“What?  Why would I break up with you?”  Was he being serious?  He was going to make her spell it out herself in front of him?  Oh, he was such an ass.  She gritted her teeth in anger.

	“You’ve been ignoring me and completely distant.  That to me says that you’re in the process of dumping me.  I haven’t heard from you, so that confirmed it for me.  I didn’t know we were coming here, or I would have never gotten in the car.  I can’t get over it if I have to see you.  So if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to start my walk back to my dorm.”  There.  She’d managed to get it all out without crying or screaming loud enough for everyone in the neighborhood to hear her.  The stunned look of shock on his face was even worth it, and she almost smiled when she turned around to head back down the street.  He caught her arm before she’d even taken a step.

	“Rosalie, you’re being silly.  I’m not distant.  You called when I was half asleep, and then I realized that I’d forgot to make plans for your birthday.  I haven’t been talking much because I didn’t want to accidentally ruin the surprise for you.”  Her heart started to race, but she didn’t want to let herself hope.  Could he be telling the truth?  Had she been making it up in her head all along?  Or was this the trick now?

	“Really?  You weren’t thinking about getting rid of me?”  She held her breath and searched his eyes.  There was nothing but truth in them, but she didn’t want to jump in with both feet again.  This time she’d be careful.  

	“Of course!  I wouldn’t have proposed to you if I didn’t want you to be in my future.”

	“But you only proposed to shut your mom up!  And I didn’t even say yes!  How could I know that you were going to ask again?  I gave you six months to decide if you still wanted to, remember?”  He started to pull her gently back towards his house, and Rosalie grudgingly put one foot in front of the other, back towards where Vanessa had so unceremoniously dumped her on her ass.

	“The way I did it, right there in front of her, was to shut her up, yes, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t mean it.”  A warmth spread through her, starting in her core, then spreading slowly towards her fingers and toes, before returning back to her core.  If this was true, then they could go back to how things were.

	“Really?  So you weren’t getting tired of me and wanting to break up?”  Her voice was soft, almost like she was hanging on to every word he said to make sure that it didn’t crush her spirit.  

	“Of course.  I swear it.”  There was honesty in his face, and he looked at her with such intensity, almost like he was trying to mentally make her believe him.  A small smile crept across her face.  It was tentative at first, but soon it was back to her usual one hundred watt smile.  Eric pulled her into a hug, and she could feel her walls cracking and tumbling down.  She’d hastily erected a wall around her heart, and she’d been working on bricking a heavier duty one, but now it looked like that wall wasn’t even necessary.  

	“I’m sorry.  I guess I was just overreacting.”  By this time, they were back in front of Eric’s house, and he was holding her hand.

	“It’s ok.  I wasn’t exactly being forthcoming about it, either.  But we can put that all behind us.  Come on.”  He handed her up into the carriage, and Rosalie settled down on the plush cushion.  Eric climbed in after her, and signaled to the driver that they were ready to go.  The man clucked to his horse, and the beautiful animal started to prance.  Rosalie’s heart soared.  She almost felt like Cinderella going to the ball.  The two of them sat on opposite ends of the cushion, and Rosalie found herself wishing that Eric would hold her.  As the carriage pulled out of the neighborhood, she spotted a rundown car with rust stains on it.  She narrowed her eyes, recognizing it as Vanessa’s.  The girl was looking out of the driver side window, waving enthusiastically and giving her the thumbs up sign.  Rosalie grinned and winked at her friend, mouthing the word, ‘sorry’ to her friend.  Vanessa just shrugged like it was no big deal, and then she was out of sight.  Rosalie took a deep breath, gathering her courage.  Eric was looking out the other side of the carriage, and she leaned up against him, nudging him subtly.  He turned to look at her, and the smile he gave her melted her heart.  This was why she loved him.  The way that he could make her feel like she was on top of the world, even when she felt lost and unsure really meant the world to her.  

	Eric put his arm around her, pulling her close.  Something in her heart clicked.  Like they were meant to be together, and she was home.  He held her tight, and snaked his hand into hers.  They leaned back, enjoying the ride.  People turned to stare at the beautiful carriage that was coming by, and Eric started to wave to them like he was an ancient king in a parade.  Everyone laughed and waved back to him.  The horse took one last turn, then came to a stop with a snort.  Rosalie had been looking out of Eric’s side, so she didn’t see where exactly they had stopped.  Eric got to his feet, her hand still in his.

	“Well, my lady, this is where we get out.  Let me help you.”  She let him help her step down, then looked at where they were.  A man in a tuxedo stood by the door, almost like one of those British soldiers that can’t move unless they have orders.  As they neared the door, he sprang into action.  Grabbing the handle, he swung the door open and bowed them in.  Rosalie couldn’t suppress the giggle.  It was almost like Eric was a king on his parade.  He had deigned to eat here, so they bowed and scraped to let him in the door.  Maybe his socially royal blood gave him some advantages that she didn’t know about.  She wanted to comment on it, just to tease him, but her words were stolen by the scene in front of her.  The floor was thick glass, and she could see fish swimming below them.  Two of the walls were giant fish tanks, almost like you would see at an aquarium.  The other two walls were beautiful mahogany, polished until it shone.  The tables were small, in cozy little alcoves that promised privacy, and the lighting was low.  It was meant for romantic rendezvous, that was for sure.  Her heart began to flutter.  This was very intimate in a way.  A woman in an evening gown came to a silk covered podium.  Eric gave her his name, and she went down the list she had.  Checking him off, she had them follow her to one of the little alcoves.

	“Oh my goodness!  This has to be the most expensive restaurant in the whole city!”  Rosalie wasn’t sure he’d heard her at first, because the words had come out in no more than a whisper.  She was still in shock over where they were.

	“Only the best for my girl.”  A tear slid down her cheek and she quickly dashed it away, but not before Eric saw it.  “Why are you crying?”  Rosalie shook her head, as if she were saying she didn’t want to talk about it.  

	“Thank you.  For everything.  There’s no way that I could every repay you for any of this.”  Eric waved off her explanation.  They sat together, enjoying the mood of the place.  A man in a tux with a violin came over to their table and began to serenade them.  Eric looked up at her and smiled, seeing the lights sparkle and dance in her eyes.  The smile on her face was permanently placed, and nothing would take it off.  That meant that he’d done what he had set out to do.  He wanted to put her in a fantasy world where everything was perfect so he could propose to her again and give her the sweet and romantic proposal that she deserved.  He still beat himself up about the way he’d blurted it out in front of his mom.  Not because he’d asked Rosalie to marry him, but because he’d just blurted it out in anger.  He’d wanted to make it more romantic and give her what he knew he should.  The waitress arrived with the menus, and even though Rosalie dove in to look at the food, Eric was too busy staring at the beautiful woman in front of him.  

Chapter 19

 

	Rosalie was in awe.  This place was wonderful.  The way the place was laid out made her feel like she was a mermaid in the ocean, seeing the fish everywhere around her.  It was a dream come true.  She wanted to tell Eric that, but she was afraid he might laugh at her.  Granted, a lot of girls had wished they were mermaids when they were younger, but she still wished it was true at her current age.  This was as close as she was going to get, so she just reveled in it and planned to enjoy every minute of it.  The man with the violin was a fairy tale touch.  No one actually had this kind of thing happen to them.  She was pretty sure that if she told Vanessa this little detail, she would laugh and say that Rosalie was making it up.  This sort of romance only existed in teenage girls’ dreams and romantic movies that all women swooned over.  She was making sure that she inventoried every single second to convert to long term memory later, and to record it in her journal.  If it was written down, then maybe it wouldn’t feel like just a dream to her anymore.

	“Are you having a good time?”  Eric’s voice jolted her out of her reverie.  She snapped out of her dream world and back into reality.  Her smile was blinding.

	“Is that even a question?  This is the most amazing place I’ve ever been to!  It’s just so beautiful!  I feel like I’m in the ocean.”  She bit her lip.  She’d almost mentioned the mermaid part.  She prayed that he wouldn’t pick up on that.  He smiled at her, and she didn’t know if she was imagining it or if it was really happening, but he was looking at her in that way that all the men in romance movies look at the women they love.  Her heart started to flutter, and it brought a little flush to her cheeks, making her eyes sparkle and her skin glow.  Eric was blown away by how beautiful she was.  The way that she looked at him like he was the only man in the world.  That was something he’d never had before.  Yes, girls had looked at him like he was the paycheck that would get them anything they wanted.  He was used to that.  It wasn’t what he’d wanted, though, and that was part of the reason why he’d never gotten close to the girls that his mother had paraded in front of him.  

	“I wanted to do this for you.  To make it right.”  This was how the speech started, that much he knew, but he couldn’t remember the rest of it.  Her beautiful eyes were looking at him in question now, and all the words he’d been rehearsing for the last week went right out of his head.  He swallowed hard.  His eyes met those of the waiter over Rosalie’s head.  She was still looking at him askance.  He gave a curt jerk of his head, that she would have never known was a signal, and the waiter disappeared.  

	“What do you mean?  There’s nothing to make right.”  That was another thing about her.  She was such an amazing person.  Even if someone slighted her, she’d never bring it up.  She’d forgive them wholeheartedly, and without question.  Even though she’d thought he had abandoned her, had broken up with her by just stopping all communication, here she was, looking at him with such love in her eyes.  He wanted that for the rest of his life.  He’d known it before, but now it got to the point where he refused to live without it.  He’d known that he loved her, and he’d wanted someone to look at him that way, at first it didn’t matter who.  Now he knew he wanted her to look at him that way for the rest of his life.  The waiter came by with two glasses of champagne.  His eyes darted up at the tray, and he saw the sparkle of the ring in her glass.  When they got their glasses, the waiter bowed and left, smirking a little at Eric and giving him an encouraging pat on the back.

	“I want you to know that I didn’t want to hurt you at all.  I wasn’t breaking up with you, and I never want you to think that I would break up with you just by not speaking to you.  I have enough honor in me that I would sit down with you face to face and talk about it.”  Pain flashed across her face, and he realized that he was ripping open the wound that she was trying desperately to forget.  He kicked himself mentally for doing that to her.

	“I’m sorry I ever thought that about you.  I just hadn’t had a real relationship before, and I thought that maybe I had thrown myself into it too much and pushed you away.”  The smile was gone from her face, and tears threatened.  This was not working out the way he’d wanted it to at all.

	“Please don’t cry, Rosalie.  There’s nothing that you’ve done wrong.  Nothing at all.”  She looked up at him, trying to force a smile.

	“Well, I think I made a mistake when I said you should wait for six months to decide if you really want to be with me.”  Her gaze fell on the floor and her cheeks heated up.  She was hinting that she wished that he wasn’t going to wait, and he could pick up on that.  He grinned at her, but she didn’t see it.  Well, that was something that they could be on the same page about.  

	“Nonsense.  I say we drink a toast to new beginnings.”  He lifted his glass, and nudged hers closer to her.  She picked it up without even looking in it.  She raised the glass and took a sip, eyes going wide when the ring pressed up against her lips.  He smiled as he watched her pull the glass away from her mouth.  She looked at him, then at the ring, then back at him.  Tears started to pour down her cheeks as he slid from his chair down onto a knee.  He picked up her hand from where it lay in her lap.

	“Oh my god.  This is really happening, isn’t it?”  He was sure that the question was rhetorical, so he decided to launch right into the proposal.  He didn’t know what to say, so there was no way that he could have practiced this, but he knew that he’d be able to speak right from the heart when the time came.  

	“Rosalie.  You’re different from any woman I’ve ever met.  Even when I was playing the asshole and being as bad and horrible as I could be to you, you found good qualities in me that I never even knew were there.  Or if I’d had an inkling, I’d buried it so no one else could see.  Something about you drew out my secret, and when I blurted out the truth, I was sure that you would tell every person you knew.  But you didn’t.  You kept my secret, and if I’d asked you to, you would have taken it to your grave.  That’s a kind of loyalty that I’ve never gotten from anyone in my life.  You support me in anything I do, and again, that’s something I’ve never had.  My own parents don’t even know my hopes and dreams like you do.  I can’t talk to them the way I do with you.  You’re there for me no matter what.  You look at me like I’m the only man in the world, and I want to be that for you.  You look at me like I can do anything.  It makes me feel like I’m a better person than I really am, and I want to be what you deserve.  I promise you that I will spend the rest of my life proving that to you, if only you’ll let me.  So, Rosalie, what I’m saying is, I love you.  Will you marry me?”  The soft trickle of tears now gave way to a real flood.  He had to scramble to get her a napkin to wipe her face with before she could answer him.  She was nodding her head, however, and that gave him hope.  He didn’t realize that he’d been holding his breath.

	“Of course I will!  I look at you like you’re the only man in the world because you’re the only man in my world.”  That simple phrase warmed his heart, and he was pretty sure that he was going to start crying himself soon.  He took the ring from the glass, which wasn’t easy since he was on one knee and fishing it out with a fork.  He quickly rinsed it in a glass of water, using the hem of his jacket to dry it off before slipping it on her finger.  He held her hand for a moment or two more, locking this into his memory before he got up, used her hand to pull her to her feet, then wrapped her in his arms, kissing her long and slow, hoping to steal her breath away.  Her arms came up and wrapped around him, pulling him closer into her softness.  His eyes closed, and for a moment, he could forget where they were.  He could forget that there were other people around, because in that moment, they were the only two people in the world.  He could have forgotten all that, if it had been up to him, but the rest of the patrons of the restaurant were hell bent on ruining that for him.  They started to clap and whoop, and both of them turned bright red as they pulled apart.  The waiter stood by them, smiling.  He couldn’t clap because he had a tray in his hands, which he then set down at the table.

	“This is our famous dessert dish, and it’s on the house.  Congratulations!”  He looked like he might have had a tear in his eye, too, and that made Eric think that maybe his proposal had been ok.  His biggest fear was that he would botch it up somehow.  He was glad that it was over, and that she’d said yes.  As they sat down again, their dinner dishes cleared away, they shared the dessert, smiling at each other like newlyweds.

	Rosalie couldn’t believe it.  Of course it hadn’t been six months yet, and so she should have said no, but she couldn’t.  If she’d said no this time, she had nothing to guarantee that he would ask again later.  This was her chance, and she wasn’t going to let him slip out of her fingers.  She loved him and she wasn’t going to do anything to risk not being with him.  After they’d finished the food, he took her arm, escorting her out to the front door.  The valet brought the car around, and he was the perfect gentleman.

	“Wait, aren’t we taking the carriage back?”  She was confused.  They’d come in the carriage, and it had been so romantic.  She’d hoped that they would be able to go back in it.

	“No, the driver had an emergency and had to cancel.”  That made sense.  But how had the car gotten here?  He saw the question in her eyes and smiled.  “My sister and her friend brought it by.  I told them that I’d need a ride for me and my new fiancé.”  Rosalie smiled.  At least his sister seemed to be on board with Eric’s plans for his life, but that still left his mother.  And the father that she’d never met.  Well, if she had Eric on her side, then she could do anything.  She’d worry about all of that later, however, because right now she was with the man she loved, and he’d put a ring on her finger.  

Chapter 20

 

	Eric was floating on a cloud.  She’d said yes.  He’d hoped that she would, but he’d always had that doubt in the back of his mind that he didn’t deserve her.  Now the ring sparkled on her finger, and it gave him a matching sparkle in his eyes.  He walked her to the door of her dorm, leaned in to kiss her, and saw the love shining out of her eyes.  It melted his heart.  No one had ever looked at him like that before, and he knew instantly that he wasn’t going to be able to let that go.  Up until now, they had never been more intimate than a few kisses and caresses, because Rosalie wanted to wait until marriage to give herself to the man she loved.  Eric respected that, and he felt honored that he was going to be that man.  He’d never even spent a night with her, and he was ok with that, too.  He let her set the pace for everything.  She bit her lip, and he could tell that she was nervous.

	“Um, would you like to come up?”  Eric’s heart stopped.  Was she going to break her own vow for him?  He didn’t want to push her, but he might not say no if she did.

	“Are you sure that’s what you want?”  He did his best to control his voice, keeping it neutral.  He didn’t want to guilt her into anything by showing her that he was really excited by her offer.  If she wanted to go back on it, that was up to her, and he would support whatever decision she made.  Rosalie bit her lip again, then gave one curt nod.  He took her arm and started to walk her up to her room.  They paused at her bedroom door while she fished out the key and unlocked it.  Eric took a deep breath.

	Rosalie was nervous about what she was doing, but she was still sticking to her guns.  She hadn’t invited him up for a tryst, just to spend the night with her, sharing a bed for the first time.  Once they were in her room, she was stuck.  She needed to get changed, but she didn’t want to kick him out of her room.  She also wasn’t going to change in front of him, not yet anyways.

	“Um, would you mind standing there in the corner and face the wall while I change?”  Now it was Eric’s turn to bite his lip.  He had to so he wouldn’t chuckle at her modesty.  He didn’t say anything, just followed her instructions.  He listened while she went to the closet and started to undress.  By her labored breathing, he was guessing that she was trying to hurry up and do it much quicker than usual.  He got confirmation of that thought a second or two later, when he heard a bang and a curse.  She must have tripped or fallen into something.

	“Are you alright?”  He had no intention of turning around to face her unless she said she wasn’t.  

	“Fine!  I’m fine!  Just don’t turn around.”  He couldn’t hold the chuckle in this time, and he did the best he could to cover it with a cough.  Luckily, she was too busy trying to get herself covered up to notice.  When she finally told him that it was safe, he turned to find her in a tasteful t-shirt and sleep pants outfit, with her hair up in a messy bun.  It was the most beautiful that he’d ever seen her.  He wordlessly held his arms out to her, and she went into them with a smile.  She tilted her face up for him and he kissed her.  Rosalie wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on to him for dear life.  He understood that feeling completely.  When she was in his arms he never wanted to let her go.  She finally pulled back, taking his hand and shyly leading him to the bed.  She sat down and crawled into one side of it, letting him take off his shoes and jacket.  Eric took off the tie he was wearing and unbuttoned his top button, feeling much better already, now that he wasn’t trussed up like a Christmas goose.  He slid in under the covers, and he pulled her close.  Rosalie lay down on his arm, snuggling her head into the crook of his shoulder.  She was asleep in minutes, but he stayed awake for almost an hour, just watching her, running his fingers over her cheek occasionally.

	When morning came, Rosalie woke up looking at Eric.  He was so adorable with his head drooping from the hand he’d propped it up on.  He’d taken pains not to crush her in an embrace so she wouldn’t feel trapped.  She raised herself up slowly and kissed the tip of his nose.  She was giggling by the time he opened his eyes.

	“Well, good morning, beautiful.  How did you sleep?”  Rosalie cuddled up to him and he put his arms around her loosely.

	“Absolutely wonderfully.  I felt so safe and at peace with you here beside me.”  The silence between them stretched on, but it was a comfortable one, with them holding each other.  Rosalie’s eyes strayed to the watch he was wearing, and her eyes widened.  “I’m going to be late!”  Eric took the hint and gave her a soft kiss before scooting out of the bed and putting on his shoes.  He grabbed his jacket and slung it over a shoulder on his way out.

	“Text me when you can.  Have a good day, babe.”  He blew her a kiss as he left, knowing that she needed him gone so she could get ready for class.  Besides, he had an errand to run.  One that he was not looking forward to in the least…

	The valet was waiting for him at the door of his house when he got home.  Eric handed him the keys and clapped him on the back.  He still looked a little disheveled, with his shirt untucked, no tie, and his pants wrinkled, but he didn’t care.  He was probably going to give his mother a heart attack, walking in on her like this, but it couldn’t be helped.  This was something that he had to do.  She was in her morning sitting room with the latest tabloid in her hands and a tea tray on the table next to her.

	“Mother.”  She didn’t look up until she’d finished her paragraph.

	“You look terrible.  Where have you been?  Daniel tells me you didn’t come home last night.  Did you sleep in your clothes?”  The disgust was evident in her voice, but Eric chose to ignore it.

	Eric called out at her “I need you to go to the living room.  I’m calling a family meeting.”  Alarm crossed her face, but before she could ask him a thousand questions about what was going on, he’d spun on his heel and left, heading towards his father’s study.  His father worked from home, because he was rich enough and in a position where he could do it.  He usually holed up in his study when he clocked his work hours, and everyone in the family knew not to bother him there.  Well, this was important, and he would just have to take a short break.  He knocked once, not waiting for his father to tell him to come in, and barged through the door.  His father looked up, shocked that anyone had dared to barge in on him like this.  “Dad.  I need you to take a coffee break and go to the living room.  I’m calling a family meeting.  I’m going to grab my sister, then I’ll be ready.”  Just like his mother, he didn’t give his father a chance to say no.  If he wanted to know what was going on, then he needed to follow directions.

	“I heard you loud and clear.  You don’t need to find me.  Let’s go.”  Eric smiled at his younger sister, and he was rewarded with her mischievous smile that she only saved for him.  He took her hand and led her to the living room, taking confidence from the squeeze she gave him.  No one in his family understood him like she did, and he was lucky to have her.  He hoped that maybe Rosalie would let her be the maid of honor in the wedding.  He opened the doors to the living room, and with a sigh of relief, saw that both of his parents were standing there ready for him.

	“Thank you for coming right away.  Please sit down.  I have some news to share with you.”  He waited until his sister took a seat on the couch with his parents before he went on.  “I have proposed to Rosalie a second time.  She told me to wait, if you recall, mother, and I did.  Just not the six months she said I should take.  She’s accepted, and I want to start plans for our wedding soon.  This wedding will happen with or without you, so let me know which side of the line you stand on.  If you want to disown me, do it now so I can prepare and know what kind of life I can promise her.  I want you both to be there, but if you can’t accept her, then I will marry her without you being there.”  He’d gotten the words out, now he stood and waited for them to sink in so he could weather the fallout.  His sister waited barely a minute or two before she rose to her feet and embraced him.

	“I’m so happy for you!  I honestly thought you’d never find another girl to put up with you besides me, so I’m glad to be rid of you.”  She winked at him in a teasing manner and Eric grinned.  Had he chosen Rosalie because she was like his sister?  That was a thought that he’d never had before now, but if he pondered it, the two girls were a lot alike.  He let that thought slip from his mind as he turned to face his still silent parents.  Both of them were gaping at him like goldfish.  His mother rose to her feet and promptly walked out of the living room.  That wasn’t a good sign.  It hurt him to know that she didn’t support his choice, but he couldn’t honestly say that this was unexpected.  His father gained his feet and walked over to him with his hands in his pants pockets, looking like a college kid in trouble.

	“And she’s the one you want?”  That was enough to tell him that his mother had run to his father with the first proposal story.  And he gathered that his mother had made sure to mention that she didn’t approve.  He held his breath, then nodded.  “Then I suppose that I’ll be there to support you.  How much is this going to cost me?”  Even if his parents had cut him off from any and all money, he would have found a way to give Rosalie the wedding she deserved.  He was happy, however, that his father was going to let him continue the life he’d grown accustomed to.  He’d worried that this was going to be the worst thing about the day, and looking back at it, this really hadn’t gone that badly.  Only his mother had been non cooperative.  

	“I’m not sure yet.  It probably won’t be much, though.  She’s happy with the simpler things in life.”  Eric had to bite back the jab at his father that his intended wife was better in his eyes than his fathers’.  His father, on the other hand, just let it go and went back to his study to work.  Eric let out a heavy sigh of relief.  He even allowed himself to smile.  When Rosalie got out of class, he had the best news in the world to give her.  

Chapter 21

 

	Rosalie was surprised when she left her classroom to find Eric waiting for her with a wrapped present in his hands.  His grin was so infectious that she found herself smiling back at him before she even knew what made him so happy.  She barely got close to him before he grabbed her bag from her and shoved the present into her hands.

	“What’s this?”  The gift wrapping had books and characters from fairy tales all over it, and that immediately told her it was from Barnes and Noble.  That made her heart race.  It was her favorite store, so she was pretty sure that whatever was inside, she would instantly love.

	“Open it.”  He refused to say anything to tip her off, but it was easy to see that he was bursting at the seams for her to do it.  Keeping the secret was killing him.  She tore into the paper and froze.  It was a wedding planner.  A book to help her step by step organize her ideas and come up with what she wanted for her day to be as special as possible.  She looked up at him, shocked.  She didn’t know what to say.  “You can plan whatever you want and spare no expense.  My parents are on board with our wedding, and so is my sister.  She couldn’t be happier for us.  You can have the day that you deserve, the day that you’ve dreamed of since you were a little girl.  I want to give you more than you deserve, and this is just the start.”  Tears filled Rosalie’s eyes.

	“You mean your family likes me?”  Eric bit his lip.  No.  Of course it wouldn’t be that simple.  Not after the way that his mother had looked at her at breakfast that day when Eric had proposed to her for the first time.

	“Well, my father is on my side as long as I’m happy, which I am.  My sister likes you, but I know you two haven’t really gotten to know each other that well.  I was hoping that you girls would end up getting to know each other better.”  Rosalie waited for him to mention his mother.  He didn’t.  She took his hand and squeezed gently.

	“And your mom?”  Eric looked down at the ground before straightening his shoulders and squeezing back.

	“She just walked out of the room when I made the announcement.  I told her that the wedding would take place with or without her, so it didn’t matter whether or not she was on board.  I haven’t spoken to her since, so I think it’s safe to say she won’t be there.”  He was doing his best to hide it, but she knew that it was hurting him, deep down inside.  His mother was still his mother, and no matter how different they were, he loved her.  She wished that there was something that she could do for him.

	“I’m so sorry.  Do you want to put it off as long as possible in case she comes around?”  There was a little hope in her voice, and she hated herself for it.  She knew that she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Eric, but she was afraid of how that would go.  If he wanted to put the wedding off for a little while, she was ok with it.  

	“No.  I know that I want to be your husband, and I don’t want to put it off.  I don’t want you to change your mind.”  He playfully tugged her ponytail to make her smile.  She blushed.  “I’ve got to get going, I have a class in twenty minutes, but I wanted to tell you that before you got home.”  He leaned forward and kissed her quickly, and she had to say that she liked it.  She watched him disappear down the hallway, solidifying her thoughts as she walked in the opposite direction.  Rosalie had a plan.  Granted, she didn’t know how it would work out, but she was going to do everything she could to make Eric happy.

	Vanessa answered her door with hair tousled, mascara running down the side of her cheek, and a yawn wide enough to swallow an apple whole.  Rosalie was ready for her.  Before she’d even considered the possibility of getting her friend out of bed, she’d dropped her books off in her room, grabbed her purse, and bought a large latte at the little coffee shop down in the commons.  The scent of the vanilla chai latte hit Vanessa’s nose, and Rosalie laughed when she saw life come into her friend’s face.

	“Good morning, sunshine.  I have a favor to ask you, and I promise to pay you with coffee and gossip.”  Vanessa grinned and was instantly awake.  She disappeared into the depths of her room and came back seven minutes later, dressed, with fresh makeup on, and her hair in a ponytail.  The coffee cup was still in her hand, and Rosalie wondered for a second if she’d managed to do everything without putting it down.

	“Ok, where are we going, and what happened?”  Rosalie grinned at her friend and gave her a sweeping bow that said, ‘after you’.  Vanessa took her coat and keys and headed out the door.  “I’m out of my room and I still have no gossip.  What’s going on?”  Rosalie laughed.

	“It’s kind of a super secret thing, so I’m waiting till we get in the car.”

	“Well, why didn’t you say so?  Let’s go!”  Vanessa put on a burst of speed that Rosalie found hard to keep up with, but she managed.  The second the door of the car was shut behind her, Vanessa pounced.  “I’m not starting this car until you start yappin!”  Rosalie took a deep breath as she put her seat belt on.

	“Ok, I need you to take me to Eric’s house, please, and I’ll tell you why.”  Vanessa had opened her mouth to protest again, but shut it with a snap when Rosalie finished her sentence.  “Eric proposed to me.”  Vanessa’s head whipped around and she stared at Rosalie with her mouth wide open.  “Red light.”  Rosalie pointed ahead of them, not meeting Vanessa’s gaze.  She was already nervous about what she was going to do, and she couldn’t let herself feel more cowed and embarrassed than she already was.  Vanessa jerked her head around again, slamming on the breaks.  “His mom isn’t on board, because she doesn’t like me.  His dad I guess is fine with it so long as Eric is happy, and his sister likes me as far as he knows.  She doesn’t know me that well, but from what she knows, she likes.  What I need your help with, is trying to convince his mom to be in the wedding.  I know she hates me, but I want him to be happy, and I know she’ll regret not being there later on in life when she comes to her senses, so I just have to try.”  Vanessa was silent.  Rosalie let out the breath that she’d been holding.  She’d been afraid that her friend was going to try to talk her out of it, or make her feel stupid for what she was planning on doing, but when she snuck a peek over to Vanessa’s face, her friend’s eyes were wet.  “Are you ok?”  Vanessa cleared her throat before she answered.

	“Yeah, I’m fine.  Why wouldn’t I be?”  There was a little bit of harshness to her voice, and Rosalie decided not to press the issue farther.  If Vanessa wanted to talk about it, then she would.  “I just think it’s really great of you to do that.  No one else that I know would try to make someone else happy as hard as you do.  I just hope one day, I can be half as wonderful as you.”  That made Rosalie tear up.  She wanted to hug Vanessa for her kind words, but she knew it wasn’t safe while they were driving.  She’d wait till they got to Eric’s house.

	“Thanks.  That really makes me feel more confident in myself.  Would you wait for me while I go in?”

	“Of course!  If the bitch still says no, you tell me and I’ll take care of it.”  There was no doubt in Rosalie’s mind that her friend would stomp in there and bully Eric’s mom into being in the wedding.  They pulled up, and Rosalie took a deep breath before getting out and walking up to the door.  When she rang the bell, a butler answered, looking down his nose at her when she asked if the lady of the house was home.  He stepped back without a word, holding the door open.  She assumed that that meant to follow him.  She did, and he led her through the house into a little room covered in hanging flowers.  Eric’s mom was sitting on a little chaise lounge, reading a fashion magazine.  The butler had mysteriously disappeared, leaving her on her own.  Rosalie’s heart started to pound with nervousness as she walked in and cleared her throat.  She never even looked up.

	“Ah, Daniel.  I would like some more coffee.”  She held out a cup, fully expecting it to be taken from her hand.

	“Excuse me, ma’am.”  The woman looked up, shocked, then disgust was written on her face, plain as day.

	“How did you get in here?  If you’re looking for my son, he’s at school.  Go cast your net in another pool of rich men.”  She went back to her magazine, but she put her cup down.  Rosalie didn’t like being dismissed like that, and she’d come here to help Eric.  Even if he didn’t know it.  She cleared her throat again.  Not for attention, because she was going  to get her attention, but to make sure that her nerves were out of her throat.  

	“Your butler let me in.  Now you’re going to listen to me.”  Her voice had a hardness in it that she’d never heard come out of her mouth before.  “Eric may have told you that he would marry me with or without you, but if you’re not there, it’s going to hurt him.  You’re his mother and he loves you, no matter what you might think.  I’ve come here to convince you to be in the wedding.”  Shock registered on her face, and she stared at Rosalie like she was an avenging angel come down from the very gates of Heaven.

	“Why would you want me in the wedding?  You must know that I don’t think you’re good enough to be in this family.”  His mother had composed herself, and the scathing comeback was the first thing that came into her mind.  It stung, but Rosalie shook it off.  She could hurt later, when no one was watching.

	“I personally wish that you wouldn’t come because I think you’ll ruin the whole day with your attitude.  But that doesn’t matter.  Eric loves you and he wants you to be there, even if he won’t come out and say it.  I love him and I want him happy.  If that means having you there with him, then I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get you there, and even be on a truce to stay the hell away from you all night because I know that you don’t like me one little bit.”  She practically spat the words out at the woman, watching as her emotions moved across her face like clouds over the sky.  She swallowed hard and looked at the ground.

	“It takes a lot of guts to come here and to talk to me at all, much less like that.  I can’t say that I like you, or ever will, but I can understand loving someone and wanting them to be happy.”  Rosalie doubted that, but she kept her mouth shut.  “If you promise to stay away from me except for the family pictures that are always taken, I will go.”

Chapter 22

 

	When Rosalie turned towards the door, the butler had magically appeared.  It startled her a little, because she didn’t know if he’d heard what she’d said to the lady of the house, or if he’d just appeared.  It made her blush and suddenly feel shy again.  She really didn’t have many moments in her life where she had outbursts like this, but when she was heated or passionate about something, then all bets were off.  She kept her eyes on the floor as he led her back through the maze of rooms to the front door.  He was reaching for the handle to open it when a voice rang out, echoing down the empty hall.

	“Wait!”  The butler’s face never changed, but it certainly startled Rosalie badly enough that she jumped.  When she turned towards the voice, she saw that it was Eric’s sister.  Remembering that she was on Rosalie’s side, Rosalie gave her a smile.  “I’m sorry. I just need to talk to you for a minute if that’s ok?”  She was jogging down the lengthy hallway.  When she arrived, she was panting a little, but not enough to keep her from talking.  “Daniel, you can go.  I can let her out.”  The man looked like he was put out a little, but he did as he was told.  Rosalie let her catch her breath.

	“Thank you.  For being on our side.  I know that it means a lot to Eric that you support us.”  Roasalie’s voice was gentle, and she hoped that the girl knew exactly what that meant to both of them.  

	“You’re welcome.  I know my brother is happy with you, and I know that we don’t know each other that well, but I’d like to change that.  I’d like to help you plan the wedding in any way I can.  I heard what you said to my mother, and I want to say thank you.  You’re right.  It does mean a lot to my brother to have her there, even if she’s a little on the rude side.  She deserved to hear what you said.  Maybe it will help her get her head out of her ass.”  Both girls laughed, and Rosalie stuck her hand out for a handshake.

	“Thank you.  I could certainly use the help.  I’ve never planned anything before, and even though Eric bought me a planning book, I think I’ll still need some help.”  The girl checked her watch and swore.

	“I’m sorry, but I’ve got to get going.  I’ve got a tennis lesson and I’m going to be late.  I wanted to hear what you said though.”  She blushed like a little kid caught listening at the door.  Rosalie smiled and shooed her off.  Standing there at the door alone, Rosalie considered the trip to be a success.  She went outside and almost got bum rushed by Vanessa.

	“How’d it go?  What did you say?  What did she say?”  Rosalie threw her hands up in surrender.

	“Whoa!  Can I get in the car first?”  Vanessa almost ripped the door off its hinges in her hurry to get Rosalie into the car.  She ran around the front end and dove into the driver’s seat, turning to stare at her friend.  “She’s going to come to the wedding.”  Vanessa let out a whoop.  The girls were chatting and singing along to the radio on the way back when Rosalie decided it was time to ask her friend an important question.  “Um, Vanessa?  Can I ask you something?”

	“Yeah, what’s up?  Who I gotta kill?”  Rosalie laughed.

	“It’s nothing that serious.  Well, ok, it is serious, but not in that sense.  Would you be my maid of honor?”  Vanessa slammed on the brakes.  Luckily, there was no one behind her.  She looked over at Rosalie with a bit of mist in her eyes.

	“Of course!  That’s not even a question!  I just didn’t know if you’d want me to be.  I have to warn you, though, I know nothing about planning weddings.”

	“That’s ok.  I got an offer of help from Eric’s sister, and I was thinking I would do most of the planning with her anyway so that we can get a chance to get to know each other better.  I just didn’t want to hurt your feelings if I asked you to be the maid of honor, then didn’t let you help.”

	“No!  That’s no problem at all!  That’s actually a good plan.  Just keep me in the loop and everything will be fine.”  Rosalie could hardly believe her luck.  

 

	***

 

	Eric was just finishing his class when his phone went off.  It was a text from his sister.  She usually sent short messages, so when he saw the book she’d written him, he stepped to the side of the door and read it.  He was in shock.  This couldn’t be true, could it?  Rosalie had marched to his house and badgered his mother into being in the wedding.  He was numb.  He couldn’t believe that, but here was his sister telling him that, and she wouldn’t lie.  Maybe he should ask his mother.  There was just something about confronting her that made him smile.  Then she asked for Rosalie’s number.  He found that odd, but he had no problem giving it to her.  It looked like everything was working out just fine for their wedding.  He might not have to do anything as far as planning went.  Not that he didn’t want to, but he just didn’t feel like he was good at all that.  He’d have to talk to Rosalie about when she’d feel comfortable getting married.  As far as he was concerned, it could happen today and he’d be happy.  

 

	***

 

	Months went by, and the wedding planning was coming along great.  Rosalie had almost everything done thanks to the help she was getting.  Eric had a tux fitting coming up, and she was going to go shopping this weekend with Vanessa for a dress.  It was strange for her to have Eric’s father foot the bill for everything, but he insisted.  His father had even called her a few times with ideas.  It was something that she had to admit that she liked.  Part of her thought that his mother should be playing this role, but per the agreement they had, they were staying away from each other until absolutely necessary.  Eric’s father had let slip, however, that she had been the one to suggest the caterer, so Rosalie began to think that his mother was telling her ideas to either her husband or daughter, and was helping in that way.  It warmed her heart, because she thought that maybe they would be able to get along one day.  Even if she didn’t like her, she wanted to get along or at least tolerate the woman for Eric’s sake.  She didn’t want to make him have to choose between his wife and his mother.  Breaking up a family was not something that she wanted to do.

	Eric was happy to do what he was told, or pick up anything she asked, so long that he didn’t have to come up with creative ideas.  It was actually kind of cute at how terrified he was at having to participate in anything girly or frilly.  He would start stammering and find someplace else to be, and all three girls would just laugh.  Rosalie spent quite a bit of time with his sister, and had made her a bridesmaid.  Vanessa was along for the ride, even if she did leave most of the ideas to the two of them.  She was always quick to offer support.  Except for on the dress shopping issue.  That was something that she insisted she and Rosalie do alone.  It meant a lot to her that Vanessa had taken such a stand, and she was glad that it was Vanessa going with her.  She knew that her friend was blunt and honest, and if for some reason it didn’t flatter her, Vanessa had no issues letting Rosalie know.  That made her both excited and nervous to go dress shopping, but she’d put it off long enough and now it had to be done so the alterations would be done in time.  She was getting married in three months!

	Every time she thought that, a thrill of joy went through her.  She’d already sent out the invitations to everyone, even though it was only going to be a small affair, and she’d gotten an RSVP from everyone.  Her parents were insistent on trying to pay for things, but she’d let them know about Eric’s dad wanting to take the reins, and she knew that they were secretly glad because they had fallen on some hard times.  She was hoping that at some point, she’d be able to send money to them once she finished school and started working as a doctor.  Only a few more short years, and she’d be able to make sure they never needed anything again.  It made her tear up.  It was the least she could do to pay them back for the life they had given her.

	In the meantime, she’d managed to make the Dean’s List, which made everyone in her life proud, and had even helped in the way of getting her a scholarship.  Granted it was a partial one, but every little bit of money helped because she didn’t want to rely on Eric and his family’s money.  She had pride, and she was going to go as far as she could before she looked for help.  That’s how she’d always been, and knowing that she was safe now that she was going to be part of a socially royal family wasn’t going to change that… no matter what his mother thought.  She wasn’t in it for the money.  She was just finishing her first year as a med student, now she was getting married, and it felt like her life was falling into place.  She sent up a quick thank you to whoever was listening, strengthening her faith that good things come to those who wait, and who aren’t afraid to work hard.  It was something that she was glad to know, that her ideals and morals that she’d had when she was younger, stayed with her and proved her right.  It strengthened her and reinforced her belief that she didn’t have to change to be what she wanted to be.

	Now she only had three more years before she could start giving back to the people that helped her achieve her dreams.  That was a feeling that she was dying to feel.  She eagerly counted down the time, almost as eagerly as the days to her wedding.  With the two girls at her back supporting her, and both of Eric’s parents hiding in the wings, even if one was trying to hide, she knew that her wedding day would be perfect.  Even if everything went wrong from the ceremony to the reception and after, she was still going to be marrying the man that she loved, and with him, she could get through anything the world threw at her.  Life was looking up, and she was going to make sure it stayed that way.  When Vanessa banged on the door at eight the next morning, Rosalie could only smile.  They were going dress shopping.

	“Up and at’em, Sleeping Beauty!  We gotta get a dress for the princess and a little something hot for the wedding night!”  The smile was instantly gone from Rosalie’s face.  She’d been so focused on the wedding that she hadn’t even thought about the wedding night.  Fear flooded her like ice in her veins, the color drained from her face, and she started to shake.  Was she really ready for that?  She’d heard stories, both good and bad, about sex, but now it was going to happen to her for the first time, and she couldn’t stop the fear going through her.

Chapter 23

 

	“Um, we can just skip the lingerie.  The dress is much more important.”  Rosalie was beyond nervous now, and she regretted taking Vanessa with her at all.  She knew that Vanessa would make her get something for the wedding night and wouldn’t take no for an answer.  She’d be damned if she tried on anything to show her friend.  She probably wouldn’t be able to see herself in the mirror as it was.  

	“What?  Are you kidding?  NO!  It’s tradition, and Eric will be expecting it.  You can’t disappoint him, now, can you?”  Damn Vanessa!  She knew exactly which buttons to push to get Rosalie to dance along to whatever beat she was playing.  

	“I don’t feel comfortable shopping for something like that!” she hissed, feeling her cheeks heating up.  Vanessa just waved off her objections, as if to say, they would see about that when they got to the store.  Rosalie decided to change the topic.  “Where are we going?”

	“David’s Bridal is right down the street.  I figured we could start there, and if you don’t find the perfect dress that makes you feel like a princess, then we’ll find a few more stores until we do.”  That was one thing that Rosalie did love about Vanessa.  She was persistent.  Unfortunately, that also made her stubborn when she wanted Rosalie to do something that Rosalie didn’t want to…like buy sexy outfits.  She shook her head, trying to forget about that detail of the day and shooed Vanessa out while she got dressed.  When she was ready, she came out into the living room to see that Vanessa was done and impatiently waiting.  She was holding a polaroid camera in one hand and idly spinning her keys on her finger with the other.  “I thought you were going to take hours.  Let’s go!”  Rosalie waited until Vanessa wasn’t looking to roll her eyes.  Granted, the enthusiasm was contagious, so as they walked down the stairs to the parking lot, Rosalie’s heart started to pound with it, too.  The drive felt like it took hours, but in reality wasn’t more than ten minutes.  Vanessa was so into the task at hand, that she cut off another car and took the first available spot, closest to the door.  A mother and her daughter glared at them as they got out and walked to the front door.  Rosalie and Vanessa dissolved into giggles, and couldn’t stop until the sales lady had cleared her throat three times to get their attention.  

	“Good morning, ladies, and welcome to David’s Bridal.  Do you have an appointment?”  Both of them sobered up.  Did they need an appointment in order to shop?  They didn’t know that, so they hadn’t made one.  This day would quickly go from good to bad if they couldn’t look at dresses.

	“Um, no, ma’am, we don’t.  We didn’t know that we needed one.”  Rosalie’s heart was in her throat as she waited for the woman to say something.  

	“It’s not required, but sometimes we get so busy that you can only get in by appointment.  Luckily, today isn’t one of those days.  I can take you over here to Daisy, and she’ll help you right away.”  Rosalie let out the breath that she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.  The woman led them over to a slender woman with beautiful, almond shaped eyes.  She smiled at them as she led the girls to a section of dressing rooms.  Vanessa dive bombed into a pouf that was clearly positioned for the people waiting to see the dresses, earning a reproachful look from Daisy.

	“Hello, I’m Daisy.  What sort of a dress are you looking for?  We have about a dozen different main designs, then we can narrow down the particulars.”  Rosalie felt blindsided.  She had no idea about fashion or anything.  Her eyes went wide, and sort of glazed over.  Vanessa blew a bubble with her gum, then popped it.

	“She’s looking for either an A-line, mermaid, or princess.  No feathers, lace is ok, so long as it’s not dominating the dress, and strapless is alright if she can get a jacket to go with it.”  Daisy looked Vanessa up and down critically before nodding and disappearing between the racks that held hundreds and hundreds of dresses.  Rosalie mouthed a quick thank you to Vanessa, who just winked at her and resumed blowing bubbles, making sure to snap her gum particularly loudly any time Daisy was close.  Rosalie was handed a gown and ushered into the dressing room.  She did her best to get into the first gown, then ended up calling for help.  Daisy went in, tugged and poked, prodded and yanked, then led Rosalie out to stand on a little pedestal that was surrounded by mirrors.  It was a beautiful dress, but it didn’t call out to her.  In the movies, the mom or whoever was with the bride always started crying when it was the perfect dress, and Vanessa was just looking bored, giving the dress a fake yawn and a roll of her eyes.  

	Rosalie had gone through about ten dresses, and the day was wearing on.  At this point she was afraid she wouldn’t find a dress that she liked at all.  There was one left on her rack to try before Daisy disappeared back down the racks.  Crestfallen, she picked the last one up off the hanger without even looking at it and stepped in.  When she called Daisy in to finish fitting it to her, her head was hung low.  She didn’t even look at Vanessa when she came out, she just stared at the floor.  Usually, Vanessa had a comment to make.  Rosalie stood there, waiting.  When the silence stretched on, she finally looked up.  Vanessa had a softness to her face, and a glow, looking up at Rosalie with a tear leaking out of her eye, and beginning to trail down her cheek.  This was the reaction she’d wanted.  Was this the dress?  She slowly turned around to look at herself in the mirror.  The dress was stunning on her.  It was an A-line with little cap sleeves, that fell to the floor with ruffles trimmed in lace.  It had a sash around the waist with roses embroidered on it in pink satin thread.  Overall, it was a simple dress, but she loved it.

	“That’s the one.  That’s the dress, Rosalie.  Tell them to start fitting it and I’ll tell Eric to have his dad come pay for it.”  Vanessa had gotten herself composed again, and was busy typing away on her phone to cover up her momentary lapse in composure.  Rosalie loved the dress, and she felt like a princess in it.

	“Would you like to add a veil to it?”  Rosalie nodded eagerly.  Daisy disappeared and came back with a floor length veil, a veil that only covered her face, and one that fell just past her shoulders.  Rosalie chose the one that fell just past her shoulders and Daisy added it to her hair with a little headband covered in crystals.  Rosalie’s eyes were shining.  This was the most beautiful that she’d ever looked in her life.  The typing had stopped at one point, and when it resumed with feverish strokes, Rosalie took a minute to look at her friend.  Vanessa’s makeup was smudged and she was trying to covertly wipe another tear from her face.  This was definitely it then.

	“Would you lay it aside for me please and start the alterations?”  Rosalie couldn’t believe her own voice was saying these things.  Daisy took her back into the dressing room and undid whatever it was that she’d done to get her into the dress, then left her alone to change.  When she came out, she was feeling light and almost like she was floating across the ground.  “It should take a few weeks for the alterations, but it will definitely be finished by the time you said you needed it.”  Daisy disappeared through a back door with the dress and the veil draped over her arms, and Vanessa shot to her feet.

	“Time for sexy clothes!”  She grabbed Rosalie’s hand and almost pushed her out of the store.

	“And where exactly are we going to go for this?”  Vanessa opened her mouth to say something but the devious look in her eyes made Rosalie throw her hand up to stop her friend.  “If this is going to happen, I refuse to go to an adult store.  I want somewhere conservative where I can feel a little less embarrassed about it.”  Vanessa’s face fell and she started to chew her lip.  

	“Fine.  I guess that limits us a little.  Maybe we can try Macy’s,” Vanessa grumbled.  Rosalie pumped her fist in the air in victory.  If she was going to be subjected to embarrassment, then she was going to do it her own way.  Smiling, she got back into the car, feeling like she’d achieved a victory.  

	At Macy’s, Vanessa was instructed to find conservative outfits that wouldn’t embarrass Rosalie, then had to swear, on pain of death, not to enter the dressing room at any time.  Vanessa was put out about it, but that was what Rosalie wanted, so she had to go with it.  A half an hour later, Rosalie came back out of the dressing room, fully clothed, with a red lacy something bundled up in her hand as small as possible, so no one else could see what it was.  Vanessa grinned at her and wiggled her eyebrows, insinuating lewdness, which only earned her a smack on the shoulder as Rosalie walked to the checkout, trying her best to hide what was in her hand.  The checkout lady looked at them askance, and Vanessa eagerly told her it was for a wedding night, leaving both Vanessa and the cashier giggling while Rosalie shoved the money at the girl, grabbed the bag, and stalked out to the parking lot with her face as red as the lace.  

	“It’ll be fun, I promise.  Sometimes it hurts a little the first time, but you’ll be ok.  You should probably make an appointment for birth control pills though if you want to finish school before you have kids.”  They were in the car now, talking casually on the way home.  Rosalie’s face had gone from beet red to puke gray in the span of two minutes.  She’d never even thought of that.  She’d had no need for birth control before, because she was still a virgin.  She scrambled for her phone, scrolling through her address book to call her doctor for an appointment.

	“Thanks.  I hadn’t even thought of that.  Man, I guess I’m a bit more naïve than I thought.”  Vanessa laughed.

	“You’re good, honey.  What are friends for?  This is supposed to be the happiest day of your life, and I’m going to help you make sure that it is.”

	“Thanks, Vanessa.  It means a lot to me that you’re here with me every step of the way.  I’ve never had a friend like you before.”  For the second time, Vanessa teared up, but this time Rosalie pretended to ignore it, because she was as well.  Things would be different in her life after she married Eric, but she hoped that no matter what happened, or where they went, she hoped that Vanessa would always be a part of her life.  She’d been the first real friend Rosalie had ever had, and she didn’t want to lose her.  

	When they got back to the dorm, Rosalie ran up the stairs with her bag, unlocked the door to her bedroom, ripped open the closet door, and shoved the bag with the lingerie as far into the back of her closet’s corner as she could.  It made her feel a little better now that it was out of her line of sight.  When she came back out, pink cheeked, she found Vanessa doubled over on the couch, crying from laughter.  Rosalie stuck her tongue out and promptly slammed the door.

Chapter 24

 

	The weeks were dwindling, and the date was looming closer and closer.  Rosalie was starting to realize that she was afraid.  What if Eric changed his mind at the last minute?  What if something went wrong and the things she’d ordered for the reception didn’t come through?  She was thinking that that wouldn’t be a big issue, because she didn’t really have that much.  All she’d really had was the food and flowers, and a little bit of decorations.  Well, plus the dress and the cake.  She wasn’t sure about the tux for Eric, because he was taking care of that himself.  He felt it was his responsibility to do that.  It was cute, in a way, that he was insisting on that part himself, but Rosalie was thinking that he probably wanted to have control over what he wore himself, so she couldn’t put him in anything too embarrassing.  She would never do that, of course, but it was understandable for him to think.  She took a leaf out of his book and let both his sister and Vanessa choose their own dresses, too.  She’d given them the color scheme, pink and cream, and they would work around that to find dresses that they liked.  Both had assured her that they had already found their dresses, and that they were already fitted for them.   

	Rosalie tried to turn her mind away from the fear of the looming wedding by throwing herself into extra work for her classes that were coming up a few days after the wedding.  She wanted to make sure that she got some of the work done ahead of time, in case they decided to take a little vacation for their honeymoon.  Eric had laughed when she’d told him, saying that he was sure a little slip for the first few days of class would be fine, but Rosalie wouldn’t hear of it.  She even turned to asking him what he’d be doing if he fell behind for those few days.  He flat out told her that he wasn’t worried about it, because he had the rest of the semester to make up whatever points he lost in the first week.  That had a logical ring to it, but Rosalie just couldn’t do it.  Schoolwork had always come first in her life, and it was a sense of calm for her to lose herself in an assignment.  It was strange, but that was who she was.  

	Vanessa had the same attitude as Eric, so that left Rosalie alone most nights, trying to study and read ahead in the textbooks that she’d just bought.  Her writing jobs had taken off after she’d turned the first one around, and even though she’d been able to buy all of her books herself, she’d only come up with three quarters of the tuition money.  Eric had given her the rest, and her cheeks had been burning when she accepted it, swearing that she would pay him back every penny of it.  He’d tried to wave it off, but Rosalie had insisted.  So he’d finally thrown his hands up in defeat and accepted the handwritten IOU that she’d given him.  It hurt him that she wouldn’t let him do anything for her financially, except the wedding.  He’d insisted, and if she’d wanted the wedding her way, then she had no way of turning him down.  Other than that one thing, she refused to let him do anything financially for her.  At first, he’d thought it was basically to throw in his mother’s face that she hadn’t been with him for the money, but the more he dealt with it, the more he realized it was something else.  She had a pride and a code in her that he’d never seen before.  She wanted to do things for herself, and if she did need help every now and then, she repaid that debt as soon as she was able.

	He was a little worried about that for later on in life, because he had intended to support her through school with his own trust fund.  Now he was going to have to sit back and watch her scrimp and save, wearing herself out by not only doing the heavy workload that she had from her chosen program, as well as the hours of working on her computer to come up with the writing jobs she was being hired for, and he was afraid that it would eat up all her time and energy, draining her.  He wanted to step back and let her do what she felt she needed to, but he was worried about her.  Maybe he could find a way around helping her out without her noticing.  

	Rosalie needed to pick up her dress, and she wanted Vanessa to go with her.  After all, she’d been there on the day they’d picked the dress out, so she should be there on the last day of fitting.  It was something that they’d done together, and it was also closing the door on a chapter of how things had been between them.  Rosalie had already seen her doctor and acquired the pills she would need to keep from getting pregnant, so not too much would change, but the girls wouldn’t be living together in the same room, able to come to each other at any time of day or night with a problem, knowing that the other one was right there.  Now it would have to be through text messages and phone calls, or visits.  Their Saturday vegging and movie night would be nonexistent, and both of them were a little torn up about it.  Rosalie’s mother used to tell her that nothing in life ever lasted forever, and it was sad but true.  The worst thing about that statement was that the great things didn’t stay around forever, but the flip side of that coin was that the bad things didn’t last that long, either.  It made the world bittersweet.

	Rosalie froze outside the door of David’s Bridal.  This was it.  The last thing to fall into place.  The food had been confirmed, she’d seen the decorations for the reception, the ceremony would be performed right outside, and the flowers had already been confirmed.  This was the last piece.  This made it seem so real, and it scared her.  It was the biggest step she was going to take in her life, and she’d never done anything close to it before.

	“Come on, honey, this is it.”  Vanessa’s voice was a little sad, and she knew what this signified.  It would warp their friendship into something different, but it would still be a friendship.  They walked in together.  When Daisy met them for their appointment, Rosalie had made an appointment for every other meeting after that first day, she put the dress on, looked at herself in the mirror, and broke down crying.  She looked beautiful, and she was going to start the rest of her life soon.  It was overwhelming for her, but she was glad that Vanessa was there with her.  She did her best to wipe her eyes and look normal for when she walked out for the last once over.  Daisy poked and prodded, tugged and yanked, and finally gave them a big smile and a thumbs up.

	“That’s it!  It’s perfect!”  Once Rosalie had changed, Daisy had taken the dress and wrapped it up for her, letting her know it would be at the front when she was ready.  The girls sat there in silence on the poofs, not really knowing what to say.  After a while, they got to their feet and took the dress, Vanessa driving them back to their dorm.  Rosalie hung the dress on the front of her closet door.  The weight of importance that it represented crushed her, and she made a break for the living room.  Vanessa stood there with a selection of romantic comedy movies and a big tub of popcorn.

	“Wanna watch a movie?”  Rosalie grinned and threw her arms around her friend.  She knew just what to do in this situation.

	“Yeah.  I don’t know if things will be the same after the wedding, but I don’t want to ever lose you as my best friend.  I’ve never had a friend like you before, and I’m not going to lose the one thing that’s been stable for me since I got here.  Thanks for being there.”

	“Oh, stop it!  I’m not that special, and you’re just going to make me cry.  Go pick out a movie and get it started.  I’ll get the butter.”  The next few hours, Rosalie spent blissfully ignoring the dress and the nerves that came from thinking about her upcoming nuptials.  

 

	***

 

	Eric was a little nervous, too.  He didn’t want anyone to know that he was scared of how things would be once he was married, but he was.  Men weren’t supposed to let on when they were nervous, and it wasn’t that he wanted to get cold feet or anything, he was just nervous about the unknown.  He’d never been married before, and this was all new to him.  He wasn’t quite sure yet where they would go to live, but he knew that he wanted out of his parents’ house.  He’d been covertly looking for a place without her knowing, because it was going to be his wedding present to her.  Granted, he was going to take her shopping for whatever furniture and decorations or accessories that she wanted for it, but the initial home was going to be from him.  He wanted to ease her mind a little.  He knew that she was worried as to what they would do, and how they would move on once they were a couple.  He could at least help in that respect.  He’d also talked to his dad about getting a part time job in his company, just so he could help her out with her own tuition.  If they were married, the money he earned would be hers as well.  He had a trust fund, and his father had still said he would take care of everything while his son was in school, but she wouldn’t want to touch his money for any of her own bills or let his father help.  He respected that, and decided that he would do the same.  He would do what it took so they would be self-sufficient, and only accept help when absolutely necessary.

	After he’d come to that conclusion, he’d realized the changes that he’d gone through for her.  They were good changes, and he was shaping himself into the kind of man he’d always wanted to be without even realizing it.  Smiling to himself, Eric put on his coat.  He was on his way to an open house right now, and he’d had a feeling from looking at the pictures online that this one was going to be the one.  He whistled as he walked out the front door of his house, smiling and nodding to the valet who brought him his car, and cheerfully waving to his mother who was out on her balcony, tending to the flowers.  Maybe everything was going to work out in his favor after all.  His mother and his fiancé getting along was at the top of his wish list, and he knew that Rosalie would do whatever she could to give him the world.  If his mother could only see that and let that rub off on her, his life would be perfect.  Oh well, all in good time.  Right now, he was just taking baby steps and letting things happen as they would.  Things would work out or they wouldn’t.  He wasn’t going to stress over it because he had no control over them.  If he could just get Rosalie to have the same attitude, then she would have a lot less stress in her life.

	Right now, the sun was shining, he was getting married, and he was going to look at a house to bring his new bride home to.  Life was great.  

Chapter 25

 

	The day of the wedding dawned bright and clear, and Rosalie was doing her best to keep her nerves and jitters under control.  Vanessa had barged in first thing in the morning with a little tray of breakfast, saying that this was their last day together as single women.  It had cheered her up that Vanessa cared so much, but the fact that she was going to change her life drastically today sobered her.  The wedding was in three hours, and as far as Vanessa was concerned, that wasn’t enough time.

	“Come on out into the living room and don’t freak out, ok?”  That made her heart start pounding, and Rosalie got a little nervous.  She got up and dressed in a zip up hoodie and some sweatpants, making sure she was comfortable until she put her dress on, and went into the living room.  Blaze stood behind the couch, a wide assortment of hair accessories and tools spread out on the coffee table.  The look on her face could have curdled milk, but the fact that she was there had to mean something.

	“Get over here and sit down, I don’t have all day.”  The bossy tone in her voice was just to hide the pain of losing the man she fancied herself in love with, but Rosalie couldn’t spare much time to think about that.  

	“Thank you for coming to do my hair.  I really appreciate it.”  Rosalie’s attempt at civility was met with a grunt as Blaze pushed hard on her shoulders to get her to sit down.  Rosalie obeyed and sat in silence while Blaze went to work.  Vanessa was bustling around, making sure that they had everything for when they went over to the church.  Both Rosalie’s and Vanessa’s dresses were hanging in bags from the top of the door so they wouldn’t drag on the ground.  There was a duffle bag with the folded veil and both of their shoes, plus an assortment of things to use to fix minor problems that Vanessa had lovingly dubbed the ‘oh shit kit’.  Blaze was yanking and pulling on her hair, but Rosalie understood that she was trying to work with a sense of purpose, but she could understand and appreciate that.  It took forty-five minutes to get done, and Vanessa was bundling her up and shoving her out the door as quickly as possible.  Rosalie thanked her as she was pushed out, then went to the little mirror on the back of her bedroom door.  Her mouth fell open.  Blaze had combed and curled all of her hair, leaving it in cascades of shining waves.  It looked so beautiful.  She’d even pulled a few strands together around the crown of her head, leaving it painfully obvious as to where the headband and veil should go.  She teared up a little, but Vanessa rushed her out the door before she could really break down.

	The whole trip to the church, Vanessa was cussing up a storm at anyone who got in the way.  Rosalie couldn’t help it, she giggled.  She was caught up in a fit of giggles, and nothing she did could make her stop.  When they arrived, Vanessa put the dresses in the women’s powder room, then the two of them went out the back door to check on everything.  Chairs had been brought outside, the flowers made the aisle, and a beautiful archway was covered in them to the point that it looked like it had grown there naturally, completely made of flowers.  Everything looked perfect.  She went outside to check on the cake and the food, and saw the pavilion that they had erected for the reception.  It was beautifully set up, the food was set to be coming out of the hot racks as soon as the wedding let out, and everything looked great.  Now it was just time for them to get changed and do the ceremony.  Rosalie suddenly found her feet not able to move.  Vanessa had to grab her arm and pull her back into the church, none too gently.  In the powder room, Eric’s sister was waiting for them, and so was her mother.  What caught Rosalie off guard, was that her own mom was in there, tears flowing down her cheeks

	“Mom!”  Rosalie ran to her, and the two embraced.  They spent about a half hour talking, before both of the other two girls pulled Rosalie away to get changed.  They were ready, and all they needed was the bride.  Rosalie got changed, everyone made sure they were perfect, and then Eric’s mom came to talk to her.

	“Rosalie.”  Everyone in the dressing room froze, because they all knew the tension between the two.  “I want to thank you for coming to talk to me that day.  If I had missed this because of my stubborn attitude, then I would have ruined the day for the both of you.  I’m sorry.  Maybe we can work on getting closer.  What do you say?”  Rosalie had tears in her eyes, and she had to dab a tissue at them to make sure she didn’t ruin her makeup.

	“I’d like that very much.  I’m sure he would, too.”  She strode forward, taking a chance, and opened her arms.  The other woman hesitated for a moment, then went into them.  

	“I’m glad that you two are making up, but the wedding march is starting!  We’ve got to go!”  Rosalie cleaned her face one last time and walked out to find her father waiting for her.  He took her arm and they turned to face the door.  They were opened by ushers, and everyone surged to their feet as they started to walk down the aisle.  Rosalie’s eyes were fixed on Eric, waiting for her at the end.  He was to take her the las few feet to the outdoor trellis, covered in flowers, while everyone followed behind.  Her father handed her off to Eric, and she dared to look up into his eyes.  As the outdoor sunlight hit them, they gleamed and sparkled at her in a way that she’d never seen before.  It melted her heart.  All around her, she could hear people coming out of the church and finding their seats, ready for the actual ceremony to start.

	To Rosalie, no one else existed.  The words she’d memorized were said at the right time, but the ceremony went by in a blur.  The reception had started before she could even think of how, and now she had a ring on her finger, Eric was sitting next to her, and the food was being served.  She focused on her eating, then did her part for the first dance.  She couldn’t help it, but she felt like she was having an out of body experience.  Part of her enjoyed herself, but another part of her still couldn’t believe that it was happening.  Ever since she’d looked into Eric’s eyes, she’d been floating along, outside of her body, in the ethereal space between worlds that existed between the specks of green in his blue eyes.  Toasts started, and she managed to smile as they were given wishes for long and happy lives together.  It was all over before she realized it was, and Eric had her tucked in under his shoulder, waving goodbye to all of the guests.

	“Well, I have a surprise for my beautiful wife, and I hope that you’ll like it.”  Those words brought her back to her senses.  It was over, and now they were husband and wife.  It snapped her back to reality in a way nothing about the ceremony or reception had.

	“You do?  Can’t we just go to a hotel and sleep?”  Eric shook his head and laughed, helping her into the passenger side of his car.

	“Now why would I want to spend my wedding night with my amazing new wife in some flea bitten motel?”  She wanted to ask where else they would go, because she didn’t really feel comfortable having their wedding night in his parents’ house, but she decided to trust him and let him do what he had intended on doing.  He drove for a little while, then pulled up in front of a house.  The lights were on, and it looked like someone lived there already.  She bit her lip, not really looking forward to seeing anyone else tonight.  “Come on, baby.”  He opened the door for her and took her little overnight bag for her.  She grabbed her dress and started to walk, but he came up behind her and scooped her up into his arms.  She squealed with delight, grabbing on to his neck and hugging him close.  He opened the door and she looked over her shoulder.  Her mouth gaped open.

	The house was empty.  There were no people, and more importantly, no furniture.  He kicked the door closed behind them, and turned down a hallway.  She saw that the door at the end was open, and when she looked into the room, she saw that there was an air mattress laid out, with rose petals all over it and the floor.  Candles were lit and placed around the air mattress, which was fully made up to look like a bed, and she smiled.  It was adorable that he had done this for them.

	“I love it!  It’s so cute that you did this for us.”  He set her down and handed her the bag she’d brought.  She took it and immediately ducked into the bathroom that was just off the corner of the room.

	“I’m glad you do.  How do you feel about the house?”  She was taking off the wedding dress and putting it back in its protective covering when his voice floated through the door.

	“It’s a beautiful house, just a little bare,” she joked.  

	“Well, we can change that.  This is our house now, and you can shop and get whatever furniture you want for it.”  She dropped the bag.  She was changing into the red lingerie that Vanessa had made her buy, and she felt self-conscious about it.  She opened the door a crack, just enough to let her face peek out.

	“What do you mean?  This is really our house?  We can shop for furniture together?”  Eric grinned at her, already in his pajama pants and t-shirt.  He looked so comfortable, and not like he was expecting anything from her but sleep.  That gave her the confidence in herself that she needed.

	“Yup.  We can go tomorrow if you want.”  He opened his mouth to say something else, but that was when Rosalie opened the door all the way and walked out in the little lacy nightie.  His mouth hung open and she found that she loved that he looked at her in that way.  “Wow.  Maybe like late afternoon tomorrow.”  She giggled at his implications and walked over to the air mattress.  He pulled the blanket back for her to crawl in, then propped himself up on one arm while she lay down.  He looked her over, and there was such love in his eyes that it made a lot of her fear dissipate.  “You look so beautiful.”  She leaned up and kissed him, pulling his head down with her as she lay back down.  His hand went to her cheek, and he softly started to slide it down her neck.

	“I love you, Eric.  I want to give you everything you’ve always dreamed of and more.  I’m going to spend the rest of my life, doing everything I can to make you happy.”

	“I love you, too, Rosalie, and I’m going to make sure that I deserve your love, and show you just how important you are to me, each and every day from now on until forever.”  He slid his hand lower and she didn’t stop him.  That told him she was finally ready.  “I’ll be as gentle as I can.”

	“That’s all I can ask.”  
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