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Chapter One

 


The man wouldn’t stop staring at her.

Angelica shifted in her seat, flipped her
long, dark brown hair forward over her small breasts and crossed
her arms protectively. She was scared and self-conscious enough as
it was, sitting in the waiting room of a plastic surgeon, awaiting
a procedure that made her intestines turn every time she pictured
it in full, horrifying color. It wasn’t soothing her to have a
mouth-breathing surfer dude sprawled in the chair across from her,
gaping as if she was an unusually large wave.

Maybe he had a mental impairment. Or maybe he
was stoned. That was more likely, wasn’t it? He looked the type:
sun bleached shaggy blond hair, skin so deeply tanned that he had
premature crow’s-feet round his brilliant blue eyes, faded Hawaiian
shirt worn open over a white tank, baggy shorts, flip-flops. He was
huge, too—at least 6’2”––and muscled.

Okay, he was gorgeous, she could admit that,
but beauty and brains had obviously not come together in this
southern California package.

“You here for a nose job?” the man asked.

Angelica’s hand flew to her nose, touching
the peak at the center of its hook-like arch. As a kid, classmates
every Halloween had teased that she should be a witch because she
already had the nose for it.

She squirmed under the man’s gaze. “No.”

He nodded. “That’s a beaut you’ve got there.
Looks like something you’d see carved on the side of a Mayan
temple.”

Angelica cast a beseeching look at the
receptionist—her Japanese-American housemate Karen—but Karen was on
the phone.

“Where are you from?” the giant asked.

Angelica returned her reluctant attention to
him. There was a faint, untraceable hint of accent to the brute’s
voice. “Here. L.A.”

“No, I mean originally. Where’s your family
from? Central America?”

Angelica pressed her lips together.
“Sacramento.”

“But you’ve got some Maya or Aztec in you,
don’t you?”

“Probably.”

“Cool! So what are you here for, then, if not
your nose? Don’t tell me: a boob job. Seems like no one in L.A. can
appreciate a nice little pair of half-cuppers like yours.”

Her lips parted in shock. A moment later she
fled to the reception desk, leaning against its high counter, her
back to the guy, giving him ample chance, no doubt, to wonder if
she was there for liposuction on her wide hips.

Karen ended her phone call and looked up, her
oval face in its frame of glossy black hair as serenely beautiful
as a Japanese geisha’s in an ukiyo-e print. “You aren’t still
nervous, are you?” she asked, no hint of the annoyance in her voice
making it to her expression. “I keep telling you, Dr. Velazquez is
great, one of the best in Hollywood. You think all those movie
stars who meet with him secretly would trust their faces to anyone
who wasn’t good?”

“It’s not that. It’s him,” Angelica
whispered, subtly gesturing over her shoulder with her chin. “Who
is that guy?”

Karen leant to the side to get a better look,
smiled, and waggled her fingers in greeting. “I can’t talk about
other patients,” she said quietly to Angelica. “They were very
clear about that during my training.” She shrugged. “Sorry. He’s a
good-looking guy, though, isn’t he?” Small movements of Karen’s
eyelids hinted at brows that would have roguishly waggled before
she’d had her face paralyzed with injections of neurotoxins. “Hunka
hunka! I’m not surprised you’re interested.”

Angelica shook her head frantically. “No!
He’s weird.”

Karen snorted. “You think every guy is weird.
He’s fine. More than fine.” The phone rang and Karen picked
up, shooing her away.

Angelica turned from the desk and searched
for something to look at besides the alleged hunk.

The hunk-oaf, rather. The hoaf. She
smiled to herself, imagining a cartoon version of the hoaf, a
zombie-like creature. He’d have a shambling gait, ragged surfer
clothes, and drool spooling out of his mouth. She’d draw that
rivulet of saliva coming down off the side of his too-rugged jaw
with a fat glistening droplet hanging free, swaying with each
zombie step, bouncing on its viscous thread of moisture. She was an
effects animator for a movie studio, so she knew a thing or two
about making realistic drops of monster drool. She chortled to
herself and went to stand in front of one of the framed photos on
the wall, pretending absorbed interest but seeing only a blur of
greenery, her mind’s eye filled with the hoaf.

There was a stirring of movement behind her.
Her ears pricked as Surfer Boy stood and took the few steps to
cross the room. She could feel his presence looming behind her, his
mass blocking the light. The back of her neck and arms tingled, the
hairs standing on end.

She was being stalked by a hoaf. She bit her
lower lip, smothering a nervous giggle.

“I saw one of those once,” he said near her
ear, the rich vibrations of his voice sending a shiver down her
neck despite the nasal overtones. He sounded like he had a
cold.

“One of what?” She turned slightly and looked
up at him, breathing in a scent of clean minerals, like an ocean
beach.

He chuckled, his smile showing white teeth.
“One of those.” He pointed at the photo in front of which she was
standing: a small bright green snake coiled on a branch.

Angelica grimaced. “Oh. Ugh. Snakes creep me
out.”

“Is that why you were staring at it so
hard?”

She hadn’t even looked at the photo; her mind
had been too busy drawing the hoaf. She murmured a noncommittal
noise.

“It’s a green parrot snake, and they’re even
more beautiful in real life. There’s something about their color
that almost glows, even in the rainforest.”

“Yellow.”

“What?”

“The snake is greenish-yellow; the human eye
reads yellow as light. That’s why it looks like it glows, compared
to the other greens. But a glowing snake is still a snake.” She
shuddered and moved to the next photo, this one of a butterfly.

The hoaf followed. “So are you just a little
afraid of snakes, or phobia-afraid of snakes?”

Angelica shrugged a shoulder. “My brother
once put a garter snake in bed with me while I was sleeping.” She
glanced at the hoaf. “It was an experience that stayed with
me.”

He grinned. “Cheeky bastard! Wish I’d thought
of that, when I was a kid.” He thrust his forearm toward her, and
pointed at two pale scars amidst the tanned skin and bleached arm
hair. “Sea krait, a type of water snake. They dive underwater and
go fishing. You should see it, hundreds of them undulating through
the water together, hunting,” he said, contorting his arms in
serpentine movements.

“I can picture it,” Angelica said, feeling
queasy as her head filled with the image of hundreds of long, thick
snakes twisting through clear blue water like huge parasitic worms.
“Too well.” Sometimes a strong visual imagination could be a
curse.

“The snake left its teeth in my arm, but not
enough venom to do more than make me puke.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t
stop me from liking little green parrot snakes, though. I’m Tom,
Tom Haggerty,” he added, sticking out his hand.

Her natural instinct toward politeness had
her putting her fine-boned hand into his rough, warm paw. “Angelica
Sequiera.”

“Angel,” he said softly.

“Angelica,” she corrected.

“Good to meet you, Angelica.” He held her
hand gently in his own, as if aware of how easily he might bruise
it. His eyes looked into hers as if seeking the answer to a
question, and for a moment Angelica lost herself in that brilliant
blue gaze, forgetting even that his mouth was open so he could
breathe.

“You’re not getting your butt lipo’ed, are
you?” he asked.

Angelica grunted in protest and jerked her
hand out of his. At the same moment, the nurse popped out of a
doorway, clipboard in hand. “Angelica?” she called.

“Here!” Angelica grabbed her bag and fled
into the relative safety of the medical rooms.

*

“Are you ready to say good-bye to those acne
scars?” Dr. Velazquez asked cheerily as he came into the procedure
room. His scrubs couldn’t hide the elegance of his slender frame or
diminish the grace of his movements. His eyebrows arched devilishly
under glossy black hair parted on the side, and his dark eyes
flashed with energy and intelligence.

“Muhhh… Yeshhh,” Angelica said, dimly
appalled at the slur in her voice. In prepping her for the
procedure, the nurse had given her a sedative to calm her overblown
anxieties.

“Good, good! And it is such a kindness of
your body to allow us to suck that unwanted pocket of fat from
beneath your chin,” he said, touching the hated second chin with
the tips of two long fingers, “and re-inject it into your scars,
where it can do some good.”

A burning tingle of embarrassment fought
through the sedative. “Yeshhh.” Dr. Velazquez was so handsome, she
was self-conscious in his presence even when he wasn’t studying her
every physical flaw and suggesting improvements.

The nurse lowered the back of Angelica’s
dentist-like chair until she was looking up at the ceiling and the
photographic mural of Costa Rica’s jungle that had been affixed
there. Dr. Velazquez was from Costa Rica originally, and the nurse
who’d prepped her had explained that all the plants and animals
depicted in photographs on the medical office walls were of native
animals. Dr. Velazquez donated a percentage of his profits to rain
forest conservation.

He wasn’t only handsome, smart, and
successful; he had a conscience, too. Dr. Velazquez was a world
apart from Tom Haggerty, surfer cretin. Not that Tom was completely
horrible. There was a hunky half to the hoaf equation, after all.
Given a choice between the two men she’d choose Dr. Velazquez, of
course, no question, although she had a feeling that the doctor was
the type of man who would get tight-lipped and quiet if you spilled
coffee in his car. Tom’s car, she imagined, would be full of greasy
take-out bags and have a lingering air of Taco Bell chili sauce.
You’d get out of it dirtier than when you went in. Spilled coffee
wouldn’t even be noticed.

She sighed softly. No one was giving her a
choice between either man. It was clear that neither thought much
of Angelica’s looks. She’d expected no less from Dr. Velazquez,
really, even though there had been a small part of her that,
meeting him for the first time a week ago, had hoped he would say
she was lovely and didn’t need a thing done. Acne scars filled?
Well, perhaps, if she truly wished, but in his eyes the
imperfection only served to add piquancy to the unique perfection
of her person.

Foolish, foolish fantasy. He’d quickly
shattered it.

She watched with sleepy eyes as Dr. Velazquez
and the nurse arranged their equipment and checked supplies.

For the seven years she’d been living in
L.A., Angelica had fought to retain some sense of herself as an
average-looking woman who showed pretty well when she made an
effort. Bit by bit, though, her attitude had changed. The local
news spent half its broadcasts on celebrity gossip. The grocery
store magazine racks were filled with Hollywood industry rags and
beauty publications. The grocery store aisles were full of
women—and men—who’d been lifted, filled, implanted, veneered,
peeled, plugged, and all-over carved and polished into the shapes
they desired. A chest measurement larger than the hips on the women
looked normal to her now. Of course everyone’s teeth should look
ready for an Orbit commercial; noses should be narrow and straight,
with the swoop of a ski jump; lips should be full; jawlines should
be trim and square on both men and women; collar bones should be
hollow, chest ribs and sternum should show through the skin, and
never, ever should an upper arm have a chicken cutlet of fat
hanging from it, or a thigh be textured with cellulite.

Angelica worked indoors, fully clothed, which
allowed her to hide the greater flaws of her person. Her face,
though, was always exposed, with its myriad imperfections. When
Karen got the job as a receptionist for Beverly Hills plastic
surgeon Dr. Velazquez—and with it a 60% discount for friends and
family!—Angelica had at last succumbed to the temptation to fix
some of what was wrong with her instead of continuing to pretend
she was okay with her body and face.

Filling the six shallow acne scars on her
cheeks and being rid of an annoying little pocket of chin fat at
the same time seemed relatively minor. No one would probably even
notice the change, except herself. There was nothing wrong with
doing this, was there? What harm could it possibly do?

“A pinch, Angelica, as I inject the
anesthetic,” Velazquez said, his dark eyes shining above his mask.
A moment later she felt the prick of the needle under her chin. His
gloved hand came up and he brushed gently at the base of her
forehead. “Have you thought more about these lines of worry we
talked about?”

She had, staring at herself in the mirror
every morning. “Mmmrr… Money,” she managed to say, past the
spreading numbness in her jaw. It was more an excuse than truth.
She was afraid of having a face as expressionless as Karen’s.

“I don’t think money should be the reason a
twenty-eight-year-old woman bears such lines between her brows. I
can give you, gratis, an injection of my proprietary formula,
Phi-Tox.”

“I dunno…,” Angelica equivocated.

“You worry a lot, yes?”

“Mmm.”

“Maybe even too much?”

She nodded. Her friends and family always
said so.

Dr. Velazquez pressed a fingertip against the
spot between her brows. “The emotions follow the muscles of the
face. If I stop you from making the face of worry, I will also stop
you from worrying quite so much.” He stroked her brow, his voice
dropping to a seductive murmur. His eyes were liquid with warmth
and caring. “You will be so much more at peace, and look so much
more beautiful.”

She was helpless under his touch and intense
gaze. “Yeshh,” she relented.

“Good, good.”

Angelica fell into a light doze, aware of but
not troubled by the pulling under her chin as the fat was sucked
out with a small vacuum, the sounds of the fat being processed, and
then the pinching pain of the injections into her scars and the
sting of the Phi-Tox being injected into her brow.

“I want you to think about letting me do
something about this nose,” Velazquez said softly as he worked, his
voice lulling her. “As I told you before, I am a descendent of the
great Spanish painter Diego Velazquez, and I like to think that I
have inherited his talent. Diego worked in oils, creating beautiful
images of people. I work in flesh, creating beautiful people that
he would have loved to paint.” Velazquez ran his finger over the
arch of her nose. “I would not give you one of those pinched
nostril noses, too thin for the face. Nor would I give you the
recent popular style of a perfectly straight bridge, drawn as if
with a ruler. You are an artist, so you know: Nature never draws a
rigid, straight line; it’s unnatural. No, a Velazquez nose will be
drawn with active lines; lines that ever so subtly change
direction, curving. And a curve on the face or body must never be
the perfect curve of a half-circle; such curves are dead.
Unnatural. They must be curves that constantly change, just as a
woman’s waist curves out into her hips. And just as your own chest
should curve more fully out into breasts. I will fix that for you,
too. Like Michelangelo with a block of marble, I seek to carve out
of a woman the beauty I see locked within.”

So he did see beauty in her, somewhere. The
thought warmed her dreamy mind, even as she shuddered deep inside
at the thought of having that beauty released by a scalpel.

“There! We are finished. That was not so bad,
was it?”

Angelica opened her eyes, squinting against
the light. She felt like she was half asleep. “Hrrrmm.”

Dr. Velazquez took off his mask and smiled at
her. “You will go home and sleep, and take it easy for a few days,
to let your chin heal without too much bruising. And while you
rest, you will think about your nose and your breasts, and the
sculpting I could do to your thighs. All right?”

What could she say to such a man, while his
fingers stroked her brow and she lay helpless before him?

“All right.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


Five days later, Angelica’s chin no longer
ached and the pinpricks on her face had healed. One of her
coworkers had remarked that she looked well-rested, but no one else
had given her a second glance. She wasn’t aware of the Phi-Tox in
her brow unless she looked in the mirror and tried to scowl. Even
then, it wasn’t that she felt the Phi-Tox, but rather that no
muscles responded to her efforts. It was like trying to wiggle her
ears or the tip of her nose.

Overall, Dr. Velazquez had done as beautiful
and subtle a job as he had promised. It made her wonder whether she
shouldn’t take him up on his offer to take care of the rest of her
flaws.

What would she look like with a straighter
nose and bigger breasts? Maybe a little like Salma Hayek? The
thought both tempted and shamed her. It made her feel weak and
shallow. Beauty was supposed to be on the inside, its inner glow
transforming the outer. Or so her mother always said. “Smile,
Angelica! You’re pretty when you smile.”

If she felt beautiful all the time, even when
she wasn’t smiling, might her life be different? Might she then
have the courage to ask to be moved to a different department at
the studio, where her artistic skills could be put to better use
than removing wires from live-action flying vampires, or making
dogs look like they were talking? If she were beautiful, might she
then have the confidence to find a worthy man with whom to share
her life? If she were beautiful, might she be less fearful of life
altogether, and more willing to throw herself on the mercy of the
world and pursue her truest, deepest dreams?

She dragged herself home from yet another
fourteen-hour day at work and found Karen sprawled on the couch in
their living room, eating blue bunny Peeps and channel surfing. The
local news popped on for a moment, the anchor describing a
forty-eight year old woman who’d gone missing; her photo showed a
fit, attractive brunette in a low-cut halter top that showed off
fake boobs.

“I thought you were on a diet,” Angelica
said, kicking off her shoes with a sigh and setting her green cloth
grocery bag on the kitchen breakfast bar.

“I was,” Karen said around a mouthful of
marshmallow, one bunny ear protruding from her mouth. She had blue
smeared on the side of her mouth. Two empty Peeps packages lay on
the floor by her feet. She flipped stations, rejecting a baseball
game and a sit-com. “I must be PMSing or something. I suddenly had
to have Peeps.”

Angelica frowned at the detritus. “I thought
you were trying to eat organic.”

Karen reached for a fresh package, the
cellophane crinkling under her tearing fingers. “What part of
‘PMSing’ don’t you understand?” Karen’s gaze alit on the grocery
bag. “You didn’t buy any ice cream, did you? I’ve been craving Ben
& Jerry’s Phish Food all evening.”

“All I got is salmon and vegetables.” She was
trying to eat healthily, a chore that was especially hard given the
long hours she worked. After fourteen hours in front of a computer
screen, all she wanted was to wolf down something cheesy and carb-y
and collapse into bed.

“Damn. I might have to go out and buy
some.”

Angelica blinked in surprise. “Jeez, Karen,
you’ve got it bad.”

“Ha! Not as bad as Kelsey Magnuson. Come
look.” Karen pointed at the TV screen, now displaying Spotlight
on Show Biz, a daily entertainment industry program.

Angelica came over to see, curious. The host,
Carrie Sharp, looked like she had a bad sunburn despite her makeup,
and her upper lip was swollen. “Kelsey Magnuson is one of today’s
hottest young stars, her bikini-clad body appearing on the covers
of men’s magazines and in two movies in current release,” Carrie
was saying. “There are even rumors she’ll be the next Bond girl;
but maybe not, if she keeps this up!”

On screen, papparazi photos showed Kelsey
Magnuson emerging from a Costco pushing a cart that the host
described as full of Red Vines, Hershey Bars, and three big
canisters of jellybeans. Two cardboard trays of cinnamon rolls sat
atop the candy, and a chunk of unrolled bread and frosting hung
from the corner of her mouth.

Angelica felt a tickle of schadenfreude. Like
anyone else, she was delighted to see that stars were human, too.
“Wow. Looks like you’re not the only one PMSing.”

“Those cinnamon rolls look good.”

Angelica’s mouth watered. “Yeah.” Much better
than salmon.

“Oh, hey, I almost forgot!” Karen said,
suddenly grinning.

“What?”

“Guess who asked me for your phone number
today?”

“Asked you for it? I don’t know! Who could
have?” Angelica’s mind raced through the few men they knew in
common. Karen couldn’t mean Dr. Velazquez, could she? The thought
made her heart skip a beat.

Karen’s voice took on a teasing singsong. “I
think someone is going to ask you on a daaaa-ate.”

“You don’t mean—”

“Tom! The hunk of burning surfer boy love, oh
yes I do!”

Angelica’s mouth fell open in astonishment.
“Tom? Really? Why?”

Karen rolled her eyes. “Why do you
think?”

“But he thought I was ugly,” she said in
confusion.

“Apparently not!”

She felt a spark of flattered pleasure, but
quickly snuffed it. She couldn’t go out with him: what a horror!
He’d be making rude comments about her all night. “Of course you
didn’t give my number to him.”

“You mean of course I did!”

A flush of alarm burned through her. “But you
can’t! Confidentiality. You can’t give another patient my contact
info!”

Karen waved off the concern. “Phht! It’s you.
You’re not going to tell on me. Besides, how could I say no to
those blue eyes?”

“Karen!”

Her roomie stuffed two bunnies in her mouth,
her cheeks poofing out. “Don’ get awll wirginal on me,” she said,
chewing. “You know you want him.”

“Karen!”

In Angelica’s purse, her phone started to
ring. She yelped. Karen grinned, showing bits of blue marshmallow
up to her gums.

“I’m not answering it!”

“You gotta at least check who it is. It might
not be him.”

Her hands shaking, Angelica grabbed her purse
and dug out her phone to check the display. “‘Half Shell’? What the
heck is ‘Half Shell’?”

Karen shrugged innocently, her eyes
glittering. “I dunno.”

“I do have a Shell gas card. Maybe someone
stole the number?” She answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Angelica! Hi!” a deep nasal voice said.
“It’s Tom. Remember, from Dr. Velazquez’s office?”

Angelica glared at Karen, who was lying on
her side, hand over her mouth to smother her laughter. “I
remember.”

“How are your acne scars? Karen told me you
were having them filled with your own body fat. That is
weird, man. I didn’t know they could do that.”

“They’re fine,” Angelica said flatly.
“They’re almost invisible.”

“They were invisible before. I didn’t even
notice them.”

“So I wasted my money?”

“In my opinion, yeah.”

“Thanks?” she said faintly.

“Hey, you’re welcome. But that’s not why I’m
calling.”

“Ah?”

“I want to take you out on Saturday. Karen
said you aren’t busy, so how about I pick you up at nine a.m.?
We’ll make a day of it.”

“I—”

“Bring a swim suit.”

“Wait, I—”

“You can swim, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“Great! See you at nine!”

He hung up before she could say another
word.

Angelica pointed a finger at Karen, who had
tears of laughter slipping down her cheeks. “You are so dead.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Tom parked his truck in a visitors space at
Angelica’s apartment complex, killed the engine and took a slow,
deep breath in an effort to calm down. Be the jellyfish, he
said to himself. Go with the flow. Don’t fight the waves. He
closed his eyes and pictured the school of giant moon jellies he’d
once seen, backlit by the sun and streaking through clear blue
water. Their umbrella-shaped bodies pulsed with rhythmic movement,
silent and graceful. Be the jellyfish.

He got out and slammed the creaking door,
then pressed a kiss from his fingertips to its faded painting of a
woman’s face. “Wish me luck, Angel.”

He followed signs towards Angelica’s
apartment number, the complex’s paths taking him through lush
landscaping and past a pool occupied by a sole swimmer doing a lazy
breaststroke. The complex was in Marina del Rey, a community built
around a marina just south of Venice Beach. The location was, he
thought, a good sign.

Then again, he’d seen nothing but good signs
from the moment he laid eyes on Angelica Sequiera. At sight of her
long dark hair and large, eloquent eyes, he’d heard something
inside him, an inner voice that rarely spoke but was always
listened to, say, “Yes.” He got the impression, though, that
Angelica had heard an equally imperative one saying, “No.”

He couldn’t blame her. He’d never been
particularly good with words, or expressing himself. He hadn’t
needed to be. Actions spoke for him just fine, and any situation
requiring a delicate dance of words was not a situation where you’d
find Tom Haggerty. Nor did the women in his life look for sweet
nothings whispered in their ears: they knew they were getting a guy
who could give them good, physical fun either on the waves or
between the sheets, and that he’d give them a fond kiss good-bye
when that was no longer enough. When a woman wanted a relationship
containing words, especially ones like “I do,” she found someone
else. He’d been to the weddings of six ex-girlfriends so far, and
borne the protective glares of six fresh husbands. Those six
ex-girlfriends would have laughed to see him talking to Angelica in
Dr. Velazquez’s office—laughed, or, like his brother Mike’s wife
Lucy had done, slapped him upside the head.

“You said what to her?” Lucy cried
when he told her about his questioning of Angelica regarding her
visit to the plastic surgeon. Tom had been sitting with Mike and
Lucy around the iron patio table on their back terrace, sipping
pale ales and listening to the kids shriek and splash in the pool.
Lucy had reached over and slapped him. Twice.

“I wanted to make sure she wasn’t going to do
anything to deflate that marvelous round butt,” Tom said,
defensive. “I meant it as a compliment!”

Mike’s laugh sent beer up his nose.

Lucy had handed her choking, coughing husband
a napkin without taking her eyes off Tom. “You’ve probably
destroyed any chance you might have had with this woman. You’ll
have to do something dramatic—something downright chivalric—if
you’re going to make up for such a bad first impression.”

“Like what?”

Lucy waved her hands. “Slay her enemies,
rescue her from monsters, sacrifice your life to save hers!”

He’d pictured Angelica being mugged on the
street and him swooping in to bash together the heads of her
attackers. Great idea, but difficult to implement. “I don’t think
she’s in any danger.”

Lucy blew out a breath of exasperation. “Then
take her out and show her a very, very, very good time.”

When Lucy took the kids in the house, Mike
had studied Tom for several long, quiet minutes. At last he’d
spoken. “There’s something different about this one, isn’t
there?”

“Yeah,” Tom said, taking a sip of his
beer.

“Does that mean you’re ready to settle
down?”

The question hit him like a sucker punch.
“Hell no!” He’d always known he couldn’t live like Mike and Lucy,
in a comfortable neighborhood full of backyard swimming pools and
gossipy conversations about the local schools and kids’ sports. He
was happy to stay with Mike and his family for a few weeks while he
was in town, and was grateful Mike had space to store his little
truck, but living their anchored, home-owning, PTA-going life
full-time would be death to a guy like him.

Mike nodded. “Didn’t think so. Do the girl a
favor, then. Before you sweep her off her feet, let her know it’s a
limited time offer. You’ll be leaving town soon.”

Tom had nodded, even as the voice deep inside
him had grumbled in bitter protest. He wanted to throw Angelica
over his shoulder and drag her off with him, like a pirate with his
booty. Any wish of hers to stay put would be inconsequential to a
pirate. Arrrr!

Unfortunately, there were laws against
kidnapping. Brute strength wasn’t going to win him fair maiden,
more’s the pity. And winning fair maiden would be next to
impossible if she knew his home was thousands of miles away, and he
had no intention of staying in L.A.

He found Angelica’s apartment door and took
another steadying breath. His heart was pounding with a mix of
nerves and excitement he couldn’t remember feeling since he was a
teenager. He raised his hand to knock, but then panic hit him at a
sudden thought: What if she stood him up? She might not be home.
She might have fled earlier in the morning.

He closed his eyes, breathing deeply. Be
the jellyfish. And don’t say anything stupid.

He knocked.

 


* * *

 


“I’m not going!” Angelica protested as Karen
languidly dug a bathing suit out of a drawer and dropped it on the
bed where she’d already deposited a sarong and beach towel.

“Oh hush,” Karen said, shoving her Tootsie
Pop into her cheek so she could talk. “Yes, you are. You
know you are. Look at you, you already have your makeup on.
Since when do you wear makeup on a Saturday morning? Since when are
you even awake on a Saturday morning?”

Angelica stuck out her jaw and crossed her
arms over her chest. “I didn’t sleep well. I was up all night
trying to figure out how to tell Tom that I’m not going out with
him.”

“It’s too late now, isn’t it? He’s probably
made all sorts of elaborate plans. It would be cruel to disappoint
him after all that effort.”

Angelica chewed her lower lip. She’d been
fretting about that very issue, hating as she did to hurt anyone’s
feelings. What if he was really looking forward to today? What if
he’d made reservations for a fancy meal somewhere, and told all his
friends he had a date? He’d be embarrassed and humiliated if she
cancelled on him at this late hour. She should have called him back
right after he phoned her and told him no. Once she was off the
phone, though, doing nothing was easier than calling and rejecting
him, especially since he was obviously one of those men who
couldn’t catch a hint. He wouldn’t perceive “no” until it was
shouted in plain English, followed by a swat on the nose for
reinforcement. She just couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Angelica sighed in defeat and gathered her
beach things into a big straw tote. How bad could one date be? At
least she’d have a story to tell at the end of it; and when she
said good-bye to him when he dropped her off, she’d make very clear
that they wouldn’t be seeing each other again. An idiot surfer dude
was not her idea of long-term relationship material, and she’d
never had interest in casual flings…no matter how well built the
man, or how rumbling and deep his voice. A tingle ran over her skin
as she remembered Tom standing close behind her in the doctor’s
waiting room.

A knock sounded at the door. “Hoo hoo!” Karen
cried, and crunched into the center of her Tootsie Pop.

Angelica slapped her hands to her face, all
her nervousness blossoming in her cheeks. She might have no serious
interest in Tom Haggerty, but he was still a big, good-looking guy
who was taking her out for the day. Her last date had been eight
months ago, with a cheap little yahoo from the studio’s IT
department. He’d made her pay for her own dinner. Even though her
body ached for the touch of a man, she hadn’t let him put a finger
on her.

“Want me to get the door?” Karen asked
eagerly.

It was disconcerting to hear such enthusiasm
in her roommate’s voice while her face remained placid. Was
Angelica imagining it, or had the Phi-Tox moved from Karen’s brow
down to her cheeks? Even Karen’s shoulders and neck seemed a little
less mobile than usual.

“Yeah, go ahead,” Angelica said. It would
postpone the inevitable for a moment, at least. “I have to get my
sunscreen and stuff.”

Karen sauntered from the room, and Angelica
slipped into her bathroom to get the sunscreen, which even someone
with her dark olive complexion needed if they were going to be near
the water. Beside it in her vanity drawer was a strip of condoms.
She stared at the blue packages. There was no way she was going to
need them. Was there?

An image flashed to mind of Tom, naked,
standing at the edge of a bed with her tan legs around his waist.
The flush of sensation in her loins made her grab the packages and
check the expiration date. They had a month left.

Out in the foyer, she heard the high chirping
of Karen’s voice, and the answering deep murmurs of Tom’s. Without
letting herself think about it, Angelica shoved the strip of
condoms into her toiletries bag and stuffed the bag into her straw
tote.

She gave herself one last look in the mirror:
her hair was held back with an emerald green silk scarf twisted
like a headband, the tails of the scarf falling over her bare
shoulder along with her heavy hair. She wore a white cotton
sundress with a full-tiered skirt and spaghetti straps that
crisscrossed in back. Her breasts were small enough that she could
get away without wearing a bra, at least as long as they weren’t
doing any jogging. Golden Greek goddess sandals adorned her feet,
and on one wrist several thin brass bangles chimed in accompaniment
of her every gesture.

The outfit would do for everything from the
beach to a restaurant, and she was pleased to have an excuse to
wear the dress. She’d ordered it online two years earlier and never
worn it, always reaching instead for clothes that wouldn’t show
dirt or stains, and with which she could wear a bra. She wasn’t
sure why she’d finally put it on for Tom, of all people. Maybe she
wanted him to goggle over her and regret being so rude at Dr.
Velazquez’s office.

Okay, so maybe there wasn’t a big chance of
that given her “half-cuppers,” big butt, or Inca nose, but a girl
did what she could. Flaws notwithstanding, she looked pretty good
today. She smacked an air kiss at herself in the mirror, slung her
tote over her shoulder and went to face the Visigoth.

She found him declining an offer of a treat
from Karen’s jumbo box of Mike & Ike candy. “Are you sure?”
Karen said, shaking the box, candies rattling around inside.

“Yeah,” he said, grimacing, but his face lit
up when he saw Angelica. His white smile was fluorescent in his tan
face. “Hi!” he said. He was wearing a ragged old T-shirt with the
faded image of a turtle on its front and some indecipherable
writing; loose orange swim trunks, and black flip-flops. Worse yet,
the ends of two plastic tubes protruded from his swollen nose, and
sickly yellow bruises, visible even under his tan, surrounded his
electric blue eyes. The color combination made him look like the
undead.

Angelica shrank in embarrassment. She was
overdressed. He’d obviously meant this date as a casual thing—if he
even meant it as a date! “Hi,” she said miserably.

“Wow. You look great.”

“Thanks.”
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