Louisa Trent
Trent Publishing
www.louisatrent.com
Copyrighted Material
JOHARI GOES KINKY
Louisa Trent
Copyright © Louisa Trent 2011
Published by Trent Publishing at Smashwords
“Yikes!” JJ called to the soaked customer who had just entered her cyber café. “Didn’t your mama ever tell you to carry an umbrella on cloudy days? Looks like one of those crazy intermittent showers the weatherman predicted hit you on the way in the door. You’re wetter than a puddle.”
The customer completely ignored the big friendly grin plastered on her face, her cheery if admittedly dumb greeting too. He approached the take-out counter, his features expressionless, his shoe’s rubber soles squeaking.
Ugh. Her poor ears. That noise. A cross between a wet smooch and a toilet bowl plunger, his shoes literally sucked. Comical as all hell. She shouldn’t laugh, though. Nope, she shouldn’t go there. Cracking up would so un-nice.
Girl, a mischievous voice inside her urged, kick nice to the curb. Nice gets you exactly nothing in life. Didn’t the landlady hike your rent even after you told her nice as pie you couldn’t afford to pay another increase?
A teeny-tiny giggle escaped. Only one. Before she clamped down on her inappropriate hilarity and reined herself in. “Sorry.”
Stony silence met her apology. The customer didn’t acknowledge her existence in any way, shape, or form. In fact, he looked everywhere but directly at her.
Lame how the guy completely avoided her eyes. And, go figure, she stood right there in front of him, right there behind the counter measuring dry ingredients for the next day’s blueberry muffins into her favorite and only slightly chipped mixing bowl. What was wrong with him, anyway?
Maybe nothing. Maybe, like her, he was having a bad day. Hey, it happened. Or maybe, unlike her, he was incredibly shy.
To get his attention, she gestured wildly with her wooden spoon, flour dust flying everywhere. “Are you aware your wet shoes make these weird eek noises when you walk? Well they do. And I think someone should tell you. I’m electing myself. After all, I’d want to know if I was having one of life’s embarrassing moments. For instance, if spinach somehow managed to get itself trapped between my two front teeth. Or -- or -- say a low-flying seagull used the back of my jacket for target practice. You know, something blush-worthy like that.”
She took a deep breath. “Anyhow -- I shouldn’t have laughed at your expense, which is why I said I was sorry. And I am. Sorry, that is.”
No response.
Not every customer had to necessarily like her. Or even “get” her. No argument, at times, her sense of humor could get a bit whacky. Off-the-charts irreverent too, especially if her butt was dragging -- tiredness only increased her sense of the absurd. Evidently, this customer found her personality irritating instead of friendly. And that was okay. A high popularity rating among coffee shop owners didn’t necessarily translate into brisk blueberry muffin sales.
But it sure as heck couldn’t hurt.
So she’d take one more shot at connecting with this somber guy on a personal level, just one, and then she’d dial back her Miss Congeniality routine. “You know, you really are sopping.”
“It’s raining.”
Well, yeah, it was raining. Duh. As in buckets. Was he for real?
She sighed. At least he said something. She should be grateful. For a minute there, he had her worried. As it turned out, though, the customer was simply a master of understatement and a man of few words. She could live with that. Diversity kept things interesting. Just because she talked way too much and overstated everything didn’t mean everybody else on the planet had to. It wasn’t always about her. When would she learn to shut it?
Probably the same time she learned moderation in all things.
God. Even in her head, she just went on-and-on. Gab. Gab. Gab.
She smiled. “Right. It’s raining. Falmouth’s thirty percent chance of precipitation turned out to be more than drizzle, didn’t it?”
He shrugged.
Whoosh. No moderation whatsoever, her gaze rushed straight to his shoulders.
Killer shoulders. Broad, but not steroid bulky. She liked. So much so, she inspected his ring finger.
All clear.
Whoa. Now she was psyched. Kink on! But with the usual precautions.
First rule in voyeurism: Do not get burned while peeping.
Easy-peasy. Going stealth would ensure she didn’t get caught.
Second rule in voyeurism: Never do a sister dirt.
Problematic. Not all married men wore wedding bands. Others took them off for reasons -- ahem, cough, cough -- unknown. Fantasizing about someone already taken was poor sportsmanship and conduct unbecoming to a lady. Plus, it was totally tasteless.
Third rule in voyeurism: When in doubt about the second rule, find out for sure before proceeding.
Rule number three didn’t apply here. In a great example of transparency in advertising, the customer’s soaked windbreaker clung to his upper torso like plastic wrap. She could see straight through his jacket to the hard male beneath. If he was selling any of those muscle groups, she was buying. Where was the blame in looking at merchandize flaunted right in front of her nose?
No blame.
And besides, the blame game was getting old fast. She’d quit smoking cold turkey -- no patches, no hypnotism, no E-Ciggies -- and censoring her thoughts was going the same way, banished to the hinterlands, wherever they were. A brand-new her was breaking out, a bold woman who saw what she wanted, went after it and scored.
At least in her fantasies.
In the interest of supplying those fantasies with raw material, she copped the customer a south-of-the-border look.
And blew out a frustrated breath.
What a waste of a perfectly convincing pep talk. Not to mention a peep. The customer’s conservative dark pants -- creased and casually loose -- gave nothing away.
Except her need to get some. How long ago was it that she had?
Long enough ago to dull her sharp disappointment in the activity but too soon to have rectified the sad, sad, situation.
Things were looking up there. Coincidentally, up was also the direction the tips of her nipples were pointing beneath her camisole top.
Damn, she was horny. No romance about it, she was nailing him. In her naughty imagination. And why?
This was it. A defining moment of epic proportions. No more editing herself according to the Nice Girl Handbook. Look out world. Her inner bad girl was saying it like it was.
I’m nailing him because customer dude tickles my puss-- my puss -- my puss --
No matter how hard she tried to force it out, the word remained stuck in her thoughts. Too skanky?
Too bad. Time to own it.
“Pussy!”
Sweet baby Jesus. Gaping at the customer, she blinked like mad. Had she screamed that aloud?
“Here pussy, pussy,” she called to cover her Tourette’s syndrome-like outburst. “Did you see my cat, sir? She was here just a minute ago…”
“Cat?” His features displaying the same deadpan set as before, he shook his head. “Afraid not.”
She didn’t really own a cat. Their fur made her sneeze. But her dorky save worked. Oblivious to her faux pas, the customer returned to pondering the blackboard menu on the wall behind her while she returned to pondering the truly excellent playing field in front of her.
Rivers of “inclement weather” streamed down the customer’s rugged cheeks. Clean-shaven rugged cheeks. No fashionably nonchalant, yet oh-so-calculated, three-day stubble for him.
Goody. Independent thinkers played a huge role in her mental lusting. Pack mentality left her cold.
She wasn’t cold now. Far from it. Fantasizing about him had made her hot-hot-hot. Shamefully hot.
Her lips twisted. Wait. Delete that shameful word forever from her vocabulary. There was no shame in fantasizing, no shame in having sticky-up nipples, just from ogling the angular set of the customer’s jaw, the strong column of his throat…
His eyes. Brown and soulful. Solemn. As if he had seen too much along the way and those sights had saddened but not defeated him. His mouth, on the other hand, was a straight edge, with a marked reluctance to lift at the corners. And she knew this why?
Because so far she hadn’t dragged so much as a polite grin out of him.
JJ harrumphed to herself. So be like that. See if I care.
Only she did. She cared very much. Now that she was single again, she wanted to meet someone. And if she were obvious about it, she couldn’t help it. She was lonely. But optimistic. And willing to try on another boyfriend despite the number the last boyfriend -- the first and only boyfriend -- had done on her.
It was complicated. But experience had taught her to lower her expectations about possible lovers. The next man in her life needn’t dissolve in hysterics at her corny jokes. Or make her LOL, either. He didn’t have to be handsome or tall or have perfectly aligned ultra-bright teeth. She needed something other than flash from a man. Something she’d never had before.
No, not love. She was an optimist, not a fool.
What she needed was dirty sex. Gosh, she was desperate for dirty sex. Filthy sex that had her clawing the tangled sheets. Hardcore sex that strung her up and out, and ripped her thighs apart. Practically illegal sex she’d never be able to tell anyone about, not even to make her girlfriends insanely jealous. BDSM sex involving fetishes, like leather and whips, and high-pitched raw screams she couldn’t suppress. Dominant sex that demanded not asked. Forceful sex that -- well -- forced. Wild sex that left her writhing but never wanting. She’d want for nothing with her next partner…
Okay. A party pack of condoms would be very much appreciated, any brand would do. His technique would blow her processed hair back, not the variety of rubber he used. And if that also sounded too obvious, how about this?
Hey you there with the solemn dark eyes and clean-shaven jaw. Yeah, you, I’m talking to you. In my mind. Bend me over this counter and screw me senseless. Now. Can’t you see, I’m doing a luve tango here?
What she wouldn’t give to touch herself.
Now JJ bit her lip. Why not just do it? The counter she stood behind came up to her waist. If she leaned forward, only a little, she could surreptitiously rub her clit against the protruding shelf.
This was it. She was going for it.
On the way down, the long-handled wooden spoon fell from her grip and bounced on the counter. The clatter had her nearly jumping out her skin. For sure, it had her straightening back up again.
Her nerves-of-steel customer never flinched. Not even a twitch. A second later, maybe in a case of delayed reflexes, he did shake his head -- raindrops spinning from his thick shaggy mane like water from a lettuce crisper -- before launching into a recital of her company’s business motto located at the bottom of the blackboard menu.
“There are no free lunches in life,” he quoted. “But WiFi is always complimentary with your coffee at All Day Breakfast.”
He could read! See that? She had some standards in fantasy men.
After patting herself on the back, she watched, drooling, as he scanned her café’s half-dozen neatly set tables, his survey taking in the genuine faux granite laptop bar that ran the entire length of the front window. No trendy cyber cafe in the city had one finer. And hers came with a quaint Cape Cod vibe. There! Take that Boston.
His inspection completed, the customer spared her a glance, his blank look not easily interpreted.
Until he opened his thoroughly kissable mouth.
“Hard to believe, a smalltime operation like this offers free internet access.”
He might just as well have bitch slapped her.
Smalltime! Who was he calling smalltime?
At the customer’s major putdown, JJ clenched her fists at her sides.
She wouldn’t freak. Would. Not. Freak. She would not leap over the counter and dump the floury contents of her favorite and only slightly chipped mixing bowl over the customer’s head.
Why?
Because that was fantasy, this was reality, and she knew how to differentiate between the two. She was psyched, not psycho. True, he had totally mocked her cyber café. Not to mention dissing then dismissing her -- through the process of extrapolation -- but she would remain professional, only concluding to herself that she had been mistaken about his character. The customer wasn’t shy. Wasn’t a master of understatement. Wasn’t a man of few words.
The customer was an obnoxious jerk.
Be that as it may, business was business, so she’d pull on her big girl panties and keep her temper.
Maybe.
What he’d said -- them were fighting words. And they hurt. He’d gotten personal. And not in a good way. All Day Breakfast wasn’t just a nine-to-five job to her, wasn’t only a much needed paycheck. This business was her life. What was more, the place was her passion. How could she let him get away with insulting her life and crushing her passion?
She couldn’t.
Royally miffed, she stared him down. But she didn’t give him a well deserved piece of her mind. Why even bother telling him off? A waste of energy getting defensive.
Naturally, she turned right around and did.
“I’ll have you know, this ‘smalltime operation’ is in step with the new minimalism. Furthermore, despite its compact size, my cyber café’s website ranks right up there with our stiffest competition.”
He hooted. “Where? In The People’s Republic of tea-drinking China?”
How dare he?
Low blow bringing tea drinkers, the scourge of coffee shop owners everywhere, into this.
Like a boxer in the ring, she came out swinging. “A lot you know about gamers or computer geeks, the under-thirty demographic who skip tanning on the beach in favor of caffeine and the thrill of going wireless.”
“With 3G and 4G and Air Cards that thrill won’t last much longer. Quicker than you can hang a Going-Out-Of-Business sign, WiFi will be everywhere.”
“Are you saying cyber cafés will soon be obsolete?”
“I’m saying using WiFi as a promotional gimmick teeters on the edge of extinction. The repair shop that rotates my tires has WiFi. You can surf the web anywhere.”
Cold disdain iced her tongue. “Seriously?”
Seriously, some guys should be seen and not heard. This fantasy had been going so much better before her lust object decided to get chatty.
Pouting was beneath her dignity, sarcasm was not. “Golly gee whiz, thanks for telling me all this.”
“Don’t feel bad.” He rubbed a thumb along his strong jaw. “Dinosaurs never saw it coming either. I’m betting your sales have already slacked off. I’m betting most of your customers take up an eight-hour seat in here while nursing a single small cup of coffee.”
Her fantasy?
Crashed and burned.
Before, she’d been all in. Now? Not so much. Honestly, she was ready to bail on the whole voyeurism thing. And to think she came this close to doing hard time -- or minimally, performing community service -- all because of this obnoxious jerk.
She’d almost rubbed her clit against a shelf for him. He wasn’t worth it and she should have known better. Fantasizing was fun. Acting on those fantasies would get her thrown in jail. Public masturbation had to be against some law or other. Then again, so wasn’t assault. And, God, but she wanted to punch him.
But business was business, etcetera, etcetera, so she decided to school him instead. “Initially, my cyber café was on the cutting edge of technology on the Cape. Even now, when offering free internet access is no longer new, customers continue to socialize over coffee here. And Air Cards and the rest of those devices you mentioned are quite costly, which is why WiFi remains the backbone of boutique coffee shops like mine. And -- and -- I know most of my customers on a first name basis. That’s more than the Big Boys can say.”
“Not a huge fan of franchises?”
She wrinkled her nose. “May all chains file for bankruptcy.” And may you go straight to the hot place. Not Florida, either.
The backlash effect hit her almost immediately.
What a terrible thing to think never mind say. Not about him. He deserved it. About franchises.
She said in small humbled voice, “My remark was mean-spirited. I wouldn’t wish bankruptcy on my worst enemy, which is what those conglomerates are to a small businesswoman like me. But if any of those Big Boys were to file for Chapter Eleven or Chapter Twelve or whatever the number of the chapter, thousands of workers would be laid-off. Single moms supporting kids. Retirees supplementing their incomes.” She shuddered. “Unemployment is the very worst.”
To change the subject and a first-timer into a regular patron -- he was obnoxious but she needed the business -- she stuck her flour-dusty palm over the serving counter. “We got off on the wrong foot. Let’s start over, ‘kay? Johari Jennings, CEO, cook, and chief mug washer. All rolled into one efficient package.”
“Leighton Reid, here, a supporter of efficiency in packaging.”
Snobby name. Insulting attitude. Ugly meet-cute. She bit her tongue against calling him on all three. This was business not foreplay, and so she gave him a pass on his pass. Even if he was full of himself and totally rude.
They shook on it.
“Pleased to meet you, Leighton.” Repeating a name after the intro helped her remember it the next time the customer dropped by. Plus name recognition lent the café a warm neighborly feel. And cozy made customers stay and order a second cup of coffee and another slice of mouthwatering cranberry crumb cake.
“It’s Reid, by the way. Leighton’s a lousy fit.”
“Names come with their own set of expectations, don’t they? Personally, everyone calls me JJ, not Johari, and for the same reason -- lousy fit.” The image associated with the name’s African origins didn’t jive with her paler-than-African complexion.
“About our discussion, Johari -- I might have come on too strong.”
Might have. He only might have?
And Munchin’ Donuts only might have kicked her butt last quarter in revenue. What he called “discussion” she called hostile action. Like when, in a sneaky attempt to shut her down, Munchin’ deliberately undercut their prices the very same week she’d been running a twofer sale. They’d clobbered her. That was the same impact his so-called discussion had on her.
He’d friggin’ clobbered her.
But as rotten as it had been lately, business was still business, and so --
“Apology accepted,” she said.
“Thank you.” He peered deeply into her eyes. “I’m glad I stopped by while I was on the Cape today.”
Oh. He was from over the bridge. A day-tripper. A wash-ashore. Just her lousy luck.
She pulled up short. What? So he apologized. He was still totally rude. Why did his address matter?
Had to be the ‘do. Shaggy-haired white guys suckered her in every time.
His honey brown hair -- only a couple of shades lighter than her own dark suede -- was tousled, the coarse ends carelessly too long. Not to be stylish, she suspected, but in haphazard neglect. His uncombed randomness appealed to her. She hearted his lack of swagger too. But that obnoxious thing he had going on, well, that was hard to take.
“What with catering to a computer clientele, you must be heavy into tech, huh, Johari?”
“I can send a mean email, but that’s about the extent of my expertise.”
And why was he asking?
Was she overly suspicious or was he being awfully nosey?
“What would you like to order?” She darted a quick glance out the café’s front plate glass window. In an attempt to hurry him along, she said, “My, but it’s storming out there. Today’s rainy day special is -- eggs, anyway you like, with a side of home fries, and your choice of one item from the bakery. And we only do old-school coffee. No new-style syrup, flavorings, fancy names for sizes, or pretentious lattes allowed.”
“That might explain all the empty tables.”
Her back arched like a cat all over again. Could this guy get any ruder?
Still, all in a day’s work, she smiled pleasantly. “With it being late September and kids all back in school, tourists have left for the season. Just like every year, customers slow to a trickle of locals. Plus -- though my strawberry waffles are to die for -- the economy is bad. Even my most loyal customers are thinking twice before lifting a fork anywhere with a cash register. And, you know, the foul weather today is keeping folks away.”
Except him. Him, she couldn’t push out the door.
“Will that be a regular coffee?” she asked, giving him a verbal shove.
“Black, hold the sugar.”
Buzz. Wrong answer.
Coffee diluted with an extra dollop of cream, that was her. Light, in other words. And sweet. On a good day. On a bad day, like this one, when she’d been up since four in the morning, had to throw a dart at which bills got paid, and her brother started talking private colleges, an investment requiring some serious bank, their borderline poverty could get her a little bitter.
“It’ll only take a minute to brew you a fresh cup.” Turning, she left, her hips grinding like the coffee beans she was off to pulverize.
On the way to work, she wore comfortable shoes. Sneakers. Flip-flops. Hulking boots. Or whatever, depending on the weather. Once the café opened, off they came and on went stilettos.
Flirty, pointy-toed strappies, the higher the heel the better.
Fetish shoes sold breakfasts like, well, hotcakes. She didn’t need to graduate from Harvard Business School to know attention paid to her bottom line produced a tip cup runneth over, and not with chump change either. Hence, her cute little apron, its back bow emphasizing her heart-shaped assets. Would he notice?
She hoped so. If only so she could shoot him down. Such was the stuff of revenge fantasies. Yep, she had them too.
“Make that order to go, Johari,” he said to her back. “I just checked the weather report on my cell. The soaker outside was upgraded to a tropical storm. And a Hurricane Watch is in now effect.”
Before she could reach for a disposable cup, the lights flickered.
“Be right back,” she called over her shoulder as she headed for the storage room at the rear of the shop.
The emergency sheet of plywood leaned against the far wall behind some metal shelves. Grabbing the top, she gave the board a pull.
Ugh. Heavy!
This would take longer than she’d anticipated. And if she didn’t clue in the customer out front as to what she was up to in back, he’d think she’d dropped off the face of the earth.
As she wiggled the plywood free, she gave him a courtesy shout out. “During the last Hurricane Watch a tree branch came crashing through the front window. Since then, I always make sure to protect the glass pane. Give me a sec back here and then I get you that order to go you requested.”
Huffing and puffing, she dragged the plywood to the middle of the floor and then gave it a kick with the pointy toe of her stiletto.
Stinking dead weight. The board will do me in yet.
She wiped her slippery-with-sweat palms on the back of her white and pink striped cotton pants.
“I can do this,” she muttered to herself. “I can do this all by myself.”
Squeaky footsteps came up behind her. “Yep, you can. But I’ll help.”
Uh-oh. Embarrassing. How much had he heard, seen?
Not much, otherwise he’d say something about her pathetic whining. Still, checking made sense. “Geez, you must think I’m completely nuts. Just so you know -- I don’t talk to myself all the time. But I’ve been under some stress lately.”
He shrugged. “I know how that goes.”
Holding the plywood, she faced him, heat creeping into her cheeks. “And about earlier -- geez, I was really on a roll, wasn’t I? Really bending your ear.”
“Pardon? Bending my ear?” His forehead furrowed. “You were only being friendly.”
“I was!” She gulped in gratitude at his compassionate understanding. “But, still, the customer is always right and there I was arguing with you.”
“That was only a friendly discussion, which I enjoyed.”
She laughed in relief. Laughing was safer than crying. Once she started blubbering, her tears would never stop. “As to your offer to help, I couldn’t possibly impose.”
“No imposition.”
Still, she resisted. “Usually, Alem pitches in with the heavy stuff that needs doing around here.”
“Who’s Alem?”
“That’s my younger brother. A high school senior and an all A-student. After my mother’s passing, I took charge of him. He was twelve and gave the best hugs. Then his hormones kicked in. Girls are all he thinks about now. Darn testosterone pollution changed my affectionate kid brother into a sex fiend. Not that he acts on it. He’s way too shy and immature to even ask a girl out. Oops! I’m saying far too much.”
“Feel free to talk. I enjoy listening to you.”
That was all the invitation she needed. “Anyway, as bad luck would have it, Alem is spending the weekend at a classmate’s house. A reward for acing a math test. AP Calc.” She snorted. “Who gets one hundred percent on an advanced placement exam is what I want to know. I need support just to do fractions.”
“I hear you,” he said in commiseration.
“Anyway, normally, I would just call Alem and tell him to get his tail over here to help me out but a call from me would ruin his plans.”
Plans that involved computers. With her brother, they always did. Not gaming, though. Games didn’t occupy his time. She wished they did, but this was something else. Something bad was bothering her brother.
Until just lately, they’d always been close. She felt the change in Alem, knew he was moving away from her. His distancing hurt. Why didn’t he talk to her anymore?
She sighed. Things could be worse. Her brother didn’t drink or do drugs, but still, another kind of trouble could come knocking on their door.
“In the blink of an eye, we can lose everything,” she mused aloud. “The shop’s receipts are down. Way down. My rent just went up. As in out of sight. And you know what? Regardless, Alem is going to college. I wasn’t able to, but my brother is getting his chance at earning a degree, regardless of what I have to do to make that happen.” She laughed. “And there I go again, off on another tangent.”
“Sometimes talking helps. And we all need help in one form or another from time to time.”
True, but accepting help came hard. To her, anyway. But cornered and without options -- the story of her life -- she swallowed her pride and did. “About your offer -- thanks. I think I’ll take you up on it. No charge for the coffee, by the way. And I’ll throw in a dozen homemade muffins.”
“No worries. I can handle this.”
Oh, God, she could get used to this. Such a comfort having a big strong man take charge.
“Stay here, Johari. Got that?” His gaze went to her mouth and stayed there, stuck there, as if with crazy glue. Then, he placed a hand on her shoulder.
And everything stopped. The steady beat of the rain outside. Her concern over her brother. How she would pay the new rent increase. Everything going around and around obsessively inside her head ended.
And there was only him. And to a lesser degree, her.
Not even in her wildest imaginings had she expected him to touch her. Despite all her crazy fantasizing, the jolt of sexual awareness at the physical contact took her by surprise. It was completely safe when she was calling all the shots in her mind but she wasn’t prepared for him to initiate anything real. Not even a hand placed on her shoulder. Nor was she prepared for her reaction to that solid male hand. At the brief connection, an electrical impulse zipped down her arm, the jolt stopping before curling her toes.
Actually, the tingle detoured to her pussy. She could think that word freely now. But doing anything about it was something else again. Sexually initiating anything with a man in reality was too bold for her.
“O-o-okay, Reid. I’ll stay here.”
Before you go, kiss me. Please kiss me. Make my fantasy come true. It’s been so long since I’ve been kissed, truly kissed, heart and soul kissed, if I ever was. And your mouth looks so fine.
She leaned the board she’d been holding against the wall and then smiled up at him, expectantly, praying the hardened tips of her nipples weren’t visible under her cami.
Maybe they were, and maybe they weren’t, and what did it matter anyway? A heart-stopping moment for her turned out to be a nonevent for him.
With another one of his cute nods, he stepped back. Waving her aside, he shouldered the plywood.
Did he hear the thud as he walked away?
That was the sound of her falling back against the wall. Her knees were that weak. In disappointment.
He didn’t kiss me. Why didn’t he kiss me? It looked like he wanted to kiss me.
She shook herself mentally. All this ridiculous speculation. What? Was she ten?
She’d felt something, and obviously he hadn’t. She’d suffered worse disappointments in life than a man simply not being that into her.
Honest to God, she was behaving like a prepubescent. Like an adolescent in the throes of a first crush. Only she’d never had one of those. No time. Since her mother’s death, she’d worked every low-paying drudgery of a job, from clamming to waiting tables in the worst possible dives, just to keep their heads above water. Those places quickly killed the romantic stars in an impressionable girl’s eyes.
But this wasn’t romance, was it?
This was sexual recognition. Her body saying hubba-hubba to a man’s hot appearance. That was all this was. And besides -- how could she have been attracted to such a totally rude and really obnoxious jerk, anyway?
Sour grapes. That explained why she was still harshing on him. His offer to help proved the guy wasn’t a complete write-off. Lending her an ear showed he wasn’t utterly oblivious to the feelings of others. He wasn’t totally rude and really obnoxious either. Maybe only jerk-lite and semi-obnoxious. In other words, a typical male.
And she shouldn’t denigrate what she felt. It wasn’t only sex. It was more than simply physical. It was a feminine reflex to brush a man’s floppy hair back from his brow, a womanly instinct to lift the pain from a man’s too solemn eyes.
If another man had even tried to do what she wanted Reid to do to her, she would’ve clawed out his eyes and then kneed him, left him groaning and doubled over in pain. When it came to self-protection, she was no sissy. If threatened, she did not fool around. She acted.
But she didn’t feel threatened with Reid. He disquieted her. Sexually. And that aroused her without intimidating her.
JJ bit her lip again, a nervous habit of hers. Honestly, why second-guess the situation? Why keep going back and forth? Best to chalk up his seeming interest in her to one of those surreal events that sometimes happen. Wrong time, wrong place. Whatever. They hadn’t connected. End of story. Give up and move on.
Keyed up, every sensation heighted, yet her reactions muddled, she wandered back out to the front of the shop, where, for lack of anything better to do, she picked up a wet cloth and wiped down the counter, her nervous energy on overdrive.
Outside, the cumbersome sheet of lumber clunked as it slid across the glass windowpane. In the midst of her turmoil, normalcy had returned.
Less than a minute later, Reid reentered the café.
“Man, it’s raging out there.” He shook his hair, the same as before, drips scattering in every direction.
She ran for a clean dishtowel and handed it over. While he dried off, she readied his order. The coffee went in a small paper bag, the muffins in a cardboard box.
He took the bag, ignored the box, gazed deeply into her eyes. “Just the coffee, thanks. I live alone and scarfing down a dozen muffins will up my morning run to a marathon.”
That look was the real deal. And that was no line either. She could tell.
He was interested in her. And he lived alone.
Yippeee. For joy. He was single. Absolutely, she bought it. Bye-bye fantasy, hello potential date.
Except for one small detail. He wasn’t from the Cape.
Straight away, he started making plans. If he lived too far away for a reasonable commute, they could always meet somewhere in the middle. Life was all about compromise…
He pulled up the collar on his waterlogged jacket, ready to brave the elements for the return trip to his car, and then propped open the shop door. “So Johari -- you closing or what?”
“What. Cleanup comes first. And you’re letting in the rain,” she scolded, the same as she did with Alem. She had all to do to keep a lid on her emotions. Hope was a painful thing. “When you leave, I’ll have to mop the whole floor.”
C’mon Reid. Make your move. Ask if you can see me again.
“Nice meeting you, Johari.” Hunkering down against the storm, he turned and left.
No bodily fluids, no cell numbers, no nothing exchanged.
Cyber security consultant Leighton Reid raced for his plain black sedan, dodging a small pond masquerading as a puddle.
“Wetter than a puddle” was how the café owner had described him.
He chuckled. Funny lady. Quick to laugh and equally quick to anger.
Johari.
Despite her opinion on the subject, her exotic name suited her. Safe to say, nothing about him suited her. If anything, he’d pissed her off plenty inside her coffee shop.
Intentionally.
In the cyber sleuthing business, breaking down a suspect’s defenses worked like a charm for producing confessions. Get a suspect emotional enough and out spilled their criminality. If guilty of any wrongdoing, Johari Jennings would spill too, sooner or later. She wasn’t nearly tough enough to keep it all bottled up inside.
Yep, the lady had a lot to get off her curvy chest. But so far, none of it was illegal.
Her brother -- Alem -- sounded like he was being a real pain in the ass. Nothing criminal there. Anti-social behavior came standard in the sexually deprived young male of the species. Given his own anti-social behavior back in the café -- some of which was not intentional -- Reid would have to say it came standard in the sexually deprived, soon-to-be middle-aged male of the species as well.
And man, was he ever sexually deprived. Some of his reveries today had been doozies. And they’d all involved a certain coffee barista.
From force of habit, Reid took a swift look around before unlocking his sedan, its inconspicuous make and model suitable for fieldwork, and then climbed inside. Slouched low behind the steering column, he told himself not to check the rear view mirror. Now that All-Day Breakfast was all boarded up there was nothing much to see, anyway.
For definite, he wouldn’t see her -- the sun-kissed, long-legged, Cape Cod beauty he was investigating.
Johari. Christ, he liked her name.
Looking back would only snag him a look of her small nondescript storefront, one of the many he’d passed that day on his drive into Woods Hole, a picturesque fishing village located on the Massachusetts sea coast.
Reid took a long pull from the takeout cup. For “old school”, as she’d called it, the dark roasted blend tasted decent. Next, he cranked the ignition and flipped the wipers on high, the hum of the motor droning as the blades swiped his windshield clean. Swish-swish-swish.
The street slowly came into view.
Holy shit, what a disaster. Wind gusts sent leaves and trash rocketing through the air, the ricocheting debris the like of which he hadn’t witnessed since Iraq.
In Iraq, scattered shrapnel from bullets caused searing wounds; mortar shell blasts left human casualties in their wake. Here, wind-tossed plastic bags would create a nuisance factor during cleanup but the fallout wouldn’t send your best buddy home in a body bag. No victims of war here.
All these sleepy tourist spots were the same, nothing but camera-toting vacationers milling about the gift shops looking for bargain mementos. Not today, though. Today, the winds had swept the sidewalks clean of pedestrians. Anyone out in this weather would be hunting down provisions. Necessities like cold cuts, frozen pizza and beer.
And nuts. Not to forget them. He’d distributed buckets of pistachios to soldiers in his command. On the pitted streets of Baghdad, cracking them had helped pass the time. Yep. Shelling nuts had been second only to ducking bombs for breaking the monotony of patrols.
Edgy, Reid hammered his fingers on the steering wheel.
He should leave. Get the fuck out of there, he told himself, his restless gaze wandering out the driver’s side window.
Only, no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t seem to pull out into the road.
A half block away, a ferry coming over from Martha’s Vineyard had just docked at the Steamship Authority. Droves of passengers hurriedly disembarked but only a few crossed the gangplank for the return trip.
Made sense. His service-related claustrophobia spiked just thinking about getting trapped in the middle of the ocean on a small island during this volatile weather.
To combat his sudden suffocation -- Christ, he felt as if he were being smothered -- Reid peered off into the open distance, a method for coping he’d picked up in his vet’s PTSD group.
Yep, he knew all about the therapeutic benefits of talk therapy.
Beyond the ferry’s parking lot, along a deserted stretch of sand, an Old Salt headed for the harbor. To batten down the hatches?
Must be. Boats were bobbing on the waves like proverbial corks. This storm did not look good.
What had looked good was Johari Jennings. And that was too many different kinds of wrong to classify.
He never mixed his cyber consulting business with anything, including having a life. Though, mixing it up with her had all the markings of a hell of a lot of fun. The lady was crack on heels. Her dark wavy hair bounced like loosely tightened cushion springs. A wide smile lit up her face. That saucy apron. Whew. Smoking. Was she working it or had the jaunty tilt of that bow been accidental?
Either way, the result was hypnotic. Her swinging apron ties sent his eyes leering to her ass, one cheeky destination. What she did to light colored pants and a skimpy white top took sexy to a whole new level. Slender and high breasted, with a shapely round ass -- well worth a repeat mention --she’d have him begging for mercy if he ever got close.
The trick was not getting close and, if the time came when he had to, not thinking with his dick when he did.
That was one trick he’d nearly FUBARed already. Talk about thinking with his dick. He’d wanted to kiss her in the back of her shop. Christ. Could he get any more stupid?
He knew what had triggered the stupidity too. That husky cry of hers.
Pussy.
Not a yell to any damn lost cat, he was thinking. More like a siren call to the dick he was not supposed to be thinking with. There and then, he should’ve put it to her. Unzipped, taken it out, and had her spread her legs. She would’ve too. Her smoldering eyes told him so. Her spiked nipples did too. The lady was hungry. Fucking her would have been no call to duty. That’s what he should’ve done, all right. Gotten up on his balls and done her, done her good and hard.
Right. Only in his wet dreams. Big talk, nothing for action, not since he’d been back in the States. He hadn’t even wanted to, not until today.
Something had gone haywire in his head today. Why had he wanted to kiss her? Why had preventing himself from putting his mouth against hers, from sticking his tongue in deep between her lush lips, been such a fucking challenge? He still knew how to stop, didn’t he? Was the PTSD messing with his self-control in that area too?
Could be.
And if true, he knew of only one way to handle his raging libido -- not starting anything up in the first place.
Easier said than done. Behind the wheel, Reid shifted uncomfortably. Christ, he ached at the memory of how her eyes had gone all heavy lidded and slumberous, of how her lips had parted, moist panted breaths drifting up to his face…
That was it. He needed to go somewhere and take care of his problem. Jacking off would get the job done.
Flooring it, Reid pulled out into the deserted street. Despite telling himself not to, he checked the rearview then.
No sign of her anywhere.
A few more feet of ocean surge and dry ground would be a scarce commodity in this Falmouth village. And All Day Breakfast was located directly across the street from the next high tide. The lady was sassy, the lady was saucy, but all the sass and sauciness in the world wouldn’t save her from the kind of giant swells the meteorologist had predicted. Not even a Hovercraft could. The swollen surf would flood her café.
Johari needed to seek high ground immediately.
He’d give her an hour. Tops. The countdown started ticking now. If she didn’t leave under her own steam, he’d storm her place of business and haul her inviting ass out of there. He’d come up with some excuse or other. Something believable. Something to do with his dick, her mouth and blowing.
Not his cover. He could not have his cover blown.
As long as she remained a lead in his hacking case, she had to believe he’d stumbled into her coffee ship by chance.
Pulling off road, Reid parked his vehicle behind a hedge. He reached for his binoculars on the front seat beside him and focused their infrared optics on the fog-shrouded route from Woods Hole.
Falmouth was a small place, with a handful of streets in and out, and not many more in between. Johari would have to pass him on her drive home.
Forty-five minutes and counting. Drive by soon, Johari Jennings, or I’m dragging you outta there, by the wavy hair on your head if necessary.
Anything could happen on a day like today. He had a lot of respect for the abilities of women. Hell, he’d served with some outstanding ones, as brave and capable as any male. But he had a lot more respect for hurricanes. This was one major shitstorm on the way.
While he waited, Reid ran the hacking case again in his thoughts, making sure he had all the details straight.
This was how it had gone down: A week or so before Christmas, an e-card supposedly went out from the White House. The Executive Office of the President, no less. Only this was no ordinary Seasons Greeting. And it didn’t originate with the Administration. No surprise there --
Except to the imbeciles who followed the malware-infected link.
What was wrong with these people? Weren’t genius IQ types supposed to hold these high-level government administrative positions? Even the grade school kids of his service pals knew better than to click on iffy links.
Another click -- yep, these dickwads clicked more than once -- and the second virus kicked in, the ZueS malware, a code well known in cyber security circles for its ease of adaptability. Criminal types loved it. The code tapped into passwords and other sensitive information off its recipients’ computers. In this situation, classified files from U.S. law enforcement and military, the very officials who had an ongoing investigation open on cyber crime.
Reid had no hard stats on how many morons had picked up the virus or had their secret files stolen. Considering everyone involved had been on full alert since the last Wiki Leaks exposure, this was a real crow-eating incident. No one was talking numbers. He was betting plenty of folks got caught with their pants down on this one though.
Then there was a second successful hacking attack. This time the hacker targeted the Pentagon specifically.
Enter his NYC-based consulting firm, Global Security LLC .
In operation less than a year, his company had already gained a positive reputation for criminal sleuthing. In cyber circles, he was known as the guy who got in there and got the job done. No muss, no fuss, no bullshit. He had a low tolerance for bullshit. He could thank his military training for that.
Though still troubling from a National Security standpoint, the second hacking attack was not nearly as sophisticated as the Christmas card incident. Just like the first one, the second attack slipped past spam filters and anti-virus software with ease. This led Reid to theorize that a single hacker -- not a bank of infected computers -- sent the virus manually, one-by-one. But this time, rather than have his victims open up a virus-laced greeting card, the hacker used another lure to get his recipients to click on the link.
An invitation to a bogus party in DC.
Those who RSVP’d in the affirmative received another email, one they hadn’t bargained on.
Blackmail.
The extortion email politely stated that a significant “contribution” to a mail drop would keep the recipient’s acceptance quiet, an optimal outcome as the party involved sex.
Rough sex. BDSM shit.
So, some Pentagon staff liked playing with leather and whips? Big fucking deal. It wasn’t his thing but to each his own quirk.
Evidently it was a BFD to some, namely to the Pentagon officials who coughed up the “contribution” to keep their acceptance to the supposed “party” a secret.
A week into the case, and Reid had narrowed the origin of the e-mails to Massachusetts. After pinpointing Falmouth, an unlikely geographical locale for a thriving hacking subculture, he’d left his NYC desk to rout out the extortionist in the field.
Recreational hackers who exploited the weaknesses of various IT systems and software packages usually worked alone but they never worked in isolation. Both script kiddies -- those individuals who use the software programs of others to hack into sites -- and more advanced cyberspace crackers -- those thieves who develop their own programs to hack sites -- routinely participated in social networks, wherein they shared knowledge, those technical building blocks that furthered their malicious breaching skills. Though a lot of these social networks took place in the virtual world, geeks still would find the odd cyber café for face-to-face sharing and bragging rights.
Once in Falmouth, Reid made the rounds, visiting the big players first.
Big was a relative term as applied here. By NYC standards, cyber cafés on Cape Cod were tiny. And almost every one imposed time limits on WiFi users. Eagle-eyed management watched the clock for violators of the policy. After all, mooching was bad for business. Gamers and geeks took tables away from paying customers.
Within fifteen minutes of his arrival at one place, Reid had a lead worth checking out.
Management had just asked a mooching male teen to leave. Hoping the kid would want to mouth off about the “man”, Reid stopped him on his way out the door…
“Hey,” Reid said, looking up from his laptop to start up the conversation. “Looks like the assholes here gave you a hard time, huh?”
“Word. I should’ve gone to All Day Breakfast instead. Unlike the creeps here, JJ is cool with gamers.”
“JJ?”
“Yeah. Johari Jennings. Her cyber café is an awesome place to hang out. Matt and his crew hold meets there.”
“Matt?”
“Glasses. Red hair. Can’t miss him. His gang spends half the day there. JJ never says anything to him and that dude is into all kinds of heavy shit.”
“You saying he’s a black-hat?”
“If you’re looking for a cracker, Matt is your man.”
Realizing he’d been too free passing along information to a stranger, the teen did some conversational backtracking. “If you ever meet up with Matt, don’t tell him I said so. He doesn’t like people getting all up in his business. He can be a real badass when he wants to be. He’ll fuck me up good if he hears I’ve been talking about him behind his back.”
“We never met,” Reid had assured the disgruntled teen.
“Peace out.” With that, the kid had hunched his way out the door, his low-slung jeans revealing six-inches of plaid boxers beneath the waistband…
Teens had piss poor posture and shit for style but they were an invaluable IT resource. They slept with their electronic devices, texted in their dreams, and knew all the inside dirt when it came to Who’s Who in busting code.
Taking the teen’s advice as gospel, Reid had left that coffee shop and headed for All Day Breakfast.
One look at the café’s homey interior told Reid the place was strictly for the recreational hobbyist, not the meeting grounds for either the malcontented anarchist variety of hacker or the hardened criminal type.
All good. Reid’s target was neither.
Reid was betting his good name that this latest hacking assault on the government was unrelated to the attack back in December. This one screamed amateur copycat. One step-up from a juvenile prank, in other words.
After meeting the café’s owner, Johari Jennings -- commonly known as JJ -- Reid knew she didn’t fit his hacker’s criminal profile. For one thing, she was the wrong gender.
In his professional opinion, his hacker was male. Most of them were.
But something about Johari nagged him all the same.
His gut had kept Reid alive in Iraq, his gut was instrumental in the success he’d achieved in his security business, and his gut told him to go through the motions of an investigation here, starting with her pain-in-the-ass brother, Alem.
Just so happened the kid with the rioting hormones was also a brainiac who aced his AP Calc exam. And smart kids made the best hackers. And, without question, a smart, sex-obsessed, young male would use something like a BDSM play party as a hook to hang his hacking on.
But blackmail?
Didn’t fit. Too devious. Kids had short attention spans, particularly sex obsessed young males, and extortion required methodical planning --
The expertise of a small business owner like Johari.
And the lady was strapped for cash. There was her possible motive. Financial difficulty combined with her determination to send her brother to college, no matter what -- love was a powerful motivator too -- explained Reid’s reluctance to cross Johari -- in conjunction with her brother -- off his short list of possible leads in the case.
Neither she nor her brother was his hacker but one or both of them did have peripheral involvement in his case.
Reid would lay odds that the hacker had a twisted view of what constituted “normal” sex. Anything that fell outside his opinion of normalcy -- like BDSM -- gave his narrow little mind the willies.
And his dick a sexual thrill.
The hacker was a sexual deviant looking to humiliate his victims. Reid would stake his career on it. The hacker probably took pictures of his victims as they dropped off their extortion money envelopes. Then, all those photos would mysteriously show up on the internet, thanks to another Wiki Leaks publication. Not good news for lots of powerful people in DC. And a cause of extreme embarrassment for his victims.
The Pentagon thought differently.
Military cyber security believed the blackmailer wouldn’t stop at extorting money. Government analysts believed the requested “contribution” was only the first step, a way for the hacker to break down his victims, to soften them for what would come next:
Treason.
Pentagon officials believed the hacker was looking to extort his victims into committing acts of treason in order to keep their BDSM habits private.
Stay safe from this storm, Johari.
For his sake.
Johari Jennings was involved in this case somewhere and to prove himself right and the government wrong, Reid needed her alive and well and in a confessional frame of mind.
His professional reputation depended on it.
JJ squinted against the pelting rain. Could the weather get any worse?
Meteorologists said it could and would. All had advised their listeners to stay clear of the beaches. Better yet, to stay indoors. Given the option, she would’ve heeded their advice. But yada-yada-yada, she had no other choice but to be out in all this foulness. Biking was her only means of transportation to get home.
The corner of her yellow slicker slapped the soaked thigh of her pants and her heavy messenger bag slammed against her ribs as she pedaled her clunky used ten-speed.
Don’t give up, girl. Don’t give in.
Honestly, she didn’t know who she was talking to -- herself or the damn broken–down bike.
While she’d been washing dishes, a Severe Weather Warning Alert for Cape Cod and the Islands broke into the regularly broadcasted program announcing that flood conditions prevailed along the shoreline and for all those within listening range to expect winds clocking in at seventy-mph. Apparently, just about every business and residence in town had lost power. Some had lost roofs. When JJ heard that, the overall badness of the situation finally sank in and she’d said screw tidying up the café. Before the next newscaster warned of sharks cruising down the street, off went her flirty apron. Slipping the sign on the door to Closed -- as if the boarded up window wasn’t a dead giveaway -- she abandoned her business to the invading fish. A mile into her trip, with the storm amping up, she understood why evacuation, while not yet mandatory, was being strongly encouraged.
To stay motivated on the bike, JJ treated herself to another fantasy.
No, not of having sex with a guy who wouldn’t give her the time of day. Been there, done that, and was summarily rejected. In this one, she pictured herself owning her own set of wheels. Four wheels. And training wheels didn’t count.
After their mother’s Ford finally bit it, Alem spent weekends drooling over new car ads.
“That’s one sweet ride,” he always said.
A new car. Right. Like that was happening. The only car she foresaw in their immediate future was the abandoned one they’d be forced to move into after their landlady evicted them for non-payment of rent.
Oh, great. Just great. Her left leg started cramping from the exertion of peddling against the driving winds, and JJ clenched her jaw against the muscle spasm.
Who needed a car anyway?
Cycling was terrific exercise. Even in the rain. Inadequate as far as releasing stress went, but see where fantasizing about sex had gotten her.
Very nearly masturbating in public.
Here on out, she’d confine her public naughtiness to rubbing her lady bits against her bike’s unpadded seat. Shoot! On second thought, forget that too. All she’d probably get out of that was a prickly rash in a very delicate place.
When JJ almost rolled backwards going up an incline, she knew she was losing momentum fast. Indulging in fantasy wasn’t doing the trick as far as motivating her went.
Help! Someone talk me down off the ledge. Biking in this stuff amounts to suicide.
Should she break down and call 911?
Awkward. Today was Friday and the officer on duty was Chad Stevens.
Her ex.
Slow to blossom and still mourning her mother’s death, she’d just turned eighteen and never been kissed when Chad puckered up to her at a party. She’d kissed him right back, the idea of his badge thrilling her more than the press of his lips.
And so it had continued from that night forward. Chad was everything she tried convincing herself she wanted during their nearly five years of on-and-off togetherness.
A man of strong principle and deep moral fiber, Chad would rescue her from the storm in a self-righteous flash. But instead of bringing her home, Officer Goody-Two-Shoes would go by the book and drop her off at an Emergency Shelter where she’d camp out for the night on a lumpy cot in a roomful of strangers. She’d hate that. Not that Chad would understand her aversion. He didn’t understand anything about her.
Once Chad told her that with her good hair and light skin she could pass. Crazy mad, she’d gone off on him. Knowing what he meant but needing to hear him say it, she’d shouted, “Pass for what?”
“White,” he’d answered.
At the time, she wondered how he could talk such crap to her, of all people? Didn’t he get that “passing” for anything other than her screwed-up self was so not what she wanted to do?
Evidently not. And she’d stuck with him all the same.
After the chaos of their early lives, Alem needed a man to look up to, someone to guide him. No better authority figure than a cop. Because Chad had it all together, she’d put up with the boring, boring, go-by-the-rules sex.
Maybe expecting kink from a straight-up guy like Chad had been asking too much. But he could’ve at least tried. Only he hadn’t. Not in almost five years. The missionary and only the missionary and only on Saturday night…if her brother was out with friends. Chad never stayed overnight at her place and she never went to his.
The funny thing was, yawning through the sporadic sex hadn’t ended them. Never getting inside Chad’s head had ended them. What made Chad tick?
She hadn’t known.
And that went both ways. He didn’t know what made her tick either. Just like tonight, just like this storm, with not a spark of electricity anywhere in sight, Chad and she had always been in the dark about each other.
They should never have hooked up.
Time to find out how the other half of herself lived she told herself when they ended. Time to get better acquainted with the second box she always checked off under ‘Race’. Sure, she’d studied black history in school, but her only exposure to a black family, a black experience, a black way of being came from watching MTV. She vowed the next man she dated would be black.
And then Reid’s squeaky shoes entered her café.
Of all the coffee shops in all towns in all the world he walks into mine…
He was as pale as a vanilla a milkshake and she’d wanted to drink him right down all the same. Wrong color or not, he’d done it for her. Like opposites attracting, like tinder and steel, they’d sparked off one another. Just as well, he was long gone now, returned back over the bridge. She’d been too susceptible to him.
Hunched over the handlebars against the next blustery assault, her posterior crunched low in the saddle, she splashed through spoke-deep puddles, the sprayed water drenching her. Thank goodness, bike tires didn’t hydroplane or she would’ve spun out. As it was, she swerved like crazy.
Removing her white-knuckled grip from the handlebar, JJ wiped her face, and then pushed on, up the hill past Nobska Lighthouse, its lantern glowing eerily in the fog rolling in off the surf. The peaked roadie skullcap she wore under her helmet kept the wet lash from dripping into her eyes but that wasn’t saying much. She could still hardly see where she was going.
Lucky for her, there were no cars on the road.
“Son of a bitch.”
Behind his stealth binoculars, Reid grimaced.
A gray SUV barreled toward Woods Hole. No fog lamps. No high beams. Not even parking lights. As if he owned the road, the motorist careened along on the wrong side of the street in the dark.
Someone had evidently started their Hurricane Watch at a kegger.
Sober up and fly right, bud. Switch on your lights and get back over the double yellow line where you fucking belong.
Then he spied the cyclist creeping around the bend in the road on a ratty brown bike. If the motorist and the biker kept to the same trajectory, Reid was looking at road kill waiting to happen
Tossing aside his infrared lenses, Reid swung into action, prepared to intercept before the SUV collided with the cyclist.
Johari Jennings. She was the one on the bike. He was right on top of her before he recognized her. Bundled up and wearing a hat under her helmet, she looked nothing at all like the sultry lady from the café. What happened to the deceased mother’s car, a ten-year old fire engine red Ford, the vehicle Johari was supposed to be driving, the one he’d been lying in wait for?
He’d fucked up. There was no other explanation. No one with an alternative would be out pleasure riding in this weather. She had to have taken the red vehicle off the road.
No excuses, no rewriting history, he’d made another mistake. First wanting to kiss Johari in the storage room and now this, goofing on information he should’ve known. Two FUBARs. That had to be some kind of record for him.
He was not about to make it a third.
Cutting the steering wheel hard, Reid wedged his sedan in the middle ground between the creeping bike and the speeding SUV, creating a vehicular barrier between the two. Not a second to waste, he honked his horn, flashed his lights, and stomped the brakes.
The driver of the SUV woke up from his stupor, applied some skidding rubber to the wet pavement and his careening vehicle veered away, narrowly avoiding a head-on with Reid’s sedan. Then, the shitfaced imbecile took off into the fog.
Leaving Johari to bounce off Reid’s side chrome.
Fuck.
Throwing open the door, he raced to assist.
She had fallen crumbled on the wet asphalt, her helmet knocked off. Just lying there, so fucking still.
He squatted next to her. “Johari?”
“You!”
“Yep. Me.”
“You nearly killed me.”
Rather than get defensive, Reid sighed in relief. Her finger pointing was a load off his mind. The dying forgave; they rarely leveled accusations. Which meant -- she’d live.
He began a methodical check anyway.
Bruises, plenty of them, but none that would leave scars. Of the visible variety. Thousands of returnees from Iraq, good men the war had beaten up, were walking time bombs inside while on the outside they looked in reasonably good shape.
There were days, Reid counted himself among their swelling numbers.
He wasn’t whole. Might never be whole again, might never again be the man he used to be. After years of combat, when he was always in control, always in charge, his body and mind now defied him at every turn. He was subject to episodes of rage, of fear, of panic, of claustrophobia. He stood helpless against these attacks.
And then there was sex.
Or his recent lack thereof. He’d always had a healthy appetite, but he’d felt no desire whatsoever since his return stateside.
Until Johari.
A year of sexual apathy, and he had suddenly wanted a woman again. A hell of a lot more than wanted. Back in that storage room, his arousal had been extreme, a real ball tightening imperative to get laid.
Fortunately, he’d been able to check his urge to kiss her.
Nothing innocent about a kiss. Not with her. With her, a kiss would’ve been only a preliminary, not the end game. One kiss and the growing need inside him would’ve exploded. Tasting her lips would’ve escalated to getting them both naked and ramming himself into her. A serious error in judgment.
And this had all the earmarks of another.
After checking her out for broken bones, Reid quickly put some distance between them, giving her some space, not crowding her. His positioning vis-à-vis her didn’t come close to hovering. At times, during a PTSD episode, his brain played tricks on him, but he wasn’t having an attack now. He was clear in his mind on that one score -- his physical proximity wasn’t within threatening range.
Could be, her female instincts had labeled him as some sort of nut case. And Christ, she’d be right on the mark there. Because despite all his precautions to keep his distance, to keep his hands to himself, she still looked scared. Then, she pushed him further away. A real good shove. Full body impact. Like she’d played football with her brother and knew a thing or two about tackling.
“Let me up,” she said heatedly. “I’m okay.” She flexed her limbs. “See?”
What he saw was defiance, another good sign. The walking wounded made for obedient soldiers. Hurt soldiers lacked the energy for insubordination. She’d be all right.
He waited for her to say something about the other car. Something along the lines of: “Did you see that unlit SUV? The s.o.b. nearly ran me off the road!”
No such observation departed her soft full lips.
Could be she was in shock.
Pointing out how she nearly became a traffic fatality stat would snap her out of her mental fog quick enough. As would explaining how narrowly she’d avoided an almost-hit-and-definitely run driver.
Reid smirked to himself. Telling her would definitely get him off the hook in the responsibility department. Bring in another guilty party and she wouldn’t blame him for her fall off her bike. But why do that to her?
The collision hadn’t happened. Near misses didn’t count, not in his book. What counted was a speedy recovery from her fright. Telling her she’d almost ended up in a stainless steel drawer in a morgue would only delay the healing process. And besides, after the hard time he’d given her at the cyber café, she already had him pegged as an asshole. Nothing would help him there, first impressions being what they were. Rather than try correcting her low opinion of him, he’d just chalk up her dislike of him to his loss.
And her gain.
Apart from the inadvisability of bedding a lead in a case, he was mentally unstable. No two ways around it, he wasn’t fit for fun and games, even if she’d looked ready to play. Unless -- had he’d imagined that consent in her eyes back in the storage room?
He might’ve. Of late, visual hallucinations and he had gotten pretty tight. He saw things that weren’t always there. Like her look of lust. He just admitted he’d given her no good reason to want sex with him, so why would she have looked at him with hungry eyes?
Christ, this was bad. He could no longer trust himself to know what was real and what was not any more.
Johari. She was real. He might’ve imagined her interest in him but the woman herself was real.
“Here. I’ll help you to your feet.” He levered her up, a hand under her elbow, applying only enough pressure to get her vertical.
Once upright, she wove back and forth on her feet.
Rather than step back and away from her, which was what, honest to fuck, he’d intended to do, he locked in his hold.
Could be she had a concussion. Victims of head injuries often felt dizzy. Nausea was a symptom too.
Best to ask. “Feel like vomiting?”
“You’re not all that hard on the eyes.”
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