
		
			
				[image: frontcover.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				[image: titlepage.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Copyright

				Copyright © 2012 by Tawna Fenske

				Cover and internal design © 2012 by Sourcebooks, Inc.

				Cover photos © Getty/I Love Images; Getty/Aki Horluchi

				Sourcebooks and the colophon are registered trademarks of Sourcebooks, Inc.

				All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without permission in writing from its publisher, Sourcebooks, Inc.

				The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

				Published by Sourcebooks Casablanca, an imprint of Sourcebooks, Inc.

				P.O. Box 4410, Naperville, Illinois 60567-4410

				(630) 961-3900

				Fax: (630) 961-2168

				www.sourcebooks.com

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Contents

				Front Cover

				Title Page

				Copyright

				Chapter 1

				Chapter 2

				Chapter 3

				Chapter 4

				Chapter 5

				Chapter 6

				Chapter 7

				Chapter 8

				Chapter 9

				Chapter 10

				Chapter 11

				Chapter 12

				Chapter 13

				Chapter 14

				Chapter 15

				Chapter 16

				Chapter 17

				Chapter 18

				Chapter 19

				Chapter 20

				Chapter 21

				Chapter 22

				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

				An excerpt from Making Waves

				Back Cover

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For the Bend Book Bitches: Sheri Abbott, 

				Larie Borden, Dianne Capozzola, Cherri Miller, 

				J. J. Shew, Stephanie Anderson Stroup, Karen Tippetts, 

				and Nancy Zurflu. Thank you for the love, laughter, 

				and unwavering support. Without our summers 

				of smut, none of this would have happened.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 1

				Violet McGinn stormed into her mother’s hospital room with her hair on fire.

				Literally, as it almost happened.

				“Would you please put out that candle!” she snapped, batting flames away from her long, dark hair as she dodged the dreadlocked stranger. He sighed and retreated to a far corner of the room, where a tie-dyed huddle was chanting something that sounded suspiciously like pig Latin.

				“Violet!” Moonbeam cried. “Baby, you made it!”

				“Mom, my God!” Violet rushed forward and shoved a pile of silk scarves off the chair beside her mother’s bed. She dropped breathlessly into it and covered Moonbeam’s hand with her own. “I got on the first flight out of Maine after Butterfly called. What happened? Was it the stairs in front of the house? That one board I’ve been telling you to get fixed? How badly are you hurt?”

				Moonbeam patted Violet’s cheek. “That’s my girl, always seeking. You never could ask just one question at a time. It’s so good to see you, sweetie. How was your flight?”

				“Mom,” Violet said, trying not to grit her teeth. “What the hell happened?”

				“Well, I was just telling Salmonberry, it was exactly like what you predicted in your vision.”

				Violet frowned. “My vision?”

				“Of course. The psychic vision you had when you visited for the Invocation of Isis.”

				Violet stared at her mother, wondering what drugs they’d given her. And whether there was a dispenser in the cafeteria.

				“Mom, what are you talking about?”

				“You remember, dear. It was the last time you visited. We were outside on the porch and you were getting ready to leave and you had a psychic vision—”

				Realization dawned, and Violet shook her head. “Mom, we’ve been over this a hundred times. I’m an accountant. I’m not psychic. There’s no such thing as—”

				“Oh, Violet, don’t start this again. What happened today is irrefutable proof of what I’ve been saying for thirty-three years.”

				“It’s irrefutable proof that the board at the top of the stairs was loose,” Violet argued. “I just happened to notice it, that’s all.”

				She squeezed her mother’s hand, trying to get a grip. It was like this every time she visited home. Well, not exactly like this. Her mother wasn’t usually in the hospital, tethered to an IV pole, looking frail and bruised and a little stoned. Come to think of it, had Moonbeam ever been to a hospital? Even Violet’s birth had taken place at home.

				Violet cleared her throat. “I checked out the data online for this hospital, and I was glad to see that patient-satisfaction scores, infection rates, and reported patient falls are statistically—”

				“Oh, Violet,” Moonbeam interrupted. “Let’s not start with the numbers right now, sweetie. Tell me, is there a man in your life?”

				Violet resisted the urge to beat her forehead against her mother’s bedside table. Instead, she looked around the room for anyone else who might deserve a beating. It wasn’t difficult.

				“Would you please stop touching my mother?” Violet snapped, whirling to face the bespectacled man hovering behind her with a stick of incense in his hand. “I’m pretty sure you’re not supposed to have anything on fire in here.”

				He smiled. “Yes, but the elemental serpentine energy of the human body lies coiled at the base of the body, and when you’re in touch with your Kundalani—”

				“Please don’t touch anyone’s Kundalani, right now. Please? Just give me a minute with Moonbeam, okay?” She turned back to her mother. “What are the doctors saying, Mom? Did you break anything? How long do you have to be here? Do we need to call a specialist?”

				“Oh, Violet, again with the questions!” Moonbeam smiled drunkenly as she pressed her fingers against the back of Violet’s hand. “Always seeking, that’s my girl.”

				Violet tried hard not to grit her teeth. “Mom—”

				“I’ve broken my pelvis and a couple bones in my left leg. Oh, and two bones in my right arm, but that’s all. No, wait. There was something with my toe, too. Do you think I could get a prescription for medical marijuana?”

				“Marijuana is beside the point right now. What does the doctor say?”

				“He wants to rush me into surgery, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I joined this group on attitudinal healing and I know a man who does biodynamic cranial therapy, so maybe if I just—”

				“Dammit, Moonbeam! You’ve broken at least half a dozen bones. A doctor told you that surgery is what you need. It doesn’t sound optional. Don’t you think maybe—”

				“Violet dear, I want to do this naturally. I want—”

				“It’s a major injury, Mom, not childbirth.”

				A bald woman sitting cross-legged on the floor at the foot of the bed cleared her throat. “Crystal power really is the best thing for restoration of universal life energy. Maybe if your mother waited for her ultradian healing response and then—”

				“Hey, Raven,” Violet interrupted. “When did you get your medical degree?”

				She brightened, looking like a happy chipmunk. “Actually, I was just recently certified as a divine spiritual healer online, and I think—”

				“Unless there is now an MD after your name, this is not helping.” She turned back to Moonbeam and squeezed her hand. “If an orthopedic specialist thinks surgery is the best thing, that’s what we need to do.”

				“But surgery is so invasive,” Moonbeam protested. “And I have readings booked out through December, so I need to make sure I’m there for my clients.”

				“Can’t Butterfly take them?”

				“Too busy.”

				“Sunshine?”

				“Too unenlightened.”

				“Marzipan?”

				“Too mentally unstable.”

				This, coming from a woman who believed Vipassana meditation could cure cancer. Violet sighed and put her head in her hands. Her mother was kind. Her mother was sweet. Her mother was the most sought-after psychic in Portland, Oregon.

				And her mother was also a complete nut job. How was this going to work?

				“I’m so proud of you for having this vision, Violet,” her mother chattered. “I always said you had the gift. Raven, didn’t I always say Violet had the gift?”

				“You said Violet had the gift.”

				“See?”

				As Moonbeam prattled on about crystal power and chakra alignment, Violet felt the familiar trap closing around her. She considered gnawing off her own leg to escape.

				But she knew what she had to do instead.

				She pulled her head out of her hands and looked up at her mother, blinking against the cloud of smoking sage coming from somewhere behind her.

				“Okay, Moonbeam,” she said. “I’ve got a deal for you.”

				***

				There was never a point in Drew Watson’s childhood where he stood before his third-grade class and announced, “When I grow up, I want to own a male strip club.”

				Yet here he was, thirty-five years old, making a damn good living doing just that.

				Sort of.

				“It’s not a strip club,” he explained for the hundredth time to the hulking man seated at the bar without a shirt on. “It’s just a regular bar Sunday through Thursday. A nice place to listen to music and grab a drink.”

				“Right, but you do have strippers, right?”

				“Male exotic dancers,” Drew agreed, running a rag over the same spot on the bar he’d been wiping for the last ten minutes. “We started offering it on Friday and Saturday nights after we had a bit of success bringing in some Chippendales dancers for a one-night show.”

				At the other end of the bar, his dopey ex-brother-in-law grinned. “A lot of success. Tons! We made gobs of money. And now I get to dance. I always wanted to be a dancer, and now I get to be one.”

				“That you do, Jamie,” Drew agreed, saying a silent thank-you to his ex-wife’s brother for devising the plan that had saved the whole damn bar after the divorce.

				Not that Catherine had been pleased to have her younger brother stripping or her ex-husband running a bar where men threw their shirts at screaming women, but annoying his ex wasn’t necessarily a negative in Drew’s book. Plenty of other women were pleased. They flocked to the bar in droves, scheduling bachelorette parties and rowdy girls’ nights out, and slipping their phone numbers to Drew on a disturbingly regular basis.

				It was totally worth the ribbing from his buddies, the raised eyebrows at high school reunions, the eye rolls from his straitlaced ex-wife, the occasional picketer, and the constant disdain from the owner of Miss Moonbeam’s Psychic Pservices next door.

				“I sure would like a job,” sighed the shirtless stranger seated at the bar. “I’ve got my stage name all picked out and everything.”

				“Try next door,” Drew suggested. “They’re hiring.”

				“The psychic place? I’m not psychic.”

				“Neither is the owner, but that doesn’t seem to stop her,” Drew said. “I meant the tattoo place, though.”

				“But I want to be a stripper. I’d work really hard. You have all these cool lights and stages and poles and stuff, and it seems like a fuckin’ awesome place.”

				“It is,” Drew agreed, “and I’ll definitely keep your application on file in case something opens up. Hey, Jamie?” He turned to his ex-brother-in-law, feeling oddly on edge. “Have you seen Miss Moonbeam today?”

				Jamie shook his head. “Nuh-uh. I keep seeing people standing outside, staring at their watches and looking mad.”

				Drew had noticed the same thing, and it had him worried. Though he’d butted heads with the old bat quite a lot over the years, he didn’t want anything bad to happen to her. Not even if it meant he could nab her studio and expand the bar. Not even if it meant she’d stop harping on him about the exploitation of the human body. Not even after what she’d done four years ago, when—

				“Does she still have those pet mice?” he asked Jamie.

				“I think so. Why?”

				“If something’s happened to her, no one’s feeding them. I’d better check.”

				Jamie beamed. “That’s really nice of you, boss.”

				“That’s me,” Drew said, digging some food scraps out of a nearby bus tub. “A regular Mother Teresa.”

				The shirtless guy at the bar looked up. “Dude, you’re gay? I mean, I figured, with you running a male strip club and all, and I don’t have a problem with it or anything and I still really want to work here—”

				“I’m not gay,” Drew said as he moved toward the door that separated his shop from Miss Moonbeam’s. “And it’s also not a strip club. And I’m also not hiring. But thanks for coming by. I’ll call if something opens up.”

				“Promise?”

				“Sure.”

				Drew unlocked the door separating his bar from the psychic studio. As he stepped inside, he was greeted by a heavy wave of patchouli fragrance that nearly knocked him backward. Coughing a little, Drew stepped into the dimly lit shop. He detoured around the display of horoscope-themed key chains, lucky bamboo in colorful pots, and texts on telekinesis, moving toward the back where he’d seen the little white mice running in their wheel. He spotted them in the corner, their pink noses twitching in the dim red light that glowed from a lamp in the opposite corner.

				“Hey, guys,” Drew murmured, stepping closer to their cage. “Look, I brought you some peanuts and some leftover spaghetti and a piece of lettuce.”

				The mice stood on their hind legs, sniffing the air in anticipation. Drew pried the lid off and handed in the goods, arranging them in the green dish in the corner. The mice scurried over gratefully, selecting their first course with an obvious eagerness. Drew watched, smiling.

				“What happened to Moonbeam, huh?” he asked, pressing the lid back in place. “She wouldn’t just leave you guys here alone, and she always tells me when she’s going on vacation.”

				The mice looked up from their meal, contemplating the question. One of them dropped his noodle and pressed his front paws against the side of the cage, his whiskers twitching in response. Drew touched a finger to the glass.

				A door rattled behind him. Drew whirled around, alert to the sound of keys clattering against the front door. He squinted in the half darkness, watching as the door eased open, spilling light onto the dusty floor. A figure emerged through the doorway, sunlight streaming in behind her like a waterfall. A woman, Drew realized.

				A very pretty woman, he amended, noticing the long, dark hair, the perfect curve of her hips in fitted jeans that tapered down into tall boots with pointy heels like the ones his ex-wife used to wear. Cashmere sweater in a nice champagne hue, an expensive-looking leather jacket. Drew couldn’t tell what color her eyes were, but he could guess.

				Amber. Her eyes would be amber.

				He took two steps forward, ready to greet her. But the motion must have caught her by surprise. She screamed and grabbed a copper Buddha statue off the counter. He saw her eyes flash with aggression as she zeroed in on him in the dim light.

				“Who are you and what the hell are you doing in my mother’s shop?”

				Drew put his hands up in surrender. “Hey, relax.”

				He saw her blink in the dim light as she gripped the statue in one hand. “Who’s that? Are you looking for money? How did you get in here? What do you want?”

				He cocked his head to one side. “Drew. No. Key. Mice.”

				“What?”

				He offered a smile, trying to look nonthreatening but knowing he probably looked like an unshaven ax murderer with an unhealthy fondness for ’80s concert T-shirts. “I was answering your questions. In the order you asked them.”

				“Are you mocking me?”

				“No. Are you going to kill me with Buddha? Because I think there might be a karmic law against that.”

				He watched her hesitate, then sigh. She set the statue on the counter and fumbled for the light switch beside the door. She flicked it on, but instead of a bright poof of illumination, the light trickled out in dim mauve hues.

				“Mood lighting,” she muttered, glancing up at the ceiling. “God bless Moonbeam.”

				Feeling more confident she wasn’t about to beat him to death with a religious symbol, Drew took a tentative step forward, hands still raised in surrender. “I’m sorry, did you say Moonbeam is your mother? You must be Violet. She talks about you all the time. I’m Drew. I own the business next door.”

				“You’re the tattoo artist?”

				“Not that business. The other one.”

				Her eyebrow quirked. “You own the male strip club?”

				He sighed. “It’s not a strip club; it’s a bar. We just happen to have male exotic dancers a few nights a week.”

				“I know all about it,” Violet said, giving him an appraising look. “Moonbeam wasn’t pleased when you started bringing in the strippers. She’s really not pleased you want to take over her studio space to bring in more strippers.”

				“Are you going to lecture me about my exploitation of the alpha body? Because if you are, can I at least put my hands down first? My arms are getting tired.”

				She was studying him in earnest now, her eyes flitting over his features with something he might have mistaken for interest if she hadn’t just been on the brink of beating him to death. He decided to study her as well, taking in the long, dark hair, the sternness of her features, the eyes that weren’t amber at all, but the most remarkable, breathtaking shade of violet.

				“Your eyes are amazing,” he said without thinking, then wanted to kick himself.

				She widened them in surprise and bit her lower lip. “Thank you. That’s how I got my name.” She cleared her throat, softening her voice a little. “You can put your hands down. Did you say Moonbeam gave you a key?”

				“We have keys to each other’s shops so we can use them in case of emergencies.”

				“How did you know about Moonbeam’s accident?”

				“Moonbeam had an accident?”

				Violet frowned. “What emergency were you talking about?”

				“The mice,” he said, nodding at their cage. “No one was here to feed the mice.”

				“Oh.” She blinked. “I didn’t even think of that. Thank you. That was nice of you.”

				Drew took another step forward, genuinely worried about Moonbeam now. “Is your mom okay? What happened?”

				“She fell down some stairs, but she’ll be fine. She’s in surgery right now.”

				He watched her bite her bottom lip again, more worried than she seemed to be letting on. Should he offer a hug? No, definitely not. He’d only just met her, and she’d assume he was just trying to cop a feel. Not an unappealing thought by any means, but probably not the best move, with Buddha sitting there poised for bludgeoning.

				“She’s not, um, having someone do this surgery at home, is she?” Drew asked.

				Violet smiled a little at that. “Believe me, she’d be sprawled on the kitchen counter with a vision-seeker using shamanic cosmology to cure her broken pelvis if she had her way. I managed to convince her maybe an orthopedic surgeon was a better option.”

				“I can’t believe she went for it.”

				“Yeah, well, I struck a deal with her.”

				There was an edge to her voice, something that made Drew wonder if she’d been forced to sell her soul to a pagan deity. Knowing Moonbeam, it was possible. “A deal?”

				Violet sighed. “I’m going to fill in for Moonbeam until she’s back on her feet again. I talked to my employer, and they’re going to let me work from here for a month or two so I can help keep Mom’s business running while she recovers.”

				“Your employer,” he repeated, assessing her in earnest now. Her hair was straight and glossy, and he wondered what it would feel like to slide his fingers through it. “What do you do? Besides the psychic thing, I mean.”

				“I’m an accountant. In Portland. Portland, Maine,” she clarified.

				“You moved from Portland, Oregon, to Portland, Maine?” He laughed. “Didn’t want to hassle with learning to spell a new city?”

				She flushed a little, but her eyes were still friendly. Guarded, but friendly. “Portland, Oregon, is 3,198 miles from Portland, Maine—one of the longest distances between two cities in the continental United States. I wanted space. Something new. Something…” She paused, her eyes flitting past the tie-dyed scarves, the glass jars of incense, the crystal ball on the corner table. “Something normal,” she finished.

				“Normal,” he repeated.

				“Yes.”

				Drew nodded, wondering whether she always bit her lower lip this much. His thoughts veered a little there as he considered how that lip would feel between his teeth as he nibbled softly, then traced his tongue over—

				“But you’re here now,” he said, interrupting himself before he got too carried away. “Filling in for your psychic mother. You don’t look like a psychic.”

				She straightened sharply. He took a step back, wondering if she’d reach for Buddha again.

				Instead, she folded her arms over her chest. “What does a psychic look like?”

				“Sorry, I didn’t mean that in a bad way,” he said. “I’m sure you’re a very good psychic.”

				She looked away. “Right. Well, I just came in to grab Mom’s appointment book and assess the space. I’m thinking if I move a desk in over there, I can do my accounting work during the daytime over in that corner of the shop and keep the psychic thing contained over here with the sofas.”

				“Sure, sure,” he said, feeling half the blood leave his brain as she moved past him, her hair brushing his bare arm as she strode toward the back of the shop. “Let me know if you need help moving furniture or anything.”

				He turned and watched her bend down to flip a latch on the teak cupboard at the back of the shop. Drew reminded himself a gentleman wouldn’t stare at her ass.

				Then he remembered he wasn’t a gentleman. It was an amazing ass, round and full and—

				“Are you staring at my ass?” Violet asked without turning.

				“You psychics ruin all the fun,” Drew answered, not feeling particularly embarrassed.

				“There’s a mirror in the cupboard. I can see you staring.”

				She grabbed the appointment book and stood up. Her gaze froze on the cupboard door and she got a funny, faraway smile. “I made this dent when I was eight,” she said, running her thumb over the gouge in the wood. “I threw a serpent mandala because I didn’t want to go to Iyengar class.”

				“You too?”

				Violet dropped her hands to her side and looked at him again. Tucking the book under her arm, she offered her hand to shake. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Drew.”

				“Likewise, Violet,” he said as he engulfed her hand with his. She met his eyes then, and something warm and electric sparked between them.

				Violet pulled her hand back and studied him for a moment. Then she shook her head. “A male strip club, huh?”

				He sighed. “A bar. A bar that routinely hosts shows for male exotic dancers.”

				“Right.” She shook her head again and tucked her hand into the pocket of her leather jacket. “I’ll let Moonbeam know you were taking care of Zen and Qi. She’ll appreciate that.”

				“Her what?”

				“The mice. Their names are Zen and Qi.”

				“Oh. Of course. Well I wouldn’t be too sure about Moonbeam appreciating the help. She’s not overly fond of me or my business.”

				Violet smiled. “What’s not to love about scantily clad men writhing around on stage?”

				“Exactly!” Drew said with more enthusiasm than he meant. Violet gave a knowing look, and Drew started to assure her he was perfectly straight. Then he decided against it. Nothing screams “closeted homosexual” like announcing to a strange woman that you aren’t gay.

				Drew cleared his throat. “Hey, if you’re not doing anything tomorrow night, we’ve got a special performance at the club. The Men of Texas. They’re supposed to be pretty good. There’s an extra cover charge, but I could put your name on the guest list if you want to check it out.”

				Violet looked startled. “Not really my scene.” She hesitated, then shrugged. “Maybe that’s a reason to do it.”

				“You like butt rock?”

				“Pardon me?”

				“Not a proposition. Or a medical condition. Butt rock, you know? Hair metal, glam rock, eighties power ballads, MTV, fist-pumping power chords?”

				She shook her head. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				Drew grinned and began to pound a drumbeat on the countertop. Feeling Violet watching him, he launched into the chorus of the Scorpions’ “No One Like You.”

				He half expected her to roll her eyes or walk away, but she laughed. “Butt rock, huh?”

				He stopped drumming and looked at her. God, she’s beautiful.

				“We can call it glam rock if butt isn’t a common part of your vocabulary.”

				“What makes you think butt isn’t a common part of my vocabulary?”

				“You know, I’m not sure this is a topic for a first conversation.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Butt is totally a part of my vocabulary.”

				“I’m sure it is. Anyway, butt rock… er, glam rock… is the best kind of music for male entertainers. The beat’s perfect, and the music tends to appeal to women in our target demographic.”

				“You don’t say.”

				Drew grinned. “So you want to stop by tomorrow?”

				“Maybe.”

				“How about if I put your name on the list, just in case?”

				“Okay.” She nodded. “Thank you. I’d better get back to the hospital for visiting hours.”

				She started to move toward the door, but her heel caught on the frayed edge of the Oriental rug. She toppled forward, and Drew grabbed her without thinking.

				“Oh,” she gasped, looking up at him. Their eyes locked, and Drew was suddenly very conscious of the thinness of her sweater, the heat of the room, the flash of light in her eyes. In that moment, he would have preferred removing the skin from his forearm with a carrot peeler to taking his hands off her.

				He let go of her and took a step back. “There you go,” he said, offering an awkward pat on the shoulder. “You take care.”

				She blinked, then nodded. “Thank you. You, too.”

				He watched her walk away, deliberately not staring at her ass.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter 2

				By the time Violet got back to the hospital, Moonbeam was beginning to come out of anesthesia. She already had a cluster of visitors waiting outside to see her as soon as the nurse allowed it.

				“Did they say how she’s doing?” Violet asked Butterfly, whose pale curls were exploding from beneath an orange turban. The rest of her was covered from head to toe in tie-dye, and her tattered Birkenstocks were a concession to the hospital’s footwear requirement. A tarot-card reader herself, Butterfly had been Moonbeam’s best friend since Violet was still in diapers—organic cloth ones, of course. Though Violet had never known her father, she’d grown up with the love of two distinct, albeit odd, parents in her life. Butterfly was like a second mother to her.

				“They aren’t really telling us much,” Butterfly said, looking worried. “None of us are technically family, you know, and there are all these rules now about privacy.”

				“Let me go see if I can find someone, okay?” Violet said. She watched the frown lines grow shallower on Butterfly’s forehead and felt better for being able to help.

				Violet walked past the nurses’ station, halfway expecting someone to stop her. No one did. She kept walking down a tiled corridor, not entirely sure what she was looking for, but fairly certain it would be clad in a white lab coat.

				She didn’t have to look long. As she rounded another corner, she ran smack-dab into exactly such a specimen. Her breath came whooshing out in an unladylike oof as she collided with a male body that was—of course—dressed in a perfectly starched lab coat.

				He caught her by the shoulders, holding her upright to keep her from toppling over. Violet gasped, more stunned to be grabbed by strange men twice in an hour than she was by the shock of impact. She was still tingling from the feel of Drew’s hands on her shoulders, a little baffled by her response to him, since his enthusiasm about male exotic dancers made her pretty sure he was gay.

				She looked up at the doctor and smiled. He smiled back.

				Not gay, Violet decided.

				The doctor peered down at her and released her shoulders. “I’m so sorry, are you okay?”

				“I’m fine, I’m fine. It’s my fault. I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

				She looked up into a pair of warm, brown eyes the color of Cadbury milk-chocolate eggs.

				“Can I help you find something?” he asked, his eyes filled with concern, rather than creamy fondant.

				“I was just looking for someone who could tell me how my mother is doing.”

				“Who’s your mother?”

				“Moonbeam… er, Lily McGinn.”

				The doctor offered a weak smile and pulled off a surgical cap to reveal a thatch of thinning, caramel-colored hair with a slight bald patch. “Of course. You look just like her. She’s a spirited one, isn’t she?”

				“That’s one way to put it.”

				He laughed and extended a hand. Violet shook it, trying not to be creeped out by the purple gloves she sincerely hoped were clean. He seemed very nice, and surely doctors washed their hands regularly.

				“I’m Dr. Chris Abbott, your mother’s orthopedic surgeon,” he said as he pumped her hand with a little too much enthusiasm. He released it then, and smiled again. “The surgery went great. Have you gone back to see her yet?”

				“Well, no. The nurses said she’s still coming out of the anesthesia.”

				“Come on,” he said as he touched her shoulder and steered her down another corridor. “You might as well be there when Moonbeam wakes up.”

				“Oh. Thank you.”

				He led her back to a room where Moonbeam lay blinking on a hospital bed, wrapped up in bandages with an IV snaking into her arm. As Violet approached, Moonbeam opened her eyes and smiled weakly.

				“Hi, honey,” Moonbeam whispered, her throat scratchy from the anesthesia. “How are you doing?”

				“I’m doing fine, but I’m not the one who just got carved up. No offense, Dr. Abbott,” she amended quickly, glancing over her shoulder at him.

				“Call me Chris, please,” he said, winking at Violet. “Hey, Moonbeam, how are you feeling?”

				She smiled. “Snowy.”

				Dr. Abbott gave Violet a conspiratorial smile. “Morphine. She seems to like it.”

				“I’m sure she does.”

				Moonbeam yawned, then shut her eyes again. “I’m just going to take another nap, okay?”

				“Whatever you want, Mom. I picked up your appointment book. Looks like you’ve got Mrs. Rivers at six p.m. Anything special I should know?”

				But Moonbeam was already fast asleep.

				“It sometimes takes a while for people to really come out of the anesthesia,” Dr. Abbott offered. “Really though, she’s doing well. You’re welcome to go tell her fan club out there that you got to see her. She should be back to herself in another thirty minutes or so, and I’ll have the nurse come tell you which room she’ll be in.”

				Violet looked up at him, noticing for the first time the pleasant crinkles around his eyes. He was cute in that wholesome, enriched-wheat-bread sort of way. Very stable. Very nice. Very normal.

				Normal had been in short supply for most of Violet’s early life, so she smiled.

				“Thank you, Dr. Abbott. I really appreciate it.”

				“Chris.”

				“Chris,” she agreed, broadening her smile. “My mother is lucky to have you.”

				***

				That evening, Violet got to work setting up her temporary accounting practice in one corner of Moonbeam’s shop. She’d dragged a small desk out of the storage area and arranged her laptop and desk calendar and her pencil case with all the number-two pencils perfectly sharpened and aligned.

				She could hear the faint sound of music from the other side of the wall, and wondered if Drew was still working. Not that she was interested. Not that he was interested. If her hunch was right, he was batting for the other team.

				Still, her ears strained to pick up the sound of his voice, or at the very least, the notes of the song. Def Leppard, she realized. Something off the Pyromania album, maybe. “Photograph”—that was it. She hummed along with it as she clambered up onto the desk with a hammer in one hand.

				She was standing there studying the wall when she heard a voice behind her.

				“I don’t usually see Moonbeam up on the desk. Is that a special psychic technique they only practice on the East Coast?”

				She spun around, startled less by Drew’s voice than by the electric blue of his eyes. His hair was as rumpled as it had been earlier, standing up in dark spikes that looked like someone had rubbed his head on the carpet. She couldn’t tell if it was a hairstyle or a lack of one. Either way, there was something oddly endearing about it.

				Stop staring, Violet.

				She realized he was still waiting for an answer, and considered making something up to suggest a correlation between increased elevation and enhanced psychic powers. Instead, she shrugged and held up the hammer.

				“If I’m going to be running my accounting office out of this place for a little while, I want it to look professional,” she said. “I took down one of the tapestries so I can mount a nice framed landscape photo.”

				“Anyone ever tell you standing on a desk in stilettos is a bad idea?”

				“No.”

				He sauntered toward her. “Allow me, then. Standing on a desk in stilettos is a bad idea. Get down before you end up in the hospital with Moonbeam and I end up playing the psychic for you both.”

				She started to protest—not just the fact that he was telling her what to do, but the notion she was “playing” at anything. But before she could say a word, the hammer slipped from her grip and landed on her toe.

				“Ow!” she yelped and lifted her foot.

				Bad idea, she thought as she began to topple in her ridiculously high boots.

				She didn’t even see Drew move. It was like he just lifted his arms and she fell right into them. Her breath caught in her throat as she felt his hands grip her rib cage, the back of her knees. She looked up and found her herself nose to nose with him, his arms snug around her body, his breath ruffling her hair. He smelled like warm cotton and cherry Coke and something else she couldn’t name that made her heart clench.

				His eyes held hers, and she watched his Adam’s apple move as he swallowed. “Standing on a desk in stilettos on only one foot… even worse idea.”

				“Duly noted.”

				“Are you okay?”

				“I think so.”

				“Does your foot hurt?”

				“What?”

				“Your foot,” he said, his arms still tight around her. “You dropped the hammer on it. That tends to smart a little.”

				“Oh. Right.” Violet bit her lip. “I think it’s fine.”

				His eyes were still fixed on hers, and Violet shivered. “Okay then,” he said. “I’m going to put you down now.”

				Violet felt a flutter of disappointment, then did a mental eye roll at how dumb that was. He lowered her safely to the ground and took a step back.

				Then he bent to pick up the hammer.

				“Where do you want it?” he asked.

				“What?”

				“The painting, not the hammer.” He grinned. “That was almost the punch line to a really filthy joke.”

				She blinked, trying to come up with something witty to say, something to show she wasn’t completely discombobulated by his nearness.

				Way to play it cool, Violet.

				“Never mind,” he said. “Hang on, let me grab my drill. Also not a filthy joke, for the record.”

				He retreated to the storage area between their shared space and returned a few seconds later with a cordless drill, a packet of drywall anchors, a couple of silver hooks, and some screws. “Let’s get this thing mounted. Here, you can keep the hammer.”

				She started to protest, but really, he seemed to know what he was doing. Besides, did she want to climb back up on the desk? She sighed and stepped aside while Drew set his keys and cell phone on the shop counter and stepped up onto the desk with maddening ease. He looked down and nodded at the frame leaned up against the wall. “That’s a nice photo.”

				“Thanks. It’s Mount Hood.”

				“I know.”

				“Studies have shown artwork in offices and waiting areas has a calming effect on people, with eighty-four percent of study participants preferring landscape or nature scenes.”

				He gave her an odd look, and Violet felt like a dork. “I like statistics,” she said. “And data.”

				“I like mountains. Can you hand me the photo?”

				She stooped down and picked up the frame and offered it to him. “Thank you for doing this. Really, I appreciate it.”

				“Not a problem.”

				He got to work fiddling with a device Violet couldn’t quite identify. As if reading her thoughts, he smiled down at her. “If you’d like to make a crack about the guy who works with male strippers using a stud finder, now would be the time.”

				“Pardon me?”

				He held up the gadget. “Stud finder. It’s how I know where to screw. You can make a crack about that, too, if you like.”

				“I’ll pass,” Violet said as primly as possible, trying not to stare at his hands.

				On the counter beside her, his cell phone buzzed.

				“Can you see who that is?” he asked with a couple screws between his teeth. “What’s it say on the screen?”

				Violet peered down at the iPhone. “Sam?”

				“My partner. I’ll call back. Give me another screw?”

				This time, she forced herself not to blush. He had a partner. Of course. Named Sam. Clearly Drew was not an option. Not that she’d ever considered him to be. Not in a million years.

				No, she had more pressing issues to deal with. Nursing her mother back to health. Keeping her accounting practice and Moonbeam’s business afloat. Figuring out how to be a fake psychic. Typical stuff.

				“One more screw, please?”

				Violet bit her lip and handed him one, determined not to notice the way her hand tingled when he touched her.

				***

				The next evening, Violet was ready to jump out of her skin.

				Preparing to do a fake psychic reading would be hard enough without worrying about her mother’s health. But from the moment Moonbeam had come out of anesthesia the night before, she’d been a handful not only for Violet, but for every member of the medical staff.

				Could she have some medical marijuana?

				No.

				What about burning sage in the room?

				No, definitely not. Her neighbor was on an oxygen tank.

				Watsu would really help the healing process; did they have a swimming pool on-site?

				No.

				It went on like that all evening, and eventually, Violet began to notice the nurse eyeing the cords snaking out of the wall. Violet could see the wheels turning in the nurse’s head: one good tug, and it could all stop…

				You had to hand it to Moonbeam, though. She was spirited. Just like Dr. Abbott had said. Dr. Abbott, with his warm chocolate eyes and thinning caramel hair. And yes, his slightly vanilla personality. Nothing wrong with that. If Violet wasn’t mistaken, he’d looked down the front of her blouse at least twice while adjusting Moonbeam’s IV pole. He was interested in her, at least a little. She could do worse than a doctor, assuming he wasn’t married with a wife and one-point-two kids at home.

				So now here she sat in Moonbeam’s shop, cozy in the chair that still held the shape of Moonbeam’s rump. She had five minutes before her first psychic reading. What the hell was she going to do?

				Next door, Violet could hear the faint hum of some obscure ’80s hit. She tried to tune it out, but found herself lured by an odd wave of nostalgia as she recalled the crackly speakers and gym-sock smell of a middle school dance. One of the few Moonbeam had allowed her to attend.

				Whitesnake, she thought. That was the band. The song was called “Trouble.”

				Focus, Violet. This isn’t helping.

				An astrological chart. She could do that. She could waste at least ten minutes of the appointment printing one off on the computer and talking to the woman about her birth sign. That was good, right?

				But it wasn’t enough. Violet was going to have to make something up. She sighed, feeling a sense of dread snake up her spine as the little bell tinkled on the door, signaling Mrs. Rivers’s arrival.

				“Hello, Mrs. Rivers,” Violet said, standing up. “Did you get my telephone message?”

				“Yes,” replied the mousy-looking woman picking her way toward the back of the shop. She looked like a light breeze might topple her over, and she jumped like a scared cat when she bumped against a rack of key rings.

				Cheating husband, thought Violet.

				“I hope your mother is okay,” Mrs. Rivers said. “I’ve used her services a few times, but I have to admit, I never knew she had a daughter.”

				“Yes, well, I live in Portland.”

				Mrs. Rivers looked at her quizzically.

				“Portland, Maine,” Violet amended, feeling foolish. “Shall we get started?”

				“Oh. Oh, yes, of course. So is this common?”

				“What?”

				“For psychic abilities to run in families this way. You know, you and your mother—”

				“Yeah, sure. Very common. Can I get you some tea?”

				Mrs. Rivers gave her a goofy smile. “You’re the psychic. What kind of tea do I like?”

				Violet resisted the urge to roll her eyes. This was one of Moonbeam’s favorite tricks.

				“Chamomile,” Violet replied, feeling guilty already.

				Mrs. Rivers looked delighted. “Oh! You’re as good as your mother!”

				Absolutely, thought Violet, turning to switch on the Insta-Hot. I can read the notes in the appointment book, just like Moonbeam.

				“So how long have you been in business?” Mrs. Rivers asked as they waited for the water to boil.

				“Oh, almost ten years. Right after I got out of college.”

				“Really? You went to college to be a…?”

				“Oh. Psychic. Right. Um, actually, my degree is in accounting. I’ll be running an accounting practice over in that corner of the shop while I’m here. If you know anyone who needs my services…”

				“A psychic accountant? Oh, you’ll be in very high demand.”

				“Right. I actually don’t combine the two. Unethical, you know?”

				“Of course,” Mrs. Rivers said, and Violet felt like a heel.

				She turned in her chair and retrieved a mug from the cupboard, along with a tea bag and two sugars—just the way Mrs. Rivers liked it. “So you’re a Gemini, right?” Violet began. “Let me just pull up your astrological chart here on the laptop and we can go over your—”

				“Actually, I don’t want to do the astrological chart this time.”

				“No?”

				“No. I want to know something… um, personal.”

				“Personal?”

				“Yes. You see, I have this friend.”

				Violet sighed. “Mrs. Rivers…”

				“Okay, okay, you’re too good,” Mrs. Rivers said, looking guilty. “You’re right, it’s me.”

				“Go on.”

				“It’s just… I want to know about Frank.”

				“Frank? Right, good old Frank. What do you want to know?”

				“Well, he’s just been acting a little suspicious lately, and there have been a couple times when I’ve wondered if maybe there’s something going on and—”

				“You want to know if he’s cheating?” Violet guessed.

				Mrs. Rivers’s eyes grew wide. Jesus, Violet thought. When a woman has to ask a total stranger if her husband is fooling around, she already knows the answer. Why is she asking me?

				“I’m just so—,” Mrs. Rivers began.

				“Yes. Yes, he is cheating. I’m sorry.”

				“But—”

				“Statistically speaking, twenty-two percent of men cheat. Really, it’s best to move on. Once the trust is gone, you really don’t have much left, do you?”

				Mrs. Rivers looked dumbstruck. “But how—?”

				“The how isn’t the point, Mrs. Rivers. The point is, you can’t let things go on like this.”

				“I can’t?”

				“No, you can’t. And I think you know what you need to do.”

				“I do?”

				“Think about it.”

				Mrs. Rivers furrowed her brow, concentrating hard. “I guess you’re right. So how long has this been going on?”

				“About two weeks longer than you’ve suspected it.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes.”

				“Okay. So I need to confront him, then. Maybe I could bring him here and you could talk to him? I mean, he can’t deny it with you. You’re a psychic. You see everything.”

				“Right. See, that’s really not the best idea. Why don’t you and Frank sit down and have a heart-to-heart talk. And even if he denies it, I think there’s a more important lesson in here for you.”

				“There is?”

				“Yes. You need to start standing up for yourself. You need to not let Frank—or any other man—control the way you feel about yourself. You need to be strong. How will he respect you otherwise?”

				“Well, I guess…”

				“Don’t guess. Know! Be strong! Be assertive!”

				“Okay!”

				“Now go out there and kick some ass!” Violet shouted, pounding her fist into her palm with a smack.

				Mrs. Rivers looked befuddled. “Wow. You’re a lot different than your mother.”

				“Yeah, well, she taught me everything I know. I just put my own twist on it.”

				“Okay,” Mrs. Rivers said brightly, glancing at her watch. “So it looks like our time is up.”

				“It is?”

				“I only signed up for a half hour this time.”

				“Right,” Violet said, feeling a weight lifting from her shoulders. “So I’ll just run your platinum MasterCard now.”

				“Wow. That’s really amazing how you just know things like that,” she said, digging in her purse.

				God help this woman, Violet thought as she reached for the credit card machine.

				By the time she’d run the card, issued a final pep talk, and ushered Mrs. Rivers out the door, Violet was feeling exhausted. And thirsty. And yes, a little bit guilty.

				Did Moonbeam still keep a bottle of tequila behind the—

				“Nice work there,” a voice said.

				Violet stood up fast, smacking her head on top of a bookcase. “Ow! Dammit, Drew, how long have you been standing there? Were you eavesdropping? What do you want?”

				“Ten minutes. Yes. Toilet paper.”

				“What?”

				“Just answering your questions again. In the order you—”

				“Right,” she said, trying hard to hold on to her indignation instead of noticing the bright blue of his eyes. “So you were eavesdropping?”

				“Not intentionally. The walls are pretty thin, and I share a corridor with your mom’s shop. I was just stocking the restrooms for tonight and I noticed we were out of toilet paper and—”

				“Right. I know. The access door to the storage closet is in Moonbeam’s shop.”

				“Wow!” Drew said. “You must be psychic!”

				Violet frowned. Was he being a sarcastic bastard or a naive one? Sarcastic, she thought, eyeing the back of his head as he opened the storage unit. Definitely sarcastic.

				“Anyway,” he said from inside the closet, “since you’re psychic, you probably already know that Frank isn’t Mrs. Rivers’s cheating husband.”

				“What?”

				“Frank is her squash partner. They both play professionally. They were ranked in the top-ten doubles teams on the world circuit a couple years ago, and I’m pretty sure Frank wouldn’t be happy to hear you think he’s cheating.”

				“But—”

				“Of course I’m sure you already knew that,” he called over his shoulder. “Being psychic and all.”

				Violet closed her eyes and counted to ten. Maybe this wasn’t so bad. Maybe the squash partner really was cheating. Maybe he wouldn’t be so angry. Maybe—

				“So Drew,” she said, interrupting her own thoughts in desperate hopes of canceling them out. “Do you often eavesdrop on my mother’s sessions?”

				“Not intentionally,” he called from inside the closet.

				“Right. Not intentionally. I was just wondering if her technique has changed much over the years.”

				“You mean does she still prey on gullible people and tell them exactly what’s written all over their faces?” He turned around with his hands full of toilet paper and grinned at her. “Pretty much.”

				“I wouldn’t use the word prey, exactly—” Violet began.

				“No? What word would you use?”

				“My mother is empathetic.”

				“Of course.”

				“She’s kind,” Violet added, not sure why her cheeks were heating up. “Moonbeam is keenly in tune with the emotions of others.”

				“Absolutely. Nothing wrong with that at all. Hell, I’m not even sure she knows she’s full of it.”

				“Am I sensing a little skepticism here about psychic powers?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest.

				“Would that be your sixth sense or your seventh sense at work there?”

				Sarcastic. Definitely sarcastic.

				Of course he had to be good looking. And of course he also had to be gay. Why could she never meet any straight, handsome, funny men who weren’t complete smart-asses?

				Dr. Abbott, she thought, and forced a little smile.

				Drew began to juggle the toilet paper with maddening ease, and Violet watched, fascinated in spite of herself.

				“Hey, are you coming tonight?” Drew asked, still juggling the toilet paper.

				“Tonight?”

				“The Men of Texas. I’ve got your name on the list.”

				“Oh, right. I mentioned it to my mother’s best friend, and she thought it sounded exciting. I’m not so sure. It’s not really my scene.”

				“Your mother’s best friend watching the Men of Texas? This I’ve gotta see.”

				“Yes, well, I’ll try to be there.”

				She watched him juggling the toilet paper for a few more minutes, disgusted with herself for being so strangely amused, so fixated on his hands.

				Hands reserved for his partner, Sam, she reminded herself. Knock it off, Violet.

				“Did you know Oregon is the most active juggling state in the U.S.?” she blurted.

				He stopped juggling and stared. “What?”

				“Yes. Approximately fifty-three percent of the state’s population can juggle. Portland is also home to the only retail all-juggling store in North America.”

				“This data fetish you have is fascinating.”

				Violet blinked, not sure if he was teasing or genuinely fascinated. He was smiling, but that could mean anything.

				“Well, I knew about all that because I’ve been contracted to do some accounting work for the guy who runs the juggling shop,” she said. “But there really are a lot of interesting statistics related to Oregon. Have you heard that Oregon has the highest concentration of strip clubs in the nation?”

				“I’ve heard that,” Drew said slowly, studying her with something that was either amusement or the expression of a man trying to remember if he had mental-health services on speed dial.

				“It’s not true,” Violet said. “Oregon actually has the second highest concentration of strip clubs in the nation. West Virginia beats us.”

				“I didn’t realize we were competing.”

				“It has to do with the Oregon Supreme Court ruling that adult bookstores, nude dancers—it’s all considered free speech, so it’s protected. It’s part of why Portland thrives on the whole offbeat counterculture thing. Legalized medical marijuana, physician-assisted suicide, bacon-wrapped doughnuts—”

				“I never thought I’d hear doughnuts and suicide in the same sentence,” Drew said. “At least not in a way that made sense. You really are a wealth of wacky data, aren’t you?”

				Violet bit her lip. “I can’t help it. Part of being an accountant, maybe.”

				Drew’s eyes were locked on her mouth, and Violet stopped biting her lip and stared back. He shook his head and turned away from her. “Hope to see you tonight, Violet.”

				He walked away juggling his toilet paper.

				***

				Drew couldn’t believe he’d invited Moonbeam’s daughter to see the Men of Texas. What the hell had he been thinking? Sometimes he forgot he ran a bar with strippers and not an exotic sushi restaurant.

				The nature of his business, and particularly the addition of the twice-weekly male-stripper shows, had annoyed the hell out of his ex-wife. It didn’t matter that the stripper thing had been her brother’s idea, or that Jamie saw it as the fulfillment of his lifelong dream. Catherine had expected Drew to talk her baby brother out of what she saw as a ridiculous plan, and the fact that he refused annoyed Catherine to no end.

				As a high-powered divorce attorney, Catherine probably could have fought him for a share of the bar, but she hadn’t been the least bit interested. In fact, she had only set foot in the bar twice during their entire two-year marriage.

				“Professional women find that sort of thing gauche,” Catherine had told him so many times he’d stopped counting.

				And Violet was definitely a professional woman. That’s why Drew choked on his cherry Coke when she came wandering through the door at ten p.m., looking saucy and stern in a pair of slim black pants and a purple wraparound top made of some sort of stretchy material. The stilettos she wore gave a sexy wiggle to her walk. Drew tried not to stare.

				That became impossible as Violet’s companion joined her. She looked like someone’s grandmother, with fine, pale curls and a plump bosom. Of course, no grandmother he knew wore a red bustier under a tie-dyed cape, with purple Birkenstocks to round out the ensemble. Drew had to blink several times to take her all in. Had he seen her around Moonbeam’s shop before? If he had, she sure as hell hadn’t been wearing leopard-skin stretch pants.

				He watched as the two of them ambled over to a corner table and smiled up at the waiter. To her credit, Violet maintained eye contact, despite the fact that the waiter was clad in nothing but a green loincloth designed to look like leaves. Grandma was slightly less subtle. Her jaw was hanging so far open, Drew could have lobbed a basketball in there.

				As soon as they’d ordered their drinks, Drew walked over to their table. Violet looked up at him, those odd-colored eyes luminescent beneath the black lights.

				“You made it,” he said, smiling down at her. “I didn’t think you would.”

				“Yeah, well, I’ve actually never been to a show like this before.” She looked around in obvious wonderment. “I wasn’t too sure about it, but we had kind of a rough day at the hospital with Mom, and Butterfly thought we could use a distraction. Oh, I’m sorry. Drew, this is Butterfly, my mom’s best friend. Butterfly, this is Drew… er…”

				“Watson. Drew Watson,” he said, extending his hand for Butterfly to shake. Instead, she grabbed it, flipped it over, and began to study his palm. Drew stared at her for a minute, then looked to Violet for help.

				She just shrugged. “Right. Drew owns the place, Butterfly.”

				“Really?” Butterfly asked, glancing away from his palm momentarily to look up at him with renewed interest. Her eyes were as globe-like as the butt cheeks of the dancer on stage behind them.

				“So you must, um, really like the nude male figure?” Butterfly asked.

				Drew laughed. “Not nearly as much as I like the nude female figure.”

				The two women exchanged a look, and Drew got ready to offer up the usual defense. He wasn’t gay. He didn’t have a thing for naked men. It was just that from a marketing standpoint, exotic male dancers were—

				“Sir, Mr. Watson, sir.” A bouncer came running up to the table, his brow furrowed in concern. “We’ve got a situation again.”

				“A fight?”

				“No. It’s Jamie. He’s refusing to go on.”

				Drew sighed, trying hard not to grit his teeth. He looked back at Violet and Butterfly, both of whom wore the identical female expression that said, The second you leave, we’ll be talking about you.

				“Will you ladies excuse me for a minute?” Drew said. “I’ve got a crisis to avert.”

				“No problem,” said Violet, reaching up to take her drink from the waiter. A strong drink, from the look of things. “Thanks again for inviting us.”

				“No problem. Really. Make yourselves at home.”

				“Of course. Because my home is filled with half-naked men writhing on the floor.”

				Drew let that one pass and hurried off down the hall toward the dressing room. Jamie. God. What now?

				Rounding the corner into the dressing room, Drew followed the sounds of muffled sniffling to a sofa in the back corner. There sat his ex-brother-in-law, looking forlorn and a bit drunk in his fireman costume—lined with Velcro for easy removal, of course.

				“What seems to be the problem, Jamie?” Drew said, coming to sit beside him.

				Jamie looked up at him, his eyes red-rimmed and goopy. Jesus, Drew thought. And women throw their panties at this guy?

				“It’s Sid,” Jamie sniffled. “He called me a wuss.”

				“Right. Remember what we talked about with the sticks and stones…?”

				“But it really hurt my feelings, boss,” Jamie said, his expression so wounded that Drew couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. Well, as sorry as he could feel for a man who’d been named Mr. Oregon Bodybuilder for three out of the last five years.

				“You have to get through this, Jamie,” Drew soothed. “Those guys just tease you to get a rise out of you. If you don’t let them get to you, they’ll stop.”

				“But dancing is my art,” he sniffed. “They don’t understand how it wounds me when they make a mockery of something that’s so emotionally valuable to me.”

				“Hey,” Drew said. “Remember those pretty girls in the front row last week? They could have tucked that hundred in anyone’s shorts, but whose did they choose?”

				Jamie smiled a little at that. “Mine.”

				“Exactly. And who did we pick out of all the dancers to perform at that movie star’s bachelorette party next month?”

				Jamie’s smile got wider. “Me.”

				“And who’s going to fund his college education entirely off tips from his job here?”

				By now, Jamie was glowing. “Won’t that be great? Maybe I’ll even keep going and get my master’s in social anthropology.”

				“I’m sure that will serve you well,” Drew agreed. “So are you almost ready to go on? The Men of Texas are relying on you to get the crowd warmed up for them.”

				“I’ve got it covered, boss,” Jamie said, standing up and putting on his fireman’s hat that said Red Hot. “You can count on me.”

				Then he trotted away, leaving Drew to stand there staring after him.

				“I should have been a preschool teacher,” he muttered.

				***

				By the time Drew got Jamie pumped up and settled a dispute between the Men of Texas over whose costume had the most sequins, a full hour had gone by. The bar was packed with two bachelorette parties and an assortment of tipsy women taking advantage of the late-night drink specials, so Drew hadn’t had a chance to check on Violet. Was she enjoying herself, or had she gotten offended and left by now?

				As he rounded the corner next to the main stage, Drew got the answer to that question.

				“Hey, big boy! Take it off! Woooooohooooooo!”

				Violet was standing on the table—which, thank God, he’d had the foresight to bolt into the floor—wobbling in her stilettos as she called out to one of the Men of Texas.

				Somehow the tie on her wraparound top had come loose, displaying a flash of black bra Drew tried hard not to notice. Violet shrieked again, and the dancer on stage lobbed his T-shirt at her. She leaned out to catch it—a tough move even if her balance hadn’t been compromised by the contents of the four empty cocktail glasses on her table.

				Violet yelped. Drew ran.

				He reached out and caught her just in time, feeling her tumble into his arms in a cloud of bourbon and warm flesh.

				He looked down at her in his arms and felt his libido surge. “You really have to stop falling like this.”

				“But it’s so fun to have you catch me!” She looked blearily into his eyes and smiled. “Why aren’t you naked?”

				“Why aren’t you under the care of a good therapist?”

				“I am!” she shrieked with delight. “Does that mean you’ll take off your clothes?”

				Drew tried not to smile as he glanced around the room. “Where did Butterfly go?”

				“She went next door to clean the mouse cage. Apparently bourbon makes her want to tidy.”

				“And it makes you want to stand on tables and scream at naked men.”

				“Doesn’t it do the same for you?”

				Drew sighed. “No.”

				Violet nodded knowingly. “Tequila then. Hey, can you take me home?”

				“What?”

				“I was going to take a cab, but since you’re standing here holding me, I thought maybe…”

				“Right,” Drew said, and set her on her feet. He looked up at the stage, where one of the Men of Texas seemed to be winding down. “Let me go find Sam.”

				Violet sighed looked strangely sad for a moment. “Sam. Right. Good old Sam. I might hate Sam.”

				“What?”

				“I’ve never met Sam, so I guess that’s not fair, is it?”

				Drew took a step back, not really sure what to say. “Okay. I need someone to look after things while I run you home, so we need Sam. Are you staying at Moonbeam’s house?”

				“Yes. Definitely.”

				“Do you think you can tell me how to get there?”

				“Pretty sure.” She signaled a passing server with a drink tray, her mind already on something besides the Men of Texas or her evident distaste for his business partner.

				“Okay. Well then, I’m glad you’ve enjoyed yourself here.”

				Drew went to get his keys, shaking his head a little as he rounded the bar. He was willing to bet his next mortgage payment this was not a woman who got drunk and screamed at scantily clad men in bars. Come to think of it, he wasn’t sure drunk or screaming were even part of her repertoire. He wasn’t sure about the scantily clad men, but he preferred not to dwell on that.

				“Hey, Sam,” he called to the busty, middle-aged blonde woman behind the bar. “Can you cover things for a few minutes?”

				“My sitter’s with the kids for another three hours, so I’m good. What’s up?”

				“I need to run Moonbeam’s daughter home.”

				Sam glanced up from the beer taps and squinted toward the table where Violet sat swaying to the music. “That the girl who’s been trying to spank the dancers all night?”

				“Probably.”

				“Good luck. You’ll have your hands full with that one.”

				Drew felt his mind veer into dangerous territory with the thought of having his hands full of anything to do with Violet, so he turned and headed back toward her table.

				He found her perched on the lap of one of his dancers, a drunken smile on her lips.

				“So then I found out that my date had bet his best friend ten dollars that I had breast implants,” she was hollering into the dancer’s ear. “Can you believe the nerve?”

				The dancer shook his head in wonderment, looking down her shirt in awe of the gift that had dropped into his lap.

				“Come on, Violet,” Drew said, hauling her up out of Joey’s arms. Joey looked glum for a minute, but perked up at the sight of her pert little butt walking away from him. Drew scowled at Joey and ushered Violet in front of him, steering her toward the door.

				As soon as Drew got her into the car and extracted some driving directions from her, Violet began to chatter at warp speed.

				“It was so nice of you to invite me out like this,” she gushed. “Moonbeam would have a stroke if she knew. Is that bad to say about my mom when she’s in the hospital? It really is too bad you’re gay. You’re awfully cute. Sort of like John Cusack.”

				“I’m not—”

				“I know you and Moonbeam haven’t always gotten along and she told me you’re exploiting the human body, but those guys seemed pretty happy and with all those tips they’re being fairly compensated and the temperature was good so they have nice working conditions so I don’t think you’re so horrible.”

				“Well—”

				“I was just telling Butterfly how nice you were to feed the mice like that. Do you come over to Moonbeam’s shop a lot? Because I’ll probably need a lot of help over there. Do you want to know a secret?”

				“I—”

				She leaned close—as close as she could with the seat belt yanking her backward—and whispered against his cheek.

				“I’m not a psychic. I’m an accountant with Barton and Withrow in Portland, Maine.”

				“Yeah, you mentioned the accountant thing already,” Drew said, not sure if it was the liquor on her breath or something else making him mildly dizzy. “It’s nice you’ve got a few different career skills to fall back on. I mean, besides the psychic thing.”

				“No, no, you don’t understand,” she slurred. “Psychics don’t exist.”

				“Oh. Okay. Well, then, you’re a pleasant figment of my imagination.”

				She smiled at him… a little sadly, it seemed. Then she lost her train of thought as she became distracted by the buttons on the radio. Drew studied her. What an odd woman. They drove in silence for a few minutes until Drew pulled into the driveway of Moonbeam’s house. He jerked the parking brake, but kept the car running, not ready yet to walk her to the front door.

				“So who won the bet?” he asked.

				“Huh?”

				“Your date bet his friend you had breast implants. Just curious who won.”

				“Pig.”

				He grinned. “Yup.”

				She smiled at him. “It’s okay, I guess, since you’re gay.”

				Before he could react, she’d grabbed his hand and shoved it into the front of her shirt.

				“See?”

				“Uh—”

				“Now you have your answer!”

				“Um, Violet?”

				“My date never did get to find that out.”

				“Right. Violet?”

				“Pretty impressive, huh?”

				“Absolutely, but Violet?”

				“Yes?”

				“I’m not gay.”

				“You’re not?”

				“No.”

				She stared at him. She looked down at his hand, not in any hurry to remove it. She looked back up at him, seemingly bewildered.

				“You’re sure you aren’t gay?”

				“Positive. I’ve even been married before.”

				“Married?”

				“To a woman,” he added. “A woman even more high-strung than you are.”

				“But I was so sure you liked men, and then there’s your partner, Sam, and—”

				“Sam is my business partner. And a woman.”

				“So you’re not—”

				“No.”

				“But—”

				“Violet, I’m as gay as these are silicone and you’re a psychic.”

				“Oh.”

				“So I think the gentlemanly thing to do would be to remove my hand from your very nice, very real, very unpsychic breast.”

				She smiled, looking startlingly sober all of a sudden. Then she put her hand on his, holding it there. “And what if I don’t want you to?”
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