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          K Bromberg

        

      

    

    
      It all started with the invitation. To my ex-fiance’s new wedding.

      I should have ignored it. Thrown it away. Set it afire. But I didn’t. I replied.

      With a plus one.

      And then my assistant accidentally mailed it.

      Enter Hayes Whitley. Mega-movie star. The man who has captured the hearts of millions. But I gave him mine years ago. He was my first love. He was my everything. Right until he up and left to chase his dreams without so much as a simple goodbye.

      When he showed up out of the blue ten years later, I should have known to steer clear of him. I should have rejected his offer to take me to my ex’s wedding. I should have never let him kiss me.

      But I didn’t.

      And now we’re left wondering if the pieces of the life we once shared still fit together somehow. First loves are hard to forget. The question is, do we want to forget? Or do we risk the chance and see what happens next?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Love doesn’t need to be perfect,

        it just needs to be true.

        -Anonymous
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      This has to be a joke.

      It’s my only thought as I stare at the square invitation in my hands and take in the uncanny similarities.

      Champagne-style font. Check.

      A scroll pattern embellishment. Check

      Cream-colored linen cardstock. Check.

      The words, the physical layout of them on the paper, and every other detail I can discern. Check. Check. Double check.

      How is it possible that the invitation in my hand looks exactly like the one I’d spent hours obsessing over when deciding the particulars for my own wedding invitations?

      I rub the expensive paper between my fingers as if I need to make sure it’s real. Finally convinced it is, I scrutinize the details all over again.

      It looks like my wedding invitation all right. Same groom—Mitch Layton. Same ceremony time. Same destination: the tropical paradise of Turks and Caicos.

      Everything is identical except the bride’s name and the date. Because this invitation says Sarah Taylor.

      And that’s not me.

      In fact, the only place it says Saylor Rodgers is on the outside of the envelope where it sits discarded on my desk. I double-check the address one more time. Yep, it was definitely sent to me. On purpose.

      I’m an invited guest? Seriously?

      Surely the man I left high and dry the week before our wedding wouldn’t invite me to his wedding—to someone else—a mere six months after I called ours off.

      But there it is. My name. My address.

      Sweet Cheeks CupCakery

      Attn: Ms. Saylor Rodgers

      1313 State Street

      Santa Barbara, CA 93101

      Definitely not a mistake because that’s me, and this is where he knows to find me.

      The irony. It’s been six months, and not once has Mitch sought me out to ask for a more detailed explanation other than “because I just can’t do this anymore” as to why I left.

      And his first attempt at communication is like this? Inviting me to his wedding in what I can only assume is an obvious attempt to show me how easily I could be replaced? To try to make me feel inadequate while boosting that bruised ego of his?

      Such a classic Mitch Layton move; passive-aggression at its finest.

      My temper fires but I don’t understand why I’m angry. This doesn’t matter. He doesn’t matter. But if I don’t care about him in the least, why does the sight of this invitation make my stomach churn?

      And even more importantly, why am I setting down the RSVP card, picking up a pen, and opting for the filet mignon rather than the macadamia nut encrusted halibut as my entrée selection when I have no intention of going?

      None.

      Whatsoever.

      Making a selection is just my crazy talking.

      So even stranger, why am I placing an X next to the “plus-one” for a guest when there is no plus-one in my life?

      I stare at where I wrote my name on the RSVP card, think about everything I’ve been through over the past six months, and know the answer: because it makes me feel good to do it. To know that Mitch can’t affect me anymore. He wanted to upset me with the invitation, and hell yes, for a minute I was just that, angry and hurt. Wouldn’t anyone be when they find out their ex-fiancé has moved on so quickly? But when all is said and done, he accomplished nothing more than making me grateful I’m not the one marrying him. I chalk it up to Mitch being Mitch. Egotistical, arrogant, and childish.

      Screw him.

      So I stuff the RSVP card inside the little self-addressed stamped return envelope.

      All the while imagining the look on Mitch’s face when he opens it and finds my name written on the card inside.

      I run my tongue over the adhesive on the flap.

      Envision his surprise when he sees I’m bringing a date. You’re not the only one who has found someone to make them happy, Mitch.

      Close the flap and press it so it sticks. Picture the look on Rebound Sarah’s face when he hands it to her and tells her to add two more to her headcount. Does she sneer? Does it cause a fight? Or do they snicker over it until they sit back and wonder if I’m really going to show up.

      And then worry that I am.

      Even if I’m the only one who’ll ever know it, there’s an oddly therapeutic sense of satisfaction holding the sealed envelope in my hand. In knowing his plan has backfired.

      God, I’m being ridiculous.

      I roll my eyes and toss the sealed envelope on my desk with no intention of ever thinking about it again. I shouldn’t have wasted my time filling it out in the first place because I don’t care. Not one bit. Not about him or what the future Mrs. Layton looks like or his childish need to get the last word in about our relationship by sending me this.

      In fact, leaving him was the best thing I’ve ever done.

      I’m happier now.

      Without a doubt.

      Definitely happier.

      I think.
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      “Saylor.”

      My brother grumbles my name for what feels like the tenth time in as many minutes. I ignore him and keep my focus on the elaborate design I’m perfecting on the cupcake in front of me instead.

      It’s so much easier to keep my head in the sand than listen to the lecture I know is coming. The comments about how the payables are more than the receivables. The do you know that even with this small business loan you acquired you’re still going to drown in debt unless you figure out how to acquire more business? The you need to come up with a marketing plan different than everyone else so you’ll attract more customers.

      And then he’ll start his spiel. How I need to be more active on social media. How Internet orders are huge these days and where the bakery can find longevity and success. Get enough online orders, up the demand for my product in surrounding cities, sell franchise opportunities to service those demands, then sit back and reap the rewards.

      Doesn’t he see I’m doing everything I can? That I’ve poured my blood, sweat, and tears into my dream since breaking up with Mitch? Not only to prove to myself that it was the right decision, but probably more so to prove to everyone else that it was. That I can make it on my own. Without him or his family name or their bank accounts full of money. That none of that defines me.

      And so I keep my head down, add the pearl lacing around the edge of the cupcake I’m decorating (for a wedding no less) while intermittently glancing to the foot traffic outside, hoping they’ll stop in and buy a cupcake.

      Or several dozen.

      Because his groan is only going to get louder the deeper he gets into the mess I’ve made of the spreadsheet his number-crunching brain deems easy. His columns, rows, and formulas with symbols that make no sense to me. I’ve got more important things to do than stress over adding numbers into the sheet.

      Like running all aspects of the business he’s currently—and deservedly—bitching about.

      “Saylor?”

      The change in his tone has me lifting my head to look through the open doorway where he stands watching me. The look in his aqua-blue eyes is full of confusion and what I think is anger. There’s something in his hand I can’t quite see.

      Crap. What did I do now?

      “Did that asshole seriously have the audacity to invite you to his wedding?”

      I slowly set the piping tube down and brace my hands on the butcher block in front of me in preparation for Ryder’s protective older-brother gene to kick in. For the anger to come out on my behalf when he should be the one pissed off after what Mitch’s family did to him because of me. And due to my own stupidity for not tearing up the invitation in the first place.

      I’d completely forgotten about it.

      Or at least that’s what I tell myself as I look at the champagne cardstock in his hand and remember the RSVP card I filled out in haste last month. More as an act of “screw you” than of real intent. Regardless, the dread I felt was more than real when my assistant, DeeDee, told me she mailed out the envelope I’d left on my desk. The one I’d meant to throw out but had become distracted by a customer and had forgotten all about.

      My smile is tight as I pretend to be perfectly fine with having been invited. Because it’s easier to pretend than to let the tears of guilt burn bright over the fallout that has affected him as well. My sweet, gruff, overprotective brother who loaned me the money to start this business and then found out his largest account—Layton Industries—withdrew their business, his top source of dependable income over the past eight years.

      I see the stress in the lines on his face. Know he’s trying to help me as much as he can and at the same time chase new clients to keep his consulting business afloat. Be the mom, dad, and big brother to me all in one fell swoop. But I know he hates when I thank him for it, so I focus on answering his question instead. I recognized the did that fucker Mitch really invite you? in his tone despite the polite way he phrased it.

      “It appears so,” I murmur and worry my bottom lip between my teeth, attempting to divert the topic at hand. “How bad did I mess up the spreadsheet?”

      “Screw the spreadsheet, Say. Does that prick really think that—?”

      “I left him, Ryder.” My voice is quiet when I speak. A mixture of uncertainty tingeing its edges. “Not the other way around.”

      “And for good reason.” He grimaces when he realizes his tone is harsher than he’d intended, his own anger at Mitch shining through. “Look. I know it’s been hard for you. You basically had to start all over. A new place to live, your friends all siding with him and treating you like you never existed, working endless hours in the bakery, being lonely . . . all of it. But you’re doing it. You’re starting a new life. Have a business up and running and—”

      “Barely,” I mutter as I scrub away the frustration on my face with my hands and in the process smear icing all over my cheeks.

      “It’s a lot more than most people would be doing seven months after a long-term breakup.”

      I inhale deeply and nod my head as I pull up my proverbial bootstraps. This was my doing. My choice. Walking away when I could have stayed. Realizing that even though Mitch and I had been together for six years, the spark had died long before. Sure there is more to a relationship than just the want to throw him up against the wall the minute he gets home and have wild reckless sex with him, but then again, that spark was never there to begin with.

      Growing up with parents who had loved so fiercely, yet constantly referred to the numerous goals, dreams, and wants they gave up because Ryder and I took precedence, gave me pause to what I’d be giving up by marrying into Mitch’s family. Because the compromise would have been solely on my part. Not his.

      Regardless of my reasons, no one on the outside can fathom why I chose to walk away. I mean, he was Mitch Layton, perfect in every way imaginable—polite, successful, Ralph Lauren-handsome—and even with all that perfection, I can still recall looking in the mirror in the weeks before our wedding and thinking while all that was nice, I didn’t want to live a life always wondering if nice was enough.

      I pull my mind from the thoughts and look back at my brother, to the intricate and colorful ink on his forearms. Study the images that are typically hidden beneath the crisply starched dress shirts he wears for work as he lifts the invitation to read it again. “I’m sorry this affected you, too. That my breaking up with him—”

      “I told you not to bring it up again. This was not your doing.”

      “Spoken like a true friend.” I chuckle and pick up the piping tube again. More like my only one—and sadly it’s because he’s my brother so he has to be—given the circle of friends Mitch and I had over the years seemed to side with him after the breakup. The weekly lunch dates suddenly were rescheduled by text saying, “I’ll call you when I get free time,” and the monthly girls-only dinners for some reason stopped happening. Even my manicurist, who did Mitch’s mom’s nails, suddenly had no openings for my long-standing appointments.

      “Does he actually think you’ll show up?”

      “He invited me, didn’t he? Or maybe it was the bride-to-be who did? Who knows? Who cares?”

      “Do you know her?”

      “Never heard of her before.”

      “Whoever it was probably just wanted to rub your nose in it. He’s arrogant enough. Thinks he’s such a prize. So why not make you worry and wonder if you made a huge mistake leaving him since someone else would snatch him up so quickly? What a fucking joke.”

      I love that he immediately came to the same conclusion that I did about Mitch’s intention behind sending me an invitation. At the same time, I silently loathe that since I’ve received it, I’ve been going over my reasons for calling off our wedding more than I should be.

      I refuse to acknowledge it has anything to do with Mitch or the invitation.

      It’s perfectly normal to have doubts. Like middle of the night stare at the ceiling when I can’t sleep wondering if the grass is greener on the other side doubts. You don’t make major changes in your life without having them.

      And walking away from the man you’ve loved and been with for most of your adult life qualifies as a major change, so it’s justifiable to have some level of uncertainty.

      “Agreed,” I muse as I lace another row of beads on the next cupcake. “But wouldn’t you feel the same way if someone did that to you?” My brother just stares at me, the snarl on his face betraying the calm in his eyes. “I get why you’re pissed at him—and I am too for what he did to you—but when it comes to me, Ryder, he has a right to be mad. I was the one who called it off without warning.”

      “Oh, I remember, all right,” he says over his shoulder as he heads back to the desk. And I know he does. How could he forget holding me while I sobbed when I realized I couldn’t go through with the wedding? Or how he was the voice of reason through all of my hysterics, talking me down from the ledge and urging me to listen to my heart? And then later, holding my hand while I picked up the phone and told Mitch I needed to talk to him. “You want to really know what pissed me off more than anything? You broke off an almost seven-year relationship with him and not once did he get angry or rage or sit on your doorstep and beg you to reconsider. He didn’t fight for you, and you’re worth fighting for. Instead, he acted like the passive-aggressive asshole he is by sending you an invitation to his new wedding.”

      I shrug, loving that he thinks I’m worth fighting for, and at the same time understand the fact that Mitch not fighting for me, was an answer in itself. “If you were in his shoes, how would you have handled it?”

      “Me?” He laughs with a sheepish grin that suggests what he’s about to tell me may or may not have happened in the past. “After the girl refused to talk to me, I would have gotten shitfaced. It wouldn’t have been pretty. Then I probably would’ve pounded on her door all night long until she was so sick of it, she’d have to face me. And if she wouldn’t and I had to gather some sort of self-respect, I would’ve probably gone out, drank some more, slept with the first willing candidate because . . . well because, if I ask someone to marry me, I mean it. And now I’ve just wasted six years of my life, am pissed as hell, and would want some way to feel better about myself. So yeah . . . not classy but that’s what I would have done.”

      I snort. “Sounds about right, and yet for the life of me I can’t see Mitch acting like that—the going out and screwing the first thing he laid eyes on part.”

      His sarcastic laugh rings around the empty bakery. “Hate to break it to you, sis, but obviously he did or else he wouldn’t be getting married this quickly.”

      And I can’t hide the fact that the notion stings. But at least it solidifies one of two things: he either felt the same way about our relationship as I did, or he fell in love with Rebound Sarah because I bruised his ego and she made him feel good again.

      “Maybe he wants to prove he’s over me despite the comments I’ve overheard that she’s a carbon copy of me.” Out of the corner of my eye, I watch as those words stop his trek back into the office. The notion that Mitch is marrying another tall, aqua-eyed, blonde-haired woman with olive skin hits him.

      He laughs, sarcasm ringing in it as I hear the shuffle of papers on my messy desk in the back room. “Where’s the RSVP card? I’ll send it back and let him know just what I think about how smart you were to dump his ass. Pretentious prick.”

      Luckily Ryder can’t see me from where he stands because I’m certain my scrunched up nose and the falter in my icing would give away what I did.

      “Saylor?”

      “Hmm?” Indifference.

      And there must be something in how I respond that catches the tiny inflection in my tone.

      “Please tell me you’re not actually considering going.”

      “No. Of course not.” Eyes on the next cupcake. My fingers squeezing another row of pearls around the edge. My feet shifting to abate the weight of his scrutinizing stare.

      “Where’s the card then?”

      “I must have lost it. Or thrown it out.” Dodge. Avoid. Ignore. “Oh. Maybe it fell on the floor and is under the desk—”

      “You’ve always been a horrible liar.” I can hear the confused disbelief in his tone as he takes a few steps toward me. I immediately let go of my hair wound around my finger. My tell. “The question is, what exactly are you lying about?”

      “Nothing. Drop it.”

      “Did you return the RSVP, Saylor?”

      “Yes. No. It’s not what you think . . .” I blow out an exasperated sigh while he stares, waiting for me to continue. I hate that I feel like a child about to get scolded for doing something stupid. “I marked the card out of spite. I had no intention of going at all . . . but then DeeDee picked it up and mailed it in by accident and . . . well, now they think I’m coming. With a date no less.”

      “That’s classic.” He laughs but the sound fades as he narrows his eyes and his thoughts connect. “Hold up. So you marked the card out of spite. I can buy that. But if you had no intention of ever going, then why did you put it in the envelope? That kind of tells me the thought somewhat crossed your mind.”

      “I don’t know.” I shrug, trying to figure out where he’s going with this. “I just did. There was no hidden meaning behind it, Ryder.” He’s starting to piss me off. I know he’s reading into this, thinking more of it than he should, and I just want him to go away so I can decorate in peace.

      But he doesn’t. He just stands there and continues to stare like I’ve done something wrong.

      “You do realize Mitch sent you the invitation as a joke, right? That neither of them actually want you at their wedding.”

      I roll my eyes and huff. “I’m not a child. Or an idiot. I know they don’t want me there and I assure you, I don’t want to be there.”

      “You sure about that?”

      My head snaps up to meet the questioning in his eyes. “Am I sure about what?” There’s a bite of anger in my voice. A tinge of why are you questioning me?

      “I’m just trying to figure out if you’re having second thoughts.”

      I snort. “If I did it’s a bit late since it seems he’s getting married.”

      “Mm-hmm.” There’s something condescending in the way he says it, and it makes me grit my teeth.

      “And mm-hmm means what?” My hands are on my hips now, my temper starting to flare.

      “I find it interesting that you haven’t said shit to me about getting the invitation. So that tells me it has gotten to you more than you’re letting on. If it didn’t bug you or if you weren’t having second thoughts, then you would have said something.”

      “I didn’t tell you because it isn’t a big deal.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      There’s that response again.

      “Just say whatever it is you’re not saying, Ryd. I’m not in the mood for whatever reverse psychology game you’re playing here.”

      “It would be totally normal for you to have doubts you know.”

      “Agreed, but what do doubts have to do with this?” I point to the invitation on the table between us.

      “I’m just making sure you’re not planning on doing anything stupid you’ll regret, that’s all.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Like you showing up to the wedding type of stupid.” He lifts his eyebrows as he says the words and snaps the last thread holding my temper at bay.

      “Why do you keep harping on about this? Get off my back, will you? Do you think I have a secret plan to sneak off to the wedding? Cash in the travel voucher the resort gave me as a credit for my own cancelled wedding and just show up because all of a sudden I’m worried that I’ve made a huge mistake? What do you think I’m going to do, spy through the hedges during the ceremony so I can satisfy my morbid curiosity over what the future Mrs. Layton looks like all the while silently thanking God that it isn’t me walking down the aisle to him?”

      “Say, that’s not what I meant by—”

      “Better yet. I think I should go.” My temper is lit and I couldn’t stop the words from rushing out if I tried. “In fact, I’ll hire some totally hot stud from an escort service to take me. I mean, I put plus-one, after all. So when we walk into the reception, it’ll be obvious he’s so madly in love with me that those assholes—the people I thought were my friends, yet were nowhere to be found when I needed them the most—can see us. Why not, right? If I showed up head over heels in love with some hot guy, then God willing, they’d all see that I’m not at home in the corner licking my wounds because I realized I made a mistake like they all think I am.” I finally stop, chest heaving, hands fisted, and anger over being questioned weighing heavy in the space between us. Ryder’s eyes remain locked on mine yet he doesn’t say a word. “So if that’s what you mean by doing something stupid, then no worries Ryder, I’ve got stupid covered. Thanks for the vote of confidence, though.”

      I slam the piping bag down for emphasis. A huge blob of the teal-colored frosting shoots out from the force and squirts across the distance onto the butcher block. I stare at it for a moment, wanting to laugh and cry at the same time over the situation. At Ryder thinking I actually want to get back together with Mitch and at myself for going off on him and letting my temper get the best of me.

      It’s not his fault. It’s mine. It’s the overload of emotion that I’ve held in since my breakup with Mitch. It’s the knowing that everything I just pretended to make up—wanting to see what Rebound Sarah looks like, wanting to see Mitch and feel relief that I had walked away, wanting to prove to our old friends that I’m better off now—are thoughts I’ve actually had over the past few weeks. Validations I don’t need but have crept into my mind nonetheless.

      “Say.” There’s nothing but empathy in his voice, and yet I can’t look at him. Can’t lose it when I’ve been trying so hard to keep everything—my life, my emotions, my sanity—together to prove to everyone, including him, that I made the best decision.

      Needing a minute to collect myself, I hang my head, draw in a deep breath, and tell myself it’s okay to feel a bit unhinged. That leaving the life I once had and essentially starting over again would leave most people feeling crazy.

      “No. I’m okay.” I clear my throat and focus on scrubbing the colored icing from the countertop so he can’t see the tears welling in my eyes. All the while, I wait for him to say more. Know he wants to. And yet when only silence weighs down the air around us, I’m forced to look up.

      Ryder’s head is angled to the side as he stares at me with nothing but compassion in his eyes.

      “That’s not what I meant, Say. I just meant that doubts and curiosity are a normal thing to have. That there’s nothing wrong if you do and I didn’t want you to feel you had to hide them from me.”

      I chuckle nervously, not wanting to discuss this. “Thanks, I’m sorry. I guess I went off the deep end there.”

      “It was entertaining picturing you peeking through the bushes with leaves in your hair.”

      I glare at him. “Funny.”

      His expression softens but the intensity in his eyes remains. “For the record, you didn’t make a mistake leaving Mitch. Not one that I can see, anyway.” I appreciate the show of solidarity. His support of my decision.

      The tears I’ve held back, threaten once again. “Thank you. I appreciate hearing that more than you know. Can we just forget about it? I don’t plan on going to his wedding. I never did. It was just a mishap the RSVP got mailed.”

      “Okay, deal. But I have to admit, I kind of like knowing he’s worried that you’re actually going to show up. Serves him right for sending it to you.”

      “What I really need to do is get back to work. The clock is ticking, and these cupcakes need to be frosted.” I pick up the piping tube without looking at him, survey the hundred cupcakes left to ice, and appreciate the need to focus on getting them done and delivered rather than Mitch and his copycat wedding.

      My wedding.

      Thankfully Ryder leaves me be and returns to the little alcove off the kitchen. A heavy sigh of discord still comes every couple minutes when he finds something else I must have done wrong on the little spreadsheet he made me. But there is definitely a reason he’s the numbers guy between the two of us and I bake for a living.

      I decorate to the beat of the music. A little Maroon 5 to lighten my mood as I add designs to cupcake after cupcake, stopping after every ten or so to flex my hands and stretch my fingers when they cramp. My mind veers to Mitch. I can’t help it. It’s almost as if it would be easier for people to understand if there was some huge smoking gun that ended our relationship, but there wasn’t.

      He was perfect in every way. Polite. Successful. Kind. You name every characteristic of who you’d want to marry, and his country club mug shot would be posted right beside it.

      But too much perfection is sometimes a bad thing. Especially when I’m far from perfect myself. How did I ever think I could marry him and live up to his and his family’s ridiculous societal standards and ideals of what is expected of a wife?

      We were the classic case of it’s not you, it’s me. And I wear the big, shiny crown taking the blame on that like there is no tomorrow.

      But as perfect as he was, there had been a lack of passion. And not just the kind that happens when you’ve been with someone for years, but rather the kind that never was there to begin with. The kind I overlooked from day one because if a guy treats you as well as Mitch treated me, and is as good a catch as our friends with wide-eyes full of jealousy kept telling me he was, then you’re supposed to overlook that, right?

      But there was more than that. He never understood why I’d prefer to be up to my elbows in a vat of cake batter with pink frosting smeared in my hair, rather than with the Junior League celebrating the coming of spring at some kind of social event that was more of an excuse to buy a fancy new dress and red-soled shoes. Or how tea with his mother—where she talked endlessly about superficial topics—was enough to bore me to sleep, but to me spending a few hours volunteering at the local ASPCA, cleaning dog kennels and giving extra attention to the lonely fur-babies, was an afternoon well spent.

      Because God forbid we had a dog of our own. To Mitch, dogs meant fur, and fur meant mess, and I was already messy enough with my frosting and sprinkles for him.

      It wasn’t the difference in our upbringings, because opposites often attract, but rather it was so much more of the day-to-day wants and needs.

      His want for me to stay at home rather than work, versus my need to go out and create something for my own self-satisfaction. Our weekly bout of scheduled sex got the job done but never fulfilled that need within me to have the earth-shattering orgasm some of my girlfriends had bragged about. That want within me to smile automatically when I received a midday text from him rather than cringe wondering what I had done wrong this time.

      I shake my head and recall the day the realization hit me out of nowhere. I was spending so much time obsessing about every single detail of our wedding, trying to make everything perfect, because if the wedding was perfect then the marriage was going to be too, right?

      However, I wasn’t blind to my own bullshit. I had been so focused on selecting vows and table centerpieces and favor choices that when I had a day to sit and do nothing while Mitch was off on one of his boys’ country club weekends, it hit me like a ton of bricks.

      “A part of me—one I’m really hating right now—thinks you’re brilliant.”

      Ryder’s words pull me from the thoughts that have run a marathon in my head over the past six months. When I look toward him, my smile comes easily for the first time in the past hour. “It took you, what? Almost twenty-eight years to figure out what I’ve known all along—that I’m the smarter one?”

      “Dream on.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Then what are you talking about?”

      “For the record, I still think your idea is horrible, but you might be onto something.”

      “My idea? What are you talking about?”

      “You’ve had the business for what? Ten months now?”

      “Since it’s officially been up and running here at the store, more like eight. Why? What am I missing?” I set the piping bag down and lean back against the counter behind me.

      “During that time, has it ever crossed your mind that the machine that is the Layton family may be influencing your sales?” I chortle out a laugh, immediately discrediting him. “No. I’m serious, Say. I know this is a big town and it’s just one family, but they are well known around here. Mitch’s uncle is a congressman and his father owns half the town. I think it makes more sense than not that they—”

      “I doubt the Laytons are making a point in their busy lives to sabotage Sweet Cheeks. They’ve got small countries to run or something.”

      “That’s not what I’m implying.”

      “Get to the point then.” Patience. Gone.

      “All I’m saying is, when there’s a breakup, people back away from the person they think is to blame, right? They typically side with the one they feel has been wronged.”

      I eye him suspiciously. “Should I assume you’re referring to me as being the one to blame?” Crossing my arms, I hate that his comment miffs me.

      “Yes. And no.” He takes a step closer and dips a finger in one of my empty frosting tubs and licks the dab. “Mitch’s friends have already proven to be shallow and judgmental. Proof being the way they basically cut you out of their lives after you broke it off. So . . . what if we turn the tide?”

      “Dude. I love you. I’m sure you have a point to make. But, seriously? I’m not following your reasoning and have what feels like a million cupcakes left to frost, so can you please get to whatever you’re getting to so I can finish them?”

      “It’s all about perception.”

      I snort and roll my eyes at him. “And how is whatever brilliant thing I said going to make my business suddenly successful by changing the perception of my ex-friends? After how they’ve treated me, I would never really want to be friends with them again anyway.”

      “Your little rant gave me an idea.”

      What? “I was joking, Ryder.” Unease tickles the back of my neck.

      “Just hear me out.” He holds his hands up in front of him. His chill out, Saylor look is on his face. “Let’s say you do show up at the wedding with someone who is better looking, more influential, more something in their eyes than their precious friend Mitch. There’s no doubt in my mind that they’d look at you in a different light.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I sputter the words out and immediately chastise myself for automatically defending the very people who hurt me.

      “To us it is, yes. We were taught not to pledge allegiance to the friend with the biggest bank account but after how they’ve acted, it seems they do.”

      “Fine. Sure. If that’s the case, then it’s a good thing I no longer associate with them.” I turn my attention back to the cupcakes, not wanting to waste another thought on them or wherever he’s going with this.

      “You’re completely missing what I’m saying.”

      “Then just say it.”

      “I think you should go to the wedding. Do exactly what you joked about.” He smacks his hands on the butcher block for emphasis. “Walk in there with your head held high and act like leaving Mitch was the best damn decision you’ve ever made, even if seeing him feels like you’ve been punched in the gut. The fact that you’ve traveled thousands of miles and have enough balls to be there should make a huge statement in itself without you ever having to say a word.”

      He’s lost it. Like totally lost it. “You forgot one thing. I don’t have balls.” I try to lighten the mood. Derail the topic.

      “Hardy har har. C’mon, I’m being serious, here.”

      “I am too.” How did he go from listening to me rant to thinking this is a good idea? I sigh. “So, what? You think that by me showing them I’m more confident, they’re going to somehow support the business? It’s not like baking cupcakes is solving the world hunger crisis or anything. That’s a huge stretch.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not. But if you left the golden boy and are no worse for wear and actually have the guts to show up at the wedding, you sure as hell know they’re all going to wonder what you know that they don’t.”

      “For the record I still think you’re crazy, Ryd, but thank God I’m not looking at the world through their snob-colored glasses, either.”

      He flashes me the same cocky grin he has since childhood. “Just think of it this way: if they see you with this newfound confidence, they’ll think the bakery is rolling in the dough. Pun intended,” he says with a lift of his eyebrows as I roll my eyes. “Being the shallow assholes they are, they’ll sniff the proverbial money in the air and think they need to try out your new shop to see what has changed in you.”

      We stare at each other across the table. His eyes search to see if I agree with what he’s saying. And I do see some merit in it. I remember the many times I sat at lunch with all of my then-friends and listened to them talk about so and so and how they must be doing well. The discussion would turn to maybe we should go see for ourselves.

      I can’t even believe I’m entertaining the thought or that this crazy set of mishaps has led to this discussion in the first place. It’s one thing to envision Mitch panicking. It’s another to find out the RSVP was actually mailed. And now this? Ryder thinking I need to show up to save the bakery?

      I can't believe I'm finding an ounce of merit in what he’s saying.

      “Possibly,” I finally murmur, breaking his gaze and starting the next identical line of piping. I’m mad at him for making sense and annoyed with myself for even entertaining this conversation. And then it hits me how to stop this conversation, once and for all. “You forgot one more thing though, Ryder. I’d have to have a hot guy who’s madly in love with me. Isn’t that what my friends need to see in order for me to even remotely think I can pull this off? You’ve seen my dating life of late. Netflix and Nutella are about as exciting as I get. And hiring some paid-for escort to take me to a foreign country is not going to happen. So sorry.”

      When I look up, I can’t read the intention in his hint of a smile, but something about it has me straightening up. Our eyes hold, his head nodding ever so subtly as he rubs his hands over his jaw line.

      “I can think of a few options.”

      “Drop it,” I huff. “You’re crazy. Discussion is over.” I bend back over, effectively dismissing the topic at hand.

      But he doesn’t move. Just stands there and watches me. And I hate every second of it. But I don’t look up, don’t say a word.

      Discussion is over.
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      “Do you know how much I want you?” My hands are braced on either side of her. Her nipples are hard and pressed to my chest. The cool silk of the sheets slide over my ass as I grind between the heat of her thighs.

      “Show me.” Tessa’s eyes flutter closed as her lips meet mine. My dick hardens. It’s impossible to ignore the memories of last night—her kiss, her moans, her nails—when this was real between us. Skin to skin. Without the merkin or the glycerin spray for sweat. Void of the heat of the set lights or eyes of the crew watching us. Or rather, watching her, because she’s definitely a visual orgasm.

      It’s Saylor. She needs your help.

      My next line falters on my lips. The words I know by heart escaping me as the text I received earlier distracts me once again. Tessa’s body stiffens beneath mine, her face twists in annoyance, and I know there’s no way we can smooth over my missed line.

      “Shit. Sorry.” I sit back on my haunches and go to scrub my hands over my face but stop myself before smearing the makeup artist’s hour-long job creating my two-day-old black eye and stitched-up cut on my cheek. Instead, I scrunch up my nose as I look down at Tessa. Beautiful, sexy Tessa who is sneering at me from behind her dark lashes and thick stage makeup. Pissed because I can’t get my shit straight today, my concentration continually hijacked.

      But it’s not like I don’t know my lines. I’m sure the director thinks I was out late partying and not studying the script for today’s fifteen-plus-hour marathon shoot. Just what I need—him to get pissy and do a million retakes until it’s perfected, which will result in one of Tessa’s well-publicized starlet tantrums.

      The criticism I deserve. The tantrum I don’t.

      The irony is Tessa knows exactly where I was. On top of her. Beneath her. In her. All night long.

      And if she throws a tantrum then what happened between us last night will come out somehow. She runs at the mouth when angry and that won’t bode well since I’m trying to keep a low public profile. Because even though this is a closed set, someone will talk. Talk leads to tabloids. Tabloids lead to snooping. And in my current situation, snooping leads to disaster.

      And as much as I’m taking the fall for all of the other shit going on—the tabloid accusations of cheating—I’d rather keep them to just that: accusations, instead of verified facts.

      Besides I fucked up. The thing with Tessa wasn’t on the agenda. We were running our lines for today. This sex scene . . . and one thing led to another.

      Not that I’m complaining because Tessa Gravestone equals spank-bank material for most men.

      But when I look down at her where she lies on the bed, perfect tits uncovered and on display—because her theory is if she bought them, then people should see them—I just sigh and shake my head. Another apology on my lips.

      And as much as I’d like to convince myself it was the great sex with her last night and wanting to do it again right now that has me forgetting my lines like a first year SAG card holder, it’s not.

      It’s not the stress of keeping what happened with her under wraps or what’s going on in the tabloids with Jenna or anything else.

      It’s fucking Ryder. I don’t talk to the guy for over eight months and then all of a sudden we talk twice in one week. But it wasn’t plans we made to meet up when I finally head home for the first time in forever that have me screwing up my lines. It was his damn text.

      His simple request. The mention of the one person we both had an unspoken agreement never to bring up: Saylor.

      And fuck if I’ll admit that just seeing her name is the reason my concentration has been shot to hell.

      “Hayes?” It’s the director’s voice.

      “Yeah?” I look up, my mind pulled immediately from long, tanned legs dangling from the dock, warm summer nights making out in the tree house we’d long since outgrown, and seeing my name on the back of my letterman jacket as she walked up the sidewalk to her front door.

      Every person on the set is staring at me. Time is money. And I’m sitting here wasting it, thinking about way back when. Another life I escaped from but suddenly feel like I’m being sucked back into.

      All because of a simple damn name.

      “Sorry. I got distracted.”

      Tessa puffs her chest out—pink nipples on display—thinking she’s the cause of my distraction. I fight the roll of my eyes. Bite back telling her she’s not that great if for nothing more than to knock down that ego of hers that grows bigger every day.

      “Are you undistracted now?” the director asks. Chuckles filter through the room as the grips and cameramen assume it’s my dick distracting me. Understandably. I bet a few of theirs are flying half-mast too at the sight of Tessa.

      She smiles smugly as I shift off her and back to my original blocking for the start of the scene. “Yeah. Let’s take it from the last mark. I’ll nail it this time.”

      At least I earn some chuckles with that one.

      The hours roll together. Take after take. Line after line. All on repeat until deemed perfect by the acclaimed director, Andy Westin. The main reason I begged, borrowed, and stole just to get the role. So I could get the monumental chance to work with him. Learn from him.

      I throw everything into my character. Tell myself to block the noise out. Ignore all thoughts of Saylor. And get through the first part of the day and its expedited filming schedule sped up for my own benefit.

      When we break for lunch at four in the afternoon, I grab a quick bite at craft services and head back to my trailer for some downtime.

      My cell on the dinette greets me as I enter. The text on it still lingering on my mind. The woman it pertains to even more so.

      Wanting to catch a quick snooze during the ninety-minute break till next call, I lie down on the couch, feet on one armrest and my head on the other. I run the next scene through my head. The lines I know like the back of my hand. The ones I definitely can’t fuck up next go-round.

      . . . Saylor . . .

      The emotion and intonation I need to inflect in each word of the script.

      . . . the seventeen-year-old girl I left behind . . .

      The facial expressions I’ll need to emulate to convey my character’s inner turmoil.

      . . . sweet smiles, soft lips, my teenage world . . .

      The physical actions required to show a man in conflict as he makes love to the woman he suspects had a hand in murdering his father and yet he can’t help but love.

      . . . the only regret I’ve ever had . . .

      “Goddammit.” I scrub my hands over my face in frustration. I need to focus. To concentrate. And not on Saylor. The girl I never said goodbye to. The promises left empty. The door I slammed shut so I didn’t feel like the selfish prick I was for chasing my dreams without a single thought to hers.

      Shit. It’s amazing how the bright lights in this big city have pushed all that away. Faded the memories. Reinforced my decision with the success it has brought me.

      And all it takes to bring me right back is one text from my oldest friend who never asks for anything.

      Cashing in that IOU. It’s Saylor. She needs your help. Call when you can.

      Fuck, man. Trying to forget her is like trying to remember someone I’ve never met. It’s impossible. And no matter how hard I try to push Ryder’s text out of my mind, she’s still there.

      Clear as day.

      Because nothing improves the memory like trying to forget.
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      “That’s a good color on you.”

      I glance up from the cupcakes before me and glare at DeeDee. “Funny.”

      “Let me guess, it was you versus the frosting and the frosting won?”

      “Is it that bad?” I reach up to pat down my hair but stop the natural reaction since my hands are covered in frosting too.

      DeeDee’s smile widens as she takes in the fallout from trying to do too many things at once. Like use the hand mixer and reach for the phone at the same time so the beaters lift from the bowl and spray blue icing all over the place.

      More specifically, all over me. If my apron is any indication, I can only imagine the million blue flecks in my hair as if someone threw confetti at me.

      “Nah. It’s just you.”

      I laugh and know this is exactly one of the things that irked Mitch so much. My ability to get so lost in my work that I don’t give a second thought to being covered in ingredients. How some days I’d slide into his car and get something—batter, frosting, or God forbid, sprinkles—on the custom leather seats of his precious Mercedes. “Guess that explains why my dating life is so jam-packed these days, huh?”

      “You and me both,” she says as she looks up from the computer with a lift of her eyebrows. “Checking social media for you.”

      “Per Ryder’s request, I’m sure.”

      She laughs for good measure, giving me an answer without saying a word. “Bride’s mom from last weekend tweeted last night saying she loved the cupcakes and wanted to thank you. I private messaged her and asked if she’d be a reference for us. She agreed and asked if it would be okay if she recommended Sweet Cheeks to the catering manager she works with at the convention center.”

      “Really?” The thought of getting on their coveted vendor list has me smiling despite the nine hours I’ve already put in today.

      “Yes. Fingers crossed she follows through. See? The power of social media.” Someone’s been talking to Ryder too much. I shake my head at the thought as she stands and walks toward the table where I’m working.

      “Wow. These look great. Is this the order for the Rosemont family that came in yesterday?” She steps forward to look closer at the ten dozen cupcakes I’m putting the finishing touches on. All of them are decorated like a Marine’s dress blue uniform, complete with accurate bars and accolades.

      I angle my head to the side, scrutinize my own work and nod, pleased with how they turned out. “Yes. They’re for a celebration of life event. He was a retired Marine.”

      “Highly decorated by the looks of it.”

      “Seems so.”

      “Do you want me to deliver them for you?”

      “No need to. They’re getting picked up after five.” I glance at the clock on the wall and cringe. I have forty minutes left to get them finished.

      The bell on the door to the bakery jingles, announcing a customer, and DeeDee smiles.

      “The game must be over. I’ll man the counter,” she says as she heads out front to greet them. And thank God for the game, or rather the series of basketball games in a state cup tournament, being held right down the street at the high school. A lot of new faces have been stopping in this week with the buy three get one free flyer we papered the school with, resulting in some boosted sales.

      I’ll take any little victory I can get right now.

      The intermittent jingle of the door lightens my mood as I finish up the final dozen uniform-themed cupcakes, package them up, and place them in the display case for completed orders behind the counter. I know Ryder will be happy with this week’s receipts and that, more than anything, gives me an ounce of hope I’ll be able to figure something out to keep my dream afloat.

      The colors in the sky begin to fade as I clean up the back room and take a few phone orders. What I really want to do is run upstairs to my apartment atop the bakery and grab a quick shower. But I figure if I wait until we close, then I can reward myself with a glass or two of wine while soaking in a hot bath.

      The bell jingles again and I hear a man say, “Good afternoon.” Something about the sound of his voice gives me pause, and I stop long enough to notice that after a few seconds, DeeDee hasn’t responded.

      “Dee?” I call out as I move through the doorway to the retail front. She comes into view first—eyes wide, mouth agape—staring straight ahead. I immediately open my mouth to apologize to the customer for her rudeness, but the words—just like my heart—stop abruptly when the customer comes into sight.

      I feel like every part of me staggers backward, and yet my feet stay completely still, as a pair of chocolate-brown eyes meet mine. A cocky yet cautious smile slowly curls up the corner of his mouth.

      That mouth. The one that whispered sweet nothings. Lies. Told me he’d stay forever. And left without ever saying a word.

      It’s like the air has been vacuumed from the room. I struggle to draw in a steady breath, and time seems to stand still as we stare at each other.

      Because it’s him.

      Hayes Whitley.

      An older version of the boy who walked away all those years ago. Washed his hands of me and what we had without a word. The one who broke my heart in every way imaginable and stole more than just my innocence when he drove off.

      Seconds pass. They feel like those first weeks after he left—long, confusing, and painful. And the hurt I thought I’d let go of years ago, slams into me like a battering ram.

      But hell if I’m going to let him know it.

      “Ships Ahoy.” His voice . . . silk over gravel. How can it still cause goosebumps to race over my skin despite everything? How can that stupid nickname I haven’t heard in almost ten years still ruffle my feathers and make me remember things I thought I’d purged from my memory? How can it make me say the one name I swore I’d never say again?

      “Hayes.” My voice is calm. Even. Expertly disguising my racing pulse and the sudden surge of every imaginable emotion overwhelming me.

      “It’s been a long time, Saylor.” No smile now, just a set jaw with intense eyes fixed on mine, and a flex of his hands at his side.

      “A lifetime.” I break his stare and look around at my fledgling cupcake shop and suddenly feel completely inadequate. My cozy, little bakery compared to his larger-than-life public career. I wipe my damp palms on my apron, smear some frosting in the process, but am too overwhelmed seeing him again to care. I take a few steps forward, nerves suddenly jittering within, and have never been more thankful for the counter in between us as I am right now. A barrier. Some distance. Anything to break the pull those eyes of his have always had on me.

      I glance over to DeeDee. I don’t have the wherewithal to try and figure out if the shock blanketing her face is because the famous heartthrob, Hollywood A-Lister Hayes Whitley is standing in Sweet Cheeks or because he obviously knows me somehow.

      Her eyes flicker back and forth between us in an uncomfortable silence, amplified with years of unanswered questions before she nods as if she knows we need a moment to ourselves. She glances back to Hayes for a second and then leaves us alone.

      I turn to physically watch her retreat into the kitchen area and use the few seconds to try and get over the shock of seeing him again. But when she disappears, I have no choice but to turn and face him. Unsure of what to say, I address everything but the elephant in the room. “Congratulations on all of your success.”

      “Thank you.” His voice is soft—almost apologetic—and it pulls my attention to look closer to see the unspoken questions flitting through his eyes. He begins to speak and then stops. Hesitates. Looks down at the cupcakes in the case beside me then back up to me. “You look great, Saylor.”

      His unexpected words surprise me. The simple compliment flusters me. And while a small part of me preens that he notices how I look, I also know he’s lying. Being splattered in a ticker-tape parade of blue frosting doesn’t look good on anyone.

      But I need this reminder of just how smooth Hayes Whitley can be so I can rein in the strange mix of emotions I’m feeling. The familiarity from seeing an old friend and the bitterness of being left behind by my first love.

      I’d prefer to hold tight to the bitterness and anger than acknowledge that fledgling flutter of hope my teenage self must have held on to somewhere deep down. Someday Hayes might come back for me.

      Don’t even think it, Saylor. That’s not why he’s here. Besides, he’s ten years too late.

      “Thanks. You too.” I clear my throat. Dart my eyes. Try to focus on getting through the next few moments without blurting out the questions I’ve held on to for years over why he left me. Tell myself to let it go. After all, I did try. I’d messaged and called, time and again without a response after he first left. If he’d wanted me to know the answers, he would have responded.

      But he didn’t.

      End of story.

      When the silence stretches, my eyes are drawn back to him.

      Everything about him.

      How kind the years have been to him. The dark shirt and designer jeans that look worn but probably cost more than the new display case I’d love to buy. He’s still as ruggedly handsome as before, still has that mysterious edge to him that drew me in as a teenager, but there’s more character to his face now. More lines and angles—a maturity to his features—that make me wonder what those eyes have seen. His body is bigger, broader, more filled out compared to the teenager I once knew, and yet it’s his eyes that hold me rapt. They’re the same warm brown, same dark lashes, but the intensity in them is new. The way he looks at me—unrelenting and thoroughly—leaves any words I was hoping to speak faltering on my tongue.

      “I talked to Ryder last week. He told me about the bakery, so I figured I’d come in and check it out when I got into town.”

      I stare at him, my mind spinning as to why my brother would tell Hayes anything about me. Years ago, we’d had a fight after I’d learned he and Hayes talked occasionally. I was livid and felt betrayed by both of them. Hayes couldn’t pick up a phone and talk to me, but he could do just that and talk to Ryder? And Ryder was okay being friends with Hayes after how he hurt me?  The only solution we could agree on was a type of don’t ask, don’t tell policy. I didn’t ask if Ryder talked to Hayes, and he didn’t tell me if he did. That and the promise I’d never be a topic in one of their discussions.

      So either Ryder’s been lying to me all this time or something has changed to make him break the latter part of our agreement.

      I can think of a few options.

      Ryder’s words come back to me. Cause that flutter of panic to trigger deep down inside me as pieces fall into place. The knowing look he gave me when he said that. The sudden appearance of the one man we both know is decidedly more successful than Mitch or any of the Laytons. And publicly so.

      Holy. Shit.

      My brother didn’t let the discussion, or his ridiculous thoughts about why I should go to Mitch’s wedding drop like I thought he had. Weeks have passed. Weeks! And suddenly Hayes Whitley appears out of the blue?

      All it takes is a split second of time to conclude why Hayes is here. What Ryder has gone and done. And I die a slow death of indignity, my pride thoroughly obliterated.

      Fury fires within: at Ryder for calling him; at Hayes for coming here, which could potentially twist my insides and bring back feelings, emotions, and memories when I don’t want to be reminded. I want to be angry at him—for leaving me, for never speaking to me again, for showing up here with that disarming smile and knowing look like he’s going to win me over in the blink of an eye.

      Well, he won’t.

      “I don’t need your help.” My pride wars on every level with the comment. My acknowledgement of why he’s here. My not needing him to think I look good or bad or anywhere in between. “Or your compliments.” I bite back the emotion swimming in my voice. The bitterness inflamed over time.

      “Did I miss something here?” He draws the question out while I just stare at him, hands on my hips, the chip lodged firmly on my shoulder.

      “I’m going to kill him,” I mutter under my breath choosing to focus my brewing anger at my brother because it’s easier than acknowledging the confusion I’m feeling.

      His chuckle rings around the empty bakery. It scrapes over my soul and opens those wounds I thought had healed. “Well, good thing you said him so I can assume you’re talking about someone else.”

      “You’re not far behind Ryder on the hit list.”

      “You always were quick with that temper of yours.” A flash of a grin. A shake of his head. His unrelenting stare.

      And I hate that he seems amused. I feel like I’m being mocked. Played. And every part of it grates against my sensibilities. My body’s visceral reaction to him—the undeniable attraction still simmering beneath the layers of resentment—battles against my mind’s staunch refusal to acknowledge him.

      “You lost the right to know anything about me ten years ago.”

      “Agreed.” He purses his lips and nods, hands shoved deep in his pockets, shoulders shrugged up like he understands my position. And I don’t want him to be understanding. I want him to be the cocky asshole because I refuse to fall under that boy-next-door charm, I know from experience he can turn on like the flick of a switch.

      Talk about mortifying. Having your brother call the one man who crushed you and asking him to be your date to your ex-fiancé’s wedding. It couldn’t get any more daytime talk show topic if I tried.

      “I should have known better,” I mutter to myself, thinking how I thought I was in the clear on this. That Ryder hadn’t brought up the RSVP or Mitch’s wedding since the day he found the invitation and therefore the topic had been forgotten.

      I’m going to kill him.

      Repeating it in my head makes me feel better. Well, not really but it’s easier to focus on that than anything about the man standing before me.

      My hands fist. My jaw clenches.

      Hayes chuckles and yet all I hear is condescension. Mockery. “Do you mind explaining to me why you’re—?”

      “Whatever Ryder told you I needed help with, I no longer need it . . . I’m a big girl. A grown woman who can handle her own life, so thanks, but no thanks. I’d like to say it’s great to see you, Hayes, but it’s not. While I appreciate the gesture, because I’m not that much of a bitch, it’s actually just uncomfortable knowing why you’re here. This has to be amusing to you to come back, after being asked by my brother no less, to play the part of escort to try and help the girl you dumped.” I stop for a second to catch my breath, the purge of words almost cathartic. His eyes narrow, forehead creases, and his head shakes as he looks at me like he doesn’t understand what I’m saying. So I continue while my courage is winning out over the hurt and embarrassment. Hostility owns my voice. “Look, it’s been a long time and yet nothing’s changed. You’re still Mr. Perfect and I’m far from it, and the last thing I need is you here thinking you’re making it better when in the end it will just be worse. So I appreciate it, Hayes . . . I really do. It’s a nice gesture but it’s been a long day, I’m tired, and so I’m going to close up shop a little early tonight and forgo any more embarrassment for the day. Okay?”

      I blow a breath out and just stare at him, impatience emanating off me with my stance—hands across my chest and teeth clenched tight—while he digests what I’ve said. I’m sure the look of shock on his face stems from the fact that no one probably says no to him now that he’s one of People’s Most Beautiful. Yet right now I can’t find the wherewithal to even care.

      Until he speaks.

      “Guess I underestimated your ability to hold a grudge, Saylor. But I get why you’re angry. I had my reasons back then, but the boy I was then is not the man I am now. I know what I did was chickenshit.” I hate the glimpse of emotion I see in his eyes but can’t read. It’s been too long, and I don’t know anything about the man he’s become to even try to assume what it is. All I know is the regret in his voice hits me and weaves through my anger but doesn’t penetrate the mortification I feel, knowing my brother recruited Hayes. How can he not think I’m desperate?

      “Hayes.” I say his name. A request for him to stop. A plea for him to turn around and walk out the door without another word. A warning to just leave it be and forget everything Ryder told him. Anything so the teenager in me still clinging to her first love remains buried beneath the strong woman I’ve become. An apology is just a word and when it’s coming from an actor, I can’t trust its sincerity any more than I can trust myself not to believe it.

      “No need. I understand,” he says as he holds his hands up in surrender. “I’ll just pick up my order and leave.”

      “Order?” My voice breaks. The singular word has me standing straighter as dread begins to bleed into the edges of my temper.

      I wrack my mind for an order I may have missed under the name Whitley. No order for his mother. No order for anyone I know associated with his family.

      “Yes. It’s under Rosemont.”

      Oh. My. God.

      “That’s my mom’s maiden name.”

      The blood drains from my face.

      “I’m in town for my great-uncle’s funeral.”

      He’s not here because of Ryder. Or me. Or some convoluted plan to be my date so I could seek redemption.

      Shit. Shit. Double shit.

      “I offered to pick up the order so I could . . . I don’t know.” He shrugs, voice tight. “I’d heard this was your place and wanted to see how you were doing.”

      Do something. Say something. And yet I do neither as I stare at Hayes like a deer in the headlights. My mortification reaching new heights but for a different reason.

      “Your great-uncle?” My voice squeaks and he nods his head, eyes never leaving mine. “Oh my God, Hayes. I’m so sorry. For what I said. I had no idea these were for your great-uncle. Or that he died. I–uh–I’m such an idiot.” I can’t stop stuttering out apologies as I move to the refrigerated case and busy my hands as if getting him the cupcakes faster will right the wrong I just made in unleashing my temper. I move each of the five boxes to the counter as quickly as possible in the hopes that my preoccupation and lack of eye contact during the time will allow me to recover some of my dignity.

      “So there you are,” I say as I set the last box down. “One hundred twenty cupcakes, paid in full. I hope you . . . your great-uncle’s family thinks they are reflective of his service.” I keep my eyes trained on the boxes, my voice full of forced cheer as if I didn’t just make a complete ass out of myself.

      Hayes’s hands come into my view as they lift the pink and white striped lid of the uppermost box. I focus on them. I always had a thing for his hands. My mind flashes back. Lying on the Pendleton blanket in the bed of his truck. The trees swaying above us. The heat of him beside me. My fingers tracing over the lines on his palm. Our talk turning to our futures. Our hopes. Our dreams.

      “Saylor?”

      His voice calling my name feels like déjà vu, but it’s enough to pull me from thoughts I shouldn’t be having. My eyes flash up to his and I’m immediately brought back to reality. To the nerves suddenly vibrating through me. To that quick pang the memory caused.

      “Yeah?”

      “These are incredible. Thank you. My mom will love them.”

      My smile is natural when I think of his mom. “Please give her my condolences. I didn’t realize the connection or else I would have called her. Sent her a card. Something.” I sigh, the awkwardness never ending. The curiosity in his eyes over what my rant was about never manifests itself into words, and I don’t volunteer the answers. I glance down to my fidgeting fingers and then back up to him. “Can you just forget everything I’ve said? I thought . . . I misunderstood something and I . . . can we just pretend like it never happened?”

      Pretty please? My eyes beg him while my posture remains rigid.

      “Sure.” That’s all he says. His expression is guarded and gives me no indication whether he thinks I’m crazy. If I were him, I’d be pissed if someone treated me like I did—made the assumptions I made—and he has every right to want to walk out of here and never want to see me again. “I’ll give my mom your condolences.”

      He picks up the first three stacked boxes of cupcakes and I scramble around the counter. “Here, let me help you.”

      “No. Please don’t,” he says as he heads toward the door. “I don’t need your help, either.”

      I stop in my tracks as he pushes open the door with his hip and disappears outside. Pride has me needing to save face. The unknown I feel inside has me wanting to make things right so the lasting impression he has of me is not this schizophrenic woman.

      Grabbing the remaining two boxes of his order, I make my way out of the shop to where he’s placing them in the trunk of a ridiculously sexy, sleek sports car. When he stands up and meets my eyes, a lock of hair has fallen over his forehead, and I’m reminded of who we used to be together. He takes the boxes from me without a word, sets them inside, and shuts the trunk. His eyes are on the keys in his hands as he walks slowly to the driver’s side of the car.

      So many things I need to say to him, about what happened minutes ago and over ten years ago, and yet I think I’ve already said enough.

      He rests his forearms on the top of his car, his eyes still focused on where his fingers toy with his keys. “You always were quick with that temper, Say. Used to cause a lot of problems for you. Seems it still does.” He lifts his face to meet mine but his sunglasses hide his eyes. “Thanks for the cupcakes. I’ll see you around.”

      Without another word, Hayes lowers himself into the car. The engine purrs to life, rumbles in my chest, and he pulls out of the parking lot while I stand there watching him leave.

      The difference is this time I know he’s leaving.

      And at least I know why.

      Was it my fault he left last time too? My impatience? My assumptions? Had I not read him then as I couldn’t read him today? I hate the unanswered questions that drift through my mind and despise the doubts that weigh them down. Because regardless of how many times I’ve discredited them in the past, they still linger.

      Still haunt.

      I don’t know how long I stand there and stare but I’m well aware that DeeDee is waiting to pounce on me for information the minute I go inside. When I push open the door, the sight of her standing there—arms crossed, foot tapping, grin so big her cheeks might crack—confirms my suspicion.

      “No. Fricking. Way.” DeeDee’s eyes bug out of her head as I walk into Sweet Cheeks. “That was . . . he was . . . oh my God, you know Hayes Whitley. Like know-know him.”

      I hear what she says, her prattling, yet I walk past her and into the back kitchen area without a word. I just need a few minutes to wrap my head around exactly what happened. My assumptions. My temper.

      Why, when Hayes drove off, so did a small part of my nostalgic hope that he’d come back for me. And that in itself irritates me.

      Ten years have passed. I’m no longer that young girl he once knew. I’ve lived and grown and learned from my mistakes. Most notably the ones I made in loving him.

      “Saylor.”

      “Not now, Dee.” I hold up my hand to her, my heart racing and head reeling.

      “No. You don’t get to ignore me on this one, Saylor. How did I not know that you know him? I mean I knew he grew up around here but, holy crap, I just made a complete ass out of myself in front of him.”

      I snort. “You and me both.” I head straight into the back room and unlock the door that leads up to my apartment. “Give me a few.”

      When I shut the door behind me, DeeDee is still talking. Still telling me she’s not going to stop asking questions until I answer. And all I can think as I enter my apartment is that the answers don’t matter. Hayes Whitley was a part of my past. Is a part of my past. And if seeing him has churned up all of these unacknowledged emotions that I swore I’d dealt with a long time ago, then he needs to stay right where he is.

      In the past.

      Because by never looking back, he let me know he didn’t want anything to do with my future.
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      “You up there, Ships Ahoy?”

      I cross my arms over my chest, roll my eyes. Sigh. Will he ever stop calling me that stupid nickname?

      The sound of his feet clomping up the stairs of the old tree house greets my frustration and I know like always, he’s not going to leave me alone. He’s so annoying. And such a guy. Ugh.

      Keeping my eyes fixed on the hole in the roof of my most favorite place in the world, I stare at the stars above in the night sky—visually trace the constellations—rather than look over to where the makeshift door has creaked open announcing his presence.

      “Hey, kiddo.”

      I grit my teeth. Hate the feeling as my stomach flip-flops at the sound of his voice. At the stupid nickname that makes me feel like he thinks of me as a little kid when I’m not. He’s only two years older than me.

      Boys are so frustrating. And stupid. And gross.

      But he’s Hayes Whitley. All swoony and tall with his light brown hair and dark brown eyes. He’s funny and flirty and supposedly knows how to kiss better than any of the other guys in school. At least that’s what the older girls claim when they’re giggling on the other side of the locker room before gym class.

      Because I’ve never kissed a boy before.

      But I don’t believe them. He’s just Hayes Whitley. My brother’s best friend. The one who, during my last slumber party, helped Ryder squirt drops of mustard on all of my sleeping friends’ faces before slowly tickling their cheeks with a feather so they’d smear it all over. The boy who takes a cookie out of my hand after school without so much as a thanks before heading to my brother’s room and slamming the door shut to do who knows what before they head out to whatever practice they have for the day. The same guy who, every time Ryder has a party when my parents go out of town to wherever they go, makes sure to climb up the ladder to my tree house to make sure I don’t want to come down and do whatever all the cool kids are doing down below.

      I like it and hate it and don’t understand why I feel that way.

      “I’m not a kid anymore so don’t call me kiddo. Go away.”

      And of course being the stubborn teenager I know him to be, he doesn’t leave. Rather his footsteps clomping around the small area tell me he’s invading my space. My reprieve from the annoying giggles of the popular senior girls downstairs, trying to impress the jocks.

      The floorboards flex beneath me from his weight. The subtle scent of his shampoo and beer fill the space around us. The sound of his body shifting—shoes scraping, jeans sliding over wood, the grunt as he lies down beside me. The heat of his upper arm pressing against mine as he scoots next to me.

      “What are you looking at? Ah man, there’s tons up there tonight,” he says as he sees the bright stars spread across the darkened sky above us.

      “Mm-hmm.” For some reason I can’t say anything else. Nerves rattle around inside me when it’s just Hayes.

      Irritating.

      Frustrating.

      The boy who’s like a third child in our house most days. A second, annoying, brother.

      And yet despite all of that, the nerves I don’t understand are there.

      I concentrate on the sky above. Try to draw lines from star to star and make them any shape I want them to be. It’s so much easier to focus on that than the funny way my blood rushes in my ears. Or the chills that suddenly blanket my bare skin despite the warm night.

      “Have you?”

      His question pulls me from my thoughts. Makes me realize he asked something. I wipe my sweaty palms on my shorts. Swallow over the words tying up my throat. “Have I what?” It’s barely a whisper and I wonder if he even heard me with the party’s music and laughter carrying up here.

      I turn my head and startle when I find his face turned toward mine, our noses inches apart. The heat of his breath hits my lips. My heart feels like it somersaults in my chest and lands somewhere in the pit of my belly. I meet the dark brown of his eyes and avert my gaze immediately, way too uncomfortable and at the same time wanting to look right back at them.

      He waits. It feels like forever in the tiny space of the tree house, but I know it’s only seconds. Seconds where I neglect to breathe. Forget to think. And it’s only when I bring my eyes back to his, suddenly leery that I might have boogers in my nose or leaves in my hair, that he answers my question.

      “Have you seen any shooting stars?”

      My breath hitches as he moves his arm and the back of his hand brushes against mine.

      Is this how a boy tries to hold your hand?

      I don’t want him to.

      I do want him to.

      This is Hayes. Just Hayes. Don’t be stupid. He’s not going to hold your hand.

      The question. Answer the question.

      I clear my throat, trying to make my tongue, that feels like three times its normal size, work. “Yeah.”

      I can’t see his mouth but know he smiles because the corners of his eyes bunch up as his hair, wet from swimming, falls onto his forehead. “What did you wish for?”

      You to kiss me.

      My eyes fling open, and the familiar shadows on my bedroom ceiling do nothing to slow the rapid beat of my heart in my chest. The dream, reliving the memory, feels like just yesterday and so very long ago at the same time.

      That first longing to be kissed by a boy. The smell of summer around us, and those first moments in my teenage life where Hayes Whitley became so much more than my big brother’s best friend.

      He became my first crush.

      Then later my first love.

      And later again my first heartbreak.

      I sigh, snuggle back down into the covers of my big, empty bed, and hate how seeing Hayes yesterday caused forgotten memories to resurface. Like those first flutters of how I felt that night in the tree house when something shifted between us. Such a contrast to the regret that’s been eating at me since I jumped to conclusions. My temper. The twist of my gut as he drove away without allowing me to explain my actions, even though I couldn’t really explain them anyway without feeling more pathetic.

      Damn you, Hayes Whitley.

      Damn him for always popping back into my life somehow: his movie trailer on constant repeat during television commercials, running into his mom in the grocery store, sitting at a Starbucks in town and seeing him from afar on the very few occasions he’s bothered to venture back home. They’ve all caused those feelings of rejection and hurt to rile back up when all I had wanted was for them to be dead and buried.

      Even when I was engaged to Mitch. That spark, the one that had been missing, it was Hayes Whitley’s fault it wasn’t there in the first place. Why can’t I be free of him? It has been ten years. I was going to marry another man, for God’s sake. Shit. I don’t want this. Don’t have time for this churned-up memory. Don’t want this unsettled feeling.

      But it’s not like Hayes even cares. He most likely chalked up what we had to teenage love with his best friend’s little sister. A blip on the radar before he was swallowed whole by the flashes of the cameras that constantly follow him around to document his every move. So why would I assume he’d even think twice about me, a ghost of a memory from his past?

      It’s not like I thought of him much either. Once I met Mitch, he was the patient one earning my trust. The trust I never gave anyone after the job Hayes did on it. Because yes, while I can admit that what Hayes and I had was most likely puppy love, it was also the first time my heart was broken, and you don’t forget either of those occurrences very easily.

      But if it was puppy love, why did seeing him yesterday affect me so strongly?

      It’s ironic. I’m lying in bed thinking about Hayes all these years later and not questioning why it’s not Mitch I’m thinking of.

      It’s only been eight months. Not ten years. And yet, Hayes’s pull on me dominates without question.

      Mitch was gentle and patient and the man I was going to marry. Hayes was brash and assertive and left me with a battered and bruised heart.

      Maybe it’s just because Hayes is the one I couldn’t have. Maybe it’s an inherent thing to feel that way even though I was young without a clue about life or love. Regardless, it doesn’t matter.

      There will be no seeing Hayes again other than on his larger-than-life billboard ads. Or on one of the bazillion magazine covers that adorn the checkout stands, accusing him of cheating on Jenna Dixon: his girlfriend or ex-girlfriend or who knows what she is to him because they are tabloids after all. Or if I don’t flip the channel quick enough when he makes a promotional appearance on Ellen or Jimmy Fallon. Because I screwed up. I assumed Hayes had shown up because Ryder called him. And maybe he felt bad about what had happened a long time ago, thought I was pathetic and pitied my situation with Mitch so he came to save the day. Or laugh at me. Both would have made me feel the same way.

      But he hadn’t.

      Not even close. He didn’t even have a clue what I was talking about, but my temper was unleashed, my mouth in motion without thinking. All Hayes wanted to do was pick up an order for his great-uncle’s memorial. Mitch used to joke that he needed to carry duct tape for my mouth in case I lost my cool, so I wouldn’t make a scene and tarnish the pristine Layton reputation. Now I can see why.

      Talk about being an idiot with a capital I.

      Even worse is that, despite all of this as I lie here in bed, every part of me wants to find some way to apologize to Hayes. I need to explain but know that would only result in me feeling like more of an idiot when I tell him I was a runaway bride. That the wedding bells I thought I heard were actually alarm bells warning me to save myself and run the opposite way. How do I save face and make him see I’m not crazy when I tell him any of that? That I was in a perfectly solid relationship for six years but when it came down to brass tacks, I couldn’t do it.

      I’ll just have to lie low. Keep to myself and away from any of the places I know he frequents when he’s here. Avoidance is probably best at this point.

      With that decided and feeling a bit more settled, I slowly sink into the edge of sleep.

      My mind drifting to that first kiss.

      To our last kiss.

      To how my heart jumped in my throat and every female part of me reacted to the sight of him in the bakery.

      To the man I shouldn’t be thinking about but can’t seem to shake from my mind.
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      I should be working.

      I should be listening to the promises I made to myself.

      I should be doing a lot of things and the one I shouldn’t, I’m about to do.

      The bar was loud when I entered. The deep pulse of bass bumped through the speakers, and it took a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside the Blue Devil.

      It’s all Ryder’s fault. Him and his you need to get out and have some fun. His a bunch of us are going out tonight to just have a few drinks and relax after a long week. His you’re gonna burn yourself out because you’re working too hard. You’ve been through a lot and it’s not going to kill you if you’re not there one night.

      Maybe I feel like I owe it to him to show up after turning him down week after week when he’s just trying to be a good brother by looking out for me. Then again, maybe I showed up tonight because I feel guilty for immediately assuming he had contacted Hayes and my threatening to kill him. Not that he knew, of course.

      Regardless, I’m here and now suddenly feel totally out of place in this huge club packed full of bulging biceps and pushed-up boobs. I take in the short skirts riding up the thighs of women around me and the tight shirts putting the rest of their assets on display, and feel completely inadequate in my black slacks and light pink top.

      It’s not like I’m a slouch in the looks department—at least I’m lacking the blue frosting that decorated my hair yesterday—but this place is so very different than the places Mitch and I used to frequent. It’s more my age than the country club scene, and yet I hate that I feel so uncomfortable when, at age twenty-seven, I should fit right in.

      I think back to how I let Mitch’s influence slowly change the wild and reckless in me to sophisticated and reserved. From vibrant colors to muted beiges. How even though I understand the complexity of the concept now—that less can also be more—a part of me vows from here forward to throw a few splashes of color back in there to regain the spirit of the girl I used to be.

      The one Hayes liked.

      The one that made Mitch grimace.

      I glance up at Ryder when he places another cocktail in front of me and shake my head—glad for the drink and the derailment of my thoughts. “Are you trying to get me drunk?” A giggle escapes my lips and it sounds strange because I don’t giggle. Ever.

      “It’s not my fault you’re a lightweight.” He smirks and leans down closer to my ear so I can hear what he says. “You deserve a night off. I appreciate how hard you’re working so we don’t lose our asses, but you’re going to burn out if you don’t take a break. Besides, you’re young. You haven’t been out once since you’ve been single. Live a little, sis. Be everything Mitch wouldn’t let you be. I’ll make sure you don’t get into too much trouble.”

      He winks at me as he steps back, a boyish grin on his face that transforms as a pretty brunette walks up to him. He slides his hand onto her lower back, his laugh becomes a little louder, his free attention taken. I watch mesmerized, wondering when the last time was I felt like he looks: carefree, young, confident. I also wonder when I last felt like a woman who holds a man’s attention. Attractive. Alluring. Someone to claim. Was I ever that girl?

      Be everything Mitch wouldn’t let you be.

      Ryder’s words strike a chord within me. One I’m not sure I’m ready to face yet, but can’t stop thinking about as I sit and watch the other patrons in the club from our coveted position in the rear corner. The couples who came together and are having a night out with friends after a long workweek. The pack of women standing in the opposite corner, acting as if they don’t care to be approached by any men but whose eyes are constantly roaming over the bachelors in the club and then suddenly acting coy when they finally approach. The men on the prowl: cocky in swagger and with a drink in hand, trying to find someone to hook up with. I watch them all as I sip my drink and chat idly with my brother’s friends and acquaintances. Enjoying myself but still feeling out of place in this scene I stopped being a part of six years ago.

      The funny thing is most people would want to sow their wild oats. And maybe in time I will, but for now, I’m still trying to settle the ever-shifting world beneath my feet.

      Time passes. The music becomes louder. The alcohol flows. The laughter in the club becomes louder as inhibitions are left with one more sip, one more drink, one more smile from the guy across the club.

      I laugh at one of Ryder’s friends, Frankie, as he attempts to perform a popular dance to a song. Attempt being the operative word. My head’s thrown back, eyes closed, and my hand is pressed to my stomach. It hurts from laughing so hard. But when I open my eyes to find Hayes sitting directly across from me, his gaze a mixture of curious and intense as he stares at me through the dimly lit club, the sound dies on my lips.

      The music plays on and yet, despite the brim of his baseball hat resting low on his forehead, my eyes are riveted to his. Words, apologies, excuses for how I acted the other day ghost through my mind and yet none form the proper words to express what I need to say.

      Then again, why do I care? It’s Hayes. The man I know from experience will breeze into town and then back out again without a single word.

      Yet I do. And I despise that I do.

      “Hayes! You made it, brother. Just like you to sneak in without telling a soul and make an appearance.” Our connection breaks. One last narrowing of his brow before the etched lines of his face turn softer, smile spreading, eyes crinkling up, hand reaching out to shake my brother’s. I watch the transformation in his body language as they fall back into a rhythm only they know. I’m left to wonder how he can seem so relaxed when the simple look from him has left my entire body a mess of frenzied adrenaline and unspecified emotions.

      I push away the feelings I don’t understand—chalk it up to the drinks I’ve had and the alcohol making me read into things that don’t exist—and deal with the all-consuming presence of Hayes the only way I know how to: by ordering another drink. Hopefully the alcohol will help take the edge off my thoughts. The ones that are struggling over wanting to know what he thinks of me and not wanting to know what he thinks of me all at the same time.

      And I hate that I’m sitting here wasting time wondering if he even thinks of me at all. It shouldn’t matter. He has moved so far beyond my orbit. Yet every time I look up from whomever I’m speaking with my gaze finds its way to him.

      I loathe it.

      And even more confusing, why, when I look his way, is his focus on me?

      I love it.

      He seems completely unfazed that I’ve caught him staring. It unnerves me. Makes me self-conscious. And after a few times, awakens the defiance in me that has been dormant for what feels like forever. I meet him stare for stare. A lift of my eyebrows. A shrug of my shoulders. A you have no idea who I am anymore or what I’ve been through, so don’t you dare judge me.

      I hate that it makes me wonder if what the tabloids have said are actually true. Their countless reports over the past few months accusing him of cheating on his match-made-in-Hollywood girlfriend, Jenna Dixon. And in the typical Hayes you-push-me-too-hard-one-way-I’ll-ignore-you fashion I grew up with, he has not once addressed the comments. No confirming. No denying. Not even a no comment. Nothing whatsoever.

      I despise that I know this. That I’ve followed just enough about him that I know the gossip. Even worse, when I look up and meet his eyes again, is that I don’t want it to be true. Because if it’s true, then Hayes Whitley isn’t the Hayes I used to know—Hollywood has changed him—and something about that makes my stomach churn.

      My attempts to keep my distance from him fail. Word has gotten out to those in the club that the hometown star, Hayes Whitley, is here. Lucky for him, the club’s bouncers have cordoned off our area to keep the onslaught of admirers from bombarding him and causing a riot in the club. The darkness and our exclusive spot in the VIP corner near a private entrance affording him some privacy from the ever-ready camera phones. Unlucky for me, it means I can’t turn around without noticing him.

      I just want to get out of here now.

      But I don’t make any effort to leave. For some reason my feet refuse to walk toward the exit. So I decide to ignore him. But after a short time I realize ignoring him is impossible because every little thing about him catches my attention. The strain of his shirt cuffs over his biceps as he lifts his bottle of beer to his lips. The distinct sound of his laugh hitting my ears. How, when he leans over to talk to Ryder who is sitting on a sofa, his pants hug the very nice curve of his ass. The clean scent of his shampoo that hasn’t changed after all this time. His eyes constantly watching me in silent judgment.

      He’s everywhere when I want him to be nowhere.

      Yet isn’t that why I came tonight? I can tell myself till I’m blue in the face that I agreed to hang with Ryder and his friends because I feel guilty for blowing them off in the past, but I’d be lying to myself. And not a very good lie either.

      As I meet Hayes’s gaze yet again from across the small space, I know he is the reason I’m here tonight. The off-chance he would show up to see Ryder, his oldest friend, had me putting more effort into my appearance than I have in a while. Like going through my closet to find something that was non-bakery attire to wear, washing the frosting from my hair, and actually putting on more than my usual, lip gloss and mascara.

      The fact that he has me questioning myself infuriates me. And the notion that I’ve spent so much of the past hour and a half thinking more about what Hayes sees when he looks at me than actually having a good time is the last straw.

      Screw him. Screw his opinions and his thoughts and his judgmental eyes that are looking my way once again. He’s the one who walked away. He’s the one who gave up a good thing without a fight, and if he’s going to keep staring at me, I’m going to show him just what he’s missed out on.

      I take another sip, well aware that my courage is in the form of liquid, but I don’t care.

      Pride is still pride.

      My laugh becomes a tad louder. My hips sway to the beat a bit more. When I look his way the next time, his jaw pulses and his focus is more intense. My only acknowledgement is a smirk in return.

      Another sip. A playful twirl out from another of Ryder’s friends that leaves me pressed flat against his chest when I spin back into him. I’m breathless from the exertion and extremely buzzed so it might take me a bit longer to step away as our chests heave against one another’s. Or I might just be well aware that Hayes has his very fine ass resting against the back of a stool a few feet to our right and his eyes haven’t left me.

      The night plays on. My concern over what Hayes thinks or doesn’t think about me slowly fades with each drink I have, each person I chat up, and every laugh that falls from my lips.

      Ryder senses something is going on. Notices this unspoken dance between Hayes and me and the invisible barrier of our shared history vibrating between us. My brother catches my eye a few times, asks if I’m okay, and I smile in return.

      He told me I had to find my confidence again. Little did he know I’m choosing tonight to do just that.

      I’m laughing at something trivial, attention focused on some antic of one of the guys when I feel a hand on the bare nape of my neck. I still, somehow knowing who the hand belongs to.

      Heat. It’s all I can feel. All my mind focuses on. From his skin touching mine. From the unexpected presence of his body behind me, his lips to my ear, his breath hitting my skin. From the sudden ache in the V of my thighs.

      “I love the laughter much more than the temper.” Hayes’s comment is barely a murmur, and yet I can hear every single word despite the constant boom of the music.

      I force a swallow down my throat and nod my head, needing to hold tight to my confidence, and hoping to keep solid ground beneath my feet, because being near him is making it off-kilter for some reason.

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t piss me off.” I turn my head toward him, eyebrows raised, proud of myself for my comeback, until I realize he’s so close we’re breathing the same breath. I startle back—uncomfortable at his proximity and confused over the sudden awareness of everything about him. His cologne. His fingers still resting on my neck. The scent of mint and beer on his breath.

      It has to be the alcohol. That has to be the explanation for my visceral and very carnal reaction to this man I shouldn’t want to like. Ten years should have curbed this desire.

      And yet it didn’t.

      His smile is quick and disarming. “Seems like pissing you off is something I know how to do all too well.”

      I snort. Can’t think of anything else to do because between the brush of his body against mine and the alcohol swimming in my head, words fail me. All I want to do is hate him—validate the hurt I’ve harbored over the years—while at the same time sag back against him and just remember the feelings I once felt. Feelings he doesn’t deserve.

      Stupid alcohol. Stupid feelings.

      My defiance remains, but it’s much harder to stand by it when those chocolate-colored eyes are staring at me up close, and I know from memory that those little flecks in them are almost gold in color.

      But I will resist you. Because you missed out, Hayes. You didn’t want me.

      Or how his lips, now slightly parted and only inches from mine, could kiss me senseless. And that was when he was a teenager. He’s had years of practice now. I’m sure he’s gotten even better at it with age.

      I don’t like you. You or your swoony eyes and perfect kisses.

      Or what his body looks like. I’m tired. My feet hurt. I bet if I leaned against him his body would feel as muscular as it looks. Because I’ve never watched his movies. Ever. Never seen the sex scenes he acts in or the one where he walks bare-assed to the shower. Never rewound them to watch them again. Nope. Well, at least that’s what I’d tell him.

      I giggle as his eyes narrow at me. A slight smirk on those lips again when I don’t want to think about them anymore.

      He glances over to my brother and nods at something. I roll my eyes. Here we go again. They see each other for the first time in forever and without missing a beat, fall right back into their silent way of talking without words. Frustrating me because I know whatever they said is about me.

      Just like they used to when we were kids.

      But this time it can’t be about me because I made Ryder swear to never talk to Hayes about me again. Not even mention my name. Because he’s the reason I met Hayes. And Hayes is the one who hurt me. And so whatever Ryder just agreed to definitely has nothing to do with me.

      “It’s closing time, Ships.”

      “But they can’t close because I’m not even drunk yet.”

      His laugh is loud and distinct, and I hate that it makes me smile.

      “You’re plenty drunk. C’mon. I’ll drive you home.”

      “No.” I’m not going anywhere with you.

      And then his arm is around my shoulders. His biceps firm. His cologne sexy. Everything about him so much more potent than my drinks tonight.

      I’m sure I just said no. Or did I just think it and not say it?

      “Yes.”

      “I have a temper. Remember?”

      That laugh again. “God, yes, I remember. It never scared me away before. I assure you it’s not going to scare me now.”
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      “Are you serious?” Saylor looks me over with those eyes of hers, wide with surprise, as the giggle falls from her mouth. At least this got a smile out of her, considering she’s been pouting like a damn five-year-old the whole time in the car—hating me one minute, liking me the next. A continuous battle between glaring at me in silence and then laughing with me like old times. “What are we doing here?”

      “I wanted to see if it was still here.”

      “Of course it is,” she says as she walks on the dirt path with unsteady feet. The certainty in her voice makes me smile. She glances back at me, cheeks flushed from the alcohol and the brisk night air, and for a moment, I glimpse the girl I used to know. And it’s funny that even though she’s trying to be a hard ass, hold a grudge (which I deserve), the real Saylor still peeks through. “Did you think my parents tore it down just because we grew up?”

      Her voice breaks on the last words, and I feel like such a callous asshole. Bringing her here on a whim. Not being considerate.

      “I wasn’t sure what happened to it,” I murmur quietly, suddenly uncomfortable with what to say as we reach the bottom of the tree house just at the edge of her parents’ property. I look toward their old house up the hill and to the left of us.

      All the lights are off.

      “I’m sorry, Saylor. I wasn’t thinking. I shouldn’t have brought you here.”

      She looks to me, her smile bittersweet. “It’s a good place. Good memories. Ryder lives here now so it doesn’t make me sad anymore.” She stares up to the house for a moment. Nods her head as if she’s trying to accept her own words.

      “I wanted to call you when I found out, to come to the service, but I was on location in Indonesia . . .” My words fade off. The excuse sounds lame. She had just lost both parents—her whole damn world—and I couldn’t make the time to be there?

      “. . . And I didn’t know what to say to you.” Just like I don’t now.

      “It’s okay. Really.” She sniffles softly and reaches out to squeeze my forearm as if I’m the one who needs comforting. “There’s not much you could have said anyway.”

      “I could have been there for you.”

      The look she gives me—ice mixed in a sea of pain—stops me from saying anything more. Because she’s right. I had no right to offer comfort to her, and yet a part of me hates knowing I never tried.

      “I haven’t been up there in years,” she says as she breaks our stare and looks up at the tree house above and then back to me. I can tell she’s desperately trying to change the topic. Can see her push the sadness from her eyes and replace it with the mischief I used to love seeing there, giving me a glimpse of the strong girl I know is hiding somewhere beneath.

      I ask myself again what in the hell I’m doing here. With her. In the middle of the night. Wonder what possessed me to stop by here on a trip down memory lane when I’m supposed to be driving her home. Dropping her off. Then giving Tessa a call back.

      “C’mon,” she part whispers, part giggles and while it sounds forced, it’s much better than the look in her eyes, so I let the topic go. Use the moment to allow her to shift her mental arrow on the do-I-like-Hayes scale from hate over to like. And before I can stop her, her high-heeled feet are making their way up the slat-board steps. She looks back at me and gives me a full-fledged smile—heavy topic overshadowed by nostalgia—and fuck if it doesn’t make me think thoughts about that wild child of a girl, who owned my heart.

      I’m not gonna lie and say I don’t enjoy the view of her ass as she climbs her way up. Shit, she’s been shaking it all night for everyone except me, and I have a feeling even to spite me. It’s about damn time I get a chance to admire it without others watching my every move. And without others watching her every move.

      So I stare for no other reason than because Saylor always did have a mighty fine ass. Way back when and most definitely now. It’d be a shame not to appreciate it. In tight black pants that cling perfectly to her curves as she makes her way, rung by rung, in shoes that have no business climbing up a tree, but fuck does it not add to the appeal.

      I work my way up the rungs behind her, telling myself I’m just following her because she’s a tad drunk and it’s my obligation to make sure after all this time the old structure is safe. It has nothing to do with the fact that when I’m near her, especially in this backyard where we spent hours upon hours together, that I would follow her anywhere.

      So now I’m climbing up a rickety ladder to chase memories down at two o’clock in the morning with my first love. I should be steering clear of everything I feel when I look at her: complicated, nostalgic, curious, turned-on, amused.

      There’s the familiar creak of the door opening and then Saylor disappears into the darkness. When I boost myself up into the area a few seconds later, she’s on that very fine ass of hers with her back leaning against the trunk of the tree that serves as the center of the structure.

      And I swear, when I see her sitting there looking around at the faded paint on the walls with a goofy grin—like she’s so proud she made it up the ladder with her shoes on—I feel like I’ve been transported back to our youth. To those stolen kisses and innocent hopes. To sneaking out on summer nights and having sex down by the lake in the bed of my truck.

      And I wonder for the second time, what in the hell I’m doing here. How is Saylor sitting across from me with her wild eyes and a few leaves stuck in her hair that she doesn’t care are there and a flush on her cheeks? How this girl—definitely now a woman—who used to be my world, is making me question everything in my current life: the people, their sincerity, the chaos.

      The answer’s simple: I owed Ryder big time.

      But hell if I expected to show up to help Saylor, only to get that knocked in the gut feeling the minute I saw her in her bakery. Thinking your old flame will still look the same with her straight lines and tomboy demeanor, then seeing her . . . Curves, filled out, and sexy as sin was something I definitely didn’t expect.

      “What’s your problem?” And her eyes are back on me, grin replaced by a sneer, as her question pulls me from thoughts I shouldn’t even be thinking. Brings me back to the present. To the lines I should be memorizing back in the hotel, and the shit I’ve got to do to help my mom tomorrow. To the life I have to get back to. But when I look at Saylor, all I think about is the here and now. And her.

      “Who said I had a problem?”

      She narrows her eyes, glaring at me through the moonlit space, and I wonder how long it’s going to take to make her not angry with me. She started off spitting fire at the bakery the other day to being completely apologetic and then to tonight . . . to I don’t know what she was trying to do. But the one thing I do know is Saylor doesn’t do something unless it has a purpose.

      Question is, what exactly was that purpose? Regardless, it’s going to make repaying this favor to Ryder ten times harder if I can’t win her over sooner than later.

      “If you’re curious about something, just ask, Hayes. Sitting and staring at someone is not polite. Or cool.”

      Ah. There’s a glimpse of that fire and brimstone temper.

      “I wasn’t staring at you.”

      “Liar.” She snorts. “You kept staring at me in the club and you’re staring at me now. Most people would find it rather creepy.”

      I laugh. Can’t resist as she rolls her eyes and crosses her arms across her chest. A chest that now is pushed up by the motion, and luckily it’s dark enough that my wandering gaze of her cleavage isn’t noticed. “Creepy. I’ll remember that.”

      “You should. You do creepy well. Maybe it will help you get a part someday.”

      “Perhaps. And I’ll owe it all to you. I’ll even give you credit in my Academy acceptance speech.”

      “I’ll be watching for it. But, uh, if you weren’t staring, then what were you doing?”

      Our eyes hold across the space while I debate the answer to give. I know I can bullshit her, which is probably expected, but for some reason, I don’t want to. Maybe it’s guilt over the past; maybe it’s the sense that I owe her some honesty. “I was trying to see how much of the girl I once knew is still there.”

      Her head shakes subtly as if she’s uncertain she likes my honesty. It takes her a second to respond. Both of us treading carefully through the unresolved issues between us. “None of her.”

      “I disagree. I see a lot of her.” And then some.

      She purses her lips. Hugs her arms tighter around herself. That temper I know all too well starting to fire. Good. The teenager I was feared that hellcat side of her. The grown man I am kind of likes it. Knowing she can handle her own is definitely a plus.

      “Why do you care?” Her question throws me. The defensive tone even more so.

      “Not sure. Maybe being with you makes me feel like my old self. Reminds me of who I used to be before I . . .” I shrug as my words trail off with the realization that I just stepped on a land mine of sorts: acknowledging my life before means having to acknowledge how I left and never looked back. It was when my life was so much simpler without the constant pressure of the paparazzi and fans. When I could get a pizza without cameras flashing or date a woman I knew really liked me for me. When there were no rumors about cheating I had to ignore because I was being the good guy and taking the fall to protect my future.

      “Before you walked out and left me confused and heartbroken without saying a word? You mean that before?” Her voice rises in pitch with each word. Hurt flashes in her gaze, clear as day through the moonlit night.

      I did that to her.

      And I fucking hate the sight of it. Maybe that’s because I was too much of a pussy to face it. Then again maybe it was because I took that once-in-a-lifetime shot I was given and ran with it, made a killer life for myself, and if I came back, one look at her might have sucked me back in.

      I was right. There’s no denying the tug on my heart seeing her again. The reemergence of feelings I thought had died.

      Shit. I was young and inexperienced back then. Let the allure of Hollywood rule my thoughts and own my heart.

      It still owns my heart. The thing is, I’m not young or inexperienced anymore. Could the man I am now handle both her and Hollywood?

      Jesus Christ, Whitley. What are you even thinking? Do you not see the hurt in her eyes? The defense in her posture? You’re the one who put it there.

      Guilt returns with a vengeance. The least I can do is give her an honest answer.  “Exactly. That before.” My tone is even; my gaze unwavering.

      “Huh.”

      “Huh?” How am I supposed to take that response?

      “Yeah. Huh.”

      “Do you care to elaborate?” My chuckle is strained as I try to figure what she means with the sound. Hell, more like as I try to figure her out.

      “Nah. Just trying to gauge how big your ego is to think I’d want to see you ever again.”

      “It’s obviously not too big, since I fit in the door to the tree house.” She fights a smile but fails so she looks back to the stars in the sky rather than show me I’ve gotten to her. Cracked that tough-girl façade with the help of her ability to suck down the drinks tonight.

      “You’re an asshole, you know that?”

      “See. It’s that right there. That’s why you being the old you is what I need. You’re not afraid to call me out. Everyone else just wants to kiss my ass.”

      “I’ve got a bunch more names I can call you if you want me to keep going.”

      “You always were creative.” Her eyes flicker to mine and then down to where her fingers are peeling some paint on the floor beside her.

      “A treasure trove of names, in fact.”

      She completely ignores my comment so I adjust my tactics. “Lay them on me, drunk girl.”

      “I am not drunk.” Her eyes meet mine, lips pouting, with a crease in her forehead. “Can’t a girl go out and have a good time without getting shit for it?”

      She snorts again and it’s fucking adorable. I bite my lip to keep from smiling because right now, I don’t think she wants to be anything close to adorable. She wants to stand her ground and prove to me she doesn’t want anything to do with me. But it’s damn hard not to react when she follows the snort by rubbing the back of her hand over her nose.

      Because right now she looks like the pesky Saylor—Ryder’s little sister who used to annoy us when we were playing video games. The whiny voice and skinned knees. The roll of her eyes when I called her Ships Ahoy to annoy her. All that’s missing is the row of freckles across the bridge of her nose.

      I stare at her. The memories clear as day. Ryder and I running and her chasing. The two of us tricking her and then sometimes letting her hang with us. Because sometimes she was cool. For a girl.

      “You’re looking at me like that again,” she warns.

      “You haven’t changed, have you? Still bossy.” I’m baiting her. Figure if I get that temper going, she’ll yell at me, and I can figure out what the hell she was trying to do tonight in the club. The extra swing to her hips and the added taunt in her smile wasn’t for nothing.

      “Neither have you. Still causing trouble everywhere you go. I figured Hollywood would’ve tamed that side of you, and yet the National Enquirer seems to love you these days.”

      I take her dig for what it is. Understand she’s trying to hurt me any little way she can. Shit, she has every right to. My ego likes knowing she’s followed me. My pride hates that she’s noticed the bad press that’s always blown way the fuck out of proportion.

      I bite the rebuke on my tongue. Fight the want for her to know I’m not that guy and confess the truth behind the bullshit rumors. And yet, I can’t. I may be having a good time, trying to help her out, and yet she’s a part of my past, and the rumors are trying to protect my present.

      “Don’t always believe what you read about me.”

      “No worries. I don’t ever read anything about you.” A hint of hurt. A trace of spite.

      “I deserve that.” She’s lying. The finger twirling in the hair at her neck tells me so. I fight a smile at seeing the simple tell she still has.

      “No, you don’t deserve shit from me.” And here comes the temper.

      “Good thing I don’t want anything from you then.” Why does it feel like I’m the one telling a lie now?

      “Then why are you here, Hayes? Why? Not the ‘in town for the funeral’ part but rather I’m talking about tonight. Why come to the club and more so, why are we here right now? If you want nothing from me, then why’d you bring me to the tree house?”

      What the fuck am I supposed to say to that when I don’t know the answer myself?

      “I was at the club because Ryder invited me, and I wanted to catch up. I didn’t expect you to be there. Thought you’d be out with your fiancé. What’s his name? Mitch something-or-other?” Layton. I know the last name all right. Remember him to be a pompous prick when I played baseball against him in high school.

      But let’s see if she takes the bait. Finishes the question. Gives me an in to open the door and start the conversation we need to have.

      “Mmm.” That’s all she says in response.

      I study her reaction. Notice the purse of her lips. The hair wrapped around her finger again. The sudden shifting of her legs as she fidgets.

      I could press her right now. Push those buttons of hers. But there’s something beneath the surface I can’t quite peg. So instead, I opt to finish answering her question. Try to gain her trust so she stops hating me.

      “And we’re here . . . we’re here because it’s kind of fitting. After the other day at the bakery and then tonight at the club, I don’t know . . . I needed to apologize to you. Explain why I . . .” I blow out a sigh and run my fingers through my hair unsure myself what I’m going to say. “This was where we always came when we needed to talk.”

      “It’s in the past,” she whispers, eyes angled back up to the sky but the contempt in her voice has been replaced by guarded hurt.

      It’s not in the past. Not for her. And that’s the bitch of it, isn’t it? Knowing someone so well for so long, even though time’s passed, you still know them. Can read their body language and infer from their tone so you can’t escape the fallout of your actions.

      “You don’t owe me anything. No apology. No anything. It wouldn’t matter if you gave me one anyway,” she replies as she lowers her face from the sky so she can meet my eyes. The defiance I see in them wars against my guilty conscience. “It’s a whole lot too late.”

      I nod my head in understanding. The split-second decision I had to make back then seemed so simple, but now owns my thoughts as I look at Saylor in the moonlight across this old tree house.

      “Saylor.” Her name is part sigh, part apology on my part.

      “Just don’t. Save it.” She shifts abruptly, effectively ending the topic by scooting to the floor and lying on her back.

      Anything to avoid meeting my eyes.

      She’s not going to make this easy on me, is she?

      I stare at her. Hair fanned on the floor and eyes toward the sky, irritated as fuck with me, and I’m reminded of that night when things first started between us.

      What did I expect when I brought her here? That the memories were going to soften her and not affect me?

      I should just take her home. Pick up the phone and call Ryder to apologize that I can’t return the favor this time around. Lie that the studio has called, needs me back to reshoot a few scenes before moving to the next location. Get the fuck out of here before shit gets complicated. Because looking at her, being reminded of before, is stirring up way more than I expected. Shit I don’t need in my already complicated life. Something I definitely can’t start without walking away and repeating history with her I don’t want to repeat. Can’t repeat.

      I’m not that much of an asshole.

      Goddamn memories, man. They’re fucking with my head.

      So I sigh and do the only thing I can do—try to make this right. I shift onto my knees, cross the space between us, and unfold my legs until I’m lying beside her, just like I did that night. Her body stills and her breath hitches as our arms touch, but she doesn’t pull away.

      We lie there for some time staring at the stars that light up the night sky despite the full moon. Crickets chirp around us but there’s not a word spoken between us.

      Seconds turn to minutes. Her perfume hits my nose. Our history owns my thoughts. My mind veers to shit I shouldn’t be thinking. Hands off, Whitley. Much easier said than done when I’m lying in the dark with a gorgeous woman.

      And she is just that, gorgeous. And all woman. Yet, despite the years that have passed, this feels normal. The being here with her. The feeling that she still knows me better than anyone else when that can’t be possible.

      She did back then though. She could finish my sentences. Had loved me unconditionally. Had encouraged me to chase my dreams despite my doubts.

      Until I allowed my dreams to consume me. Rip us apart. Leave her.

      Leave us.

      “Look!” She saves me from my thoughts when she points to a shooting star as it streaks across the sky.

      “Make a wish,” we both say in unison and laugh. A throwback to another night, another time, and I feel her body tense the minute she says it. As if she realizes she accidentally let her guard down, but the small moment is enough to break up the tension filling the space around us. Giving me an in.

      “I made mine,” she whispers after a few seconds and has me immediately wondering what her wish was. Ten years ago I would have known the answer without question. But not now. Not with the grown woman, so very different but all the same, beside me.

      “Me too,” I finally say but know my dreams have already come true—I’m a lucky son of a bitch—so I throw my extra wish her way. Use the lapse in her guard to my advantage. “See that constellation? The one right there?” I point to the sky, to a trio of stars that I make my own pattern out of.

      “Like you really know astronomy,” she scoffs, remembering how much it bored me when we were in school.

      “No seriously. I do. I had to learn it for a role I played.”

      “Is that so?” The exasperated tone is back in her voice and I’m glad to hear it. Annoyed I can deal with much better than sadness. “If that’s the case, then what is that one right there?” I follow her finger as she points to what looks like someone shook a salt shaker filled with glitter to the sky . . . little flecks of bright lights everywhere.

      I smile wide knowing exactly what I need to do. I lift my finger and point. “That right there is the constellation named ‘I’m Sorry.’”

      Her sigh fills the tree house. “Oh, please.”

      “No. Wait. I get the one named ‘I Was a Dick’ confused with the one ‘I’m Sorry’ so give me a minute. Nope. I’m right. That’s definitely, ‘I’m Sorry.’”

      “That’s very convenient.”

      “First rule of acting is learning how to improvise.” Her laugh fills the night and I might have gotten my foot in the door.

      “Seems you’ve got that down pat.”

      “I mean it, Saylor. I’m sorry.” The explanations I had worked out in my head die on my lips because they’d just sound like bullshit excuses. I can see that now, so I leave it at that. I hope she hears the apology and knows how much I mean it.

      But she doesn’t say anything for a while. Just stares quietly at the stars while I try and figure out what to do next. In reality, I’m perfectly comfortable on this hard wooden floor with my legs folded like a pretzel so I can fit in this small space beside her.

      “Mitch’s last name is Layton.” Saylor’s sudden comment surprises me.

      “I think I remember him.” How could I not? The popped collar, egotistical, trust fund baby. Even in high school he thought he was better than everyone else. I can’t imagine how he is now. I tread carefully. “How’s he doing?” Feign interest. Pretend I care.

      She laughs but the sound isn’t lighthearted. “He’s getting married.” I hesitate in response because I haven’t thought this through far enough ahead, and I’m not sure if I should play that I know this yet or act like I don’t. “And not to me.”

      “Oh.” My response is as much shock that she’s just confessed, as it is an act. And I decide to keep quiet. To let her take this conversation where she wants to ease my guilt over lying to her once again.

      “Yep.” Her laugh holds no humor at all. “I just couldn’t do it. Couldn’t marry him. Over six years, Hayes. Six years down the fricking drain and all because I looked at him and . . . I don’t know.”

      “You looked at him and what?” I can’t help it. I have to ask. Have to pry. Have to find out why it sounds like she still loves the prick when she’s the one who broke things off.

      That much I do know from Ryder. He had sounded proud as hell of Say when he told me she dumped the sorry ass.

      She turns her head to face me, the heat of her breath hitting the side of my cheek as I keep my eyes trained on the sky, because fuck if I trust myself right now to not take advantage of a situation I shouldn’t even be in.

      “I looked at him and realized he didn’t make me feel how yo . . . Nothing. Never mind. It just wasn’t right.” She laughs again. Nerves tinge the edges. “Can you believe he had the audacity to invite me to the wedding? To my wedding?”

      “Your wedding?” She can’t be that drunk she’s mixing things up, can she?

      “Yep. My wedding. All my planning. All the stupid hours I spent perfecting every detail. All he did was change the date and the bride. Who does that?”

      “Wait a minute. They’re copying your plans?”

      “Yep. From what I can tell it seems so. Same paradise location. Same ceremony time. Even the damn invitations. What kind of woman gets married to a man and keeps all of the ex’s wedding plans? Well, good thing she has the same initial in her first name so they could save all the monogrammed crap his mom bought.”

      I laugh. Can’t help it. Ryder never told me this part of the story. “Maybe his mother talked her into it.”

      She snorts again. “Uptight Ursula.”

      I laugh. She sounds like the freckled face girl from before. “That’s her name?”

      “No. But that’s what I call her. And you’re probably right about her talking the new girlfriend into it. She was such a controlling bitch. And to think she was going to be my mother-in-law.”

      I feel her shiver beside me in mock disgust. Maybe she doesn’t still love him.

      “Do they actually think you’re going to hop on a plane and show up?” Shit.  Let’s hope she’s had enough to drink that she doesn’t realize I knew she’d have to fly to get there.

      “That’s the thing— Whoa!” she says as she sits up quickly and then puts her hand down on my upper thigh to steady herself.

      “You okay?” I ask as she giggles.

      “I haven’t gone out drinking like this in quite a while, wow . . . this feels funny.” She sounds embarrassed.

      I clear my throat. Try to concentrate on the conversation instead of her hand on my thigh where her fingers are dangerously close to my dick. Focus on anything but that.

      “You okay?”

      She looks down at me: lips parted, eyes wide, and fuck if the look on her face— innocent, complicated, pure Saylor—doesn’t make me think of the pressure of her fingers again. “Yeah.” She swallows and nods. “I’m fine. Just caught me off guard.”

      “Okay.” I shift up. Figure that’s the best way to get her hand off my thigh. Try to be the good guy here. And the minute I move, she immediately jerks her hand back as if she didn’t realize it was there. Good thing her hand’s not on my thigh now. Bad thing? Bad thing is her lips are inches from mine.

      I smell her perfume. See the moonlight in her hair. Hear her draw in a breath. And hell if I don’t need a distraction from stepping over a line I can’t cross.

      The sway of her ass tonight at the club.

      The sound of her laugh as she climbed the steps up here.

      The way she went from fiery to cute in a goddamn second.

      Step back, Whitley. Way the fuck back.

      “You were saying something about being invited, Saylor?” Distraction. Get the conversation back on track. And my thoughts off of her lips.

      “Uh. Yeah.” She shakes her head as if to clear the moment we just had and reaches forward to pick up nothing in particular to have a reason to shift away from me. “Ryder’s lost his mind.”

      “And that’s something new?”

      I get the smile I was working for but this time it’s more shy than confident. She plucks at the legs of her pants with her fingers. I wait.

      “We both agree that Mitch sent the invitation as a kind of fuck you to me, but Ryder thinks I should play him at his own game. That I should accept the invitation and show up at the wedding. He believes the Laytons are badmouthing the bakery and that’s why it’s not doing too well. That they have enough pull with the people in this town, so now I’m like a pariah or something. I don’t know.” She shrugs and chews the inside of her cheek as she pauses for a moment. I can tell she’s hurt by the possibility that her brother’s assumption is true. The girl without a mean bone in her body. “He thinks if I were to stride into the wedding I walked away from and exude absolute confidence, like I knew for a fact that I had made the best decision ever by not marrying Mitch, it wouldn’t go unnoticed. In fact, he thinks that since it’s likely most of the guests have been told horrible things about me, seeing me so unaffected would make them curious. They’d wonder what I know about Mitch that they don’t, and curiosity might lead them to check out the bakery and—”

      “And curious people will come to the store and possibly generate business.”

      She looks at me, surprised I’ve come to the same conclusion as Ryder, and I cringe inwardly in case I’ve revealed too much.

      “So you think he’s right?”

      “I think there’s some merit to it,” I muse.

      “Why?”

      I think of Jenna. Of the burden I’m bearing to play a similar game all for image’s sake. And know if I am doing it for her, and how it could affect my career, I sure as shit will help Saylor if she asks. Now I just need to convince her of that.

      “Because I see it every day. Take an actress who breaks up with an A-Lister. There are rumors as to why but no one knows the truth and neither of them comment publicly about their split. All of a sudden, the press wants nothing to do with her. She’s overlooked for parts. Not invited to any parties. She might even be snubbed by their friends if they run in the same circles because it sucks, but people don’t want to piss off the one who has the most power in the relationship.”

      “Because that’s fair. Sheesh.”

      “Yeah, but she gets the last laugh. She somehow gets her foot in the door somewhere. Shows up looking ten times better than she did before with some star or director or mogul more powerful than her ex on her arm, and it’s amazing how suddenly the people who wanted nothing to do with her are now knocking down her door to be her best friend.”

      “Shallow assholes,” she mutters, and I’m pretty sure she’s ticking off names in her head of who that criticism matches.

      “Very. But that’s life.”

      “In your Hollywood bubble, maybe. Not mine,” she grumbles as if she’s seeing this through different eyes for the first time and is begrudgingly accepting it.

      “Not my bubble at all.” I laugh with a shake of my head, needing her to know I’m not like that in the least. She glares at me and I’m not sure why. Is she putting two and two together?

      “So what? I’m just supposed to fly there and show up at the wedding? Twiddle my thumbs while acting confidently, and then that’s all it will take? The tide will turn?”

      “No.”

      “No? Ah yes, I forgot. In order to appear self-assured, I apparently need to have a big, powerful, strapping man at my side because that’s the only way a woman can be confident, right?” Bitterness.

      Can’t say I blame her.

      “Not in my eyes, but in theirs? Possibly.” My comment settles between us. She rolls her shoulders. Her only physical tell of how pissed she is over this.

      “So what? I’m just supposed to say, ‘Hey Hayes, wanna ditch your filming schedule and glamorous life and go on a ridiculous trip with me to my wedding that’s no longer my wedding?’” I hate the part of me that loves I’m the one she thinks of when she needs a man to accompany her. “Like you’d really fly to some island with me, so we can show my ex-fiancé and his family and uptight friends that I’m better off without him, because I’m “fake” dating you instead. A man who is so much bigger and better and more successful and handsome than he is? Like that’s going to happen.”

      “Why wouldn’t it?” That stops her rant. Knocks the sarcasm from her last sentence.

      Her head whips up and her eyes meet mine. Hand stops halfway to her hair as a disbelieving laugh falls from her mouth. “You’d actually go?”

      I shrug. “Yeah. Why not? I could use a little R&R with someone I know and who doesn’t expect anything from me.” Something flashes in her eyes that I can’t read. “Besides, now that I remember him, Mitch always was an asshole in high school, I’d get some sick satisfaction from showing that fucker what he was missing out on by not being with you.”

      “The irony,” she whispers and the two words hit me in the gut. The pang of regret not far behind it.

      “Saylor—”

      “No. Never mind. That was a cheap shot.” She says the words but the truth of them linger in her eyes. She reaches out and puts her hand on top of mine. “Thank you. The offer is sweet. The intent behind it even more so. But even if I wanted to, I’d never be able to pull it off.”

      “Did you forget what I do for a living?” My laugh rings louder than it should. The Oscar on my shelf at home flashes in my mind as my need to convince her suddenly grows stronger than when Ryder first called. Greater than when I saw her earlier tonight. “I assure you we could pull it off.”

      “We should leave.” She shifts to her knees suddenly and moves toward the door. I hate the hurt in her tone. Hate knowing that the fucker Mitch isn’t the only one who put it there.

      I did, too.

      “Saylor.”

      “No. I’m tired. I need to get home.”

      “Okay. Let me go down first in case you need help.”

      She levels me with a glare for implying she can’t do it herself but I move past her, bodies brushing against one another, and take the lead anyway.

      My feet are through the doorway when I look back at her. “For what it’s worth, Say, I think you should go. And I’d drop whatever to be there for you. It’s the least I could do.”

      She doesn’t say a word to me, just nods as I lower myself out of her sight and down the rungs.

      I’m on the ground in a few seconds, a very quiet Saylor not far behind me as I wait at the bottom. When she’s on the second step from the ground, her heel slips. Just as I step forward and reach out to her hips to help her, she spins around.

      Our bodies are pressed against each other with her hands flat against my chest. Her expression is startled, but her eyes remain on mine. Her breath an audible hitch.

      And fuck if standing like this with her doesn’t make me want to lean in and kiss her. It all comes back: her taste, that little sound she used to make in the back of her throat, the scar on the back of her head from falling off the brick wall that I’d feel when grabbing the back of it to direct the angle of our kiss. All of it.

      And it’s a temptation like I haven’t felt in forever.

      “Hayes.”

      “Yeah?” My gaze flickers from hers down to her lips and then back up. I want to know what her eyes are telling me.

      “Nothing. Never mind.” She shakes her head and steps back.

      I clench my jaw. Fist my hands. Tell myself to let her walk away. To not notice the freckles on her nose are still there. The ones I used to tease her about as a kid, then later, loved staring at when she fell asleep in the bed of my truck at the drive-in when we were teenagers.

      The thought triggers so many more things I used to love about her. Reminds me how close we were. How many parts of our lives were woven so tightly it was like we were one.

      My God. I know we were young. Know that I did the right thing in chasing my dreams since she was only seventeen and I was nineteen. But how selfish was I to leave without an explanation or a goodbye?

      Ass. Hole. Yep. You sure as hell were one, Whitley.

      And for that I deserve her understandable caution, every bit of her wrath, and every ounce of her hatred.

      I start behind her down the worn path toward the car. Use the sight of her hips swaying to distract me from the memories rushing back.

      My mind still runs but turns instead to how this was supposed to be easy. How I was going to come back, convince her to go to the wedding, and do my part to help her show up Mitch. Debt repaid just in time to walk away. Again.

      And yet one look at Saylor the other day and I knew it was going to be far from easy. That combination of the fresh-faced girl-next-door I left mixed with the hurt and feistiness I see now, and I can’t help but wonder what if. What if I hadn’t left? And how did my leaving change her life’s path somehow?

      Fuck that, Whitley. You did what you had to do. Took advantage of a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that definitely panned out.

      But watching her ahead of me with the hurt in her eyes fresh in my mind, I know this is going to be harder than I expected.

      Good thing she rejected the offer.

      I have a plan. I have my world. My perfect, chaotic, surreal, fucking awesome world and there’s no room for error. She fits nowhere in it. That’s what I told myself when I left. That’s what I’m standing by now.

      I’m just here to repay a debt to Ryder.

      Just here to ease the guilt over what I did to her.

      So why am I already thinking about the next time I can see her again?
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      I wanted him to kiss me.

      That’s my first thought when I wake up. How standing beneath the tree house with his hands on my hips and the moonlight in his hair in the field we used to play in as kids, I wanted him to kiss me. Lean in and take over. Wash away any of the doubt about why I walked away from Mitch. Rationalize why seeing him again makes me want in ways I shouldn’t want.

      And then I move. My head pounds. My mouth’s dry. My hair is matted. And I’m still in last night’s clothes.

      I want to die. Like throw my head in the toilet, and puke my brains out to make this roiling in my stomach, spinning of my head, and hot flash over my skin type of sick go away.

      But I can’t. I think my body wants to punish me for being such an idiot last night. For thinking if I swung my hips enough or flirted with Ryder’s friends more, that it would make Hayes realize what he lost.

      A foolish, amateur bullshit move. Like he hasn’t seen that one before from one of the million women who would do just about anything to be a notch on his belt.

      And the joke’s on me as I lie in bed while the rest of the night—or what I remember of it—replays through my mind. How right now I probably couldn’t even dry heave if I tried so I can feel better, and yet last night I was able to word vomit every little detail about Mitch to Hayes. How I walked away from a perfectly good relationship and every little girl’s dream wedding. How Mitch invited me to watch him marry his successful, no doubt more-suited match. How I blamed Ryder for taking my RSVP response, twisting it every which way, and then planting the notion that I should attend because my presence might help the shop. All of it, right down to when he asked why I left.

      I looked at Mitch and realized he didn’t make me feel how you had, Hayes.

      The thought ghosts through my mind and I bolt up in bed. And then I hate myself when the room spins. But even worse is I can’t remember if I finished the thought aloud last night or if I had enough wherewithal to stop myself.

      Shit. Shit. Double shit.

      The refrain is constant until I remember that I didn’t finish the sentence. That I caught myself before making the monster of all mistakes.

      Because that’s not why I didn’t marry Mitch. There was no comparison to Hayes then. Or Hayes now.

      And yet as I lie back down to try and combat the drum beating against my temples, I can’t help but recall my first thought this morning: I wanted him to kiss me.

      Was that why I walked away from Mitch? Did I subconsciously compare the way both of them made me feel and after seeing Hayes last night—after being reminded of that pulse-pounding, lower-belly ache that he made me feel with just a look my way—is that how I knew?

      It’s nonsense. Utter bullshit. There’s no part of Hayes that belongs in my life.

      Not his brown eyes or thick lashes.

      It had to be the alcohol that made me think that.

      Not his Hollywood life and glamorous parties.

      It was the tree house. A step back in time to when the only things we knew about life was that it was simple and our lives revolved around each other.

      Not his offer to help me now when he walked away before.

      It was nostalgia. Déjà vu. Just a moment in time. A stupid thought that I’m better off forgetting.

      Not the way he looked at me as he walked me to the door, made sure I got inside safely, before just staring at me. Eyes so damn intense with that muscle pulsing in his jaw that made me want to reach up and run my hand over it.

      Stop it, Saylor. He was just being nice. Just offering to help you out because you ran your mouth about being invited to the wedding. He probably felt bad so he said he’d go with you.

      Like travel to an exotic island just to help you out because he’s a nice guy type of feel bad.

      But there’s no way in hell I’m going to Mitch’s wedding. I’m not desperate. I have nothing to prove and if I did, the last people I’d need to prove it to would be the Laytons and all their insipid, shallow guests.

      Nope. I’m perfectly fine with my decision to walk away. And to tell Hayes thank you, but no thank you. Decision made.

      Besides, it’s not like I’m ever going to see him again anyway.
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      “Thank you. Have a great day.” I watch sweet Mrs. McMann make her way out the door of the shop.

      “The edges of this batch are a bit burned but definitely better since the repair,” DeeDee says as she walks out from the back, wiping her hands on her apron.

      I sigh and silently thank the universe for letting the oven make it one more day, and not ruin another batch of cupcakes. “Thank God. Fingers crossed this repair holds us over because having to buy a new oven isn’t an option.” I cringe with the knowledge of how much a new one costs.

      “For now, it’s holding its own—” The bells on the bakery door interrupt DeeDee, and her face transforms into a wide, goofy grin. I know immediately who is going to be there when I look over my shoulder.

      And I won’t lie that my stomach flips at the simple thought.

      So I turn around. A straight punch of lust mixed with surprise registers in a flash of a second when I take in the dark brown eyes, lazy smile, board shorts, and tank top showing off biceps that I have to drag my eyes away from.

      And just like the other two times I’ve seen him in the last week, my body’s visceral reaction to him wars against my innate ability to make a complete fool of myself in front of him. How did this man, who used to know every single thing about me, who was part of almost every childhood memory I have, now cause me to feel tongue-tied and out of sorts?

      Because I’m a dork. That’s my only thought when his eyes light up the minute they meet mine. Thud. My heart shouldn’t feel like it was jump-started and yet it does.

      “Hey. I didn’t expect to see you here.” I try to appear indifferent, and I’m proud I don’t sound like the high-pitched hyena I’m sure most women sound like around him.

      “Yeah, well, I would have stopped by sooner but I was busy helping my mom sort through some of my great-uncle’s things.”

      He hooks his sunglasses into the front of his shirt while I tuck both my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and rock on my heels. I fumble with words and how to string them together because the way he’s staring at me makes it hard to do anything other than stand there.

      Did he always stare at me like this or is it just now?

      “I, uh, wanted to thank you for making sure I got home okay the other night. I was in rare form.” I shrug. Heat warms my cheeks. “And I apologize for anything stupid I might possibly have said.”

      He chuckles as he steps up to the counter between us. “Stupid, no. Cute, yes.”

      I take a deep breath and glance down before looking back up to him. “I wasn’t so cute when I woke up the next morning with my head pounding.”

      “I bet not, but sometimes you’ve just got to tie a few on to relax. No shame in that.”

      “So what can I do for you?” Curiosity owns me.

      “I’m hitting the road. Gotta get back since the production schedule rolls on. It’s the last two weeks of shooting.” I hate that a little part of me deflates at his words. Dislike the fact that, as much as he unnerves me in every way imaginable when I don’t want him to, I want him to stay one more day. I want to see him one more time.

      Because I know when he walks out the door, I most likely won’t see him for another ten years.

      “Oh.”

      “But I wanted to pick up some cupcakes to take back to my assistant. She has quite the sweet tooth and deserves something for putting up with my crap.” He shrugs, his smile sheepish, and I’m immediately irritated at her. “And I wanted to talk to you again.”

      My irritation wanes as my smile widens. “About what?” His eyes flicker over to where DeeDee is making herself busy in the refrigerated case behind me. I know he’s going to bring up Mitch, the wedding, and his offer to take me. Besides the fact that it’s a complete non-issue, it’s just more information I don’t want DeeDee to know.

      There’s enough gossip about me in this town as it is.

      “It’s okay,” I say, trying to deflect. “It’s not even worth talking about.”

      “You’re frustrating.” He steps forward, smile tight, and eyes glancing over my shoulder to DeeDee again. “What’s the big deal? If you don’t go, you’ll always wonder what if, and if you do go, you’ll know the answer.”

      “I don’t need to know the answer. Things are fine just how they are.”

      He raises his eyebrows and gives me a look that tells me he’s been talking with Ryder and knows how much I’m struggling to make the business work. “C’mon, Say, I’ve already looked at my schedule and I can swing the free time.”

      My eyes narrow. “How did you know the date?”

      “I asked Ryder.” He shrugs but his eyes hold no apology.

      “You’re arrogant to assume I’d say yes. I don’t care what people think about me. Never have. Never will.”

      “If there’s one thing I do remember, it’s definitely that.” His smile turns soft. Eyes unrelenting. “I always loved that about you.”

      His comment strikes a very unwelcome chord. Loved. Loved about me. Past tense, Saylor. Past tense. Regardless, memories flash through my mind. The times I’d run wild and carefree and he’d just sit back and shake his head with that little smirk and let me do whatever it was I was doing without saying a word. No roll of his eyes. No flush of embarrassment. Just complete acceptance.

      Be everything Mitch wouldn’t let you be.

      Funny thing is, Hayes let me be me.

      “Yeah, well . . . some things never change.” I shrug, a bit uncomfortable with the praise and needing to change the course of the conversation. “What kind of cupcakes can I get you?”

      He doesn’t speak for a minute, lips pursed, eyes questioning me without uttering a word, but I get the sense he wants to say more but is holding back. His gaze flickers to the case and then back to mine. “Just a dozen of whatever is your favorite.”

      “I’ll get them,” DeeDee says as she steps up to the display case with a pink and white striped box in her hand.

      “Okay. Thanks.” I’m a bit startled because I wanted something to do to busy my hands and now I’m stuck looking at Hayes.

      He smiles. “One of these days, Saylor, you and I are going to sit down and have a proper conversation where I can explain what happened. Why I left. And then you can decide whether you want to accept my apology or not. It will make life so much easier on you to have a reason, because this one minute you’re pissed at me, the next minute you’re smiling dance you keep doing has to be exhausting.”

      And just like that he’s flipped the switch to my anger. “Like I said, you’re an arrogant ass.”

      “Perhaps. But even so, I’d rather you know the why behind—”

      “It’s been ten years, Hayes. Explanations don’t really matter anymore.” My fingers twist together. My feet shift again. The topic in general unnerves me.

      “Reasons always matter. Always,” he says as he reaches into his back pocket and pulls out his wallet. We stand in heated silence because as much as I don’t want to admit he’s right, he is: about my constantly warring attitude toward him in the three times I’ve seen him since he’s been home, and about the fact that knowing why might help add closure to something I thought I’d gotten over but obviously haven’t.

      “Here you go,” DeeDee says breaking the moment between us, placing the box on the counter beside me.

      “Thank you, DeeDee. I appreciate it.” Hayes looks at her nametag and then back up to her, offering up his megawatt smile. DeeDee stands speechless, grin so wide her cheeks probably hurt. “How much do I owe?”

      “It’s on the house,” I say.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t want your charit—”

      “I’ll walk you out, Hayes.” I move from behind the counter, effectively ending the argument I feel like purposely picking with him over calling me out on my schizophrenic behavior.

      “Whatever the lady wants, she gets,” he grumbles to DeeDee but I can hear his amusement, know he’s probably flashing her a smile as he gathers his box of cupcakes.

      I wait outside, surprised at the chill despite the sunny sky, and cross my arms over my chest to ward it off. The bell on the door sounds, telling me Hayes is behind me.

      “You know, you’re still cute when you’re pissed off at me.”

      “You are so frustrating,” I mutter and at the same time dislike that parts of me melt inside at the fact that he still notices. Still remembers.

      “Saylor, I’ve been gone a long time. I don’t blame you for holding a grudge . . . but at some point, I’d like to think we can be friends again.”

      “Friends? Is that what you want from me?” I tighten my arms across my chest, not to ward off the chill this time, but rather to protect my heart because there’s something about Hayes Whitley that just gets to me. To the parts I want to guard and yet know he can weasel his way into without really trying.

      And that’s why I need to keep my temper front and center. Use my anger as a shield against this charming man, who is that perfect mix of rugged and pretty-boy handsome. The man who knows from experience exactly what buttons to push.

      Because he screams trouble from a mile away in every sense of the word, especially to my heart, because he’ll never stay. Because he’s Hayes.

      “Remember that night on Todd Schilling’s property?”

      His change of topic gives me whiplash. I’m about to say which time, since there were so many nights we all hung out on his family’s stretch of land. Endless hours lost to the lot of us, acting like misspent youth when in reality we did nothing out of the ordinary. But I don’t need to ask which time he’s referring to because even with the many memories, I know.

      How could I not?

      “Yes.” My voice is quiet. Eyes inquisitive.

      “Do you remember what I said after?”

      I nod.

      I protect those I love.

      The emotions of that night are so powerful, the feeling of security he provided me with, even more so.

      And I hate that with that single memory, that off-the-cuff phrase, he’s softened me. Made me remember those words and that promise while trying to push him away.

      “I meant what I said then, and I mean it now. I did some shitty things to you and don’t deserve your forgiveness even though I’ve asked for it, but in the end, Saylor, you’re part of my family. Ryder’s part of my family. I can’t think of a memory before my twenties that the two of you weren’t a part of in some way or another. The Laytons have done more than their fair share of crap to you whether intentional or not. And I’d like nothing more than to help you out if you need it. Okay?”

      The combustive fuel to my temper just burned out from the unrelenting look in his eyes and the honesty in his words. My pride wars against the emotions of my past. Against wanting to forgive and needing to move on.

      On not wanting to still have feelings for this man—to hold on to the hurt he caused when he left, and remind me why I shouldn’t feel anything now. But how can I when he says something like that?

      “Thank you. I appreciate it. It’s not necessary though. It’s probably best to leave Mitch in my past and try to make a new and different future.”

      Like what I did after you.

      Hayes makes the connection between my words and what my eyes are saying. He knows he doesn’t fit in this world of common people and State Street anymore.

      “The next time I see you, Saylor, I’m going to earn back the chance to be your friend.” The muscle in his jaw pulses. His tongue darts out to lick his bottom lip.

      But friends can break your heart too.

      “Goodbye, Hayes. It was really good to see you again.”

      I battle against every single part of me that wants to wait and see what he says next, to believe his declaration, but at the end of the day, all I have left is my pride. The only thing I can do is trudge forward. And with that in mind, I offer a slight smile and turn my back on the man I used to think held my future.

      Because I need to return to my reality.

      The sweet smell of the bakery and the comforting ring of the bell greet me when I pull the door open. DeeDee meets me with a wide grin and eyes still trained over my shoulder where Hayes is probably getting into his car. And I don’t want her million questions. Don’t want to feel like I just broke up with Hayes again when we never really broke up in the first place.

      He left.

      And I need to remember that. Need to not be blinded by the feelings he stirred up when I’m feeling vulnerable about Mitch’s wedding. I’m still recreating my life, and to some extent . . . me.

      “So, uh, why do I sense that Hayes Whitley was more than just a childhood friend like you told me before?” DeeDee asks at my back as I wash my hands in the sink, attempting to refocus. However, the pounding of my heart tells me it’s going to take a few minutes.

      I shrug in response and grab a towel to dry my hands on. “We dated for a while. Then he left for Los Angeles and I never heard from him again.” Why is that so hard to admit? When I turn around her eyes are wide, mouth opening and closing like she wants to ask so much more but isn’t sure how much she should pry into her boss’s past. Wise girl.

      “That explains why there was so much sexual tension between you two. It was so thick you could cut it with a knife.”

      “Oh Dee.” I laugh. Harder than is probably warranted but I don’t know where she gets these things from. “That’s funny. He’s definitely not suffering in the sex appeal department, but I think you need to step back from your romance novel addiction. Life is not like your books. Sexual tension can’t be cut. People don’t meet lifelong soul mates in grade school. And I assure you, the heroine doesn’t have an orgasm every single time she has sex with the hero. Okay?”

      “But the hero sometimes pays for his cupcakes even though he’s told they’re on the house and then leaves a mysterious plane ticket on the counter before telling the assistant to wait and give this to her boss after he drives away.”

      I narrow my eyes, trying to figure out what she’s talking about until she slowly pulls a dark blue envelope from behind her back and holds it out to me.

      “I think he still likes you, Saylor.”

      “No. He doesn’t.” I protect those I love. Why do his words choose that moment to return to my mind? “I think you are both off your rockers.” I sigh as I turn the envelope over in my hand, disbelief owning my thoughts and the feeling of being handled fueling my temper.

      I take a deep breath, prepare to be irritated, and open the envelope. Inside is a first-class ticket on American Airlines to Turks and Caicos. A paid-in-full reservation for the Seven Stars Resort and Spa under my name.

      My pulse thunders in my ears. My hands shake. Tears sting the back of my throat. So many emotions—disbelief, anger, gratitude, irritation, everything—reverberate within me at the sight of these reservations and the amount Hayes must have paid in upgrades.

      I move aside the hotel confirmation to find a yellow Post-It note in penmanship I know all too well.

      Just in case you want to escape to paradise with me for a few days. It’s not to prove a point to them, but to prove one to you. You’re better than them, Ships. I’d love to help you believe it.

      - Hayes

      I stare at the note for a few moments and try to identify how I feel. I am so very grateful that Hayes is willing to take time out from his demanding schedule, if I wanted him to, and feel flattered he thinks so highly of me even after the past few days.

      And I wonder if he remembers anything about me. In particular, how I hate to have my hand forced at anything. And if it is forced, how I’ll do the exact opposite to prove the point that I won’t be persuaded.

      Kind of like how I’m feeling right now.

      I look to the ticket in my hands. Know I’m not going to go. Can’t. The past is better left in the past. The bakery will survive somehow without it. So I try to figure out how to get his money refunded. How to thank him but at the same time pass on his offer.

      And yet I can’t deny the feelings these little pieces of paper have filled me with: warmth that he’d even think to do this for me, disbelief that he has so much faith in me after how I’ve treated him this week, and peace by giving me the opportunity to make a choice over what to do.

      I lift my eyes to see DeeDee waiting patiently and watching my reaction. Her smile tentative, her hope that I opt for the romantic happily ever after her novels provide visible in her eyes.

      But we all know books are fiction.

      The romance in novels is a crock of shit.

      Sometimes the hero still leaves in the end.

      And the heroine is once again left to pick up the pieces.
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      Hands.

      His hands are everywhere when I don’t want them to be. Over my mouth. On my chest.

      The bite of gravel in my back. The press of his knees between my thighs. His excited laugh as I try to jerk my head free. So I can yell. So I can bite.

      The taste of fear. It fills my mouth. Owns my senses.

      The sound of crickets. They seem so loud. Screaming at him to stop since I can’t.

      The wisp of grass against my legs. Cold. Bitter. Deceptive. Hiding the jagged rocks beneath it that are biting into my skin.

      Just like him.

      The scent of beer. On his breath. Seeping into the ground beside me from where I knocked it over in my struggle.

      The distinct sound of the strap on my new sundress tearing. I saved up for weeks to buy it. And now it’s broken.

      I’m not sure why I focus on that. On the rip of fabric.

      Because it’s easier than thinking of what comes next.

      Oh. God.

      The strength in his hands. Holding me down. Preventing my escape.

      I struggle. I kick. I fight. But a few things seem so vivid in my mind. The one that’s closing down. That doesn’t want to process what might happen next. Can’t.

      “Saylor? Saylor?” The shouts of my name. Hayes. It’s Hayes.

      I’m over here. Please. Please find me.

      The sensation of warmth as my tears leak out and slide from the corners of my eyes down to my earlobes.

      Cool night air on my belly from where he’s pulled up my dress.

      A roar of sound. I think. I don’t know. I can’t process anything. But I hear it again and then his weight is gone. Missing.

      I’m empty. Hollow.

      I scramble up. Crawl—rocks scraping against my bare knees —to escape as quick as I can.

      There’s a crunch.

      A lot of shouting.

      The oomph of an exhale as a fist hits a stomach.

      An “I’m going to kill you” through gritted teeth.

      The smack of knuckles on flesh.

      “Go get help, Ryder. GO now.”

      Another crunch of bone against bone.

      My ears ring. My body is cold. I can’t stop shaking. Or crying. Or rocking back and forth with my hands holding my knees against my chest.

      So I can disappear. From here. In my mind.

      So I can pretend. Forget.

      “Saylor. Saylor.”

      I flinch as hands touch me. Try to fight against them.

      “It’s me.”

      I push him away.

      “It’s me.”

      My struggle ceases.

      Safe hands run over my arms and back and cheeks. Direct my face up to meet his eyes looking right at me. Blood on his knuckles. A red mark on his cheek. A rivulet of sweat running down his temple.

      Concern. Fear. Fury. Uncertainty. Disbelief. They’re all in his eyes, telling me he’s just as freaked out as I am.

      But his voice is calm and comforting.

      “I’m here, Say. Right here.”

      His hands urge me to move. Lift me off the ground and position me to sit on his lap. Arms slide around me. Pull me into his chest. Against him.

      My nose into his neck. His scent breaks through the fear. It smells like safety.

      His warmth on my skin. My insides still cold.

      “It’s okay. I’ve got you. I’ve got you. You’re okay. I promise you’re okay.”

      He holds me in the dark. One hand smoothing my hair down. The other running up and down my spine. The heat of his breath on my head. The vibration in his chest as he speaks. The tremble of his hand as he continues to soothe.

      With words. And by touch.

      Sirens in the distance.

      I’m safe now. In Hayes’s arms.

      “You’re safe, Saylor. Always. I’ve got you. I protect those I love.”
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      I stifle what feels like my hundredth yawn of the day. My head hurts. My body is exhausted. My emotions are frayed. The dream from last night still heavy on my mind.

      The sip of coffee scalds my tongue as I look around Starbucks. I turn from where I sit, my back to most of the tables so I can watch the ebb and flow of people approaching the counter. Followed by their trip to the station to doctor their java and then the frantic search to find a seat in the always-packed café.

      Regardless of how much I focus on people watching, my mind still veers back to the nightmare I haven’t had in forever. It had to be Hayes’s words last week. His reiteration of the promise he’d made then, and the reminder in his note that he’d still keep it now.

      Why does he think I need to be protected? Does he think I’m going to need it?

      Typical man. Riding in to save the day when the damsel is not in distress. Or his to save.

      It doesn’t help that I had a fight with Ryder over how Hayes came upon the knowledge of Mitch’s wedding details. How Ryder had come into the shop early one morning when I was out picking up some supplies and pulled up the details about the rain check reservations from my wedding on the computer. How he then gave Hayes the travel voucher information so he could call and arrange the travel. Our travel.

      Or most likely his personal assistant did. The one he took the cupcakes to.

      So needless to say he’s on my shit list. And conversely, I’m most likely on Hayes’s list since I had to ask Ryder for his phone number, then call him to politely refuse the tickets. His response of “The offer still stands,” not exactly the response I wanted.

      That means the offer’s still open.

      Even though I don’t want it to be.

      Too much turmoil. Too many memories dredged up in such a short amount of time. No wonder my head hurts.

      I take a sip. Jot down a few ideas for the store: new flavors, new promotions, a change up in packaging. Anything to try and increase the sales. When I glance up, my smile is automatic when I see a lady at the only other table past mine, opening the distinct pink and white box—with the Sweet Cheeks logo displayed prominently on the front—and pulling one of my Chocolate Goodness cupcakes out.

      A silly thrill goes through me at the notion that someone is choosing to eat my cupcake versus one of the items in the Starbucks pastry case. Realizing I’m staring, waiting to see her facial expression when she bites into it to see if she enjoys it or not, I force myself to focus back on the notes in front of me. Just as I’m poised to write my next item I hear a comment behind me that gives me pause.

      “Yes. Those are the cupcakes from her shop.”

      “Pfft. She better enjoy them now because that place will never make it. Never.”

      I freeze at the last comment. The one from the nasally voiced girl at my back. I blink several times, almost as if I’m trying to see if I believe what they’re saying is true when you can’t see words to begin with.

      “How can it with a name like Sweet Cheeks?”

      “Sweet Cheeks. Ugh. What a tacky name. Makes me think of . . . of unsavory things.” Disgust laces her nasal drawl and I sit in disbelief. In anger. In I don’t know what because a part of me wants to shove my chair back, turn around so they can see my face, see who I am, and let them know exactly what I think of them.

      But the other part of me slinks lower in my chair. I want to hear more about what is being said behind my back, yet don’t want to hear any of it at all. The whole situation seems contrived. Like there’s a hidden camera somewhere filming my reaction and the joke is on me.

      “Well, she seems to like it,” the higher-pitched, squeaky-voiced one says. I assume she means the lady across from me currently taking a huge bite of chocolate heaven.

      Nasal tsks. “At the monthly luncheon the other day, Mrs. Layton told the ladies that her cupcakes were dry and crumbly and . . . and unoriginal. She explained she’d tasted them before the whole . . . situation.” She lowers her voice on the last word as if she’s talking about some huge scandal. “You know . . . poor Mitch. That Saylor put him through so much.”

      Dumbfounded, I subtly shake my head and try to wrap my mind around the coincidence of this happening—me sitting where I am to hear this conversation.

      This has to be a joke. A trick by Ryder to get me to go to the wedding because I feel like these two women have taken a page right out of his playbook.

      Is that why I’m sitting here cowering in disbelief instead of standing up and telling them to go to hell?

      I hate that I don’t know the answer.

      “He’s definitely better off without her.” Squeaky sighs out loud and I swear I can hear her eyes rolling with the sound.

      “Right? They never fit together in the first place. The funny thing is people like her would kill to live the life Mitch could have provided.”

      People like her? My blood boils and body vibrates at the insult that I wear proudly like a badge. I don’t want to be anything like them if this is the kind of person they expected me to be.

      “So stupid on her part. Something has to be wrong with her. I mean, she’ll never get a chance again at a catch like him.”

      “That’s the truth. Could you imagine how embarrassing that was for Mitch? And for his family to be rejected by trash? Good riddance.” Nasal draws the last word out.

      My fist clenches on the pen in my hand. Cupcake girl across the aisle is oblivious of the decimation of my character and criticism of the crumbs she’s licking from the tips of her fingers.

      “Not to mention the amount of money in deposits his family probably lost on the vendors because, you know, she didn’t care. She was originally from the valley so you know her family wasn’t paying for it.”

      A snort that doesn’t fit their upper crust, snooty tones. “Most definitely not.”

      “Good thing karma’s kicking her in the ass for it.”

      And I’ve got to give it to Nasal because she just gave me whiplash with that comment.

      “Wait! What do you mean by karma? Are you holding out on me, Tish?” Squeaky asks, now giving Nasal a name that is familiar but that I can’t quite put a face to.

      “Not really. Just chatter I heard from the ladies at The Club. I guess Saylor started her bakery with the understanding that Mrs. Layton was going to encourage her friends to hire her to cater the desserts at their never-ending events.” I can all but see their lips forming into smug smiles.

      Seriously? That’s the bullshit Uptight Ursula is telling people?

      “Yeah, but since she left him and called off the wedding—”

      “Thank goodness,” Squeaky interrupts.

      “Totally. Think of the bullet he dodged with that one. Marrying someone that’s not one of us? What was he thinking? But back to my story. I guess since the breakup, rumor from one of her suppliers whose dad knows one of Mrs. Layton’s house staff, is that business has slowed down considerably. Like making-no-profit slow.”

      “Oh, poor thing.” Her laugh is pompous as I blink rapidly trying to figure out where the hell they’re getting this shit. I am the supplier. Me and my weekly runs to Costco. “Go back to how the other half lives, sweetheart.”

      “God, yes. Leave the upper class alone, little girl.”

      “No matter, I’m sure once Momma Layton is done badmouthing her, she’ll have to shut her doors.”

      “Good riddance.”

      “Agreed. You ready?”

      “Of course. Saks Fifth Avenue is calling my name.”

      Their voices fade off as they leave and I sit where I am. Stunned. Deflated. Furious.

      That conversation was not a plant. Ryder would never go that far. I’d rather be wrong. Rather think that vapid, shortsighted people like them don’t exist in the world.

      But it wasn’t.

      They were real and they exist.

      My hands tremble. Heated tears burn in my eyes because I’m pissed at myself for not telling them both to go to hell. For not standing up for myself and making a huge scene to make them feel like the shallow assholes they are. The problem is I’m so upset—so flustered—that even if I had turned around and said something, I know it would have come out a jumbled mess and made me look like the fool they were saying I am. Disgrace burns bright and it’s aimed one hundred percent at me for failing to find a backbone.

      Their insipid comments repeat in my head. Their suppositions. Their judgments. Their everything.

      So I do the only thing I can–my temper on fire, my mind dazed by its smoke. I dig in my purse until I find my phone. My fingers hit the wrong button several times as I fumble for the number. The one I recently entered in my contacts but swore I’d never use.

      The phone rings. My body vibrates with a shame I shouldn’t feel, with an anger I own wholeheartedly, and with the notion that I was the naïve one thinking Ryder’s assumptions were wrong.

      “Ships Ahoy?” He sounds as surprised to be receiving my phone call as I am in making it.

      “I need your help, Hayes. Offer accepted.”
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      What am I doing?

      Dread over my decision filled me on the plane. The memory of Hayes’s words about my temper and the situations it gets me in taunted me. So I forced myself to sleep. To remember the catty words of the women at Starbucks. To hold on to the notion that I’m going to save my business. My passion. My dignity.

      The one Ryder helped me fund.

      Is this really worth it?

      Doubt increased with each step through the airport on the way to the baggage claim. Horrible scenarios played out in my mind. Ones with me losing the nerve to attend the outdoor ceremony, turning to flee in the moments before Rebound Sarah walks down the aisle, and running smack dab into Mitch. Like literally body against body so we both fall backward, me landing on top of him, my dress over my head, Spanx-covered ass in plain view for all the guests to see. Or of me walking into the reception, tripping and falling head first into the cake. All the guests turning to see me stand up, face covered in icing.

      The irony, that I’d be covered in frosting—Mitch’s worst nightmare. But at least I’d be unrecognizable.

      What if Hayes doesn’t show?

      That’s my thought as the tropical air hits my face, and I take in everything around me.

      The island is absolutely beautiful. The beaches are picturesque. Its main street colorful and full of sleepy island life as we drive through it.

      I repeat the promises I made to myself when I stepped foot onto the plane at the crack of dawn this morning: I’m here to save my business and in the process put to rest the two men I’ve loved in my life.

      Because saving my business is first and foremost. Proving to the Laytons and their friends that I’m confident and happy when I’m certain they assume the exact opposite.

      And that leads me to my next promise to myself. To use the time here to rid myself of any lingering doubts I may have in regards to Mitch. To reaffirm that I made the right decision walking away and feel nothing for him other than complete indifference.

      That and the need to prove to his shallow, smug guests that I don’t need them or their lifestyle and am doing perfectly fine on my own.

      Of course that leads me to my last resolution: Hayes Whitley. And every single damn thing about him. I told myself I needed to let go of what happened ten years ago. Forgive him, although I’m not sure what to do with the hurt I’ve harbored within. And while it might be trickier than forgiveness, I also need to realize that I don’t need answers as to why he left. What’s more important is to focus on the fact that he’s taking a huge chunk of time out of his personal schedule to be here for me. To help me prove a point and redeem a few of the things I lost when I left Mitch—most notably a chance for my business to succeed.

      I have a feeling there are a few other things Hayes is going to show me too. He always did have that knack. To bring things out of me that I never knew I had in me: to look at the world from a different light, to challenge me in one way or another, to make me see a situation differently. Even as a teenager I recognized that.

      Hand in hand with that is the notion that I’m heading into this weekend knowing I’m not going to walk away unscathed when it comes to Hayes. It’s impossible not to.

      The question is what exactly the damage will be. Will it be to my heart, to the memory I had of us, or to my ego?

      I have a feeling it might be all three.

      It’ll be pretty hard to protect myself when it’s him doing the damage. Again.

      So I focus on the scenery. On the little boys with dirt-smeared faces playing soccer in the alley. On the lady selling her handmade bracelets on the corner. On the cobblestone streets lined with wandering tourists eating shaved ice, or the couples walking hand in hand sharing a kiss.

      The scenery changes. The trees still lush, the views amazingly spectacular, but the coast with its hypnotizing water comes back into view and stretches endlessly. We turn onto a drive with its lavishly landscaped grounds. Palm trees and vibrant flowers rustle in the ocean breeze.

      The cab slows when it pulls up in front of the hotel’s entrance, and for one quiet second, I forget why I’m here. A small thrill of excitement tickles the base of my spine as I exit the car. My head swivels from side to side when I take in the grandeur of the hotel and smile at the sound of accented voices while the bellhop takes my luggage from the trunk.

      So this is how the other half lives, huh? Well, this girl from the valley is going to soak up every ounce of it while I’m here.

      I can almost picture myself relaxing—a drink in my hand, my feet in the sand, the sun on my skin—as I walk into the lobby. It’s even prettier than the brochures and online pictures portrayed. But when the cool rush of air-conditioned air hits my face, it also brings me back to reality. Either the air or the huge sign on an easel with elaborate calligraphy that says, Welcome Layton and Taylor wedding guests. Because the sight of that sign hits me full force as to what I’m about to do.

      My stomach churns instantly. I’m here to attend Mitch’s new wedding. Not mine. In the place I’d dreamed of getting married.

      My bravado wanes on my walk toward the registration counter. To calm my sudden bout of nerves, I take in the marble floors beneath me and lush plants around me. I keep my eyes straight ahead, focused on the nice lady with the gentle smile welcoming me to the hotel, because I just realized that it’s quite possible I could run into Mitch, his parents, or any of my supposed friends with each corner I turn in this hotel.

      The funny thing is, I was prepared for that. Told myself it was going to be easy to do. But words are often easy to speak until reality slaps you in the face.

      And oh how they are hitting me, now.

      “I hope you’re enjoying your stay at the Seven Stars Resort, Miss Taylor. I look forward to making your wedding a memorable one. What can—?”

      “I’m sorry, you must have me confused with someone else.” One Rebound Sarah Taylor to be exact. “I’m not getting married. Just a wedding guest here to check in.”

      Her eyes widen. “I’m so sorry. I thought . . . You look like—oh, my apologies. The wedding coordinator showed me a picture of Miss Taylor earlier, so I could greet her if she came to the front desk. And you look so similar. You could be sisters. I’m so sorry, I—”

      “It’s okay.” I force a smile at the irony of the entire situation. More importantly, I was right in my assumption that just like everything else, Sarah looks like me too. I shouldn’t be surprised. But still . . . “Saylor Rodgers checking in, please.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I do apologize for my error. I’d like to welcome you to the Seven Stars Resort and thank you for choosing to stay with us, Ms. Rodgers.  Let’s see . . . we have you . . . Oh, we have you in the Copa Villa. Such a beautiful place.” Her fingers click over the keyboard as my brow furrows at why the name of the villa sounds so familiar. “And it seems your travel companion, a Mr.—oh—Hayes Whitley,” she says, eyes widening when she recognizes the name, “has already checked in so I’ll have Rico show you the way to your villa.”

      The news that Hayes is here surprises me, considering his last text to me had said he’d arrive tomorrow, due to a scheduled meeting. I had welcomed the idea of having a day to myself to build up the courage to actually go through with this.

      Little too late to back out now.

      With a bit more resolve, I hold my head high and follow Rico through the lobby to outside. I’m in awe of the grounds as we walk. The brochures I’d poured over when planning come to life before me in a bittersweet yet surreal way. The sun is high in the sky as we meander down a path bordering the white sand of the beach toward the far end of the resort’s property. When the path ends, we are at a rather large bungalow, trellised with greenery and positioned for privacy.

      Oh my God. The Copa Villa. The most private and expensive of all of the villas in the resort. I remember it now. Mrs. Layton’s insistence that this was where Mitch and I should spend our first night together as a married couple. How when I looked at the ridiculous room rate, I laughed out loud. And when the humor subsided, I’d been too embarrassed to tell her there was no way I could afford it. How I lied about booking an Internet deal for the vacation package to justify why I said that no upgrades were allowed. And of course she’d seen right through the lie. Knew I couldn’t afford anything else on my already maxed-out credit card and then insisted she personally foot the bill.

      I shake my head thinking of that argument. How it should have been a warning sign to me how controlling she could be. But I didn’t back down. No. I stood my ground and held firm to my dignity. It was so very important to pay for some part of my wedding instead of letting the Laytons happily foot every cost.

      It was the only time in my years with Mitch that I saw her back down.

      And so much irony now with the fact this is where I’m staying with Hayes.

      Hayes.

      I’m so furious at him. How dare he pay such a ridiculous amount to stay here this weekend? He’s already doing enough as it is.

      Maybe it’s a security thing. He needs to be away from other guests for his safety? Perhaps. I try to talk myself into the notion so that when I walk into the villa and see him, I’m not grumpy right off the bat over this.

      Then the thought creeps in my mind and I don’t even bother biting back the chuckle that falls from my mouth. Rico looks back at me, and I just shake my head that I’m okay. I wonder what Squeaky, Nasal, and Mrs. Layton will think if they find out where I’m staying.

      And then I wonder if there is nothing but the best for her son, where exactly are Mitch and Sarah staying on their wedding night if we’re staying in the villa?

      Guess this girl from the valley gets the last laugh after all.

      Rico slows and hands me the keycard with a promise my luggage will be delivered shortly, smiles, wishes me a good day, and then leaves me alone with a whole new set of nerves for a completely different reason.

      I feel like an imposter the minute I step inside the luxurious villa. It has clean lines and warm colors. A cool breeze filters down the hall and teases the hair that’s fallen from my ponytail so it tickles my cheeks. I move through the foyer and down the hallway to a decadent great room. Wow. What a view. My feet falter as the back of the house and its wall of glass come into sight. Its pocket doors are open wide so the ocean breeze flows in and swirls the curtains on the bay windows to the side of me. The aqua water and white sand of the beach is just a few feet from the covered veranda beyond the sliding doors.

      The kitchen is to my right: spacious granite countertops, huge island with brown rattan stools, and stainless steel appliances with white cabinets. When I turn to my left to take in the sitting room—luxurious leather couches and soft pillows—I stop midstride.

      Lying sound asleep on one of the couches is Hayes. One arm bent and resting above his head, the other falling slightly off the couch, legs crossed and propped up on the armrest. His shirt is off, and his board shorts hang dangerously low on his hips.

      My feet move in reflex, my eyes fixated on him—on everything about him—as I take the few steps down into the living room toward him. He’s so damn handsome, my breath catches.

      Removing both the gilded lights of Hollywood and my veil of contempt, it’s impossible to deny how striking Hayes is. In so many ways. And seeing him like this—completely relaxed—I’m in awe over how the boy I used to love has become this man.

      Because he definitely is a man.

      All six foot plus of him is filled out now, firm and muscular. My eyes roam over defined pecs, sculpted abs, and toned legs prompting a memory of the skinny boy with two missing front teeth who used to knock on the front door and ask if Ryder could come out and play.

      The smile is automatic as I see the scar on the right side of his abdomen, a jagged, white line barely noticeable unless you know to look for it. I think back to the brace-faced teenager who would just walk in my house without knocking.

      “Double dare you, Whitley!”

      I can still hear my brother at twelve years old. Still hear Hayes boast how easy it would be to clear the fence from a dead standstill. Can remember the shout of triumph as he cleared it, but then the cry of pain when he immediately lost his balance, and fell onto the jagged rock on the other side. Then the concern on my mom’s face as she drove him to the doctor’s office to get the stitches that made the scar.

      I study his face: the day’s growth on his jaw, the fan of his dark lashes against his cheeks, his perfect lips.

      I remember those lips. Everything about them. The way they felt against mine. The way his eyes seemed to smile when they curved up. The promises he made me with them. The love he professed with them. The words he didn’t say with them.

      I shake my head. Sigh. Pull myself from the memories that seem to come in a constant flood when I’m around him.

      Maybe I’m just having trouble processing the teenage boy I once knew with this man in front of me. How can I still feel the sting of his rejection—after all this time—and yet have that sweet ache stir deep in the pit of my belly from just staring at him?

      He shifts and I startle. Sleep-drugged eyes flutter open and look up at me. A lazy grin follows. A glimpse of the little boy shines through causing my heart to jump in my chest.

      “Hey, you made it.” There’s gravel to his voice. Sincerity too.

      “Just got here,” I murmur as he scrubs his hands over his face. I force myself to step back and create some distance. I turn and look out the window to the beautiful scenery beyond and listen to him shifting on the leather behind me.

      “Your flight okay?”

      “Yes. Thank you. It was my first time.” I blush even though he can’t see it and hate that I just invited him to follow up on my comment.

      “First time flying?”

      “No. First class.” I keep my feet moving. A way to abate the restlessness I feel from the possibility of running into Mitch, or old friends beyond the villa’s walls, and from being in such a small space inside it with Hayes.

      “What? You mean Mitch never—?”

      “No. We never really traveled. And if we did—”

      “Wait a minute. You were with the guy for six years. A guy who constantly brags about how much money he has.” I turn and level him a look, curiosity in my eyes over how he’d know that. He rolls his eyes as he rises from the couch. “Yes, Saylor. I checked out his social media accounts. All the prick posts about is his privileged life with pictures to show what a high roller he is . . . So sorry, I’m a little surprised that he can spend a bazillion dollars on boys’ weekends to the Hamptons and San Francisco, and yet he can’t fly his fiancée first class. Call me judgmental. Call me a jerk. But that kind of bugs me. You should be more important than his boys.”

      Hayes’s words throw me for a loop. His assessment of Mitch’s character from Facebook posts alone is dead on. An assessment I’ve only been able to see with the passage of time and distance from our relationship.

      I feel a sudden sense of validation over opinions I’ve had. Odd that Hayes of all people provided that.

      “Thank you.” My voice is quiet, eyes still on his so I see the moment they soften. I chuckle at a memory of something that bugged me but I never felt I had the right to be angry at because it was his money he was spending. “I used to call him Golf Boy. Tease him that he’d rather go on trips with his buddies to hit par than be home with me. He hated that nickname.”

      “And I hate golf so no worries. There will be no golfing at all on this trip. Deal?” The grumpiness I felt over him booking this villa disappears entirely as his lopsided smile warms me from the inside out.

      “Deal.”

      “Sorry. I know I overstepped.” He shoves his hand through his hair and his shorts slip down a bit with the movement. “But the more I think about this whole situation, the more pissed I get.”

      “Thank you, but . . . it’s not worth it. He’s not worth it.” I chew the inside of my lip as we stare at each other for a moment.

      “Why?” His eyes ask the rest of the loaded question: why did I put up with Mitch’s behavior?

      The sad truth is, I hadn’t even realized I had. And I’m embarrassed to admit how insignificant I felt on a daily basis. So I keep quiet in this awkward silence between us and hope he’ll let it go for now. Pretend that he doesn’t see what I assume is humiliation in my eyes over allowing myself to be constantly devalued.

      We both startle when the doorbell rings announcing what I assume is the arrival of my luggage. Grateful for the interruption, I move to the door without a word but know he’s going to want an answer at some point.

      And hopefully I’ll have enough courage to tell him what I now know to be the truth.

      Because he wasn’t you.
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      “Don’t call me again, Jenna. I’ve already done my part. Do yours.”

      “But Hayes . . . I’m . . . I’m struggling and really need you here right now,” she pleads.

      So says the actress. The queen of melodramatics. The attention whore.

      I grit my teeth and don’t buy into the lie this time. “No. You don’t. You’re perfectly fine without me.”

      “But Hayes—”

      “No, but Hayes, Jenna. You’ve texted me at least thirty times in the last few hours. I’m on vacation. This is my time. Not yours. Not the studio’s. Any problems you’re having, you’ve created yourself. So deal with them. I’ve gotta go. My cell will be off the rest of the trip.”

      I hang up my phone and clench my fists. I hate this nightmare I’m in but am so very thankful for the reprieve. For Saylor and a chance at temporary normalcy instead of the crazy of my life.

      Why the hell did I ever agree to go along with Jenna’s shit?

      I have no intention of turning my phone off but when a new text alerts—yet another from Jenna—I put it on Do Not Disturb. Shoving it in my pocket, I figure it’s time to get out of here for a while and explore. But when I come to the doorway of Saylor’s room, I stop. Just stop and watch her unpack her things. Efficient in her movements, she never breaks from folding her clothes to look out the window where the breeze blows in to admire the crystal clear water. She’s all business.

      Everything about her trip here is. And yet I know from Ryder she’s been working nonstop to make the bakery a success. Starting her life from scratch after being with the prick for six years took courage. And then to realize her friends found the Layton’s clout and money more alluring than her friendship? That had to have been brutal.

      And lonely.

      How could they just drop her like that? Cut her out of their lives and forgo her friendship?

      Fuck. Pot? Meet kettle.

      The parallels between Saylor and me, and the fallout between her and Mitch, are getting a bit ridiculous now. Nothing like making me feel like I’m more of an asshole with each and every similarity that comes to light.

      But that’s why I’m here. To redeem myself. To heal old wounds.

      And it’s all of these revelations that confirm how hard it must have been for her to call me—the guy who hurt her just as badly—and take me up on my offer to help.

      She tucks some hair behind her ear and then tightens the sash on her robe. Those legs-for-days beg me to take a long look at them. And damn. They’re definitely worth a second look.

      It’s like I know her but don’t. It’s a fucked-up feeling for a man not used to caring at all. Not needing to.

      She continues her methodical movements. Unpack. Unfold. Refold. Place in the drawer.

      What happened to the spitfire personality? The screw-you attitude? The girl who didn’t care who was watching or what they thought? Is it because of that fucker? Did Layton steal that from her? Is that what her silence was telling me earlier when she told me he wasn’t worth it? Why would he tame the fearless side that made her who she was?

      Time to make her cut loose, and get the girl back I used to know with the wicked smile and wild eyes.

      Her phone rings. It startles both of us but her back’s still to me. “Dee, what’s up?” She pauses refolding a T-shirt. “Again? Seriously? Christ. Call the same place we used before. See if he can get the temperature to steady so you can manage until I get back. Then I’ll figure something out . . . Yeah. Thanks. I appreciate you taking care of it for me.”

      She tosses her phone on the bed and sighs out loud.

      “Five-minute warning.”

      She yelps and spins around. Her hand goes immediately to the opening of her robe on her chest, while her eyes—blue and wide—lower momentarily. Every woman loves the V. Thank fuck working out is part of my job for most roles because mine’s definitely defined.

      And she sure as shit just noticed.

      “Five-minute warning?”

      “Yep.” Eyes up here, Ships. Then again, feel free to look away. “That’s how much time you have to get ready before we leave.”

      Her lips shock into an O. My mind fills with images I shouldn’t have. Of what can slip between them. And it doesn’t help when I glance down to see her nipples tight against the thin material of the robe.

      “What do you mean?”

      Eyes up, Whitley.

      I hold my hand out to her. “First, I’m taking your phone away. And then we’re going exploring.”

      “You want my phone?”

      Among other things. If a robe is having this effect on me, causing me to want things I can’t have, then . . .

      “Yep. Mine’s gone off what feels like a hundred times already and is driving me up a wall, and by the sound of your call, yours is stressing you out, too. So I think we need to turn our phones off and unplug this weekend.”

      “Unplug? You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      A flash of her legs as she shifts her feet and her robe parts.

      “As a heart attack.” I look down to my outstretched hand and then back up to her eyes. “We’re in paradise, Ships.” One side of her lips curls up and I know I’m winning her over. “Send a text to Ryder or whoever that was and let them know your cell is off so no one worries that you’ve been abducted by Uptight Ursula. Then turn it off and hand it over. I’ll do mine at the same time.”

      She eyes me again. “Okay. Deal.”

      I nod and we both pick up our phones, fire off texts, and then she hands hers to me when it’s shut down.

      “Are you happy?” She lifts her eyebrows like she’s annoyed but I can tell she likes this idea.

      “Very. Now that that’s out of the way, it’s time to explore. Go check out the island and then have some fun here.” Her eyes look panicked from the suggestion. Fuck.

      “I figured you’d want to avoid attention. Hang out here so you’d have some peace and quiet and enjoy your anonymity.”

      Nice try, Ships, but that won’t fly this weekend.

      “I learned years ago that attention is something I can’t control. We’re on a tropical island, Saylor. In the middle of the ocean. There’s sand, sea, and fun to be had. Besides, getting out and about is the best way to make it known we’ve arrived. I assure you on this little island, word travels fast.”

      She bites her bottom lip and sits down on the bed. She really did think we were just going to sit here. And even though that’s what I had every intention of doing tonight, there’s no way we’re doing that now. Plans change. And I’m determined to get Saylor back. My old Saylor back.

      It’s time to go have some fun and find her.

      Right when she’s about to speak, to disagree, to reject, I look at my watch and then back up to those aqua blues of hers.

      “You’re wasting time. The clock’s ticking.”
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      “Isn’t your new flame going to be pissed at you for taking off to a tropical island and leaving her at home?” I avoid glancing over to Hayes although every part of me wants to see his reaction to my question.

      I’ve seen the tabloids. The field day they’ve had with him over the past few months. Know his high-profile relationship with Jenna Dixon is over. That supposedly he cheated on her and she’s since gone into hiding to cope. Their fairy-tale relationship ended.

      The press has played it all out. The rumors have been printed and reprinted each time with a new spin to them. Speculations over who he cheated with cover the gamut of anyone he comes in contact with. And yet he’s remained silent the whole time.

      Does that mean they’ll target me, too?

      I shake away the thought. We’re just friends. Friends on a tiny island in the Atlantic Ocean at an all-inclusive resort. There’s no way anyone would even care about me anyway. I’m nobody in the Hollywood circle of need-to-know.

      I don’t even remotely resemble the women he’s been associated with, past and present, who have been floated about as possibilities. Besides, the most recent rumors state he’s dating Tessa Gravestone—his gorgeous and completely temperamental (if I believe the tabloids) costar. I’m curious if it’s true, and if so, what does she think about him being here?

      He chuckles and yet the sound is lacking any amusement.

      “Obviously you haven’t been reading tabloids lately or else you’d know I don’t have a girlfriend, Saylor.” Tone steadfast. Voice without hesitation.

      I risk a look to where he sits beside me, back against the seawall, bare feet in the sand, and am met with a lift of his eyebrows. A nonverbal, just ask what you want to ask, expression on his face.

      I snort at his response. He flashes a quick grin for some reason, and I just shake my head. “Aren’t you dating, whatshername though?”

      “Considering you don’t know what her name is, then no, I’m not dating her.”

      “That’s a cop-out answer if I’ve ever heard one.” And I do know her name . . . just don’t want to let him know that I follow his life in skewed tabloid ink.

      He shifts to turn and look at me. Eyes intense, head angled to the side, irritation obviously awakened. “Really?” he says dryly. “Considering the coals I’ve been raked over lately regarding Jenna and the accusations made about my character, I’d think saying I don’t have a girlfriend is a logical answer.” His expression is severe, lips tight as he waits for me to respond. There must be something in my countenance that questions him because he shifts and purses his lips. Starts to talk. Then stops. Starts again. “Go ahead and ask the question, Saylor. Ask me or believe them. Your choice.”

      And as much as I want to know if he cheated on his girlfriend, as important as it is for me to know he didn’t, I don’t say a word. There’s something about the look in his eyes, the irritation over the fact I might believe the rumors, that stops me from continuing. Because asking means I might be convinced it’s true and therefore don’t trust him.

      “Don’t believe everything you see, Saylor.” His tone is wry. A warning. “Even salt looks like sugar at first glance.”

      His comment makes me rethink my assumptions and puts me in my place. “No questions, Hayes.” I lick my lips and glance down to my fidgeting hands before looking back up at him. I wonder what is the truth and what is a front in a town that thrives on earning a living out of playing make-believe. “And honestly, I was talking about Tessa. Not Jenna.” I need to make myself clear. Let him know I was fishing but not about Jenna.

      “Oh,” he says, shy grin sliding over his lips. “Sorry. I get a little touchy on the Jenna thing.”

      I nod. Understand. I want to ask more but don’t because obviously there’s more to the story than meets the eye. He’s allowed to be upset over their breakup, considering how long they dated.

      “Well, in that case . . .” He laughs, his tone is teasing, and the mood suddenly eases again. His smile returns and there is mischief in his eyes.

      “Ah, Tessa.” It’s all I say. My own smile spreading despite the pang of jealousy that hits a little harder than I’d like to admit.

      “We’re working together.”

      I roll my eyes. “So you’re sleeping together.”

      “On screen, yes.” His voice is unapologetic and yet a small part of me feels like he is toying with me. Gauging my reaction.

      “And off screen.” I chuckle but question why I care. Jesus, Saylor, stop asking.

      “Is there a reason you care?” He steals the thought from my head and doesn’t stop staring, so I shift my gaze to the ocean ahead, wondering the same thing.

      The difference is I know why. I care because of that fluttery feeling I get when he smiles at me, the warmth that flushed through me when he put his arm around me on the way out of the little restaurant where we grabbed a quick bite to eat. I just don’t want to admit it.

      “No. Not at all.” Uncomfortable under the weight of his stare, I let the silence fall between us. A steel drum is heard somewhere in the distance. The intermittent buzz of tourists’ laughter or shuffling of footsteps meandering through this sleepy Caribbean town can be heard behind us. I watch some local children play in the water, some in suits, some not, as their parents watch from the ocean’s edge.

      “It’s nothing serious,” he says unexpectedly. “In fact I haven’t seen her in a few weeks.”

      “Huh.” I let the comment settle between us, enjoying the fact that he didn’t have some huge farewell session with some beautiful starlet before coming to hang out with me.

      “You’re awfully quiet, Ships.”

      I can’t help my smile. The nickname not so bothersome now. “Yeah. I’m just trying really hard to enjoy tonight. To not think about the next few days. To—”

      “Enjoy the company of the handsome man beside you.”

      I laugh out loud and love that he can do that to me. Just like he did earlier as we sat in the local recommended favorite, Fresh Catch, while we ate our appetizers and sipped our cocktails. When we talked about our childhood escapades and arguments, steering clear of everything that happened after there was an us, and the aftermath I still don’t understand. I had promised myself I wouldn’t bring it up again while here.

      It’s the least I can do considering he’s here, doing who knows what for me in this atypical situation.

      I look over to him—wind-ruffled hair and dimples deepening—and think he’s so much more than handsome. He’s comfort and my past, mysterious yet familiar, funny and yet aloof.

      “Yes. That too.”

      “Why are you nervous?”

      “I’m not nervous.” My too quick response says I’m anything but. His chuckle tells me he doesn’t buy it. “You know me, I’m not good with the unpredictable. With putting myself out there when I know everyone in the room will be looking at me.”

      There’s an intensity in his eyes that unnerves me. Like he’s searching for an answer I can’t give him. “The girl I used to know didn’t care who was looking.” His voice is quiet, and I hate the urge to immediately refute him. To be defensive. Especially when I’ve wondered the same thing as of late. Distance from Mitch has only proven how much the time spent with him had changed me. Toned down my personality.

      I shrug. Almost in an apology to him when it should really be to myself. “Maybe it just depends on who’s looking, I guess.”

      He licks his lips and nods his head as if he understands, but the shift of his eyes and set of his shoulders say differently. Hayes lifts his face to look at me again. “Well, I guess I should warn you, you’re with me so don’t worry, when people are staring, it’s at me.” I think he’s dead serious at first, but when he cracks a smile, I can see he’s trying to put me at ease.

      “Ah, I see. The famous Hollywood actor,” I tease but know he’s right. The glances at dinner. The interruptions on the boardwalk for a quick picture. I truly appreciate his attempt to lessen my anxiety.

      He blows on his knuckles and pretends to polish them on his chest and winks at me. “So remember every time you think they’re looking at you—”

      “They’re really looking at you,” I finish for him.

      “Exactly.” He nods for emphasis. “And for your information, I have a very detailed schedule of how the next few days are going to go if that will help you with your need for predictability.”

      I jerk my head in reaction. “There’s a schedule?”

      “Yes. There was a schedule for the wedding handed to me when I checked in. It’s all mapped out for us. Golf for the guys and salon day for the ladies tomorrow.” He rolls his eyes. “No worries, I promised you no golf, and I mean it. We’re not going. We’ll make ’em sweat. Give them a chance to gossip about the rumor we’re here. Did you bring the invitation like I asked?”

      “Yeah. Why?” I narrow my eyes.

      “Because I bet you they never told Uptight Ursula they invited you. They did it to mock you, never expecting you to show. I want to make sure you have it on you in case she attempts to kick you out—”

      “Hayes?” I have to get something off my chest.

      “Yeah.” Eyes looking. Expression perplexed.

      “I’ve thought a lot about this, and I just want to make sure you understand that I’m not here to ruin their wedding. That’s not the type of person I am. Every little girl dreams about their wedding day and who am I to say that Mitch isn’t Sarah’s Prince Charming? Just because he wasn’t mine, doesn’t mean he’s not hers.” I twist my lips, look down at where my fingers are drawing aimless designs in the sand before looking back up to him. “The only reason I’m here is to prove I’m okay with it. To show that leaving Mitch was a good decision for both of us. He’s happy and marrying someone else. Only someone who is ashamed runs and hides, and I am not that. I want my business to thrive and if there’s a chance that coming here—to be smiling and supportive and giddily confident—will prove them otherwise, then I have to take it. If I hadn’t come and Sweet Cheeks failed, then I’d always wonder . . . and I’m sick of wondering things.”

      My words trail off, my voice breaking on the last few words. I hate that I brought the conversation back to where I swore to myself it wouldn’t go—to where everything seems to lead these days—to thoughts of us back then and the what-ifs I’ve lived with.

      We consider each other in the dimming light, each passing second feeling like it’s erasing the years since we’ve seen each other. Brown eyes to blue. His silence to my comments.

      “I knew you were still the same girl I used to know.” His voice is a murmur. I look down to catch a dart of his tongue to lick those lips of his, and then meet his gaze again. “I know what your intent is, Saylor. You’re too kind to want anything less. You’re selfless. Forgiving.”

      “I thought you said I hold grudges.”

      “Only with me.” He smirks. “You always did. Let’s hope I’m on my best behavior this weekend so you don’t hold any with me by the time this is over.”

      “Good plan.” I laugh again and realize it seems like forever since I laughed this much over absolutely nothing. It’s a good feeling.

      “Getting back to plans—”

      “Ah yes . . . tomorrow, we’re ditching the salon and golf because your nails are already done and golf is boring as fuck. So we’ll do our own thing. I have to run some lines for a part I’m screen-testing for when I return and then we have the rehearsal dinner that they’ve invited their guests to. The wedding the following day. The reception. Then—”

      “No more.” I cover my ears and laugh. “Thank you. Really. I’m relieved to know you have all the particulars of our schedule worked out. Seems like the normal wedding events. And those I know all too well. I can rest easier now.”

      He chuckles and all of a sudden my back straightens. “That’s their schedule, Ships. Ours is a secret.” He abruptly stands and grabs my hand to pull me up. My body jolts at the connection that sitting side by side with him all this time has had buzzing just beneath the surface. As if knowing he was close enough to touch but not really touching was an awareness all in itself. I know he can feel it too. That I’m not alone. Because the words on his lips falter momentarily before he recovers. And a part of me wants to stay like this a bit longer but know it’s just that missed connection we lost so long ago that’s causing the sensations to simmer to the surface. Nostalgia. Muscle memory of the heart. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

      “Go?”

      “Yes. Go. It’ll be easier if you think of this whole trip as an adventure rather than their wedding.”

      “And what? You’re my tour guide?”

      “If that’s what you want to call me. I prefer cruise director though, considering we’re kind of stuck with the nautical theme, Ships.” He winks and holds his hand out.

      “Oh, please.” I roll my eyes.

      “Or captain.”

      “You’re certifiable, you know that?” I shake my head and he pulls on my hand to help me stand.

      “Quite possibly, but all that matters is I’m in charge of this schedule, and we need to get a move on it. Your adventure awaits.”

      “And, oh captain, my captain, that adventure is what?” I drag my feet like a child, curious what he’s talking about but smiling nonetheless.

      “Do you actually think I’m going to tell you?” He dazzles me with that smile I can’t resist. “Didn’t you know? Spontaneity is the best kind of adventure.”

      Oh. Shit.
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      “No way. Uh-uh.” I try to step away but my back hits the unyielding wall of Hayes’s front. We’re pressed body to body and panic flickers through me.

      “Remember what I said.” His voice is warm against my ear.

      Spontaneity is the best kind of adventure, my ass. I tried to do this once before. On a double-dog dare at the age of sixteen. From him.

      I turn around, a blatant rejection of Hayes’s idea of spontaneous fun. Of the stage before me, the people sitting in chairs around it, and the microphone and screen that will hold lyrics.

      And yet when I do turn, I run smack dab into every long, lean, firm inch of him. My body reacts immediately to the feel of his. Hair stands up on the base of my neck. My nipples press against the smooth fabric of my bra and are more than aware of the warmth of his chest. My muscles tense everywhere.

      All I can do is suck in my breath when his eyes hold mine. They’re full of the same mischief that paints his smile. “Remember that time at Wild Irish?”

      “How could I forget?” Sneaking in the back door of the local bar a few towns over, feeling like we were so cool. The anxiety of being caught in a bar underage making the night that much more exhilarating. Hayes’s dare to go put my name in, take the stage, and perform a song of his choosing.

      “Remember how much you had to psych yourself up to do it?” he murmurs. I can smell the hint of Red Stripe on his breath.

      These are treacherous waters.

      But it’s The Captain leading me into them.

      I laugh. My body hums with awareness. He hasn’t stepped away. Hasn’t broken the connection between our bodies. And yet it’s probably because it’s crowded and he wants me to hear him. Regardless, every jostle of someone bumping into one of us, makes the awareness that much more.

      “I remember. I spent all night freaked about it and just as I was walking up to the stage—”

      “Principal Hellman walked up right before you.”

      We both laugh at the memory. At how I scurried back to the table in the far, darkened corner of the club before leaving shortly thereafter.

      “My God, I was so freaked out we were going to get detention or worse if Hell’s Bells saw us there.”

      Our laughter fades. Somewhere in the moment we’ve stepped apart when the crowd has given us room to. “So what do you say, Ships?”

      “To what?” I feign nonchalance but worry my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “You never finished the dare.” He shrugs. Taunts me with a smile and a glance of his gaze to the stage and then back to me.

      “Seriously?”

      “You were never one to chicken out before.” Words to match his smile.

      “We’re not teenagers anymore, Hayes,” I huff but know he’s starting to win me over. That sheepish grin and impish gleam in his eye reminding me of the fearless, carefree girl I used to be. The one who never backed down from one of his or Ryder’s dares.

      He leans in, mouth to my ear. “I double-dog dare you, Saylor.”

      My smile is instant. My reaction is half-hearted. “You know I can’t sing for shit,” I shout above the music that just started playing again. His hands are on my shoulders, directing me toward the stage, the melodic tone of his laugh in my ear.

      “Perfect. There’s nothing better than an off-key karaoke singer to catch everyone’s attention.”

      I want to strangle him, and yet I find myself laughing instead. I grab his hand, and his falter in motion tells me I’ve caught him off guard. “If I’m going to make an ass out of myself, you are too.”

      I’m surprised when he stumbles along behind me. “Did you forget I like when everyone’s looking at me?”
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      “I don’t care. No one is going to convince me otherwise,” I say, in an attempt to sound serious despite the smile that hasn’t left my lips since we started our dominating karaoke run on the mic.

      His laugh echoes off the concrete as we weave through the outdoor corridors of the hotel. “You need help.”

      “Says the man who demanded he be called The Captain every time the announcer summoned us to the stage despite everyone knowing you were Hayes Whitley.” I giggle as he hangs an arm over my shoulders and pulls me against him for support. Or maybe it’s the other way around. I don’t know and I don’t care because I’m having more fun in what feels like forever and it’s all because of him.

      “Says the woman who sang, ‘Might as well face it you’re a dick with a glove.’” His laugh rings out again.

      “And what is wrong with that? Look it up. I bet you . . . I don’t know what I bet you.” I slur my words a little bit. “But I assure you those are the correct lyrics that Robert Palmer sings.”

      “No. It’s addicted to love, Ships. Addicted to love,” he enunciates while fighting back the laugh. “Not a dick with a glove.”

      “Hmpf.” I try to pout but it’s just no use. His words are sluggish too and his body so warm against mine. I feel lighthearted after so much weight lately that all I can do is smile and laugh and not want the sidewalk to end at our door where I can see it does a few yards ahead.

      “Are you going to pout?”

      “No.”

      “Yes, you are, and I’ve got the perfect cure for that.” In a completely unexpected move, he takes my arm and twirls me out and then pulls me back in. Paradise spins around me. It keeps moving even when I land solidly against him.

      Our laughter fades and our smiles slide into parted lips. His hand still holds mine against my lower back and his chest moves against mine. My face lifts up as his tilts down and our eyes fasten on each other’s. There’s an earnestness I haven’t seen in his before. There’s also amusement. Such an odd combination, almost as if he can see things I don’t want him to see just yet.

      Kiss me.

      Oh my God. What am I thinking? He can’t kiss me. It’s a horrible idea. Too many reasons to list why he shouldn’t.

      And yet I want him to kiss me. Just once.

      So we can get it out of our systems, put the past to rest, and move on. But then again, would I be able to move on?

      Even at the age of seventeen, Hayes could kiss in a way that made me feel like I’d just laid every part of my soul on the line when his lips left mine. And I’m not sure I can handle feeling that right now. Every part of this situation already makes me feel so vulnerable and exposed as it is. Add in being confused over how the kiss would make me feel and that’s not something I need to add to the mix.

      Yet as the silence stretches, neither of us move. And when his eyes flicker down to my lips and then back up to my eyes again, I don’t think I ever want to.

      My desire wars against my better judgment.

      His body is warm and firm against mine. A tangible temptation that’s hard to resist.

      Just kiss me.

      I wait for him to. I want him to.

      And then I realize what an idiot I’m being. How he’s probably thinking how pathetic I look standing here waiting to be kissed in the moonlight like some pathetic sap. Embarrassed and flustered, I step back needing to create some distance from him.

      “I’m sorry.” I turn and walk to the front door.

      “Saylor.” Hayes calls out to me and I tell myself to keep walking. That there is a famous starlet named Tessa who he isn’t dating but most likely sleeps with. That there is a world of difference between our two lives—glitz, red carpets, and glamour versus frosting-spattered hair, Nutella, and NetFlix—and even if we share a kiss, nothing will lessen that chasm.

      I’m such a wreck. I’m over here turning a playful twirl in the moonlight into a kiss I don’t want to want, to fantasizing how it would lead to my happily ever after.

      He calls my name again as his footsteps sound on the pavement behind me. I don’t want to face him right now and yet as I reach the door, I realize he’s holding the key to unlock it. Fucking perfect. A self-deprecating laugh falls from my mouth. There’s a tinge of hysteria to it. A bit of disbelief fringing its edges from my out-of-control imagination.

      My sudden irrationality has to be a combination of everything jading my thoughts: the alcohol, the fun evening, the comfort of being with someone who used to know everything about me, the indescribable paradise surrounding us. It all contributes to the Saylor was almost going to make an ass out of herself moment I just had. I guarantee that won’t be happening again anytime soon.

      He’s right behind me now. I can feel him before I hear him.

      “Say? What is it?”

      I hang my head. Hate that so many of my thoughts are on the tip of my tongue, and yet I say none of them because they are absolutely ridiculous.

      His hand is on my shoulder, prompting me to turn to face him. But I resist. I don’t want him to see the embarrassment stinging my eyes or read the errant thoughts that have no business being there.

      “I’m fine, Hayes. Just tired is all.”

      “Hmm.” He gives a non-committal sound that makes me scrunch my nose because I know he’s trying to figure out what’s going through my mind.

      “Can you open the door, please?”

      “What is your biggest fear about this weekend?”

      What? The question comes out of nowhere and I hate that my immediate thought is that he means in regards to us. But that’s the crazy talking and once I rein it in, I know he’s referring to Mitch and Sweet Cheeks.

      “I told you earlier at the beach. It’s not so much a fear but more my need to prove to them all that I made the right decision. Because if the women in Starbucks were speaking truthfully and if Ryder’s and your hunches are correct, this is what I have to do in order to give my business the chance it deserves to succeed.”

      “Do you still love him?”

      His question is unexpected and shocks me enough that I whip my head up to meet his eyes. I immediately wish I hadn’t. The porch light is bright and there’s no way I can hide the truth in my eyes from him.

      “No.”

      “Hmm.”

      I don’t know if he believes me. The furrow of his brow and his unrelenting stare tell me otherwise.

      “Six years is a long time to be with someone, love them, and then turn the love off like a switch.”

      How do I explain to him that while I no longer love Mitch, I can love some of the memories we had together? That there will always be those shared experiences that I’ll look at fondly, but do I still love Mitch? No. I don’t think so.

      “I just want my life back to normal,” I whisper, hoping he might be able to understand that. Needing him to be satisfied and leave me be.

      His brown eyes hold an empathy I’m not sure I deserve, considering I’m the one who caused all of these changes. “What do you mean by normal?”

      “I don’t know anymore.” I shake my head, thankful for the change in topic, and try to explain. “Since Mitch and I split, my life’s been in chaos. The moving out and starting over. The endless hours I spend in the bakery to try and make it work. It’s exhausting and yet I love every single minute of it so I’m not sure how to answer that.” It’s lonely. Not the everyday part because I’m so very happy with my choices, but rather the loneliness associated with not having someone to cuddle with at the end of the night and share stories about my day. I leave that part out.

      “Would you change any part of it?”

      He asks the question that I know I can answer without hesitation. “No.”

      His smile is slight, but there. A nod of his head. A rub of his hand up and down my spine in encouragement.

      “Then maybe you’re finding that new normal.”
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      There’s nothing like waking up to the sun shining and the crash of waves on the beach outside my window. I let myself be lazy. I doodle in my notebook over new potential varieties of cupcakes.

      At some point I hear Hayes on the phone somewhere in the house. I’m immediately irritated that he turned his cell on when we’d agreed to unplug. But when I set down my notebook to go say something, I notice the red light blinking on the Villa’s phone. The line is being used. So technically he’s not breaking the rules since he’s on the landline.

      I glare at it for a minute. So typical of Hayes to skirt the rules but not break them. He hasn’t changed a bit and why does knowing that bring a stupid smile to my lips?

      I figure I’ll let it slide. He’s probably negotiating a bazillion-dollar contract or something so who am I to interfere? Business being done in paradise. I pick up my pad again and start to write just as his voice gets louder. He sounds irritated. Frustrated. Adamant. Snippets of his conversation float down the hall. I overhear him talk about how his public image is taking a hit and then carry on about not giving a shit about the ironclad non-disclosure agreement. How he refuses to play the game anymore.

      I’m intrigued at first. Hayes has never been one to rile easily so I’m curious what has him so heated. But then again, my knowledge comes from the teenager I used to know; maybe the fuse of his temper has shortened with age.

      Feeling guilty for eavesdropping, I busy myself with a shower and then change the polish on my toes to a brighter color. I enjoy my quiet peace, private space, and the breeze blowing in the window. I even contemplate taking a jog on the beach . . . but since my toenails are still tacky I don’t want to ruin the polish. Besides, I’m on vacation, and exercise is work.

      Then I’m brought back to reality and that this isn’t really a vacation. I’m here for a reason. I’m also most likely hiding out in my room to avoid Hayes since I made a fool out of myself last night. And while he may never have known my thoughts, I sure as heck did, and that in itself warrants feeling embarrassed.

      But isn’t he just as much to blame as I was? Holding me close? Looking at me with that unrelenting intensity in his eyes? Yes. It was definitely all his fault. Ha. At least that’s what I’ll keep telling myself to justify my overreaction and wistful longing last night.

      Hell, I have three more days of sharing the same space with Hayes. Of being around him and trying not to feel confused every time he looks at me. Or smiles at me. Or calls me Ships Ahoy.

      Hayes Whitley twists me up like a Rubik’s cube. He did way back when and still does now. He’s changed me. Turned that naïve, solid-color blocked puzzle I once was and left me scattered all over the place. I’m a mix of emotions when it comes to him. And no matter how hard I’ve tried to get back to that solid state I was before him, I know I never will.

      He’s left his fingerprint on me, marking me with invisible ink.

      And being here is like stepping under a black light. Every single one of those scars becomes visible, brought to light so I can’t ignore them anymore.

      Forcing me to face them once and for all.

      I take my time getting ready. Fight the endless flyaway hairs from the humidity until I give up and just pull my hair back into a clip. After adding some mascara and lip gloss, I lather on the sunblock, unsure what adventure The Captain has for me today.

      Just like that, he brings a silly smile to my face, even when he’s not in front of me. It’s like old times. When I’d wake up on summer break and he’d be at the front door, telling Ryder and me what adventures we were going on for the day.

      And as if on cue, I hear him shout through the closed door. I can’t make out any words, but hear more than just a growl of frustration. Finally, my curiosity prevails and I leave my room to go satisfy it.

      I hear his voice immediately and can see him out on the patio from where I stand in the hallway. He’s turned sideways, body obscured by the pillar, face angled as he talks to someone.

      “Did you really think I’d give in so easily? Walk away without a fight?” He shakes his head and laughs but there’s no amusement in it.

      Keeping against the wall, I take a step closer, craning my neck to see who he’s speaking to, but I can’t see or hear whoever it is.

      “You don’t get it, do you? I begged, borrowed, and lied to get this chance again. To stand here in front of you one more time. To right my wrongs. To make you see why I am, can’t—SHIT!” There’s a bang as he hits his fist against the side of the pillar. His sigh is loud, his frustration evident in the sound alone. He steps back, and I can see him fully now. Board shorts, no shirt, a baseball cap slung low over his forehead with dark hair curling out at the back, and blue sheets of paper in his hand.

      “Hayes?” I step out from my spot in the hallway and into the great room. His head snaps up at the sound of my voice through the opened pocket doors. He blushes immediately and it gives me pause because I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hayes Whitley blush.

      Be still my heart. Because Confident Hayes is one thing, but Shy Hayes? That’s a whole other stratosphere of attraction. Like I’m-screwed type of attraction.

      But then I remember him being embarrassed means I’ve caught him with someone or doing something and now I feel like an idiot. Serves me right for being nosy.

      “Hey.” He sets the papers in his hand down and leans against the pillar behind him. His smile soothes away my unease.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt you and . . .” My voice fades off as I step out onto the patio and am surprised to find no one else out there.

      He laughs at the perplexed look on my face. “Sorry. I was running lines and got frustrated trying to figure out how to play this scene.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I thought . . . never mind.” When I look back up from where he just hung his thumbs into his board shorts—my mind temporarily dazed by the abs and happy trail and the V—our eyes meet and hold.

      Something about the fact that he actually has to practice at his craft kind of throws me. He’s always been perfect at everything he tries first time around and the notion that he is practicing, rehearsing, tells me he truly does care about what he does. That he takes it seriously. It’s such a change from the fly-by-the-seat-of-the-pants mentality he used to have.

      Practice before baseball try-outs? Of course not. And then he made starting lineup. Study before his final exams? Why would he? He aced them anyway.

      So I just stare at him as the realization hits home: he’s the same boy I once knew and yet so very different. He’s matured. Changed. But in a good way.

      Luckily he speaks and interrupts my overthinking. “I usually run them with my PA. She’s an aspiring actress.” He rolls his eyes as if everyone is in his life. “Rehearsing is hard when it’s one-sided.”

      “Can I help?” His face reflects the same shock that I feel in asking.

      He stifles a laugh but lets the lopsided smile spread across his lips and studies me. “You want to help?”

      “Don’t sound so shocked, Whitley. I know I can’t act worth a shit, but I’ll help if you need me to. What’s the movie about?” I step closer, the breeze hitting my face and the view catching my breath momentarily as if I’d forgotten the paradise outside.

      His lopsided grin turns sly. “It’s a romantic suspense project. This scene . . . is about the main characters. They’ve fought their attraction for what feels like a lifetime.”

      “Why would you fight it?” The question is off my lips before I can pull it back, and it earns me a quirk of his eyebrow.

      “Good question.” He shrugs, his gaze never wavering. “The way I see it, sometimes things happen in life and love’s put on hold. But if someone’s your soul mate, nothing is going to stop you from being together in the end.”

      His words throw me. This introspective opinion so unexpected. The notion that I know him, and yet don’t know him, becomes more and more clear. It makes me want to talk to him that much more. Understand who he’s grown into. See the depth in his thoughts. The maturity in his opinions. Sure I loved him before. Loved the teenager he was—playful, loyal, sincere, funny—but I’ve changed and matured too. The things I look for in a man have evolved with that. Insight. Compassion. Security. Character. Integrity. All of those things in a man are important to me.

      And as I look at him standing before me, I realize the more I discover about the almost thirty-year-old version of him, the more I realize he embodies all of those traits.

      His comment repeats through my mind. If someone’s your soul mate, nothing is going to stop you from being together in the end.

      “Is that you speaking or the character?”

      “There’s a little bit of me in every character I play.”

      “Nice deflection.” I laugh, thankful for it too. “I’ll make sure to remember when I need you to lift something that you have the superhero strength of that Marvel character you played last year.”

      He just laughs and hands me the script. “Cute, Ships. You want to help, or not?”

      “Ah, it’s all fun and games until someone makes fun of the tights you had to wear,” I tease, knowing his superhero costume received quite a lot of buzz over the Spandex pants and definitive bulge they showed.

      “Hey, whatever pays the bills.” His smile tells me he’s heard it all before and it doesn’t bug him. And it shouldn’t, considering the rumors regarding the paycheck he earned for wearing those tights. As should any man having to walk around in very tight Spandex. “You ready?”

      Shit. I guess I better focus. And not on him. Or his bare chest. Or his biceps. Or the thought of his bulge in Spandex.

      “Is it ridiculous that I’m suddenly nervous?” I ask with a skittish chuckle to boot.

      “Not at all. I know something—a role, an award, an anything—is worth the trouble it causes if it makes me nervous.”

      “Good to know.” I take a deep breath and glance down at the script in front of me. Ignoring the staging I don’t understand, I make a quick study of the exchange between the two characters, Gabby and Noah. “Okay, I think I’ve got it.”

      I can’t read the smile he gives me. It’s almost as if he knows something I don’t. I shake the thought and just play it off as he finds me helping him humorous. And he most definitely will laugh at my attempt to act, but I don’t care. How many people get the chance to say they rehearsed lines with an Oscar winning actor?

      “Let’s take it from right here,” Hayes says as he leans over and points to a line. “And why don’t you sit on the edge of the chair for me. It will help me with blocking.”

      “Okay.” Nerves suddenly flutter to life. Stupid really, but they do. I take a seat, my eyes skimming the lines over and over. Trying to figure out the context of the scene when I haven’t read the entire story proves rather difficult, but I’ll just go with it.

      “That’s bullshit, Gabby, and you know it.” The expression on Hayes’s face transforms instantly and catches me completely off guard. He’s angry, frustrated, and tormented. His voice and posture reflect all three.

      I stumble for my line as I look back down, knowing there is no way I can even match how seamlessly he slipped into his character. “I don’t know anything anymore.” My voice seems flat compared to his, but I keep going. “All I know is after tonight . . . after watching . . . never mind. It’s probably best if you just go now.”

      “Huh.” He shakes his head. Disappointment is reflected on his face as he takes two steps toward me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      “You lost the right to know what I’d like and not like when you walked out.” My voice breaks. Life imitating art in a way I never expected when I told him I’d run lines with him. I swallow over the lump in my throat, because I know that pain. I start to talk and stop. “I didn’t make you leave, Noah. I didn’t start the fire. I didn’t hurt anyone. I wasn’t the reason shit went south. And more than anything, I didn’t make you erase me from your life.”

      “I never erased you!” he shouts with shoulders squared and eyes alive. We stare at each other for a beat before his defensive posture slips away. His shoulders slump, head drops, and voice lowers so I can barely hear him. “I could never erase you, Gabby.”

      “Don’t do this to me. Don’t waltz back into town like you own this place with that chip on your shoulder. I’ve moved on, Noah. I’ve made my own life. One that has no place for you in it.”

      He lifts his head, strides across the patio with determination, and slams his hands onto both sides of my chair. I jolt at the sound, at the force that moves my seat, at the unmistakable virility of both Noah and Hayes combined in the eyes of the man looking at me. “Anywhere you are is my place, Gabriella.”

      I snort. Know Gabby would do just the same and catch the flicker of surprise in Hayes’s reaction. “No. It’s not.” I can barely speak the words. Hate the pang I feel in saying them. Shit. Shit. Double shit. Do I feel the same way about him in real life?

      “Tell me you don’t love me.” His hands are on my chin directing my face up. His eyes are so honest, so true, that I almost forget I have a script in my hand. Silence stretches between us and I convince myself I need to look down at the lines. Yet I can’t find it within me to break the hold he has on me, let alone breathe.

      Script, Saylor. The script.

      I force myself to look down to the papers. To the words I need to say. I exhale unsteadily when I read them and then look up to meet Hayes’s eyes. “I don’t love you, Noah. I’ve met someone else. Another man who I know won’t leave.” I avert my gaze. Push down the emotions rioting through me. How funny. I thought I was going to feel so silly doing this and yet everything I am is in the tone of my voice right now. “Like I said before, it’s over. It’s best that you leave.”

      “You’re lying,” he grits out between clenched teeth as he pounds a fist on the arm of the chair again. “Lying! Did you really think I’d give in so easily? Walk away without a fight?”

      I’m mesmerized. Can’t take my eyes off him. “You did before.” My voice is a whisper of sound. My emotions raw in a scene that has nothing to do with me.

      This is Noah and Gabby. Noah. And. Gabby.

      Not Hayes and Saylor.

      “You don’t get it, do you?” He’s exasperated. Frustrated. Pleading. He reaches out and tilts my face back up to his again. I hold my breath as he leans forward ever so slowly and puts his lips right to my ear. I smell the signature Hayes Whitley clean scent of soap and shampoo. Feel the heat of his breath. Warm under the touch of his hand. “It’s you. It’s only ever been you. I begged, borrowed, and lied to get this chance. To stand here in front of you again. To right my wrongs. To make you see why I am . . . why I can’t just walk away this time without knowing, Gabby.”

      “Without knowing what?” I’m glad I remember the line because if I lean forward to look, I’ll come face first with his chest and that’s not something I need right now. The situation, the lines we’re rehearsing, the man before me—all three are powerful enough, and I don’t need the physical aspect of him to intoxicate me even more.

      Hayes leans back so that our lips are inches apart. “Knowing what my forever tastes like.”

      Neither of us move. Or breathe. And when he finally takes a step back, his mouth slides into a satisfied grin.

      “You’re good, Say. Gotta hand it to you.” He ruffles a hand through his hair. “I’ve been running that line all morning and hadn’t figured it out. I was going in too hard, too angry. Having you to bounce it off made it easier. Let me see I needed to be softer with the delivery. Thank you.”

      I remain motionless in the chair, completely affected and unsure how he can go from the exchange we just had to, well, to him being him. And I’m reminded of his cryptic smile when I offered to run the lines. Wonder if he thought I would find this scene ironic, considering the history between us. And ironic is definitely one way to describe it.

      Hitting too close to home is another way.

      “I’m glad I could help,” I say when I find my voice again.

      “Do you mind if we run through it a few more times so I can tweak a few more things?”

      Oh, hell.

      And so we do. Each time through, my own emotion becomes more transparent. More vulnerable.

      My body more turned on.

      The constant repeat of the scene, in the intimacy of the words between two characters longing for each other is almost like foreplay in its own right. The emotion in his voice and reflected in his posture feels so real. So tangible. That with each take I forget he is acting.

      But he is acting, Saylor. There is no hidden message he is trying to convey about how he feels about you. And soon he will be running through this scene with another actor. Another woman. Not you. It’s just a role to him. Watch how easily he bounces back when the scene’s over and he steps out of character.

      And so when he finally feels satisfied with the delivery of his lines, I need a break from his presence. From the thoughts this entire scene has evoked. From the sexual tension that coats my skin so thick I almost feel it. From the pressure in my chest making it painful to draw in air despite being out in the open.

      I opt to go for a walk on the beach to gain some physical distance from him and to quiet the unexpected emotions of the morning.

      Funnily enough, the entire time I’m on my walk, I’m thinking of him.
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      “This place is everything I’d imagined it would be,” I murmur more to myself than to Hayes.

      “When you planned your wedding?”

      I bristle, but deserve the straightforward question considering we are in the very hotel I had spent hours ruminating over for my wedding plans. I glance over to where he sits beside me at the hotel’s outdoor bar. The drinks are stiff and the food is westernized but it feels good to be out and about in the hotel. Especially because I can enjoy the resort without feeling like I’m being watched since the entire wedding party is supposedly playing golf or at the salon. At least they’re supposed to be according to the handy itinerary on the villa’s kitchen counter.

      “Yeah, but there was more to my decision to come here than just wanting a destination wedding. This was one of my mom’s dream vacations. It was always their ‘next trip’ but it never happened. Money got tight. They had Ryder and me. Then came saving for college for us. They just kept putting it off and said they’d go after they retired. . .” My voice fades off, the memories so poignant and real all these years later.

      “But they never made it to retirement.” Hayes’s voice is quiet, empathetic as he finishes the phrase for me. He places a hand on top of mine and squeezes it in support. “They were the best. Always fair. So full of love but also strict when they needed to be. Everything I wanted my parents to be like but weren’t. I think of them often.”

      “They loved you, too, you know.” It’s important he knows that.

      He nods his head as my heart hurts at the thought of them. I miss them every day but something about being here with Hayes—in the place they always wanted to visit—makes it a bit more poignant. And I think of how pleased they’d probably be, knowing I came here with Hayes. Especially since my mom used to always tell me one day I was going to marry that boy. Even after he left when she was nursing my broken heart, she was his biggest cheerleader telling me he was just off growing up but that he’d come back for me someday.

      The smile is bittersweet. The memory even more so. The void in my heart from their absence a permanent fixture but feeling a little less empty when I look at Hayes.

      I clear the emotion from my throat. “There were so many things they put off doing, waited for, or said they never had the chance to do once they had kids and I . . . shit, I don’t know, Hayes . . . I don’t want to be that way or feel like they did, and never fulfill the things I dream of doing. I don’t want to be in the car on the way to dinner and get hit by a drunk driver and as I die, realize I never knew what those things I wanted to do felt like.”

      “I can understand that. Hell, anyone can, Saylor.”

      It feels like emotion after emotion is being churned up today and my parents’ death is just the next thing to add to it. The memories hit me like photographs on a reel: the policemen at the door; my screams when I fought Ryder’s arms as he tried to comfort me, when really, he had no comfort to give; the two caskets side by side lowered slowly into the ground. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. The constant cloud of inconsolable grief.

      And then, meeting Mitch at a mutual friend’s party seven months later. He was kind, paid attention to me, and took me places I’d never been before. Places that held no memories of my parents when everywhere else I went was flooded with them. Those things combined with the positive feelings he evoked in me slowly overshadowed the grief that had owned me.

      Is that why I stayed with Mitch for so long? Because he took the pain away—more like put it on a backburner—and helped me slowly crawl out of the haze of grief? Did a part of me—the non-rational part of me—fear if there was no Mitch, that the pain might return?

      Had he ever really known the real me? Was it once I felt more like myself—less meek and agreeable—that things started going downhill?

      The thought is ludicrous, and yet it strikes me to the core. Love and obligation are two different things, Saylor. Not one and the same.

      “Did I lose you?” Hayes’s voice breaks through the fog of my thoughts.

      I shake my head, clear my mind. “I’m sorry. Just thinking about them. What were you saying?”

      His smile is cautiously sympathetic while his eyes search mine to make sure I’m okay. “All I said was I can understand your need to actively chase your dreams.”

      “No, I don’t think you can. It’s maddening.” It’s an unfair statement to make to him and yet I appreciate the fact he doesn’t argue it. “They were so young and had so much life left to live, and yet I feel like they partly gave up on their dreams and hopes when they married, and I don’t want to do that. Be that. Regret the chances I never took.” I recall my mom’s repeated comments about what she could have done—her dream career as a dancer on Broadway and how marriage and kids derailed that. A good derailment but a jump off the tracks nonetheless. I think of my dad and the baseball draft he missed out on because he thought the best thing to do for his family would be to be home and work a steady nine-to-five.

      Missed opportunities. Dreams put on hold. Completely honorable decisions on their part. Ones that I benefitted from. A life still great by any standards lived in their perfect marriage but the theme of what-if always a constant undertone.

      “Saylor?”

      “What?” When I look up from where I’m playing with the umbrella garnish from my fruity rum punch, I meet his eyes and realize he’s asked me yet another question. I was too engrossed in thoughts of my parents—of the guilt I continually feel over loving them to death but wanting to be nothing like them—to have heard him.

      It strikes me how weird this is to be talking about this now. It’s been nearly seven years and yet it feels good to talk to someone who knew them like I did.

      “I asked if your parents’ unrealized plans had anything to do with you not marrying Mitch.”

      I stare at him long and hard, my gaze impenetrable, my thoughts a whirlwind, and chew the inside of my cheek. But I don’t need to think at all because I know the answer. It’s clear as day now that I’ve had this time away from him.

      “Yes.” My voice is quiet, eyes fixated on my drink and the condensation slowly sliding down the side of the glass. I question myself, hate that I almost feel like I’m cheating on Mitch by talking about him to Hayes, but then realize how absolutely absurd that is considering the situation. And I have to hand it to Hayes; he is patient. He sits and waits for me to find the words to express the conflicted emotions I’m certain blanket my face. “Mitch treated me well. I just think that his idea of what a wife should be and mine are two completely different things.”

      “I can assume here,” he says as he lifts the bottle of Red Stripe to his lips, “but I’d prefer if you’d explain.”

      “Well, for one thing, he hated the bakery. Even before I rented the actual space and applied for my business license, I was running it as a side business out of our house. It drove him crazy. And not just the mess of it, but more the mess on me. He disliked that I was so lost in it that I didn’t care if I had frosting in my hair or if my clothes were smeared with piping. And it wasn’t that I didn’t care but rather I was just so absorbed in whatever I was creating that I didn’t notice the mess. God, he loathed the days I forgot to put on makeup because I had a harebrained idea for a new flavor and had to go do it right then before I forgot it.”

      “You always were that way. Spontaneous. Needing to see for yourself. I used to love and admire that about you.”

      I preen under his simple praise. Feel stupid that I do but can’t help it considering I’m so used to the opposite opinion.

      “Yeah well, not everyone does.” I laugh. “I guess I wasn’t proper wife material.”

      “That’s the biggest bunch of bullshit, and if you believe it for a single second, I’m going to kick Ryder’s ass for letting you.” His eyebrows are lifted, lips pursed, expression unforgiving. And I’ve seen them throw punches at each other so I have no doubt he would.

      This time around, Hayes definitely has the advantage.

      My laugh floats out and draws the attention of the bartender who flashes a smile my way—eyes roaming over Hayes momentarily—before turning back to her customer. “When it came down to it, our marriage would have worked. I would have made it work,” I say with more conviction than I feel. Resentment I never realized I harbored comes out of nowhere.

      Hayes snorts and I’m not sure how to read the sound since his eyes are focused on people on the golf course beyond.

      “You would have made it work so long as you sacrificed yourself. That sounds like a stellar marriage. One made to last.”

      I stare at him, his sarcasm loud and clear, wanting him to meet my eyes and not meet them all at the same time. I need to show him I’m not that woman. Was I back then? Maybe that’s another reason I stayed with Mitch for so long.

      “It doesn’t matter now, really. That or any of the other reasons because we’re not together.”

      “Hmpf.”

      “Hmpf? What does that mean?” I straighten my spine, suddenly defensive over the feeling that I’m being judged. And who is he to judge when he wasn’t the one here for me after my parents died?

      “It could mean a lot of things,” he murmurs as he tips the bottle up to his lips and signals for another one. We’re interrupted momentarily when another guest comes up and asks for his autograph. He handles the woman’s nervous chattering like a pro before turning back to me. His eyes are unrelenting as they stare into mine, gauging how candid he wants his next comment to be. He starts to say something and then shakes his head and closes his mouth before turning back to the view beyond.

      “Just say it, Hayes. It’s not like you hold back.”

      “The way I see it from the outside is that he was the problem in your relationship, Saylor, not you, as you seem to continually assume. Having a passion like your baking is something that just happens. It’s not controllable. It’s a huge part of you that makes you happy. Calms you. Any person who tells you to suppress it for their own benefit is trying to stifle you. Mold you. Make you someone different than you are. Never let someone steal your passion. If you do, then you’ll resent them. And resentment is the death of any relationship.”

      For the umpteenth time since he’s walked back into my life, I just sit and stare at Hayes. Wonder how he’s in my head and knows exactly how I’m feeling. First he connects the dots with my parents. How I don’t want to miss chances like they did. And now this. Understanding the numerous nights I’d sit stewing at home because Mitch made a big fuss about me spending too much time at the bakery. How I’d be miserable, sitting idly by while he perused the Wall Street Journal or New York Times. It’s like he wanted me to want to be with him more for his own ego’s sake, to know I chose him over my work, and not because he actually wanted to spend time with me.

      Hearing Hayes say it only reinforces that it was right to end things with Mitch.

      “Thank you.” My voice is soft, relieved that someone understands why I felt how I felt.

      “There’s no need to thank me.” He shrugs as he sets his bottle down and stands up from his barstool. “Truth is truth, and I’m sorry you had to experience that particular truth. C’mon, I need to do something.”

      I look down to the hand he holds out to me and then back up to the brown of his eyes. “Keep this up, Whitley, and I just might start to like you again.”

      “You never stopped liking me.” The smile he flashes—one full of arrogance, amusement, and adoration—causes the parts that he’s awakened in me, the ones that wanted to be kissed, to roar back to life.

      It’s just the fresh air and different perspective, Saylor. Get a grip.

      And so I do just that—get a grip—but this time it’s by taking the hand he offers and following him without asking where we’re going. We walk through the lush grounds and laugh at silly memories I can’t even believe he remembers from our youth. We talk about Ryder and why he hasn’t settled down yet. About the project we rehearsed this morning. About my favorite flavor of cupcakes.

      And in all our wandering, I become distracted by both the scenery and by him with his board short-clad hips and his tanned, chiseled chest. Why would I want to pay attention to anything else? So I let him walk in front of me for a while as I happily meander behind, not having a clue where he’s leading me.

      I think about my parents. About their love. About how they only wanted the best for me. They would have loved my bakery. And I know deep down that despite the heartache I had walking away from Mitch, my mother may have turned over in her grave if I had married him here at her dream destination.

      Because she would have known—always did—what was best for me even when I couldn’t see it myself. Youthfulness often has a way of blinding you to truths.

      And Mitch wasn’t what was best for me.

      But Hayes on the other hand . . . she always did have a soft spot for him. I think she’d be smiling, knowing I’m presently enjoying her idea of paradise with him. That we’re burying the past so we can be friends. And that despite the heartbreak he caused me, she was right: he is the good guy she thought he was because he’s here trying to help me save face.

      I’m distracted from my thoughts when a resort employee walks out of a fork in the path in front of us. She momentarily meets Hayes’s gaze, nods her head at him before smiling at me, and then makes her way down the path beyond us.

      “So I have a confession,” he says solemnly, causing my feet to falter and my eyes to wander to anywhere but on him.

      “Nothing good ever comes from those opening words.” I’m not sure why I’m already nervous about this. Why the single phrase has my pulse accelerating.

      He chuckles but doesn’t respond before walking a few feet, looking back to me, and then disappearing the same way the resort worker had just come from. I follow him into this little alcove carved out of the thick, tropical foliage. Its fronds shade us from the sun overhead and partially obscure us from any other guests exploring like we were. “Sit.”

      I narrow my eyes but oblige him after he sits down first. And I’m so fixated on the discord humming within me that I don’t notice the box on the bench until he picks it up. And when I do, my eyes immediately home in on the pink pastry packaging.

      “Hayes?”

      He doesn’t respond but rather opens the box so I can see a dozen lavishly decorated cupcakes inside. I’m so confused. What do cupcakes have to do with his confession?

      “Just humor me, okay?” His dimples deepen with his smile.

      “Sure.” I rub my hands on my thighs and wait.

      “When I arrived the other day before you, I thought I’d be nice and go buy some cupcakes, have them in the villa as a little treat for when you arrived. Looking back, the idea was stupid since you are usually up to your elbows in cupcake batter and frosting, so why would you want more? But my God, Ships, they tasted like shit. Nothing like yours whatsoever.”

      My laugh rings out. He likes my cupcakes. My ego has definitely been boosted. “So that’s your confession? That the cupcakes are horrible?”

      “In a sense.” He nods his head and looks back down to the box’s contents. “But you see, I know how long your anger can last, and I don’t want you to be angry with me anymore. You can hold a mean grudge, Saylor Rodgers, and so I bought you these.”

      He holds the box out to me and now I’m even more confused. My chuckle reflects my mix of emotions. “Let me get this straight. You don’t want me to hold a grudge against you, so you bought me a box of cupcakes you think taste like crap?”

      “Yep.” His smile broadens and body shifts so his knee is on the bench and shoulders face me.

      “Okay.” I laugh the word out, befuddled but amused. “But I’m not holding a grudge against you. I told myself I was going to come here and wash the slate clean. The past is the past, and it’s over and done with.”

      He mulls the words over, the look on his face says he’s skeptical whether he really believes me or not, then picks up a cupcake and hands it to me. What in the hell is going on here? “Hayes?”

      “Just hold it because while I think they may taste like shit, I do think they’ll be perfect grudge-busters.”

      “Grudge-busters? What? I’m so confused right now. What the hell is a grudge-buster?”

      “It’s this.” I bite out a yelp as he picks a cupcake up and smacks his hands together with a dramatic flair. Bits of cupcake and frosting fly everywhere, like a confectionary explosion. There are crumbs stuck to his chest, all over his board shorts, in his hair, on his lips that are open and laughing, and understandably, smashed all over his hands.

      Probably exactly what I look like at the end of a long day.

      “Are you crazy?” I shriek but the words come out in a vomit of laughter. To see a man, who always looks so perfect no matter what time of day, look like the mischievous little boy from my childhood makes my heart swell.

      “Your turn.” Despite his tongue darting out to lick some frosting off his smiling lips, his tone is dead serious. And of course I hesitate, unsure if he’s losing it but then again with that smile on his lips . . . I know he’s not.

      “Why? Can you just tell me why you want me to smash a cupcake in my hand—shitty tasting or not?” My eyes are wide, but my hands are itching to try it. Lips fighting the smile I can’t seem to help when I’m around him.

      “Because spontaneity is the best kind of adventure,” he repeats the mantra from the other night. “And because it’s a grudge-buster.” He shrugs as if he’s making perfect sense and hopefully to himself, he is.

      I stare at him long and hard, realizing he set this all this up with the resort employee delivering them to the spot for us and then leaving when she saw us. And if he’s gone through this much trouble, I decide to go for it.

      Within seconds, my hands are a mass of frosting and cake. The fallout from the force of my smash has resulted in an equal number of crumbs landing on Hayes as they have me. And while I may not be sure why I’ve just smashed a cupcake between my hands, I’m not going to lie when I say that it did feel pretty damn good. Cathartic.

      “Should we do another one?” Hayes asks, as he looks down to where he’s trying to remove a large chunk of chocolate frosting from his chest and only manages to smear it further.

      I could help you get that.

      With my lips.

      And my tongue.

      Holy hell, the thoughts have me shifting to abate the sudden ache of want in my core.

      When his hand stills mid motion, I glance up from where I’m staring at it on his chest to find he’s caught me watching. There’s a flash of something darker in his eyes mixed with a glimpse of desire. The words on my tongue suddenly feel like molasses.

      I blink my eyes and try to refocus on what he asked me. Do I want to smash another one?  Yes, for obvious reasons. And no, because he’s trying to distract me for some reason.

      “No. I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      “Why would I hold a grudge against you, Hayes?” My wits have been restored. So long as I keep my eyes on his. Off his body. And not on his lips.

      “I lied to you, Ships.”

      Now there’s a definitive way to distract me from thinking about his body.

      “Okay.” I stretch the word out as I wrack my brain for what he’s referring to.

      “When I walked into Sweet Cheeks that first day, yes, I was picking up the order for my mom, but I lied about that being the only reason.”

      “Hayes.” His name is a warning I don’t want to have to give.

      “Hear me out.” His chocolate-smeared palms are up in the defensive position. I glare. “I came in with every intention of telling you I had talked to Ryder and knew what had happened. But when I saw you . . . shit, Say, I fumbled. It’d been years since I’d seen you. And when I did, everything about what used to be us—our friendship, our love, our connection—rushed right back like it was yesterday. Then you assumed. And I saw how hurt you were. How much your pride had been fucked with by Mitch and the jerks you thought were your friends. I heard it in your voice. It killed me, Say. Made me think of how bad I’d hurt you before and knew I couldn’t hurt you again. And then after I heard you talk about Mitch, about why you walked away, I realized what you needed more than anything was honesty. It seems you’ve already faced enough on your own, and the least I could do was be honest too. So, yeah, I chickened out that first day I saw you. Thought if you told me on your own terms then I’d feel better about it, and only then would I do this if you asked.”

      His words fade off and I’m not sure what to feel. I want to be mad at him. Want to feel embarrassed that he’s known all this time, and yet I can’t be. How lucky am I to have a friend willing to see how much I was hurting and not want to add to it?

      “Sorry.” He speaks the word with such weight that I know the apology is for so much more than just not telling me.

      “Thank you.” The two words are a whisper while the new cupcake in my hand taunts loudly to be smashed. On Hayes.

      Hayes nods his head, our eyes still locked, but my thoughts are completely consumed with the idea.

      “Hey,” I say, voice soft, lips curved in mischief. “No grudges.” He lifts his eyebrows as if he’s shocked I’ve forgiven him so easily, and then he gasps when I land the first confectionary blow. One beautifully decorated chocolate ganache cupcake is smashed on the exact location I’d thought about licking only moments before.

      He’s silent as he looks down to where my hand is still pressed against him, chocolate frosting the only barrier between us. I grind it in, slowly slide it down his abs, and then lift my hand to bring a coated finger to my mouth. His eyes lift from the aftermath of my assault to watch me wrap my lips around my finger and suck the frosting off it.

      A myriad of things flicker through his darkening irises. What I assume is hunger and desire. Need and want. The same feelings that are rioting through me. I slide my finger from my mouth and run my tongue over the chocolate still on my bottom lip. His jaw pulses. His eyes hold fast. Sexual tension sparks when it just can’t.

      I remind myself of all the reasons this is a bad idea. How in two days he’s going to leave and go back to his life in Hollywood, and I’ll return to my mixer and ovens and passion. Alone.

      So I try to bring us back to the playful part of us. The neutral zone.

      “You’re right,” I murmur, a taunting smile on my lips, and a scrunch of my nose. “Not enough cream.”

      I more than notice Hayes’s expression: mischief to match mine, challenge, disbelief.

      And it’s only a fraction of a moment, a split second of time where we let spontaneity take over, and the kids we used to be emerge. In a frenzy of activity, we both scramble up from the bench and grab the remaining cupcakes from the box. Our laughter floats around us like the rustle of the palm leaves in the breeze. We’re armed and ready for a cupcake war.

      He strikes next. A pink frosted one that glances off of my shoulder. My yelp rings out above the waves on the beach. His footsteps behind me tell me he’s given chase down the pathway. I turn a bend where he can’t see me and dart in between a break in the hedge. Just as he passes me, I jump out and smash a vanilla frosted cupcake square against his back.

      “Still a little shit all these years later, Ships.” He laughs out the insult as we circle each other like dogs with smiles on our faces, lungs out of breath, and intention in our movements.

      “Hmm, you forget how fast I am, Whitley?” I lunge toward him, ready to strike, and he jumps back. We continue this dance until I take one step too many and he grabs my arm and twists me against him, my back to his front.

      “I think you forget how strong I am.”

      I don’t even have a second to prepare before he lands a cupcake to my collarbone. And with his body behind me and his hand against me, I definitely feel his strength. Using his leverage, he takes his hand and purposely smears the cupcake against my skin and bathing suit.

      “You asshole!” I shriek in jest as I escape the confines of his arms and chase after him down the footpath.

      He taunts me from ahead. You’re such a wimp. You can’t catch me. How do you like them apples, huh, Say?

      “You’re dead meat,” I call after him as we weave in and out of paths. I chuck a cupcake at him from behind, and it bounces off the back of his neck.

      “Close but no cigar,” he heckles as I scoop up the dropped cupcake for a reloadable weapon and continue down the path to where he disappeared.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I call when I can’t find him. With a cupcake in one hand, my sarong gathered up in my other hand, and an enthusiastic smile on my lips, I search through breaks in the foliage to find his hiding spot.

      I yelp when hands grab my waist from behind and spin me around. “Olly olly oxen free,” he whispers as he cocks his arm back and aims the cupcake at my face.

      “No!” The sound is part laughter, part warning. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would.”

      We playfully struggle our way into a clearing. There’s laughter around us. I’m sure we are quite the sight—two grown adults covered in various colors of frosting having an epic battle—yet I don’t think once to care. My only focus is the cupcake in Hayes’s hand.

      I hear my name. I think I do anyway, and it distracts me enough momentarily that Hayes is able to grab and pull me tighter into him, the cupcake now inches from my face.

      We stare at each other in a silent standoff, hearts racing and eyes daring. His gaze flickers over my shoulder and then back to mine as I prepare myself for the smash.

      But it doesn’t come.

      Instead he eases up and only dabs the frosting against the tip of my nose.

      I sigh in relief.

      Then gasp out in shock.

      Because Hayes’s lips are on mine.

      And not just a friendly peck. Not hardly. The hand that held the cupcake is now empty. Chocolate fallen by the wayside for a kiss. His fingers, sticky with frosting, are on my cheeks directing my face. But there’s no thought of the frosting he’ll get on my face or how funny it’s going to look when we walk back to our villa because all I can think about is Hayes.

      I could tell myself I part my lips—grant him access—because I’m winded and need to breathe, but that would be a lie. Because the minute his tongue dances against mine, all I want to do is drown in his kiss. In the familiarity of it. In the difference of it. The unexpectedness of it. The comfort of it. In everything about him.

      Hayes Whitley is kissing me. Again.

      Finally.

      His fingers are possessive—on the underside of my jaw and the small of my back—and the soft groan he emits communicates everything his lips are expressing and more.

      His taste consumes me. The chocolate on his tongue. The spark of desire. The lick of lust. The sense of calm riled up by an overload of emotion.

      My hands slide up the plane of his back over skin heated by the sun and slick with frosting. His muscles bunch beneath my palms as he shifts the angle of the kiss.

      His tongue tantalizes and torments. Begs me to want more with its tender caresses and then switches gear and demands me to keep pace. To allow him to possess and claim.

      I feel in droves. Want. Need. Lust. More. Too much. Not enough. Don’t ever stop. What am I doing?

      And as much as I should be panicked, as much as I should be thinking about what all this means and how I already know I’m going to get hurt somehow, I don’t. Instead I lose myself in the kiss. Surrender myself to him. The guests and the staff I heard moments ago no longer exist.

      It’s just me.

      And Hayes.

      And the singular sensation of rightness he is making me feel. A sensation I don’t think I had ever realized was missing since he’d left, but now know I’ll never be able to live without.
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      Jesus Fucking Christ.

      Soft lips. Skilled tongue. That little moan.

      Did I really walk away from this? From her? Why?

      Goddamn it, Saylor.

      I kissed her because I saw them looking.

      I kissed her because I wanted there to be no doubt who she was with, and the status of our nonexistent relationship.

      I kissed her because it’s been too damn tempting not to, and so why not when it was the perfect opportunity?

      And fuck, now I don’t want to come up for air. I just want to stand right here with this woman who owns every sensation within me. The one coated in frosting who left the pain behind and is currently pressed against me. The one whose laughter I can hear still in that sweet goddamn moan she made and whose taste I don’t think I ever forgot.

      How could I?

      Her fingers press into my back. Little scrapes of her nails to let me know this is real. Not some movie set. Not ten years ago in the tree house with my letterman jacket on the floor beneath her. But here in paradise with the smell of suntan lotion on her skin and the tickle of the breeze blowing her hair onto my cheeks.

      I’m in two minds. Two sets of thoughts struggling to be heard through the roar of want that’s firing in my blood. One begs me to drag her off to the villa and see what else is the same and different about her all this time later. Dip between her thighs and have a taste. Feel her pussy grip around my cock and hear my name pant on her lips when she comes.

      I deepen the kiss. Grip her jaw tighter and take what I want from her because, fuck if taking her right now on the putting green isn’t a possibility.

      My sensibility fights back. Tells me this can’t happen. Saylor is Saylor with her little cupcake shop and her own dreams, and I’m just the asshole who lives in Hollywood with a life so different than hers that it would never work. I’d only hurt her again in the end. And she’s had enough hurt lately.

      I want to tell my mind to shut the fuck down. To let my dick do the talking. The one that’s currently pressed against the warmth of her bare belly.

      I have to end the kiss for my own fucking sanity. And because I’m pretty sure there are laws against having sex in public. I fight the urge to dive back in and deepen the kiss. To give in to my need and take what I want.

      But I don’t. Can’t. This isn’t about me.

      This is about Ships and making things right.

      So I take one last draw on her lips. One last nip of the forbidden fucking fruit I want more than I thought I would but now realize I shouldn’t have. And end the kiss.

      But I don’t let her go just yet. I know how hard quitting Saylor cold turkey can be. Recall the burn in my gut that lasted for almost a year. Gut? More like heart. And then I realize that it probably took even longer since every one of those feelings just came back with a vengeance after a single damn kiss.

      So I hold onto her and steal one more moment. Take one more draw of the same breath. Let my mind stumble through memories of the past we shared and be thankful our paths have crossed again.

      “Now I know why I’ve always compared every woman I’ve ever kissed to you.” The words are out before I can stop them. A confession I never should have made but now can’t seem to purge from my mind.

      Her breath hitches. Fingers flex against my skin. And then the murmurs of those around us provide the reason I need to take a step back. Break the hold she has on me. Play the part I came here to play.

      And when I do break our connection, she still holds me captive. I take in her full lips, the frosting smudged on her cheeks, and read the confusion in her eyes. The perfect goddamn combination of sexy, sweet and uniquely Saylor standing before me slaps me in the face and begs to know how I could have been so stupid to walk away from her.

      Shut it down, Whitley. Keep your distance. End the scene.

      I remind myself to breathe and force a smirk instead of stepping back into her. To get my wits about me and refocus on if the twenty or so members of the wedding party across the green are still watching. The ones I caught sight of while Saylor and I were having our cupcake war.

      And they are definitely watching.

      “C’mon. Let’s go.” I grab her hand and steer her from where curious eyes continue to stare. To wonder. To judge. And I want them to question how the woman they knew her to be, the one Ryder explained to me as being so proper and reserved over the past six years, has enough of a wild streak in her to chase a man through a posh resort and have a food fight with him.

      Not just any man, though. Me.

      But my desire to head back to the villa has a helluva lot more to do with me than with her right now. I need to work. Because work has always allowed me to forget about Saylor, and God, how I need to forget about her right now. Because with her within arm’s length, with her taste on my lips, with the warmth of her body still heating my skin, I’m not sure I’m going to be able to keep the one promise I made to myself when I agreed to come here: leave her better off than how I found her.

      “Hayes?” Her voice is confused, the amusement it was rich with now gone. It takes me a second to realize she had no idea we were being watched. And I’m so goddamn self-absorbed, so mad at myself for wanting to do the right thing, that I forgot to tell her.

      “Sorry. We had company.” I stop on the path and turn to look at her to make sure she heard me.

      “What? Wh—oh.” Realization hits her eyes, a healthy dose of hurt too, as I let her assume the sole reason I kissed her was because there was an audience and not because I wanted to. She clears her throat and lifts her chin in a show of false bravado. “Yes. I know. I saw them.”

      She’s lying. She wanted the kiss just as much as I did. The twirl of her finger around her hair and the stiffening of her body prove she did, but for some reason I don’t elaborate or correct her line of thinking.

      Instead I stand there like an asshole as she forces a smile to save herself the embarrassment over thinking what happened was out of mutual desire. And that she threw herself into the kiss—and fuck me, how she threw herself into the kiss—for no other reason than to help sell our fake relationship to the wedding party.

      That in itself is comical because we both wanted it. There’s no denying that. And yet I don’t correct her. I don’t confess how sleeping in the villa last night with her in the bedroom directly across from mine was the sweetest kind of torture. Or explain how rehearsing the scene this morning didn’t make me wonder about and want her in every way imaginable. And I definitely don’t tell her how badly I want to drag her up against me right now and kiss her all over again.

      But I don’t say a word because the next time I touch her, I don’t think I’m going to be able to stop with just a kiss. And I’m not sure it’s smart to open up that door until I can figure out what in the hell I’m going to do about keeping that damn promise I made myself.

      “C’mon,” I murmur, turning around before I can see that wounded pride in her eyes again. The one I put there. “I’ve got stuff I need to do before . . . I booked you a private massage in the spa room down from our villa.” I glance at my watch to emphasize she’s going to be late. Hate myself for pawning her off so I can have a minute—or sixty—to get my head straight.

      “I don’t wa . . .” Blue eyes full of unanswered questions meet mine and the words die on her lips.

      “It’s that way.” I point. “See you in a bit.”

      I walk off down the path, like the asshole I am. I tell myself not to stop and turn back. Not to grab her hand or open the door of the villa, lick that frosting off her chest, and slide down the slippery slope that would follow.

      And it would surely follow. No doubt in my mind there.

      But it’s not meant to be. Can’t happen. I’m here to make sure she’s okay and pulling her into any part of my crazy life would lead to anything but okay. So why do my hands falter as I slide the key card in the door? Because ten years have passed. Because I’m a different man now than I was then, and she is without doubt a different woman. She’s stronger. Independent. She’s Saylor.

      So why couldn’t something work now?

      Fuck. That’s the shit I can’t be thinking. The one thing I came here telling myself wasn’t going to happen. Because what was supposed to happen was that we were going to live in the same villa for a few days and remember old times. I was hoping to help her restore her confidence, prove a point to the Layton groupies, and then walk away when the time was up as friends—something few and far between for me these days.

      How’s that working for you, Whitley?

      Kind of hard to remain impartial when everywhere we go, assholes from the wedding have stared at her. She may not have noticed them—so busy with her eyes wide at the tropical scenery around us—but I sure as shit did. I saw the packed tables in the back corner of the karaoke bar—eyes glued, tongues wagging, noses turned up. But they did take notice of who she was with. Then the halt of conversation and turning of heads as we walked by the pool earlier today—the floppy hats being lifted so they could stare a little longer from behind their sunglasses and grimace over that girl from the other side of town as I heard one of them mutter. And of course then again, in the bar a while ago. The pairs of eyes looking over the edge of menus, ready to whisper the minute I turned my attention from them and back to her.

      But the joke’s on them. I’m not fucking stupid and have played this game perfectly in her defense. Made sure I’m loud so it’s noticed that I’m here at the resort. Looked like an egotistical fucker throwing my name around, when typically, I use an alias to go incognito so I can enjoy my time off rather than be constantly wary of the sly pictures taken on cell phones or time interrupted when asked for autographs.

      But this weekend is for Saylor. Not me. My way of easing my guilt from all those years ago. My need to make sure she’s okay because as tough as she is, I can still see the hurt she’s hiding behind her gutsy façade. It seems that fucker, Mitch, has put her through the wringer.

      So yeah. I’ll throw my name around. Take my time eating our meals in the wide-open bar. Sit beside her poolside and sip some cocktails. Go to the hottest spots in town when I know the whole wedding party will be there just to make sure there is no mistaking we’re a couple.

      If I’m famous, I might as well put it to good use in her favor.

      Besides, I’ve got my publicist on the ready. She’s already issued statements to the press stating I’m taking a little R&R after wrapping the last film to hang out with an old childhood friend. I certainly haven’t felt the normal hairs on the back of my neck when I sense an intrusive lens aimed in my direction, which has been incredibly freeing.

      Kissing Saylor in public was a stupid mistake on my part, but hell if I expected any of this—the feelings, the connection, wanting to kiss her senseless—to happen when I offered to bring her here in the first place. But she was far too tempting not to taste.

      I shake the thought from my head, certain that this little bubble around us in this all-inclusive resort will remain intact. And just as I know it will, I also know that our simple kiss won’t change the wedding party’s thoughts of her.

      They’ll still judge her and thumb their snooty noses at her. And since she’s going to be judged, I’ll make sure they see the real her. The laughing, funny, spontaneous girl I used to know. The one whose friendship they’re missing due to their arrogance and exclusivity.

      The irony? I’m realizing how much I missed out on it too.

      Thank fuck I’m an actor, can play the part like nobody’s business, because I’ve just fooled both the audience watching across the green and, by the hurt in her eyes, Saylor herself. And maybe even myself.

      They think I want her.

      She thinks I don’t.

      I know I want her.

      I know I can’t.
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      Now I know why I’ve always compared every woman I’ve ever kissed to you.

      I cream the butter and sugar together. Do it by hand and forgo the perfectly capable mixer sitting on the counter behind me because I need the physicality of it. The therapy it provides.

      The comment repeats in my mind. Confounds me. If the kiss was for show, why did he make that comment? I’m so confused. And right alongside my confusion sits my sexual frustration.

      The massage Hayes booked for me was meant to be relaxing. Meant to make me forget everything that was to come tonight with the rehearsal dinner. Kind of hard to do when each time the masseuse slid his hands over my skin, all I could think about was how I wanted Hayes’s hands on me instead.

      Add an egg. Beat the mixture. Is he as worked up over this as I am? Crack another with one hand while I keep stirring with the other. Add that one in. Stir. A dash of vanilla. Stir.

      Because since our kiss earlier, the only thing stronger than the desire owning my body, is the confusion ruling my heart.

      The constant reminder to myself that the kiss was all for show.

      For Mitch.

      For his family.

      For his friends.

      Whatever combination of the three standing on the golf course while Hayes pulled me against him and kissed me. Senseless. Thoroughly. Handily.

      It was all for show.

      I repeat the phrase. Tell myself I can’t be hurt by it because I knew it was going to happen at some point. A simple kiss to convince the wedding party that Hayes and my relationship was legitimate.

      At least we got it out of our systems. But it’s definitely not out of my system—not by a long shot—because that kiss was anything but simple. It was a no-holds-barred, steal-your-breath, make-you-want-without-regret kiss.

      Hence the reason I’m still so damn emotional over it a few hours later.

      Sift the flour with the baking powder. Check the oven to see if it’s at temperature yet. Is he questioning himself now like I am? Wanting more yet not acting on it because he realizes it’s an all around bad idea? Add a pinch of salt. Or is this all a scene to act out in a comedic script to him? Lift my eyes and stare at the view beyond but not really see it because I’m lost in thought. Lost over everything really when it comes to Hayes.

      I kept thinking that if we kissed under the guise of it being for onlookers, it was going to help rid the ghost of us from my memory. But I was so very wrong. Now I feel like it’s awakened them rather than bury them for good.

      Stir.

      He’s an actor, Saylor. This is what he does for a living. Plays to the crowd.

      Stir.

      He was just playing the part. It was a kiss. A moment. And then he turned it off like a light switch the second you were out of sight of everyone else. Just like he did when we ran lines.

      Stir.

      You’re reading too much into it, Saylor. But if it was all an act, why did Hayes murmur those words against my lips? Why did he hesitate pulling away?

      A part of me thinks it was more than show. Hopes it was. Doesn’t hope it was. Jesus, I’m a mess. And yet I was there. I sensed his hunger behind the kiss, felt the intent in his touch, and saw the desire in his eyes.

      Pick up the rubber spatula. Scrape the batter down the sides of the bowl.

      Ships,

      Just in case you need to busy your hands in batter.

      - Hayes

      The note he’d left me on the counter catches my eye again over the edge of the bowl. The one I had found on top of a stack of ingredients, bowls, and utensils when I walked into the kitchen from my post-massage shower.

      If he didn’t care, he wouldn’t have done this. He wouldn’t have known that when I’m confused I use baking as my therapy. Use the comfort it brings to help me work through my thoughts.

      No. If he didn’t care, he would have acted more like Mitch: focus on him. On his needs. His wants. Without a thought to my need for a mental recess.

      But he does care. The note. The ingredients. The cooking instruments. Ensuring the villa had cupcake trays and liners. Understanding I’m confused and need this to help me work through it. All of those things say he does.

      Don’t they?

      Check to see if the oven has hit temperature. Hands falter mid-stir.

      I had to have misread him and his intentions. Had to have thought there was more to his touch than there really was, because afterward, he dismissed me without a second look. In fact he almost seemed irritated with me, like I did something wrong.

      Ready to spoon the batter, I pick up the metal cupcake tray from the counter behind me and slam it down onto the granite top a little harder than necessary. The sound reverberates through the house but does nothing to abate my frustration. This is so screwed.

      Place the cupcake liners in the tray. Count the rows. Placate my obsessive thoughts.

      What if I’m wrong? What if Hayes wanted to kiss me? What if he shared in my curiosity and wanted to know if there was anything lingering between us so he took advantage of the moment?

      And damn, what a moment it was.

      But now I’m drowning in perplexity. In bewilderment. In the fear and desire of wanting him to kiss me again despite knowing that wanting more is only going to lead to getting hurt again. And in the confusion over how a single kiss from Hayes can wind me up tighter than a spring when not once in the six years with Mitch did he ever make me feel this way.

      But Hayes pulled back. He erased the emotion from his face and walked away—again—as if I irritated him.

      I spoon batter into the cups. A little more forcefully than I should. With each scoop my anger builds. My emotions wrenched open like a can opener.

      Scoop.

      What? I’m not good enough for him anymore? Not posh enough? Not pretty enough on the Hollywood starlet scale of beauty?

      Scoop.

      Well, screw you, Hayes Whitley. Screw you and your Academy Award and your walking shoes that you still seem to wear.

      Scoop.

      Tears blur my vision. Rejection burns brighter than logic. Hurt resurfaces when I force myself to admit that I knew exactly what I was getting into when I arrived here.

      Scoop.

      I should be mad at myself for not keeping a leash on my emotions. For not remembering how devastating Hayes can be on my heart. For letting the ladies in Starbucks and their catty comments fuel my temper so I screwed over my own sensibility and accepted Hayes’s offer to come here.

      Scoop.

      Just call it off, Saylor. Tell Hayes we already made our point today in the clearing—that I’m deliriously happy with a much more successful man than Mitch—and then hop on a plane. Leave all of this tumult behind and keep what’s left of your heart and dignity intact.

      Scoop.

      Get a grip, Say. You’re letting one kiss make you lose your ever-loving mind and jump to conclusions that are all supposition.

      I blame it all on him. From taking the trip down memory lane with the old Hayes I used to love and then switching gears and having new experiences with the mature Hayes who brought me here. The one who makes unexpected observations, makes me laugh until my stomach hurts, and who doesn’t care if he’s covered in cupcake splatter so long as I’m not mad at him.

      The one who came here to try and help me gain some kind of redemption and hopefully save my store.

      I brace my hands on the edge of the counter, hang my head, and remind myself why I’m here in the first place. To save the bakery and to restore my reputation.

      Not for the more than enjoyable distraction of Hayes Whitley.

      When I lift my head, the distraction himself is standing on the other side of the kitchen. Shirt off. Chest heaving. Running shorts on. Hair damp with sweat. Jaw muscle pulsing. Eyes locked on mine.

      My breath catches. At the sheer beauty of him. At the force in his expression. At the raw emotions rioting through me just from the sight of him. At how every single part of me stands at attention when his hands fist at his sides and his muscles tense.

      Hello, distraction.

      I hate him and love him, want him and don’t want him.

      He takes a step forward. Stops.

      I remind myself to breathe. To say something to break the hold he has over me. To ignore the sudden ache in my lower belly and that slow burn of arousal that coats my skin in goosebumps.

      “I went for a run.” His words are strained. Hoarse. And yet I’m not exactly sure why he’s telling me the obvious.

      “I’m making cupcakes.”

      He nods his head as if this is a normal, everyday conversation. But it’s far from it if the way my body is reacting to every single thing about him can be used as a barometer.

      My nipples harden and my mouth waters. My body aches in places I’ve never felt before as I take him in. The way he runs his tongue over his bottom lip. The fine mist of sweat on his chest. The flex of one of his pecs causes me to realize I’m staring. I look up and notice the barely there arrogant smile on his lips before meeting his eyes again.

      “I keep telling myself that we can’t do this, Saylor.”

      His words cut through the tension settling around us. Throw water on the sexual fire sparking between us.

      And even though his words say no, every single thing about his body says yes. The predatory posture. The gleam in his eyes. The tautness of his muscles. Visible restraint that a part of me wants to test. I wonder how hard I’ll have to push before it snaps.

      I know without a doubt that snap will sting, but for some reason I have a feeling when it comes to Hayes Whitley, the sting might just be worth it.

      Another step.

      Predator toward prey.

      “Can’t do what?” My voice is barely a whisper. The tight buds of my nipples press against my thin bikini top and communicate what the rasp of my voice can’t. I want you. Kiss me. I only want to think about here. And now. And the way you make me feel.

      His chuckle is soft. Low. Strained. He’s closer now. Within touching distance. He reaches out to the bowl beside us on the counter, runs a finger around the edge of it, and brings it to his lips. He waits to make sure I’m watching him as he sucks the batter from it. And damn it to hell if the groan he makes when he pulls his finger from his mouth doesn’t pluck on the strings of desire running throughout me.

      “What can’t we do, Hayes?” I ask again. Have to. I need an answer to know if what I think he’s saying and what I want him to be saying are the same damn thing.

      Another step.

      He withdraws his finger from his mouth as he angles his head and holds my gaze. Waiting. Gauging. Anticipating. I can feel the heat of his body. Hear his steady inhale of breath. And I’m more than ready for his touch when he reaches out and places his hand on the side of my neck.

      “Everything.” He licks his lips, glances down to my mouth, and then back up to my eyes as his thumb rubs ever so slightly over my collarbone. “And nothing.”

      “Oh.” My mind spins. My body aches. Every part of me wants.

      “This is a bad idea.”

      He leans in and brushes his lips against mine. It’s just a simple taste of a kiss but with that singular action my reasons disappear, my heart tumbles, and my body aches for him.

      “A terrible idea,” I murmur and this time I take the initiative and kiss him back. A soft part of the lips. A barely there brush of tongues.

      “Horrible,” he whispers before matching the depth of my kiss and adding to it. His other hand comes up to frame the side of my face, his thumb resting just beneath the line of my jaw so he can control the angle of the kiss.

      “Awful.” Our bodies mesh the same time our tongues do. His body still hot from his run. Still firm. Still slick with sweat.

      “Stupid,” he whispers. A slight smile forming on his lips before he dives back in to taste and take. Taunt and tantalize. Demand and offer.

      I moan. Can’t help that I do because there’s a dominating tenderness to his kiss. A forgiving relentlessness. A desperate calmness. There’s no rush to it. No hurry to get to the next part.

      Thoughts escape me with each dance of our tongues. With each tug on my bottom lip by his. With each soft directive of his lips moving against mine.

      My hands skim up the sides of his torso, loving the feel of the bunching of his muscles beneath my palms. He fists a hand in my hair and changes the angle of the kiss. Choreographs the next step in our slow dance of desire.

      “Saylor.” My name on his lips in that gravelly tone scrapes over me. Drags me from the haze his kisses have pulled me under. He leans back so our eyes can meet.

      Seconds pass. Questions, wants, needs, flicker through his eyes. Should we? Can we? How is this happening again?

      His jaw pulses. His dick is hard against my hip. His waning control reflected in the tightening of his fingers in my hair.

      My lips part. Yes. Yes.

      Because it’s us.

      But I can’t give the answers because I’m silenced by the moment and by the bright burn of arousal coursing through my body. By the need to want and the want to need this connection with him.

      By acknowledging that I love him. Probably always have.

      “I’ve never been able to resist you. Not then. Not now.”

      Not ever.

      Our past and present collide in one sweeping moment of time. Our mouths meet again in a savage union of lips and tongue and want and desire and greed and hunger. Our hands slide and grab and feel and possess each other’s flesh.

      We’re a frenzy of movements. Of not being able to touch each other quickly enough, and yet wanting to slow down and take our time with this reunion that has been years in the making.

      His mouth is on the underside of my neck. His hands are pulling down the straps of my swimsuit, then palming my breasts. Thumbs run over the tips of my nipples sending a tsunami of sensation through my body.

      His lips lace hungry kisses against the sensitive skin to my ear. I fumble with his shorts while he pushes down my bikini bottoms. My cool hands slide beneath the waistband to find him hot and hard and ready. My mouth falls open from his teeth scraping over my nipple while his hands are everywhere and not enough places all at the same time. The evidence of what I do to him stiff in my hand.

      His hands are on my waist. My feet leave the floor, and the hard granite of the countertop is cold beneath my ass. There’s a clatter of utensils. A thud of something falling over. A plume of flour in the air. But Hayes doesn’t miss a beat. He steps between my thighs and pulls my ass to the edge so I’m perched there, needing his body to ensure I don’t fall. And then he claims my mouth again in a kiss that promises possession and surrender.

      My hands are on his shoulders. His fingers feather over the entrance of my sex, part it, then slide up and back through my arousal. My head falls back. My thighs spread wider, my body instantly giving him access to every single part of me without a word.

      I moan when he slips his fingers into me. A teasing inch at first. A suggestion of what’s to come. And then his mouth is on mine, pulling me under once again. And just when I’m drugged enough, he slips his fingers all the way in, circles them to ignite the nerves within, and rubs his thumb with a hint of touch over my clit.

      My hips buck at the onslaught of sensation. Tongue. Fingers. Thumb. His groan. My plea for more. Then it starts all over again. A slow build up. A soft seduction of my nerves. A murmur of praise. An assault of pleasure.

      The orgasm surprises me. It sounds stupid but it feels so very different from what I’m used to. A slow surge of warmth. A tensing of muscles. Hayes’s name on my lips as the wave rises and pulls me in its unexpected undertow. Drowns me in the surge of pleasure and a wash of desire. My muscles pulse around his fingers as his thumb continues to circle over my clit. My fingernails dig into his biceps and hips twist in pleasurable pain.

      I’m still lost in the orgasmic fog, still on the high from it when he withdraws his fingers from me and brings them to my parted lips. His eyes are on mine—locked and intense—when he coats my lips with my own arousal. I draw in a shaky breath as he slowly leans forward and runs his tongue over the path his fingers left. The moan he emits is sex personified.

      It’s unexpectedly arousing.

      It’s entirely consuming.

      It’s intoxicatingly erotic.

      His lips follow. A brush against mine. When I lick my tongue against my lips to ask for more, his chuckle rumbles through the room.

      “My pace, Saylor. Not yours. I’m in control now. You may own pieces of me you never even knew, but right now, I’m going to own you. Every single part of you.”

      My blood fires at the words. Libido ignites, and yet I’m stunned into silence. Shocked by his confession. Body rocked by his touch.

      “Hayes.” One word. A plea. A question. A sigh.

      He kisses me again, but this time with more demand. More greed. He’s tongue and lips and little nips of teeth, all the while my body is still vibrating from the remnants of the orgasm.

      His hand is on my neck, holding my head still as he seduces my lips and relights the fire that he left smoldering. My hands reach down and circle his length to stroke the hardness of him. I feel the drop of pre-cum on his head. Smear it around with my thumb before deliberately leaning back and sucking on my thumb.

      I close my eyes and taste him on my skin. Moan softly. When I open them back up, his eyes are ablaze with a hunger that’s new to me.

      “I want you, Say.” His voice is guttural. Desperate. Empowering.

      I slide my hands to my breasts and rub my nipples between my thumbs and forefingers. The flour he knocked over coats my hands. Adds a difference of sensation. My lips part in a soft gasp.

      He swallows visibly and darts his tongue to his lips. “Right here. Right now.” He steps into me. Slides a hand up my torso, over my hands on my breasts, and replaces my fingers with his own. The sensation is heavenly. My back arches and my head falls back but not enough to lose eye contact with him.

      And just when I want to close my eyes he dips forward and circles my nipple with his tongue. Then sucks. It’s like an electric current has been sent straight to every nerve in my body. Shocking them aware. Making them feel every singular sensation: the heat of his tongue, the scrape of his stubble, and the vibration of his groan against my skin.

      “No one’s watching now.” He looks up to me from beneath lids heavy with desire. “It’s just you. And me.”

      His words are like an aphrodisiac. A stimulant. An eraser to the errant thoughts I had before he walked in.

      I was wrong. He did want to kiss me.

      “And fuck how much I want you right now.”

      Wanting to test the control he claims to want, I bring a hand to the back of his neck and pull him to me. My mouth is against his. A taunt of a kiss. A nip to his lip. His name a moan. I show him I want him just as fiercely. Running my tongue over the coarseness of his jaw to his ear, I say, “I’ve always wanted you.”

      The words are out before I can stop them. The transparency of the moment taking over and speaking truths I can’t take back. A confession I don’t think I even wanted to admit to myself.

      There’s a falter in motion. A second where our eyes meet and our emotional guard is lowered. And then the moment takes over.

      A growl deep in his throat as he slides his hand back up my midline between my breasts before pushing me to lie back onto the flour-coated granite slab behind me. His hands hook around my thighs and pull me toward him.

      A moment of separation. A curse as his feet pad from the room before coming back. The telltale rip of foil.

      Anticipation builds. His fingers part me and cool air touches my heated skin. The thick curve of his head as he presses it against my wet center. I widen my thighs. Close my eyes. And revel in that soft, sweet, all-consuming burn as he slowly pushes his way into me.

      Good. God. Yes.

      My back arches. My hands press flat against the cool counter. My breath catches. The ache builds, inch by agonizingly slow inch until he’s sheathed root to tip.

      His soft groan of, “Jesus Fucking Christ, Saylor,” is enough of a response to tell me he feels the same way I do.

      His fingers tighten on my hips and desire is reflected in the touch. My muscles tremble. My eyes are closed, mind lost to the thought of how, after all this time, only one person has ever made me feel like this: full, complete, wanted, desired, loved.

      And then he moves. Dragging my mind from thoughts that will just complicate matters and flooding me with the slow and steady rhythm he pulls us into. I’m swamped with pleasure immediately. The warmth is so intense. The manipulation of every part of me overwhelming. It’s been so long.

      He pushes all the way into me and grinds his hips so the base of his shaft adds a touch of friction against my clit. On his withdrawal, the crest of his cock rubs against the pleasure point of nerves inside. Then he eases almost all the way out, teases me with just the tip and then begins the slow slide back in.

      I’m drugged by his adept skill. His insatiable finesse.

      My eyes flutter open to take in the sight of him before me. Muscles tense, teeth biting into his bottom lip, head angled down to watch where we’re joined.

      He looks up and meets my eyes. A dare and a warning flash in his expression. His nonverbal advice to hold on as he begins to pick up the pace.

      The unmistakable sound of our bodies connecting, uniting, separating, and then starting the process all over again fill the kitchen. My body glides on the flour beneath me. Backward with each push in, then toward him, as his hands on my hips pull my ass over the edge of the counter again. He uses the unbalanced weight of my hips off the edge to push into me until he bottoms out.

      His guttural sounds. The unrelenting pace. My name groaned on his lips. The grip of his hands on my flesh. The harshness of the granite beneath me, and his hardness within me.

      Our words are as frenzied as our movements. Like we can’t get them out fast enough and at the same time want to draw this out as long as possible.

      Right there.

      More.

      Oh God.

      So tight.

      Deeper.

      So good.

      Oh God.

      Saylor.

      My body chills and heats. An ache like I’ve never experienced before tears through me making my want turn desperate. Makes my moans become demands. And without warning, I tumble over the edge into that delirious free fall of ecstasy. My mind shuts down. My body takes over. An explosion of heat. A desperate gulp of air. A cry of his name. My muscles contracting around him so that even the slightest movement from him brings me such intense pleasure that I want him to stop and not stop simultaneously.

      I’m swamped in the bliss of the orgasm. Lost to its euphoric haze.

      And then Hayes can’t hold back anymore. He starts to move again. To pump and thrust. To worship and take. To own and possess. Then it’s my name on his lips followed by a ragged cry of release. A few more pumps of his hips before the room falls silent save for the ragged draw of his breath.

      Without a word, he slips out and leans forward to press his forehead against my chest, lips against my belly, and just stills there for a moment.

      I thread my fingers through his hair and revel in the warmth of the moment. In the difference of making love to the man now versus the teenagers fumbling in the dark that we used to be.

      And the line we rehearsed earlier today comes back to my mind: It’s only ever been you.
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      I wake with a start. The room is darkened. My arm is numb from where Saylor’s head rests on it.

      Saylor.

      The goddamn drug I forgot about. The yardstick I’ve measured all against. The one woman I’ve always wondered what-if about.

      Well, now you know, Whitley. Ten times better than you remembered. Richter-scale sex. But how does knowing help the situation?

      Fuck if I know, but holy shit was that incredible sex.

      And then it hits me. Is she the real reason I stayed away from Tessa in the weeks before coming here? We weren’t dating. I’d even told Say that. But spending that small amount of time with Saylor, our one hour of fun in our old stomping ground—the tree house—was clearly enough.

      I hadn’t ever been interested in Tessa. A good lay? Sure. Available? Yes. Emotionally connected? Not a chance in hell.

      Tessa could never hold a candle to everything Saylor Rodgers is.

      I shift on the chaise and turn so I can see her face and watch her sleep. Take in the soft lips and long lashes. The freckles I used to tease her about, and that stubborn chin she’s lifted more times to me during our lifetime than I can count.

      And I know my hunch is right. Tessa—perhaps any woman—pales in comparison to Saylor.

      How in the hell did this happen? And why the fuck do I want to lean forward, taste those lips, and do it all over again?

      Because it’s Saylor.

      My afternoon run was supposed to cure this want. The exertion should have staunched the unexpected need and calmed the ache in my gut I’ve had since we walked down the path together last night. And yet it did the complete opposite. Each step of my jog was a pounding reminder how much I wanted her and an affirmation that the ball-tightening kiss we’d had was more than just for show.

      I kissed her because I wanted to. Had to. Couldn’t resist not knowing if she still kissed the same. Tasted the same. Made that same little sound that used to get me hard in a split second (but in all fairness, for a teenage boy, a cool breeze could do that).

      And selfishly my ego wanted the fucker, Mitch, to see she was with me. Call it a dickish move, tell me it doesn’t matter because he’s getting married and didn’t fight hard enough to keep her, but I know it does. I’ll make him wonder what I have that he doesn’t. A bigger dick? A larger bank account? A better personality?

      Yes, to all three.

      So fuck, the kiss might have been a combination of all the above, but the sex? That was all me. All want. All greed. Everything I need. And fuck yes, it was against my better judgment. But sure as shit, my better judgment is not communicating with my dick.

      And now I’m screwed. Because all I want is more.

      I scrub my free hand over my face to try and figure out how that’s possible, and I’m greeted with the scent of her pussy on my fingers. I’m hard instantly. I want to take her like this with flour smeared on her cheek and some still peppered in her hair. With a pan of cupcake batter on the counter still not baked. A mess all over the floor. And the bastard she was supposed to be marrying having his rehearsal dinner somewhere nearby.

      I need to mark her in some way. Own her the same damn way she’s owned me in one way or another since that first day I knocked on her screen door, told her I was the new kid on the street, and asked if her brother could come out and play.

      She was all sweet and soft, and straight lines and innocent in every way imaginable. That’s how I remembered her. And since I walked in the cupcake shop I’ve found out she’s still sweet but also a helluva lot of feisty. Her innocence is matched with unwavering confidence and those straight lines of hers have turned into gorgeous curves.

      Curves currently warm against my body and calling me to run my hands over them. I fight the urge. Need to wrap my head around the words she said during sex—I’ve always wanted you—and how they made me feel. Still make me feel. Possessive. Alive. Scared. Relieved. Protective.

      You’re never supposed to believe the words someone says during sex. You know they’re jaded by the act. And yet, deep in my gut, I know she meant them.

      She moves in her sleep. Brings her knee up to rest against my dick and fists her hand over my heart.

      There’s an ache in my chest. A feeling I choose to ignore. The longer I stare at her, watching her chest rise and fall, I realize the ache is more of a twinge and the twinge is jealousy. Of Mitch. Because he’s had a million moments like this that I never did. He wasted them. Took them for granted.

      And anger. Because he didn’t think enough of her to fight for her. She’s worth the goddamn fight. Especially when her temper’s raging, and her stubbornness reigns.

      And relief. That she knew better and walked away from him. That Ryder called me to cash in the IOU and that when I walked in the villa tonight she looked at me with those wild eyes of hers that told me so much more than her lips ever would.

      The irony’s not lost on me. How can I be pissed at Mitch when I should direct it all at myself since I’m the asshole who walked away from her and left the door wide open?

      But it’s easier to blame him. To despise him. Because if I do then I don’t have to look too closely at myself and wonder what this all means. How this will play out. How the weekend’s going to end when we return to our respective worlds.

      Then what?

      Walk back into the lives we lead knowing this is still here between us? Resolved and unresolved?

      Shut the fuck up. Live in the moment. Enjoy the killer sex and having her around. Sex doesn’t mean commitment. Doesn’t mean love.

      Love?

      Where the fuck did that thought come from?

      She murmurs something I can’t make out. Pulls my attention when it’s never left her. Then moves again. I can’t help but smile when she brings her hand up to her earlobe and rubs it between her thumb and forefinger.

      And fuck if a feeling doesn’t surge through me—warms me when it shouldn’t—at seeing her do that. At knowing she still does it. That ache is back in my chest but this time it’s not from jealousy.

      Not hardly.

      She murmurs again. Snuggles closer against me.

      Haven’t I always loved her in some way, shape, or form?

      It’s just the shared history. The reconnection with someone who has known me since way back when. A person who can still finish my sentences even after all this time.

      Keep telling yourself that, dude. Maybe you’ll believe it hasn’t always been her.

      She mumbles something. A soft laugh follows. And that fucking tinge is back with a vengeance when she mumbles again, but this time, the word is clear as day. Mitch.
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      I wake slowly. I’m nestled in the satisfaction of sex and the unmistakable warmth of Hayes’s strong body against mine. Groggy but content, my eyes flutter open to find him staring intently at me. His bicep flexes beneath my neck.

      The lazy smile on my lips is as automatic as the post-sex stiffness I feel in my muscles when I stretch my legs out. “You’re not plotting a way to put mustard on my cheek and tickle me to smear it, are you?”

      The solemn lines of his face transform instantly with the laugh that falls from his lips. His eyes warm, and his hand moves to the side of my face where he rubs his thumb back and forth over my bottom lip. The action makes every single part of me sag in contentment.

      “You wouldn’t have a spare feather lying around, would you?” His voice is raspy, sleep drugged, and so damn sexy.

      I laugh and snuggle closer to him. And I’m not sure that’s even possible, considering I’m already halfway on top of him on the chaise longue we made our way to in that awkward-post-sex moment we should have had, but didn’t.

      And why was that? Why are we so comfortable with each other, when in reality we don’t really know each other anymore? We’ve had different life experiences. Reached different milestones. He lives in glamour and glitz, and I live in cupcakes and frosting.

      Because it’s only ever been him.

      I shove the thought away. Clear my head of the crap I was overthinking before he walked in here and sexed me up so good I sat down on the chaise with him and fell asleep like a guy would. Because how wrong were my thoughts? How off-base was I?

      I absorb the moment. The feel of his hard body next to me. How his hand absently plays with my hair. That carnal grin and look in his eyes that tells me he wants to do me all over again. And I definitely wouldn’t say no because holy shit, the man has perfected some serious skills during the years we were apart.

      “No. No feathers. No mustard,” I say with a nod of my head.

      “Just flour and sugar,” he deadpans. He laughs and it rumbles through his chest and into mine. How could I forget the plume of flour and the granules of sugar beneath my back?

      “Is it that bad?”

      “Let’s just say you’ve given a whole new meaning to the term sweet cheeks.”

      His hand slaps my ass in a playful manner but doesn’t leave. Rather he digs his fingers into my flesh there and uses the leverage to pull my body up at the same time he leans down. Our mouths meet somewhere in between.

      The kiss is soft and tender with an underlying edge of hunger. Or is it desperation? I’m not sure, but I let him take the lead. Allow him to choose the direction of what happens next because I honestly wasn’t sure how the what happens next was going to play out between us.

      But this? This I can handle. The soft caress of his hand. The slow lick of his tongue. The warm heat of his breath. The feeling of sinking into him rather than running away. The comfort instead of the panic.

      Or maybe he’s just distracting us from voicing the questions we should probably be asking.

      “Mmm,” he murmurs as he ends the kiss. “Definitely sweet.”

      I roll my eyes and laugh but can’t deny the little charge to the ache within me that he seems to constantly keep stoked.

      He continues with that lazy draw of his finger up and down my biceps. I’m so content, so fulfilled, that it takes more than a few minutes for it to hit me. The darkened sky. The time of day.

      “Oh my God. We missed the rehearsal dinner.” Hayes’s arms hold me still as I try to sit up.

      “Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, the heat of his breath hitting the crown of my head. “I rethought our strategy.”

      “You what?” I lift my head to meet his, shift so I place my hands on his bare chest and rest my chin on top of them. The action is natural, and something about it also feels so incredibly intimate.

      “I rethought our strategy,” he repeats with a resounding nod of his head. “They saw us today. Laughing. Kissing. Not caring who was watching. So I kind of think that by not showing up, we’ll let them assume whatever they want to assume we’re doing.”

      “Like swimming with turtles.” I love the surprised look on his face at my benign suggestion.

      “I was thinking something a bit more satisfying.” His fingertips trace up my spine. Goosebumps follow their path, but my body warms beneath his touch.

      “More satisfying, huh?” I decide to play along. “Like karaoke?”

      His laugh rumbles again. The bite of his teeth into his bottom lip holds my attention. “What was that lyric again?”

      “Addicted to love, I think.”

      “Nice try. Funny how you change your tune now.” He shakes his head.

      “Whatever, Captain.” I fight my smirk but lose the battle when he shifts me so I’m lying more on top of him than not. The unmistakable feel of his hardening dick presses against me and wakens my sex-drugged senses.

      “Watch it, Ships. You’re trying to distract me from explaining my new game plan.”

      And oh, how I want to distract him.

      “Right. Sorry. Where were we, again?”

      “Thinking of something more satisfying to do than attend a stuffy wedding rehearsal dinner because neither of us are in the wedding and therefore have nothing to rehearse.”

      “Correct,” I say, following the logic I’ve always thought but never voiced out loud when Mrs. Layton insisted that all guests attend the rehearsal dinner. They’ll have traveled a long way to see you, Saylor, the least we can do is feed them twice. Ugh. Her voice has no place in my head right now. Not with Hayes beneath me, and his lips so damn close to mine.

      “And so you were telling me what might be way more pleasurable than sitting in a formal dining room trying to decide which damn fork to eat your salad with when all you really wanted was a pepperoni pizza with jalapenos on half of it.”

      I laugh. And then melt at the fact that he still remembers my favorite pizza toppings. “Right. Yes.” I straighten my shoulders and narrow my eyes to pretend like I’m thinking of an answer. “Something pleasurable. Hmm. Oh, I know. We could make cupcakes. I always find that extremely satisfying.” I purr the last words out. Taunt him. Test him. Wonder how he’s going to finish this game we’re playing.

      He hums in his throat and the sound winds through my body. “While I know your batter is addictively sweet . . .” he darts his tongue out and licks his lip, his inference loud and clear, “. . . like I can’t wait to dip my fingers in it and taste it again sweet. But no, I think there is something more pleasurable we should do to make missing the dinner worthwhile.”

      My breath is ragged and my lips fall lax as the memory of look in his eyes as I licked my arousal off his fingers replays in my mind.

      “Like what?” My question is a hushed whisper. Lust thick in my voice.

      He runs a hand ever so slowly along my spine and down my hip then back up to the curve of my knee. He hitches it up higher so my knee angles up next to his torso.

      Our eyes hold in the short distance between us. I swear I can feel his heartbeat speed up. Or maybe it’s mine. I’m not sure because they are beating against each other, but the sensation is overshadowed by the feel and sound of his hand sliding back down my thigh to cup the roundness of my ass.

      “Hmm, I can think of a few pressing matters.” The deep timbre of his voice is oral foreplay alongside the stretch of the fingers cupping my butt so that the tips of them brush ever so softly over the seam of my sex. A hint of touch. A whisper of want.

      And now he’s the one trying to distract me.

      “And they are . . .?”

      He lifts his head forward and brushes his lips tenderly against mine. “First I’m going to fuck you, Saylor. Right here. On this chair.” Another kiss. The heat of his breath on my lips. The deliberate slide of his fingers over my sensitized flesh just soft enough to make the muscles clench and beg for more. “I’m going to pull you astride me. Make your pussy stretch around my cock and then watch you as I make you come.”

      My lips shock open and cheeks flush with heat. Hello, dirty talk. Hello, to an all grown up Hayes Whitley. My libido burns bright at his explicit promise.

      “Oh, don’t you act all shy on me now, Saylor. Not when you sat in that kitchen and played a goddamn siren. Teased me with your lips. Tested my restraint.” He leans forward and kisses me again, but this time with a little bit of tongue and a lot more demand. He fists a hand in my hair and pulls my head back so I’m forced to look in his eyes when I suddenly want to avert them in shyness.

      “This is me, Say. You might remember the teenage boy I used to be who didn’t have a clue what he was doing besides the basics. But I assure you, the man I grew into knows exactly how to pleasure a woman. I know how to pleasure you.”

      I swallow over the desire suddenly tight in my throat. “I thought you just did.” Once again, my voice is barely a whisper. The hunger in his eyes burns darker.

      “That was nothing, Ships. Not in the least. There’s toys and tongue and touch and ties, and I’m sure I can find a few more T’s to tease you with.”

      “Oh.” It’s the only coherent sound I can form as his dick hardens and pulses against me.

      “Save your ohs because you’ll be moaning them a whole lot more in a minute.”

      And before I can respond, his mouth claims mine once again. I welcome it. Revel in the change of pace. In the unknown. In the dirty-talking dominance I didn’t expect from Hayes but now can’t wait to explore more of.

      A thrill streaks through me as his hands guide me astride him as promised. And sighs turn to moans.

      “If we’re going to miss that dinner,” Hayes murmurs against my lips, “I promise you, I’m going to make the reason more than worth it.”
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      “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?” I try to act annoyed, pretend I’d rather be at the salon getting a manicure, but the wedding party is probably in there getting their hair done or something, and so no, thank you. And honestly, why do I need my nails done? The only person I’d be trying to impress is Hayes, and considering he’s the one leading me by the hand down a stretch of sand that’s as pristine as it is beautiful, I don’t think I need to.

      He stops and turns to face me. I can’t deny the thud of my heart when he flashes me a huge grin. I love the warmth in his expression, and as much as I’m curious over where we’re headed, I also can’t deny the desire to pull him into me and kiss him senseless.

      And the thought seems so odd to me. Mitch abhorred public displays of affection other than the polite peck on the lips or an arm around the shoulder. I’d grown used to it. Was compliant. But standing here with Hayes, I suddenly realize how much I missed it. How very important affection is between two people. How important it is to me.

      So while we aren’t in a relationship and regardless of how hard I’ve shoved any and all ideas of what happens to us tomorrow when this weekend ends out of my head, I decide to act on the spontaneous thought. Without preamble, I walk up to him, slide my arms around his neck, and meet his lips.

      The kiss is packed with the emotion I feel but am not sure how to process. It’s sweet and soft but so damn seductive. I think he’s surprised at first but within seconds his hands are sliding up the bare skin of my back, pulling me in tighter against him, and giving in to the demand of my lips.

      When I end the kiss, I love seeing the shy smile sliding across his lips. “What was that for?”

      “Just figured I need to make sure we keep doing things that are satisfying in order to not feel guilty for missing dinner last night.”

      His laugh is quick and loud. “After last night . . . and this morning, Ships, I think there’s no need to feel guilty, considering I’m a whole helluva lot of satisfied.”

      He pulls me against him and presses a chaste kiss onto the crown of my head before releasing me, grabbing my hand, and starting on our trek through the sand again. And I follow willingly, my mind still lost to the turn of events. The mind-blowing sex on the counter. Followed by the slow and sweet sex on the chaise where he let me have the control and used that dirty mouth of his to wind me up so tight that by the time we climaxed every part of me—mind and body—was worked into a frenzy. To the playful double-dog dare he knew I wouldn’t refuse to skinny dip in the ocean. How when he joined me it was so nice to lounge in the warmth of the water beneath the light of the moon and just be with him. No pressures. No words needed. And then of course, waking up this morning to his adept fingers kneading my shoulders, then my lower back, and on down until his fingers found their way between my thighs. How we made love lazily with no hurry. No rush. Just him and me and ten years’ worth of moments like that to make up for.

      I shake the thought from my head. Tell myself to focus on the heated sand beneath my bare feet, the breeze on my face, and the sun on my skin. To forget ideas of making up time or the notion that we’re catching up so we can move forward.

      Because neither of us have addressed that. We haven’t had time to because we’ve been too busy enjoying each other instead. And that makes me smile thinking of his comment before: Ships, I’m a whole helluva lot of satisfied. Is it wrong to feel just a little smug at that?

      “Are you going to tell me . . .?” My voice fades as I see a local man on the beach about twenty feet in front of us wave to Hayes. There’s a blanket beside him where snorkeling gear is all laid out. A catamaran moored out in the water beyond.

      Hayes turns to look at me, grin huge. “You said you wanted to swim with turtles, and so . . .” he shrugs, “we’re swimming with turtles.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Excitement pulses through my veins. Surprise and appreciation do too, but those are directed squarely to Hayes.

      “Nope.”

      “How did you . . . how is it even possible?” I ask, trying to think if there was any time whatsoever this morning where we were apart and he could set this up.

      “What can I say?” He mock bows. “I am The Captain.”

      “Lord help us.” I laugh but love it all the same. My arms wrap around his neck and when my lips meet his again, I murmur, “Thank you, Captain.”
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      The lull of the boat rocking is more than enough to put me to sleep. Add to it the sun on my skin, the two hours of snorkeling in the beautiful waters of Smith’s reef, and two glasses of wine, and I should be snoring. But I’m not. There’s no way I could close my eyes.

      I don’t want to waste a moment of the time we have left here together.

      And so I prop my head up on my elbow and watch Hayes from behind the mirrored lenses of my sunglasses. He’s lying on the net, or trampoline as he referred to it, beside me. His eyes are closed, face shaded by the mainsail above us, and his hands are behind his head. I take the opportunity to look at him and memorize the line of his profile even though I already know it by heart.

      “Are you staring at me again?” he asks, voice sleepy, smile spreading on his lips.

      “Always.”

      “You used to do that all the time. We’d sit in that tree house with the fireflies around us and the stars above us and you’d always look at me instead of the sky.”

      I warm at the memory and how annoyed he used to get by it. “I was just preparing you for your future career.”

      “Funny,” he mutters and turns his head to face me.

      “I have my moments.” He reaches out and swats at my leg and I scramble away.

      “Be careful, Ships, or else I’ll dangle you over the edge of the boat so your toes are in the water.”

      “No!” I giggle, my face a mask of mock horror. “I still can’t believe that!” I shiver remembering that first nibble on my brightly painted toes from the tiny fish while snorkeling. We can only assume they must have thought they were food. It didn’t hurt, but it sure as hell scared the shit out of me. And of course I surfaced with a yelp while Hayes treaded water laughing so hard he sunk below the waterline.

      “See? I saved you from getting your fingers nibbled on too. Good thing I kidnapped you today and prevented you from endless hours of torture at the salon.”

      “My hero,” I swoon with a roll of my eyes he can’t see but know he knows I’m doing.

      “Bet your ass I am. Haven’t you seen me in tights?”

      “Oh God. Please. The ego.” I fall back on my elbows laughing and loving the sound of his laughter melding with mine. It’s comforting. It’s us.

      The smile on his lips fades. “I didn’t know, you know.” His voice is suddenly serious.

      “Didn’t know what?” He’s lost me.

      “When I left, I didn’t know I wasn’t coming back.”

      I’m not sure how he expects me to react from his unexpected confession, but I can’t deny that my breath catches. “It’s in the past,” I murmur, wanting to stick with the promise I made myself when I came here about forgiving him, and not wanting to waste the time we have left on things that can’t be changed.

      “I know it’s in the past, Say, but it’s important for you to understand. I left for a weekend trip to Hollywood, a cocky kid with stars in his eyes who sure as shit wasn’t going to land a once-in-a-lifetime-dream role on his first audition.”

      “But you did,” I whisper, remembering where I was the first time I noticed the hushed whispers of my friends who were averting their eyes every time I looked their way. How I finally confronted Ryder and found out Hayes had landed a huge role and wasn’t coming home anytime soon. I screamed and yelled and begged to know why Ryder hadn’t told me the truth. He admitted that I’d lost so much weight and was finally starting to smile again that he couldn’t bear to tell me. He was too afraid it would renew the heartache and start the cycle all over again.

      “I did.” He nods subtly and even though his eyes are behind tinted lenses, I swear I can feel him searching mine to make sure I’m okay with the memories this conversation is evoking. “I walked in to the casting audition nervous as hell, wanting to say I tried my hardest and the dream wasn’t for me, but walked out shell-shocked when I’d been cast in the part.”

      Silence falls between us as I fight the agonizing destitution I’d felt from clawing its way back. The grief. The loneliness. The heartbreak.

      The silence.

      “You left me a message.”

      “I left you a lot of messages.” I can’t help the rejected bite to my tone.

      “You did. And I listened to every single one of them, Saylor. So many damn times. I was so homesick. And homesick meant missing you and Ryder and the normal everyday routine we had . . . but it mostly meant you. But there was one . . . fuck, there was one of your messages that broke me, nearly made me pack my bags and come home. I’ll never forget the sound of your voice. How you were trying to seem so strong but there was this slight waver in your voice that fucking killed me.”

      I know I left what felt like a million messages running the gamut from sad to angry to begging to crying to furious, but I know which one he’s referring to. My final message. The one where I gave in and told him if he didn’t want me anymore, he could at least have the guts to tell me.

      I chew the inside of my cheek, surprised how talking about this is bringing back so much of the pain I swore I’d gotten over. “Why didn’t you call?” I ask quietly, in an attempt to cover the hurt that still remains.

      He shifts to a sitting position, his face downcast to watch his hands for a moment before looking back to me. “Because it was my only chance to get out of here. Away from my dad, his drinking, and quick fists and my mom and her acceptance of it. Everyone saw me as Dale Whitley’s son. The kid who had no chance and wouldn’t amount to anything—”

      “I didn’t.”

      “I know and that was part of it. I don’t expect you to understand any of my reasoning or forgive me for what I did. Shit, looking back, I get what I did was fucked up. But you and Ryder and your parents were all the good I’d ever known. And God I was missing you. I was living in some shithole apartment, stuffing extra food from the craft service table into my pockets because I couldn’t afford groceries, and knew no one . . . but I knew if I talked to you, heard your voice, listened to you cry over the line, I’d drop everything and come back. I missed you like crazy. I felt so horrible for not having the guts to tell you when I left for that weekend that I might not be coming back.”

      “I would have gone with you.” God, how many nights did I have thoughts of packing up my shit and driving to Los Angeles to find him? My own naïveté not knowing how big a city it was and how hard it would be to find him.

      “I know you would have. But to do what? Skip out on going to college? Stand by and watch me chase my dreams while giving up yours? I couldn’t do that to you. You deserved the goddamn moon and stars, Say. Still do. I couldn’t make you sit in that rundown apartment all day and worry about your safety, while I worked eighteen hour days. I would have hated myself for it and you would have resented me for it.”

      “So you just washed your hands of me and made it easy.” My voice is quiet, reminiscent of how I felt for almost a year after he left. Then again, now that I think about it, maybe I never became that carefree girl I used to be.

      “It was never easy. Not a goddamn single day.” He fists his hands. Shakes his head. “If you only knew how I’d come home, collapse into bed from exhaustion, and miss every fucking thing about you.”

      His words cut open old wounds. Make me think of him all alone in a new town and feel sorry for him. But he needs to know what I went through too. “I walked around lost for over a year. We did everything together. You were my first love. My first everything. And you up and left and shut me out.” I look out to the water beyond. To the snorkels sticking up out of the water in the distance. Hear the laughter of someone seeing the turtles, and I’m sure I sounded just as excited about it when I resurfaced. “I waited for you. I told you in that last message that I wouldn’t, but I lied. I spent three years waiting. Three years adamant that every tabloid with pictures of you with some gorgeous actress on your arm was Photoshopped, or an innocent lunch date misconstrued. You tell me you missed me and yet, what I saw of your life? It looked like anything but missing me, Hayes.”

      “Saylor.”

      “No. It’s okay. I know I told you in that last message that I wouldn’t wait for you, but I did.”

      “You also told me you’d always love me.”

      I still do.

      It’s my immediate thought. One I hate and love. One I shove from my mind so I don’t say it out loud, but regardless still leaves me reeling.

      And I can sense the question on his tongue. The one asking me if my confession ten years ago still holds true. There’s so much emotion clogging my throat, so much history thick in the air between us, that it’s better if I just don’t speak.

      So the silence holds us hostage as we stare at each other from behind the protective lenses of our sunglasses. A part of me wants to see what his eyes are saying. The other part of me is scared to find out.

      So, we hide.

      “I came to your house.” His confession shocks me. My lips fall lax and my heart constricts. “My mom finally left my dad. Said my leaving shocked her into reality so she kicked him out. I told myself I was coming home to help her get situated in her new place. And yeah, I did . . . but it was you I wanted to see.”

      “Why didn’t you?” My still-hurt eighteen-year-old self knows that if he had, I would have been devastated all over again. Pain renewed. The fallout of seeing him, brutal.

      “I did actually, but Ryder answered the door. Threw a punch before I could even say a word.” He chuckles at the thought and rubs his jaw with the memory while my eyes widen in surprise. A part of me cheering for Ryder sticking up for me.

      “What?”

      “Yep. I don’t think I’d ever seen him so pissed. He chewed my ass like I deserved. Told me you were finally starting to eat again. Just starting to be you again,” he murmurs and his tone reflects how hard it was for him to hear how his leaving had affected me. The darkness I had lived in. Surrounded myself with and got lost in. “He told me he didn’t think I loved you because how could I do that to you? But if I did in fact love you, I’d turn around and walk away and leave you be. He knew I’d become fascinated with the bright lights and big city and would just leave again when the weekend was over and then you’d be hurt all over again.”

      His confession weighs heavily in the space between us. My gut reaction is to be pissed at Ryder. For stealing a chance that was mine to decide if I wanted or not. But at the same time, he was trying to protect me and, at that time in my life, I needed protection. It’s pretty rare to be a teenager and know the person you’re dating is your soul mate like I did Hayes. And probably just as uncommon to have such an insightful older brother.

      I take a sip of my water, while allowing the words to settle more, and the ones I hear more than anything are that he did truly love me. Showed it when he walked away the second time.

      Something he said to me the other day echoes through my mind. Never let someone steal your passion. And I know he’s right. I know that if he hadn’t gone, hadn’t left and walked away without my holding him back, I would have been responsible for stealing his passion. My selfishness would have robbed the world of knowing his incredible talent. It would have robbed him too.

      “I’m glad you took the chance, Hayes.” My voice is soft but resolute and I can see the visible startle in his body from my words.

      “You don’t have to say that, Saylor.” His lips are tight. Head angled to the side as he looks at me.

      “Yes, I do. Staying or me pulling you back . . . it would have stolen your chance to pursue your passion.”

      He nods his head a couple times. Contemplating something I’m unsure of. “The funny thing is, Say, the older I get, I’m learning it’s okay to have more than one passion. One doesn’t have to be more important than the other. They can complement each other.”

      The question is what does he mean by that?

      And I think of Ryder. His ultimatum. How Hayes walked away.

      He loved me. When I was hurting and swore he didn’t care about me anymore, he had loved me.

      I can’t help but wonder when we part ways again, will it be under similar circumstances? That he loves me but will continue to pursue his passion, or he loved me, time’s changed us, and there’s no longer anything there?

      The thought consumes me.

      But he’s here. Dropped everything in his crazy life to come here for me.

      Doesn’t that say something?
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      “Relax.” Hayes’s voice is soft, the heat of his breath a comforting feeling against my ear as the wedding march begins. “You look beautiful. You are beautiful. And it’s definitely his loss and my gain you’re sitting here with me.”

      I take a deep breath and let myself lean into him for a bit more mental support. We’re standing in the last row of seats, which is the only place I wanted to sit so I could avoid seeing Mitch before the ceremony. We’re turned toward the aisle, waiting to see the bride.

      When she appears, the guests suck in their breaths in reaction to how beautiful she looks while I do it out of surprise.

      It shouldn’t shock me, considering everything else about this whole situation, but when I see her wearing a dress so very similar to the one I had picked it could be the same, my mouth drops open. And when I add the dress to the color scheme and flower choices I previously selected, I can’t help but selfishly feel like this whole event has been planned to rub my nose in what I could have had. Hence receiving a wedding invitation in the first place.

      Is Mitch really that vindictive? He didn’t even ask me to reconsider or tell me he still loved me. Not a single word of protest.

      It all comes back to me. How when I looked Mitch in the eye and told him I was leaving, having already packed and taken some things to my brother’s, he just stood there.

      “I’m sorry, Mitch. I can’t go through with this.”

      “With what?” There’s annoyance in his voice. I must be interrupting the PGA highlights or something.

      “Our wedding.” And now I’ve got his attention. His eyes narrow and lips pull tight in disbelief.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Just what I said.” My voice is even, despite the riot of nerves I feel within. “This isn’t working anymore. Hasn’t been for a long time. I won’t be able to make you happy.” And you don’t know—or care—about what makes me happy in the slightest.

      His chuckle fills the smothering silence of the room. “You’re joking, right? Having cold toes or whatever it’s called, are you?”

      I lick my lips. Shift my feet that are anything but cold. Force myself to not avert my eyes. “No. I’m not. We’re over.”

      The shock on his face is what I remember the most. Like he was appalled that I’d ever think of leaving him. And then it morphed into anger. Disgust. Impatience like I’ve wasted his time. “Not marrying me will be the biggest mistake you’ll ever make. You know that, right?”

      You’re kidding me, right? I bite back the smartass retort. Focus on keeping this as civil as possible. “If that’s what you want to think.”

      “No. It’s what I know.” He takes a step back. Shakes his head. Looks back to me like I’m crazy—a pompous smirk on his lips. “Leave your keys on the counter on the way out.  Hope your cupcakes can keep you warm at night, but I doubt it.”

      And then he turned his back on me and walked away. Back to his Golf Digest or to polish his nine iron, or whatever it was that he cared so much about. Because it definitely wasn’t me, and his reaction—or lack thereof—just proved it.

      He didn’t even seem angry. Or surprised. More than anything, he appeared put out. I had felt dismissed. Not missed.

      So why did he send me the stupid invitation to this wedding if he didn’t care about me then?

      The guests in the rows in front of us block my view, so when people finally take a seat, I think I’m the last to do so because I can finally see clearly. Mitch, handsome and debonair as ever, looks nervous, but only in a way that someone who has known him for a long time can notice. It’s the continued flex of his hands. The chuckle that sounds off. But then again, a lot of people are nervous when getting married.

      And when she takes her place beneath the trellis and faces Mitch, her face falls perfectly into my line of sight.

      The surprised murmur that Hayes softly emits says it all for me. Either Mitch definitely has a type—the blonde-haired, blue-eyed type—or it’s a complete coincidence that Sarah Taylor could be my long-lost sister.

      I sit on the edge of my chair, eyes blinking as if I don’t believe what I’m seeing, but then again isn’t it just par for the course? Hayes rubs a hand up and down my back, a tangible reminder to remain calm, while I watch the ceremony.

      And I’m not sure how I feel. My insides are a hurricane of emotions, each one blowing through quickly to make room for the next one. My stomach churns watching the life I could have had be given to someone else. Taken by someone else. And she may very well be deserving of it. On the other hand, maybe this is the life and social status she’s searched for, and if letting Mitch’s mom plan the wedding is the price she has to pay, she’s willing to give up the control to get what she wants. Unlike me.

      I look to Mitch and his sure and steady movements. He’s a bit calmer now, so I study his face, watch his hands, and wait for that gut-wrenching pang of regret to hit me. The one that knocks me upside the head and tells me I made the hugest mistake walking away from him. That I still love him.

      But it doesn’t come. Not once.

      One of the two reasons I came here was to get this feeling and sense that I did the right thing. Sitting here, as a guest at the wedding I was invited to possibly to make a mockery of me, I can easily say I sure as hell did the right thing.

      And I wonder how much the man beside me has helped to reinforce that feeling. How much hearing him validate some of my opinions, even though he didn’t know he was, has helped me and this newfound sense of self. The carefree, spontaneous sense of self I lost so very long ago.

      I also study her, knowing this will be the only time I can without people thinking I’m being rude. She is the bride, after all, and the center of everyone’s attention right now.

      Her hair is a similar shade to mine. Her makeup is flawless and her stature similar. She seems sure of herself. Happy. In love. Stunning. Classy. Timeless.

      And so I watch the man I spent over six years of my life with marry a woman he met less than nine months ago.

      Or maybe he met her before I left him? Maybe she was waiting in the wings and swooped in for the prize the minute she found out we had broken up? Or even worse, maybe they were sneaking around behind my back and that’s why Mitch was so indifferent to my leaving? The errant thoughts grow crazier with each second that passes. But regardless how bizarre my imagination makes them, one thing remains the same.

      When I look at Mitch, I feel nothing.
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      “You’re awfully quiet.” His arm drapes across the back of my chair so his hand can rest on my opposite arm. He gives a gentle nudge of his knee against mine. Little reminders to let me know he’s beside me. But it’s not like I could forget. Between the numerous guests staring at us to the camera phones snapping pictures on the sly, it seems that everyone knows Hayes Whitley is here. And a catty part of me wonders how many of the cameras left on the tabletops for guests to use to help document the reception are going to have pictures of Hayes on them. With me.

      The irony is not lost on me. Nor is it on Hayes evidently by the way he was so generous with his time by taking pictures and giving autographs while we waited for the wedding party to finish their post-ceremony pictures.

      The ones I’m most certain were taken down on the private beach beneath the palm trees I had chosen. I mean why not, right? Good thing for them this island has a pretty moderate temperature all year-round or God forbid with the change of seasons, Rebound Sarah might have had to make a decision on her own.

      I’m not oblivious to the constant whispers that stop when I walk by and then start again or the sly glances of the women who all think they’re better than me. But I do have to admit they sure as hell do a double take when they see Hayes’s hand on my waist or how he pulls out my chair for me. I force myself to meet their eyes despite the unease rioting through me, knowing they are talking about and turning their noses down at me.

      Confidence, Ships, a constant refrain off Hayes’s tongue.

      But I’m still on edge. Still waiting for security to show up and tell me I need to leave because I wasn’t invited, and that’s why I have the invitation tucked inside Hayes’s suit jacket pocket. Just in case. And still in shock over seeing my meticulous preparations come to life before me and not actually be for me.

      “I’m just thinking,” I say quietly and look around once again at the centerpieces and linens and room setup.

      “About?”

      “About how Uptight Ursula sold this to Rebound Sarah. I mean, did she tell her the hotel offered a package deal where everything was already decided . . . and Sarah just went along with it?” What sort of woman happily accepts a wedding completely organized for a different bride?  By a different bride. “Or was Sarah just so love-struck that she agreed to anything his mom wanted just to smooth over the waters because she can already tell what a controlling bitch she is?”

      “Mmm.” He nods his head before pressing a kiss to my temple. And I love the gesture, the feeling it gives me, but hate that I immediately wonder if it’s for show or because he wants to do it. “I couldn’t tell you.”

      “I mean as stupid as I now feel about allowing it to happen, I can stomach the similarities in our wedding dresses. Hell, even I had a weak moment and succumbed to Mrs. Layton’s relentless ramblings about how very special it would be for me to wear a modern-day version of the dress she’d married Mitch’s dad in. She had a designer bring in a couple of racks full of similar-looking dresses for me to choose from. And I did. And it was gorgeous. But that’s where I drew the line in giving in to her demands.”

      Another murmur of acknowledgement from Hayes followed by a kiss to my temple.

      And I love that he’s letting me ramble on and get it all out. That he’s giving me the elbows in the batter feeling I need and yet I’m nowhere near a kitchen or mixer.

      The man really gets me.

      I look his way to see his sudden interest in the room around us. “Something wrong?”

      “Nah. There’s just an all-round weird vibe here . . . but it’s not our wedding, so who are we to judge?”

      Not our wedding. I know he doesn’t mean the words how I hear them, but it makes me pause for a moment. Ideas and images flicker through my mind of what our wedding would look like. Simplicity over grandeur. In the field under the tree house with shabby chic décor and mason jars with tea lights in them for mood.

      “Ships?”

      “Yeah. Sorry.” My cheeks heat at getting caught thinking things I shouldn’t be thinking. “The weird vibe? It’s probably just because we’re here.”

      “Nah. Don’t look now, but I think it has to do with Mitch’s mom over there shooting daggers at you while you’re sitting over here with a drink in your hand and a smile on your face. I definitely don’t think Mitch told her they invited you.”

      “But she had to have known. This is an all-inclusive resort. It’s not like we’ve been hiding in the villa the whole time.”

      “Maybe she’s just a bitch,” he muses as he tips the bottle of beer to his mouth with a half-cocked smirk on his lips that tugs on places deep within me.

      I snort in response. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “You’re incredible.” Two words. That’s all they are. But the way he says them with a mixture of conviction, awe, and reverence, and with a completely serious look on his face as he holds my eyes captive, causes my heart to stutter a beat in my chest.

      “And you’re ridiculous.” But I can’t help my smile from growing to epic proportions. You’re incredible. I try to laugh off my unease from the compliment but he won’t have any of it.

      “No, I’m serious.” He leans in close, mouth skimming over my ear. His voice is low, just a whisper of a sound so that even surrounded by the hundred or so guests, only I can hear him. “Not many women would have the guts to show up here today. And if they did, not many people would know that it has absolutely zero to do with you. It has to do with your business. With not wanting to let Ryder down. I’m proud of you, Ships. Proud of you for walking in here with your head held high and a sincere smile on your face, when I know under your breath you’re cursing at many of them.”

      I chuckle and lean the side of my head against his forehead. I hear the words he’s saying and know the only reason I’m on the island, the only reason I was able to walk in here with such confidence, is because of the time we’ve spent together prior to this moment.

      “I couldn’t have done it without you. Thank you.”

      “I disagree. You’ve been doing it without me for a long time.”

      There’s a pang of guilt attached to his words. A reminder of what it’s like when he’s not around. But this time there is no anger, no resentment over the past. He came back for me but then walked away when he knew he would just end up hurting me more.

      Our eyes hold. The room buzzes around us and yet when he leans forward and presses his lips to mine, I zone everyone else out. The incomplete comments I heard walking to the restroom after the ceremony earlier, words like disgrace and homewrecker and trash, evaporate from my mind. It’s just Hayes’s lips on mine and the comfort, warmth, and calm they bring.

      The kiss ends but so does the angst I was feeling. Once again, Hayes has calmed me. And when I open my eyes and look over his shoulder, I freeze when I meet Mitch’s gaze.

      He’s standing off to the far end of the banquet room, if you can call it that. The reception is being held in a round room with half the room enclosed like a normal hall while the other is an open-aired covered patio that overlooks the ocean beyond. He’s standing where the open-air portion meets the walled portion, sneaking a peek at the reception before the DJ announces the wedding party.

      The connection causes my breath to burn in my lungs and words to escape me, and yet I can’t look away from Mitch. His gaze shows hurt. Reflects anger. But there’s something else there . . . wounded pride or possibly longing?

      I reject the thought immediately. Hate that I’d think so much of myself to believe Mitch just married Sarah—like minutes ago—and is standing there taking a glimpse of his reception while the camera woman is snapping shots of his new bride behind him . . . and is wishing it were me.

      “He still loves you.”

      Hayes’s murmur startles me and yet I don’t move. Don’t want to process the thought. Just want to pretend like I didn’t just see it too.

      I break my gaze from Mitch and look to Hayes with a forced smile on my face. My stomach churns over how horrible it would be to be Sarah if she just saw that exchange between us. Because while seeing him scrapes up the melancholy I should have felt over our break up, the affection he possibly feels for me isn’t reciprocated.

      Not like how I feel when I look at Hayes. My smile is always genuine and the emotion I feel is real. Not forced. “No, he doesn’t.” Something fleets through Hayes’s eyes. I want to say disbelief or relief—either of them causes parts of me to stand to attention and wonder why they are there. But before I can ask, the DJ taps the mic to get everyone’s attention.

      And while the wedding party is introduced, while the cheers go up and the music pumps through the speakers, and as Mitch and Sarah immediately take to the dance floor for their first dance, I can’t help but wonder exactly how I feel.

      The moment I traveled all this way for is finally here, and yet everything I came here to prove doesn’t seem to feel so relevant anymore. The meal unfolds, the typical wedding events transpire, and the whole time I’m preoccupied with the why behind this change of opinion. My pride? My bakery?

      It all comes back to Hayes. He’s the reason for all of this—the resolution of my past. The validation that Mitch wasn’t the right choice for me as a husband. The overwhelming surge of emotions he’s made me feel with his hands and his words when I didn’t realize I could be made to feel that way to begin with. And more than anything the realization that it’s okay to want more in all aspects of my life.

      I feel like I’m starting a new chapter in my life. A different one where I have needs and wants and dreams and passion. While I may want to share that with someone in the future, I also know what makes me happy and that’s just as important as making your partner happy.
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      I watch Mitch and Sarah take their seat at the head table. Hear mutterings of my name followed by the word tramp. I listen to their speeches professing their love to each other.

      I have to stop myself from snickering at their lovey-dovey terms. The gentle nudges from Hayes tell me he feels the same way too. Wasn’t it not too long ago that Mitch was professing the same love for me?

      A murmur overheard at the table behind me about how I’m a gold digger. How I dumped Mitch and moved right on to Hayes just because he had more fame and fortune.

      I eat the meal I had meticulously chosen to suit Mitch’s preference of seafood and my like of steak.

      Polite conversation with the members of our table. We’re all the misfits who don’t fit with any of the other guests. And yet their eyes narrow when I speak. Lips pull tight. Judging me through the rumors. And then of course they break out in a smile when Hayes turns his attention on them.

      The clinking of forks against crystal to demand kisses of the newlyweds.

      Sneers of disdain and the roll of eyes when I laugh out loud at one of the many things Hayes murmurs against my ear to bring me back to him. To calm me down. Because even though I was invited, in their eyes, I’m not allowed to enjoy myself.

      And there’s so much irony in the thought it’s ridiculous. Do these people not realize that if I hadn’t walked away, they wouldn’t be here at all celebrating Mitch and Sarah’s happy union? I walked. Mitch moved on and is happy. Sarah’s happy. I think I’m missing something here. Like how they need to move on too.

      Hayes and I are in a world of our own though. He knows no one although they all seem to feel like they know him and want to say hi. I know a lot of people and yet they want to act like they don’t know me and make themselves suddenly seem busy whenever I catch their eye.

      I feel like a pariah. The bits and pieces of comments I overhear confound me: Whore. Homewrecker. It figures. It all makes sense now. How dare she? But I ignore them. Have no choice but to. I knew people would be surprised I was here. I figured there’d be some unwelcome animosity—the charity case who rejected Mitch, and in turn them, and their more elite life status.

      I hide the pang their comments cause me. I continue to smile despite the burn of tears in my throat. I accept the kisses to my temple with appreciation when Hayes offers them. I laugh out loud when he says something funny at our table of misfits to let those judging me know I’m no worse for wear when all I really want to do is head back to the villa to escape.

      And I wonder why they came all this way to enjoy a wedding and are preoccupied with my presence instead.

      I walked in here tonight expecting some vitriol, and yet what I didn’t expect was how all of this was going to affect Hayes. How he bristles every time he catches a snippet from table ten when there is a lull in our conversation. How I can feel the tensing of his fingers on my thighs when he catches the two women with the god-awful dresses blatantly staring at me before laughing out loud to let me know I’m the topic of their discussion. The clench of his jaw at the heads being shaken back and forth as if I’m a sad sight to be had.

      And despite this, his training is a godsend. His acting skills are perfectly timed when he smiles animatedly and waves a hello at the god-awful-dressed women letting them know he’s heard them. Or how he declines an autograph for the daughter of table ten because it’s Mitch and Sarah’s day and we’re here to celebrate them.

      But we’ve had fun. We’ve been playing the “What’s Next?” game where I guess what’s going to happen next during the reception to see how much I remember of my own timeline.

      And each time I’m right, we have to take a sip of our drinks. It’s our way to relax. To make this event something different for us than it is for everyone else.

      We’re laughing over watching the servers begin to prepare for the cutting of the cake—which I accurately predicted would happen next—when I look away from Hayes and meet the eyes of Sarah and Mitch standing before us as they make the rounds to all the tables and guests.

      “Saylor.” Mitch is quiet. Serious. Sarah fidgets beside him with a smile plastered on her face, uncertain how to act when facing her husband’s ex-fiancée. And I understand how she feels because I feel the same discord.

      I know a million eyes are on us right now. The whole room waiting for a catfight from the ex-fiancée, so I do the exact opposite of what they expect.

      I stand. “Hello, Mitch.” Extend my hand to my replacement. “So lovely to meet you, Sarah. You look absolutely stunning. That dress? It’s gorgeous. Thank you so much for inviting us.”

      Silence stretches for the shortest of moments. As if Sarah fears what taking my hand will say to the guests. But manners get the best of her and she reaches out and takes it. Her grip is soft. Timid.

      “Thank you so much for coming. It was very important to me for you to be here.”

      “Oh.” I think I do a good job of hiding my surprise. I glance over to Mitch and while his smile is there, the rest of his expression is the perfect picture of angst and irritation.

      “You see,” she says, lowering her voice and leaning in toward me, “you two broke it off rather suddenly. Lucky for me that happened because then he found me. But I think there are some unresolved issues between the two of you that need to be dealt with. And they need to be dealt with so when Mitch and I leave this reception tonight, he’ll finally be over you. Finished. I love this man with all I have, and frankly, I’m sick of the ghost of you following us around.”

      I struggle to stutter out a response. My eyes are wide and my mind reels at how much I underestimated Sarah by thinking she was spineless and compliant. I guess it’s only at her discretion. Like when it comes to planning her own wedding.

      For some reason, I get the feeling Sarah is just as manipulative as Uptight Ursula.

      “Oh.” It seems to be my go-to response while I blink rapidly and look back and forth from Sarah to Mitch to see him just as unhappy with this situation as I am. Talk about being put on the spot. “Um.” I shift my feet, lift my chin, and make sure my shoulders are squared. I want everyone watching to know I am not the least bit intimidated. “Couldn’t we have done this at a different time other than your wedding? I don’t want to take away—”

      “I had planned on doing it at the rehearsal dinner. There was a reason you were invited to it, after all, but it seems you were . . .” she clears her throat, finds the words to continue, “. . . otherwise occupied last night.” Her smile is tight and her eyes flicker over to Hayes to reinforce her implication. And I know it’s just a lucky guess on her part what we were doing to miss the rehearsal dinner, but I’m sure I blush a little at the assumed accusation.

      “Hayes Whitley. The one who otherwise occupied her.” Hayes extends a hand to Sarah, and I love that he just put her in her place without the blink of his eyes or an inflection in his tone. “It was a lovely ceremony. Great choices all around on the wedding details. You must have had an incredible wedding planner.”

      I cough to cover my snort at his politely phrased insult.

      The muscle in Mitch’s jaw ticks. I’m not sure if it’s because of what Hayes said about occupying me, or the fact that Hayes just called out his new wife to see if she’s going to bite on taking credit for the planning . . . she didn’t do.

      She stares at Hayes. Ice-blue eyes gauging how to take the comment. As sincere or snide.

      “It’s about that time, ladies and gents. Will she or won’t she? Will he or won’t he? Yes. It’s cake smashing . . . er . . . cutting time for Mrs. and Mr. Layton.”

      The room erupts into a nervous chatter of sorts, almost as if they’re uncertain how this little talk between the four of us is going. When his mother starts clapping, the other guests follow suit to encourage Sarah and Mitch to move to the cake table.

      And away from me.

      Sarah’s smile is forced, her gaze unwavering. “Please talk to him. For my sake,” she urges quietly before she hooks her arm in Mitch’s, smile now turning genuine, and heads to the cake table.

      “Well, what do you know? Seems Golf Boy married his mother,” Hayes murmurs under his breath. And this time I do snort aloud because he just hit the nail on the head.

      And before I can process any of the last five minutes, Hayes casually laces his fingers with mine and tugs on my hand to follow suit with how he has now sat down.

      “Can’t say I blame her,” he muses casually as one of our table members stops by to pick up their drink and head over to watch them cut the cake.

      “Why?” I ask, even though I already know what he means. I’d want the same undivided attention from my spouse, but I’m not sure I’d go as far as she has to get it.

      “You’re a hard one to get over, Saylor Rodgers.”

      Hayes’s comment is on constant repeat in my head long after we eat cake. We’re sitting politely at our table, waiting for the proper amount of time before we bail on the rest of the reception. If we leave too soon, guests will assume our exchange with Mitch and Sarah rattled me. And so we’re kind of stuck, with comments becoming a little less obscure the longer the alcohol has flowed.

      “C’mon,” Hayes reaches his hand out to me, “if we’re stuck at this damn party, we might as well have some fun.”

      I trudge behind him at first as he leads me toward the dance floor but then realize he’s right. We are invited guests who have done nothing wrong. Why not enjoy ourselves instead of simply observing from our chairs? I gain more confidence with each step. Heads turn as we walk by. Drinks stop halfway to mouths. Elbows nudge the person beside them to take note of whatever it is we’re doing.

      Watch the bride and groom, people. They are way more interesting. And the reason you’re here in the first place.

      The music is slow and classical when we walk onto the sparsely occupied dance floor. I falter momentarily, unsure how to do anything other than bump and grind or the slow-dance-sway from back in high school. I mean, how many times in your adult life does one actually go dancing to learn otherwise?

      “Take my lead,” Hayes murmurs when he pulls me into him and begins to move. At first I think he’s just doing his own thing, but soon realize there is a definite pattern to his steps. A defined rhythm and timing.

      When I lean back to look in his eyes and question him, I catch the grin on his lips and my heart melts. Right there on the dance floor. With my ex-fiancé and his new wife off to one side of the dance area and a room full of judging eyes directed at us.

      “Dylan Jax. Middleman’s Move. I had to learn it for—”

      “That one scene where you seduce your enemy’s wife,” I finish for him, remembering the movie quite clearly. Besides its complex plot and shocking twist, there were some pretty steamy scenes that may have had me rewind it once—or a hundred times.

      His smile beams bright and eyes light up with pride. “See? You did watch my movies. I knew it.”

      I throw my head back and laugh. It’s so easy to do with him. So natural to feel at ease. “Just that one,” I lie.

      “Yeah. Uh-huh.” He spins me around before I can respond in any other way but laugh. The music changes to a more current song. It’s sexy. Bluesy. Allows me to relax and not worry about messing up his carefully timed steps. Instead I just move with him. Against him.

      He makes it seem effortless. All of this. How he turned on the charm in front of the jerks here. How he’s helped me feel at ease in this awkward situation. How he makes me laugh and feel sexy and appreciated simultaneously.

      Old feelings die hard.

      But then again, I don’t think mine for him ever really died.

      Our bodies move against each other’s. “You know what I keep thinking about?”

      He asks it so casually that my response falls just as nonchalant. “Hmm?”

      “I think you need to relax.”

      “Is that so? How do you propose I do that?” My voice is coy. My body already wanting what the suggestion in his tone implies.

      Hayes leans in, mouth against my ear. “I need to get you out of this dress.”

      “Really?”

      “Mm-hmm. While you look sexy as hell in it, I think it looks a bit stiff. Formal. Uncomfortable.”

      He twirls me out. Pulls me back into him. Chest to chest. Our feet move again.

      “And how will being out of this dress relax me?” His thigh moves between mine and rubs against the apex of my thighs. A hint of what’s to come.

      “Because then I can taste you, Saylor. Run my tongue over your clit. Get you all worked up. Make you beg.”

      My chuckle? It’s strained. Desperate. Fraudulent. “I won’t beg.”

      He spins me around. I catch a glimpse of his challenging grin, and then I’m back against him.

      “Oh, you’ll beg.” He presses a tender kiss to my lips that has my insides screaming when he ends it.

      “Sound pretty sure of yourself.”

      “It’s amazing the things a woman will say when her man is working his tongue in and out of her pussy.”

      My mouth goes dry. Between my thighs grows wet. The dark promise of his words seduces every part of me. He spins me out again, makes me more than aware of the audience of disapproving eyes watching us.

      “Is that so?”

      “Mm-hmm.” He even makes that sound seem seductive.

      “What exactly do women say?”

      “Oh, yes. Fuck me. You last longer than I do. Harder. It’s so big. You’re. A. God.”

      I can’t help but laugh again at his breathless voice as he says the words. Know he’s making fun of himself and love that he’s confident enough in his more-than-adept sexual skills to do so. “Really?”

      “Most definitely.” He laughs. “But that’s not how a man knows he’s doing it right. Words are cheap. Actions prove everything.”

      “So how does he know he’s doing it right?”

      He spins me out and then back against him. In the few seconds apart, I’m already ready for the warmth of his body. His mouth is near my ear so the heat of his breath teases me. “A man knows he’s doing the job right when a woman pushes him away, tells him to stop licking her, and begs for his cock.”

      That slow, sweet ache that has been simmering during this whole conversation—hell, who am I kidding, since he walked out of his room looking mouth-wateringly delicious in his suit and tie—has just been stoked brighter.

      “Oh.”

      He chuckles in my ear and I feel the rumble of it against my chest. Love the feel of his thigh rubbing between mine. “You still think you’re not going to beg, Saylor?”

      “Words are cheap, Whitley. Actions prove everything.”
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      “Hayes Whitley? Seriously, Say? That’s who you left me for?” Mitch’s voice from behind me so bitter in tone, startles me, and yet I outwardly remain calm as can be.

      So many responses flicker through my mind.

      Married after only eight months?

      Carbon-copy-of-Saylor-Sarah?

      Still an asshole, huh?

      I wish that were the truth.

      I choose the higher road. Know even in the thirty seconds I’ve been in his presence that I made the right decision. I have absolutely zero love for him, and I can’t believe I wasted six years of my life with him.

      So I don’t answer his question but rather decide to let him believe whatever he wants about Hayes being here with me and how that came to be. I’m not lying per se, rather just not giving any answers.

      “You always did resent him, didn’t you?” I murmur softly, figuring it to be my best plan of approach and more than aware of the sudden shift of attention over to us despite the music playing loudly.

      I think back to the few times Mitch would see Hayes on television or a magazine cover and make some snide remark. Criticize him. For no other reason than because Hayes had me first. Caveman theory at its best, and Mitch’s fragile ego at its worst.

      “Seems I had every right to resent him, didn’t I? I love Sarah. I really do. And yet all of her blabbing on about the ghost of you hanging around was driving me crazy so I’m here trying to give her what she’s asked of me.”

      “My ghost?”

      “Yeah. She says you’re still everywhere even though you’re not.”

      “That’s because you moved on before the scent of my perfume even cleared the bedroom.” There’s a bite to my voice and I don’t try to hide it.

      “You’re the one who left.”

      “Yes. I did.” There is not an ounce of apology in my tone. Why should there be when he was the one who made it clear he didn’t care if I did? And is already married.

      Silence smothers the space between us. I take a sip of my wine and look toward the door to see if Hayes is back from the restroom yet. Shift in my chair.

      “If you wanted to get rid of my ghost, then maybe you should have had your own wedding, instead of ours.” I turn to look at him. Raise my eyebrows. “A little originality makes a girl feel a whole lot more secure.”

      “It’s complicated.” He shuffles his feet, looks down at his beer, and then back up to me. “You know how my mom is.”

      “Yes, I do.” He hasn’t changed. He never will. Maybe I thought my leaving might help him realize that while he can love his mother and want to appease her, having a wife means you put her first, and not your mom. “Let me give you an opinion from someone who has in fact walked in Sarah’s shoes. Your mom can’t control your marriage, Mitch. You gave her a good start thinking she will by letting her orchestrate this entire wedding. The funny thing is, you were so busy being Golf Boy with your buddies and not caring about the details I was planning, that you have zero clue about how identical your wedding today is to the one I had planned. For us. Surely you realize the location and the invitations were the same, but did you notice everything else? The color scheme, the linens, the flowers? All my choices. And Sarah just happily accepted all of that?”

      His features shift and evolve from disbelief to anger. And I know him well enough to know that as pissed as he is, he’ll never confront his mom over it. God forbid, he ever stands up to her. Instead, he’s about to take the brunt of his anger out on me.

      I guess he’s never heard the saying, “Don’t kill the messenger.”

      “You don’t get to have any opinion, Saylor. You don’t get to criticize or judge or say anything other than thank you for inviting me, Mitch.”

      Asshole. I bite my tongue. Make the conscious decision not to engage when I’d prefer to stand and shout and accuse and purge the lingering bitterness I feel toward him. Let everyone know the real reasons we’re not together.

      “Why’d you come anyway, Saylor? Why’d you show up? To rub my face in the fact that you’re dating the big Hollywood star?”

      And if I didn’t know that bugged him, the disdain in his voice says it all. “Shouldn’t I be asking you that, Mitch? Why’d you invite me? Because I know you say it was Sarah who did, but a little part deep down within you wanted me to show up here to see exactly what I could have had. So you could rub my nose in it?”

      I don’t answer his question at all, but I don’t care because it feels good to say some of what I think out loud. Words I’ve wanted to ask since I opened the envelope with the invitation.

      He doesn’t answer my question, either. And I’m okay with that and with the awkward silence that settles around us as we both figure our next step in dismantling a fence that will never stand again.

      “It’s always been him, hasn’t it?” Yes. It has. I don’t utter the words, just keep my eyes fixated on my fingers running up and down the stem of my wine glass when he continues speaking. “He’s been the one you wanted even after he hurt you and walked away. I was the one who picked up the pieces after your parents died. Not him. But what? The whole time we were together, you were waiting for him, weren’t you? Wanting him. Thinking I could take his place. And then obviously by the looks of the two of you, he came back and the wait was over. Dump me. Pick him. He wins . . .”

      I don’t think I ever looked at our relationship that way, or thought of Hayes in that regard. My subconscious was more consumed by the sting of hurt and weight of resentment Hayes left behind. And besides, by the time Mitch came into the picture it had been almost four years since he’d left. And yet hearing Mitch’s words makes me realize that he just might be right when I never thought in a million years I was doing any of those things.

      “It was the ghost of Hayes that ruined our relationship, Saylor. Just like Sarah wants me to confront you so that your ghost doesn’t ruin my marriage. I thought what she was saying was just bullshit. Nervous bride crap. And yet, seeing you here with him . . . I know she’s right.”

      Did he just admit that he still loves me?

      Shit. Shit. Double shit.

      I blow out an audible breath. His disdainful but honest words hit a little too close to home. I nod softly. Let him know I’ve heard him. I refuse to agree with him audibly because then I feel like he’ll have control of this situation between us that feels so out of control as it is.

      “What do you need from me to clear the ghosts, Mitch?” I try to sound reasonable. Attempt to give him what he needs so he can live happily ever after with Sarah and stay one hundred percent out of my life from here on out.

      He clears his throat then looks me directly in the eyes. “I need to know if we ever had a chance or if we were doomed from the start because you were just waiting for Hayes to come back.”

      “Does it matter?” I shrug, hating the look in his eyes. The one that makes me wonder how deep his feelings still run for me when they should be one hundred percent consumed by the woman he just gave more than his last name to.  And knowing that even when I tell him the truth, he’s not going to believe it.

      “Yes.”

      “It was never about Hayes, Mitch. I left because while I loved you, I don’t think I could have continued loving you with the bitter resentment I continually felt toward you. You loved me but only the me you wanted me to be: sophisticated, non-working, non-baking, non-driven unless it was only to make you happy. You can’t start a marriage loving only the end result of who you hope to turn your spouse into. You start a marriage by loving that person completely for who they are and with the knowledge you’re going to grow and shift and change with each other. You never thought of me that way. You and your mom wanted me to be someone other than who I am to fit you and your circle’s standards. It became more and more clear the closer we came to getting married. The subtle comments about how my job wasn’t suitable for the Layton name. The hints left on hangers in my closet in the tune of thousands of dollars worth of clothes to show me how you wanted me to dress and look. The plans you fabricated, and the subsequent tantrums you pitched when you knew I had a big order to fill, so I’d feel like I was letting you down. So no, Mitch, my leaving you had nothing to do with Hayes and rather everything to do with me. My wants out of life, and everything that I am. Yes, I loved you, Mitch, at one time. But I think that love turned into bitterness and resentment.”

      His eyes are wide, body so tense that I can already see he disagrees with me. Know that he’s ready to argue with me and I’m just done. With him and with this wedding. “Loved? As in past tense?”

      I stare at him and realize he’s not hearing me. He doesn’t actually want to hear me. I shouldn’t be surprised because it was the same when we were together.

      And I know what I need to do. Know that it’s not the truth but I need to be the bad guy here. Hurt him now to ensure Sarah has the best shot in a marriage with this emotionally stunted man who she loves.

      “Yes. Loved. And I fell out of love with you a long time ago, Mitch.” I shake my head, twist my lips, and my fingers twirl around a lock of hair. I give the best acting job I can give. Try to use the upset I feel over purposely lying to him to drive the emotion in my next words. “I lied. I’m sorry. Hayes came back a few months before our wedding. I accidentally ran into him and what I felt for him, Mitch, was so very different, so much more powerful, than what I’d felt for you. And so . . . I tried to get over it. Over him. Attempted to push him from my mind and focus on you and our wedding but I couldn’t. The things you hated about me, he loved. The things you were trying to change in me, he praised. And I realized that even if Hayes and I never worked out, I couldn’t marry someone who didn’t appreciate those things about me.”

      There’s hurt in his eyes. Wounded pride. And despite lying to him about the time frame, I realize everything else I’ve said is true.

      “So it’s all true then.” He says the question as a statement, as if he doesn’t want me to respond. His voice is resigned. Disbelieving.

      “What’s true?”

      He shakes his head and chuckles beneath his breath like I should know what he’s referring to.

      “Let me ask you something.” His voice lowers and eyes narrow. “What happens when you wake up one morning and Hayes is gone? Because he will leave, Saylor. He’s left you once before. It’s not like you don’t know about him and his girlfriend, right? How he cheated and walked away. So what makes you think you’re so special that he’s going to stick around this time? Because sorry to break it to you, but you’re not. You’re nothing in comparison to that spotlight he lives his life in. The one he obviously needs because he picked it over you before and as sure as hell, he’ll do it again. He’s Hollywood and you’re just . . . you. If you were devastated before, how do you think you’re going to feel when he does it now, knowing everything you gave up for him?”

      My throat burns from the emotion his words are conjuring up. They dig deep down into the recesses of my mind where I’ve been trying to play dumb and ignore the what happens next aspect of this weekend. But with Mitch in front of me and his words ringing in my ears, I can’t avoid the fear they bring to me since the ghost of the previous devastation is still a shadow in my heart.

      While I may feel unsettled, I know I sure as hell don’t want him to see the emotions I’m most likely wearing on my sleeve either.

      “Excuse me, I need to use the restroom,” I say as I stand and clear my throat. “Best of luck to you and Sarah.”

      I stride confidently from the room.

      And I was wrong before. This—this walk—is my best acting job.
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      Because it’s Saylor Rodgers.

      I remind myself again because I’m done playing the nice guy. Done standing here with a cheesy smile plastered to my face, taking picture after picture for the same people who’ve had no problem muttering shitty things under their breath all night long about the woman I love.

      Another picture.

      Love?

      Flash burning my eyes. Smile a bit wider.

      Seriously, Whitley? Love?

      A shake of a hand.

      Love.

      A thank you for a compliment. Another autograph.

      It’s always been her in some way. Hasn’t it?

      Another photograph. Another hug I don’t want to give.

      Yes. Love.

      Smile for Saylor’s sake. To make them leave her the fuck alone.

      Love. Hmpf. Who would have thought?

      A forced smile. An apologetic excuse that I need to get back to my date.

      Now what are you going to do about it?

      A narrow escape from another hug by a woman smothered in strong perfume and a dodge of a lipstick smudge on my cheek.

      Of course when I get into the main hall of the reception, Saylor’s nowhere to be found. My mind’s reeling from my realization and yet it shouldn’t be. How did I not realize I still loved her the moment I saw her in her cupcake shop with blue flecks of frosting in her hair and that feistiness front and center?

      She’s not at the bar. Not at the table. Shit. I shouldn’t have left her alone. Shouldn’t have assumed she’d be fine despite her reassurances.

      I see one of the others from our table. “Hey, do you know where Saylor went?”

      “I saw her head outside a few minutes ago. Right before it started thundering.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur and head that direction. The thunder rumbles the minute I head out onto the patio to look for her. It’s dark now and the air smells like rain.

      “She still loves me, you know.” Mitch’s voice comes out of the shadows behind me.

      I pause. I truly hate the fucking clinch of my gut at his words but reject the idea immediately. There’s no way she loves him. And yet didn’t I ask myself if she still did before coming here? My mind flashes back to earlier. To his name she mumbled in her sleep the other night and to the look on her face when she saw him across the reception room earlier. Did I read her expression wrong? Was the disgust I thought I saw in it really something else?

      Fuck him and his lies that are trying to make me doubt her.

      “You always were a bullshitter, Layton.” I turn around, take in the cigarette in one hand and the glass of brandy in the other.

      And this is what a happily married man does at his own wedding? Drinks and smokes . . . alone?

      I take a step toward him as I concentrate on how to play him and not let him know he’s got to me with his statement.

      “She left. Couldn’t handle everything.”

      He takes a drag on his cigarette and I immediately know he said or did something to upset her. Every part of me wants to go find her, make sure she’s okay, but I know she’s tough. Besides, there’s something I’ve wanted to do ever since Ryder told me over six years ago that Saylor was dating him. Let him know just what I think of him.

      “Is it stressful being in the same room with the one woman you’re supposed to love but don’t wholeheartedly, and the one you still love who doesn’t love you back? Is that why you’ve resorted to a smoke? A little nervous, are you, Mitchy-boy?”

      I lean my hip against the rail beside me, refusing to back down when he steps closer. The pansy never intimidated me in high school, and this bullshit show right now from him sure as shit doesn’t either.

      “Fuck you.” His voice is low. Angered. Full of spite.

      “No thanks. I hear you’re a selfish lay.” A twist of my lips. A raise of my eyebrows.

      “I bet that’s all she is to you, too.”

      I don’t take the bait although I’d love to step into him, cock a fist back and let it fly. Put him in his place for the prick he was way back when and the bigger one he is today. “Wouldn’t you like to know, Layton?” My voice is aloof. My chuckle condescending. My eyes reflecting his own words, fuck you, back to him.

      The flash of hurt in his eyes is brief but obvious and tells me what I already know. He still loves her. There’s a quick pang in my gut as jealousy fires within because he doesn’t deserve the privilege of loving her.

      “You won’t stay. You’ll break her heart again just like you’re doing to whatshername.”

      Whatshername? Saylor’s comment from the other night ghosts through my mind. The truth I let her believe regarding Jenna and the rumors that are nowhere near true. How she’s believed in me enough to let it go even though I never answered. And I’m sure a part of it is because it’s been so easy to shut the outside world out while we’ve been here.

      “I think you forget that you don’t get to have a say in what Saylor does or doesn’t do. What Saylor and I as a couple do or don’t do . . . that’s no longer any of your goddamn business. You gave up that right the moment you let her walk away without a fight. You sure as hell couldn’t satisfy your fiancée, let’s hope you can your new wife. But by the looks of things, you’re spending more time worrying about your ex on your wedding night than you are your wife. Your future’s not looking too bright.”

      And with that, I unclench my fists and stop wasting my breath on someone who doesn’t deserve it.

      I need to go find Saylor. It’s become an urgency. And I hate that Mitch’s first comment is stuck in my craw. Hate that for a man who’s always sure of everything, I suddenly feel insecure when it comes to Saylor. And insecurity kills all that is beautiful.

      And Saylor is my beautiful.

      I use what I know to calm the unease over why she bailed from the reception. Remind myself that over the past few days I’ve tasted her kiss, felt her body react, and seen the unspoken depth in her eyes reflecting how she feels about me.

      There’s no way she still loves Mitch.

      I hurry out of the reception area, hating the question I need to ask but knowing I have to. Just like she needs to ask me about what happened between Jenna and me and I need to tell her. Clear the air so we can both move forward with our pasts exposed.

      I walk the grounds in a panic. Try to figure out where she might have gone and why she hasn’t returned. The thunder rumbles overhead giving an ominous warning of what’s to come.

      The villa. That has to be the safe bet, but when I walk by a clearing that looks out to the ocean beyond—she’s there. Her hands are braced on a railing in front of her while her dress flutters around her legs from the wind that’s picking up.

      And I swear to fucking God my chest constricts. I’d like to think it’s because of my earlier revelation—that I do love her and have loved her for all these years—but seeing her magnifies that realization. Confirms it then unravels it from the tightly bound ball I’d kept it in.

      But the other part of me wonders if that pang in my chest is from fear. What if she’s out here because she talked to Mitch and realizes that six years is a long time to throw away with someone? And that even though he’s married, maybe she still loves him like he loves her.

      That’s bullshit. I’ve known her longer. I’ve loved her harder. I’ve treated her better.

      But you walked out, Whitley. You didn’t fight for her either.

      Lightning flashes off the coast.

      “You love him still, don’t you?” I don’t mean for it to be the first words out of my mouth and yet I have to ask. Have to hear her say differently to get rid of the uncertainty.

      The same uncertainty I made her live with day in and day out over whether I was coming back for her. Because I didn’t call. Didn’t respond. Made her wonder if I cared.

      Her body startles at my question before she slowly turns and faces me, expression guarded in the darkness.

      But you walked out.

      “What?” Her voice is surprised. Or is that irritation?

      The thunder growls around us.

      “Do you still love him, Saylor?”

      The first drop of rain lands on my cheek.

      You walked out.

      “No. I don’t love him, Hayes.”

      Don’t twirl your hair, Saylor. Don’t show me you’re lying. I watch her hands. Wait for them to move. To give her tell.

      Rain echoes around us. Drops on plants. On sidewalks. On dirt. It’s subtle but there.

      It’s washing off the dirt.

      Her hands don’t move.

      “You don’t?”

      It’s stripping away the past.

      She laughs. Shakes her head. “You’re being ridiculous, you know that?” There’s a spark of temper. A flash of disbelief.

      It’s cleansing. A fresh start.

      “Then what is it, Saylor?” I take a step toward her, need to know what’s going on. “Why are you so upset?”

      Thunder vibrates the rain and air. Electrifies it.

      Our eyes hold. My lips open and close to push her for the answer, but I hold it back. Take another step closer and put my hand on her cheek. I feel the rain on her skin, smell it all around us.

      “Because I don’t want this to end.”

      “What to end?”

      Thunder and lightning within seconds of each other. A perfect description of what I feel right now as I wait. Of how she makes me feel inside.

      “This.” Quiet. Self-assured. Lashes fluttering from the drops of rain as she looks up to meet my eyes.

      And I’m sucker-punched. The lightning and thunder collide.

      “This?”

      My thumb brushes over her lips as the rain falls harder.

      “You. Me. This weekend.” Each word is slow. Intentional. Fearful I’ll disagree. She steps away from me, paces a few feet while shaking her head and then turns around to face me.

      “Saylor.” Thunder roars the same time I speak and drowns out my voice.

      “Goddammit. I love you.” Every emotion within me—hope, love, fear, acceptance, humility, want, need—surges and swells at her words. She throws her arms out, dress soaked and sticking to her body. “I’ve always loved you, Hayes Whitley. When I was ten years old with skinned knees and braces. And when I was fourteen, sitting in the tree house jealous of all the high school girls bragging about your kissing skills. Then we did kiss and I hated them all for knowing that, but you, you could do no wrong in my eyes. And even after you walked away . . . I still loved you.” Her voice breaks. The emotion in her tone raw and real and tugging on every part of me she hasn’t touched yet when I was sure as shit she’d touched everywhere over our lifetime.

      I’m standing before her stunned. There’s a veil of rain between us and yet a connection stronger than I’ve ever felt before. I start to speak, but she shakes her head, puts her hand up for me to stop.

      Lightning flashes over the water and it lights up the wild in her eyes.

      “No. I have to finish. I need to say everything I want to say. Mitch said you were the ghost between us. The reason we didn’t work out. Always there. I told him that was bullshit. That he was lying. But you know what? He’s right. You’ve always been there, Hayes. In my dreams. On my mind. In my hopes. Tattooed permanently on my heart.”
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      Hayes stares at me with the muscle pulsing in his jaw, his only show of emotion. His head tilts slightly like he’s trying to make sure what I’m saying and what he thinks I’m saying are one in the same. I see relief. Hope. Desire. Love. His hair is plastered to his head, shirt soaked through, and eyes searching when he steps toward me. I’ve never thought him more handsome.

      He places a hand on the side of my face, our connection rekindled. “Saylor.” It’s only one word said in that deep timbre of his and yet it’s packed with so much emotion.

      I came out here needing a breather. Mitch’s words hit too close to home to the fears I had and to the doubts still milling inside. Then Hayes arrived and his face looked like a reflection of the turmoil I was feeling inside. Like exactly what he is to me: The storm that can bring me down.

      Now’s my chance to lay all my cards on the table because if I don’t and he walks away, I’ll always question, always wonder, if I fought hard enough to keep him.

      “I’ve loved you, Hayes. Then. Now. I always have. And I’m scared to death of what’s going to happen when we leave here. How, when we walk away to our separate flights, our separate worlds, that I’ll never see you again.”

      He doesn’t respond with words. His body is too tense. Emotion is strung too tight. And so he reacts the only way I think he can to express how he’s feeling, to show how my confession makes him feel.

      His lips are on mine as quick as the lightning flashing overhead. It’s a bruising kiss. Hard. Fast. Desperate. Violent with desire.

      And I don’t hesitate. I’m all in. With lips and hands and heart. We’re soaking wet, a tempest rages around us, and yet we finally find peace in our own storm.

      “God yes, Ships.” My name’s a gasped word caught on the wind before he dives back in and takes what he wants from me. What I’m giving him. My body, because I’ve already handed over every part of me without even realizing it.

      We move in desperation. Hunger and resolution fueling our actions. Our desires. Our want to connect. Our need to express the end of the turbulence that has kept us in the air over the past ten years.

      We give no thought to where we are. To the rain drenching us or to the wind whipping around us. Because all we see is each other. All we feel is now. And with his mouth consuming mine—showing me how he feels, breathing life into me, before drowning me in his intensity—I don’t want to come up for air.

      But the crack of lightning shocks us apart. We stare at each other: chests heaving, eyes hungry, smiles shy but salacious, libidos begging for more.

      “We need to get inside.” His voice is strained. Posture a perfect picture of restraint holding on by a thread. The first few buttons of his dress shirt are undone. His erection straining his slacks.

      “We do.” I nod but step into him rather than head to the villa. I fist my hands in his soaked shirt and lean in to kiss him again. This time it’s slow, seductive, taunting. I can’t hear the groan in the back of his throat but can feel it vibrate against my hands and lips. And it only urges me to want to make him do it again.

      His hands slide down my hips and cup my ass while mine move over his shoulders and loop around his neck. And almost as if on cue, he lifts me and I wrap my legs around his waist. Without a word, he starts to walk as we continue this long, drawn-out kiss. I take advantage of my positioning, of how our bodies fit together perfectly, and place kisses down his smooth jawline.

      Sensations swamp me. The taste of salt and rain on my tongue. The scent of his cologne in my nose. His strained sigh in my ear. His hands gripping my ass tighter as I cinch my legs around him harder so that with every step down the path that leads to the villa, the bulge of his erection rubs firmly where I want it to.

      It feels like it takes forever to get to the door and when we do, Hayes holds tight to me still wrapped around him while he fumbles in his pocket for the room key.

      My body vibrates with the anticipation and the fierce desire burning within as I wait. But there is no key, no door unlocked, just a muttered, “I can’t fucking wait any longer,” before Hayes carries me down the private path that leads to the back of the villa.

      My eyes are closed, and my lips are pressed against the base of his neck. I feel him step up some stairs, open the door to the screened-in porch with thick foliage on both sides, and then he leans over and lays me down on the double chaise longue.

      And the minute he’s free of carrying my weight, the control is snapped.

      Gone.

      Hayes grabs me by the ankles and pulls me down the chair so my dress rolls up beneath me, my legs fall off the end, and my torso is no longer sitting at an incline. I yelp out a laugh, loving this side of him. The I want you and have to have you.

      And before I can even look up to meet his eyes, he dips down and licks a line over the thin lace of my panties. I cry out at the heady feeling of the muted sensation, already desperate for him to do it again. He moves his hands to my thighs, pushes them farther apart, and then he delivers. His tongue parts me through the fabric, licks down the seam of my sex and then back up to flick over my clit.

      My head lolls back. My hands pull at his hair. A moan falls from my lips. And I buck my hips up, giving him access because the texture of the lace combined with the wet heat of his tongue evoke a different type of friction that makes rendering thought near impossible.

      “You smell so fucking good, Say. So good,” he murmurs against me, the heat of his breath a hint of what he’s withholding from me. My body aches all over, burns from his praise, and from his words earlier tonight on the dance floor.

      “Hayes.” I tighten my grip in his hair and try to pull his head up to tell him I don’t care about foreplay because our make-out session in the rain was more than enough for me. That and the fact that I just laid my heart on the line to him and he stepped into me instead of turning away.

      I want him desperately.

      Need him.

      In me.

      Right now.

      Unwilling to give up the control, he shakes his head from my grip and in the action rubs the tip of his nose perfectly against my clit. I cry out as my body ignites.

      “Not yet, Saylor. Don’t worry. I’ll fuck you, good and hard. I promise I’ll earn every damn moan that you make. But not until I lick every damn inch between your thighs. Taste you. Feel you. Own you.” His chuckle is low and rumbles in the space. His grin is full of sexual promise and I squirm beneath the touch of his finger where he’s slowly running it up and down the line of my sex outside the fabric. Just enough to let me sink into the sensation before he pauses, waits for my muscles to relax, for my overstimulated nerves to calm, and then he starts the process all over again. “But since words are cheap, I guess it’s time to prove it with actions. Hold tight, Ships. I’m not holding anything back.”

      My smile is quickly replaced by a moan. My declaration that I wouldn’t beg falls to the wayside. My ability to form coherent thoughts obliterated when in a breath of time, Hayes has hooked my panties to the side with one hand and parted me with the fingers of his other. Then there’s his mouth. The heated skill of his tongue as he flicks it over my clit and works me into a frenzy. My hips writhe, my hands fist, and my teeth bite into my bottom lip. And just when my body begins to twist that coil of arousal so tight I know I’m going to reach the point of no return, he eases up and slides his tongue down to my wetness. Dips into me. Taunting. Teasing. Urging me to beg.

      I’m so overwhelmed by the onslaught of sensations—the storm whirling around us and the need raging inside me—I don’t think I could form words if I tried.

      And between his fingers and tongue, the desire within me grows. My hands grip tighter, my gasps become harsher, and my resolve not to beg vanishes as the orgasm rips through me.

      “Hayes. Hayes. Yes. No. Oh God. Stop.” But contrary to my words, I hold his head between my thighs and lose myself in the soft slide of his tongue as he lets me ride out the ferocity of the climax he more than just earned.

      I hear his chuckle. Feel its vibration against my hypersensitive nerves and squirm to shift away from him. But his hands on my thighs remain firm when he lifts his face so I can see the grin on his glistening lips.

      “I’d like to gloat that you just begged.”

      He shifts back to his knees with my legs framing his body. His voice husky with the violent desire reflected in his eyes.

      “And I will, Saylor.”

      He rips his shirt open causing buttons to pop onto the deck. I admire the sight of his firm biceps and lickable abs as he strips the sodden material from him.

      “Oh, I will gloat.”

      His hands work his belt followed by the sound of a zipper. Then the unmistakable movement of his hand sliding over his cock.

      “But fucking you is more important.”

      I wet my lips in anticipation. His eyes darken in ecstasy when he rubs the crest of his cock up and down my swollen sex. My moan is reflexive. My need unyielding.

      The wind whips all around us but he stops to draw my eyes up to his. And when our gazes connect, he slowly pushes his way into me. I tense around him, my body and mind overwhelmed by the all-consuming pleasure the slide of his cock creates within me.

      The groan he emits when he’s fully sheathed is incredibly sexy. Everything about him is. The way his head falls back, how his lips part, and how his fingers tense on my thighs.

      And then he moves. His first slide out and then forceful slam back in causes that sweet, painful burn to spread like wildfire to every single part of me. I know he’s as consumed as I am. Lost in the moment. In the feeling of us connected. In every damn sensation between us.

      Hayes sets a bruising pace from the get-go. There’s no apology in his movements. Nothing uttered from his lips other than my name. No other focus than the end game.

      Time occurs in flashes of lightning. Snapshots of time when his figure is lit up amidst the dark around us.

      His shoulders taut. Hands firm. Hips thrusting. Mouth pulled tight. Eyes focused on our union.

      It’s erotic to watch him. Sexy. Empowering.

      “Yes. God, yes, Say. Tell me yes,” he groans out as his hips buck wildly against me. I’m transfixed watching the orgasm consume him. The expression on his face and the broken way he says my name will forever be burned into my memory.

      Tell me yes.

      Yes to what though? To him? To there being an us? To having a future together?

      And all I can think as he slowly pulls out of me and gathers me in his arms is I hope that’s what he was asking me to say yes to.

      Because after everything that has happened between us, how could I say anything but yes? In this short span of time, he’s made me feel validated, adored, accepted, and loved.

      Everything Mitch didn’t. Couldn’t.

      Emotionally, I’m spent. Exhilarated. Revived.

      So many revelations on this day. So many mixed emotions. So many truths shared.

      But this? Hayes asking, no, begging me to say yes?

      Slayed.

      Owned.

      His.

      Perhaps he's right though. Words can be cheap, but he’s sure as hell proved it with actions.

      So I give him the only answer I’ve ever had when it comes to him.

      “Yes.”
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      The storm has passed.

      It’s my first thought as my eyes flutter open and feel the sun warming my skin through the open blinds. We forgot to shut them last night when we finally collapsed into bed after a midnight snack. And another round of incredible sex.

      The Captain definitely knows how to steer this ship of his to ecstasy.

      I bite back the giggle over my ridiculously cheesy thought and snuggle deeper into the heat of Hayes’s body behind me. I revel in the weight of his arm over my hip, the possessiveness of his hand resting on my abdomen, and the unmistakable morning hard-on pressing against my backside. Everything about him feels like my perfect heaven.

      And then I remember what the morning brings: our last day. I sigh and close my eyes, trying to memorize this feeling, and enjoy it despite the sudden dread that shadows the few hours we have left together.

      I run last night through my head. Mitch and Sarah get a fleeting thought. Their weird relationship and bizarre need to confront me at their wedding of all places. Then I move on to Hayes. To how he made me laugh and put me at ease despite the constant scrutiny and nastiness from the guests around us. Then the dance. Sigh. The dance where he lit the match just enough so I’d be left wanting but unable to have him. To my confessions in the thunderstorm and his long, slow, wet kisses that I swear could have lasted all night without any complaints from me.

      Well, I lie. Because what happened next was pretty damn incredible.

      So why am I the only one who did all the talking? All the soul-baring? I know he said words are cheap and action is everything, but I can’t help wonder if stepping in to kiss me was his way of not having to figure his own feelings out. The thought triggers a flicker of panic. I shove it down along with the sudden unwelcome idea that maybe he doesn’t feel the same as I do. I told him I love him, had always loved him.

      Don’t do this, Saylor. He showed you how he felt all night long. With tenderness and reverence and passion. I hold onto that thought along with the reminder that he was never very expressive about his feelings.

      Cocooned in his security and warmth, I realize I need to accept what he was able to give me in the way he was able to show me.

      Time passes. Seconds I soak up. I lose myself in the emotion. The acceptance. The hope for something more, something better than we could ever have imagined, and purposely try to ignore the particulars of how that might be able to happen.

      The minute he wakes up I know it. I can feel the fleeting tension of his muscles and the break in his even breathing. And yet he doesn’t speak.

      So we lie in the silence of the morning, the storm having moved on, and the rain having washed away the grime from the past. The breeze blows in off the ocean and our hearts try to settle in their new places. A little fuller. And hopefully, a lot less permanently broken.

      “I could buy us a house halfway between cities, you know.”

      It takes everything I have not to turn over and stare at him, mouth agape, because I’m shocked at his words. Surprised that his thinking is that far ahead when mine was merely afraid to even hope for something more than our last day.

      I draw in a slow, steady breath in an attempt to calm the hope that just bubbled up before I respond.

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that.” I say the words all the while thinking YES. Please. Anything to hedge our bets against the grim statistics of how many long distance relationships actually last. “You’ve told me yourself that there are some days you are on set for a ridiculous number of hours. I couldn’t ask you to work that long of a day and then drive well over an hour—because let’s face it, LA traffic is horrific, so we both know the commute home would be way longer than that.”

      “I would though, Saylor.”

      And I know he hasn’t said the love word back to me, but that comment alone says it just the same.

      “I know you would.”

      “It would be a compromise for both of us. It would allow us both to keep doing what we love to do as well as make us work. I know you love Sweet Cheeks but this would allow you to have some distance and a life separate from work . . . or as separate as you allow yourself to get.” He chuckles against the back of my head. The heat of his breath causes goosebumps to chase over my scalp. “And for me, it would let me have a place where I could escape from the glitter of Hollywood and its endless bullshit. Give me the chance at living an everyday, normal life.”

      “You love the shiny lights and glitter though,” I tease.

      “Only if you’re wearing the glitter.”

      “Such a charmer, Mr. Whitley.”

      We fall into silence and our breaths even out as we lose ourselves to our thoughts. To possibility. I think about the airport and wonder how we’re going to bring ourselves to walk away when we’ve just found each other again. It’s like someone loaning you a warm jacket when you’ve been freezing and just when you sink into it, believe its warmth is real, the person comes back and snatches it away.

      “We’ll figure it out, Ships,” he murmurs, somehow knowing the direction of my thoughts. “It’s not like this is a new relationship or anything. I mean you forget that I used to know you back when you used to pick your nose.”

      “Whatever.” I roll my eyes and laugh but welcome his arms pulling me tighter against him and how his fingers automatically link with mine. And despite the humor in his comment, the worry returns. Because in his arms is one thing, but being apart is an entirely different situation.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on in that beautifully, complicated, stubborn, creative mind of yours.”

      “I’m just silently freaking out about what happens next,” I whisper.

      “Well, let’s see. What happens next is I have a table read the day after tomorrow in New York. It’s for the movie of that scene we were rehearsing. The director and the casting director will know from that table read whether or not they think I can play the part. As of right now they’re not entirely convinced I can pull it off since it’s so different from my norm. But to me, that’s the whole point. So that’s what I do next. I go there, kick some audition ass, and leave with the part. And you? You’ll go back home and see if business will pick up now that the wedding is over. And if business doesn’t pick up, then we’ll brainstorm other ways to get customers in the door. The bakery is your dream so we’ll do whatever it takes to make it work.”

      His continual use of the word we throws me. Triggers tears to burn in the back of my throat, and causes hope to slip on some wings and take flight.

      “What?” he continues when I don’t speak. I can’t as I’m too overwhelmed from the emotion his words evoke. “You don’t think a full-page colored print ad of me naked, holding a tray of your cupcakes in front of my dick won’t help get the store some attention and sales?”

      I can’t help but snort as the image fills my mind. “Only if I get to strategically place the flour handprints on your body for added effect.”

      “You always were willing to take one for the team.”

      “It’s a hard job, but somebody has to do it.”

      “Hmm. I wouldn’t object. Your hands on me are always welcome.” I wiggle my ass back into him, the feel of his hardened dick waking up all the parts of me still asleep.

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmur, mind veering to how it’s even possible that I could still want him after the bouts of sex we had last night.

      “So, see? We’ll figure it out as we go. We’ll talk and text every day. We’ll be honest with each other when something’s not working because we know damn well the alternative—not being together—isn’t a fucking option. And we’ll sleep at opposite places every weekend until we find out something permanent that works for us.”

      “How do you make it all sound so easy?”

      “Easy? Not by a long shot, Saylor. You’re not the only one on cloud nine right now, feeling like for the first time in ten years that someone gets you again. So don’t think just because I’m the guy here that it’s going to be easy for me to let you board that plane. You know me. I’m not good with words. Saying them or making sense with them. I never have been. So please believe me when I say this. I’m the one who walked away before, Saylor. I’m the one who fucked up and robbed both of us of this feeling every day over the last ten years. So, easy? Not hardly. But considering the alternative—not having you in my life—it’s definitely worth it.”

      My heart struggles to beat as it’s so overwhelmed with love for him. I shift to turn around, needing to face him.

      “No. Don’t turn around.” Hayes arms hold me captive from doing so.

      “Why?”

      “Morning breath.”

      “Are you serious?” He’s such a guy. Shifting from heartfelt, swoon-worthy confessions to thinking about morning breath.

      “Dead serious. I desperately need to brush my teeth but you feel so damn good like this, ass up against me, that I’m not willing to move just yet.”

      “Like you have to worry about morning breath,” I scoff.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Okay, Mr. I’m-A-Hollywood-God. The man who could have twenty-four seven halitosis and would still rake in the women. All you’d have to do is stand there shirtless in front of a female and she’d faint. And not from being bowled over by your morning breath.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” I start to squirm away from his fingers tickling my ribs.

      “No, I’m not. You’ve never had a lack of confidence in your whole life.”

      His fingers fall lax on my ribcage and he rests his forehead against the back of my head. “Yes, I have.”

      “When?”

      “Last night.”

      Once again his words not only surprise me, but prove to me how much he’s matured and is trying to let me in. “Why?”

      He laughs more to himself than to me and then falls silent. I give him time to answer. “I thought you left the reception because it was all too much for you. I thought you regretted calling it off. That you still loved Mitch.” The fear he felt is transparent in his voice.

      “Oh, Hayes. You’re crazy.”

      “Maybe, but between that and you saying Mitch’s name in your sleep the other night, that’s what I thought.”

      “Mitch’s name? What are you talking about?”

      “You mumbled Mitch’s name after the first time we had sex.”

      I wrack my brain to try and think of having had a dream about Mitch but can’t remember for the life of me having any in recent memory. “I promise you, the only dreams I’ve had of Mitch are ones where I’m chewing him out.” I shake my head and then really hear what he confessed to me. This time when I speak, my voice is full of wonderment. “How could you think I still loved him after everything that happened between us this weekend?”

      “Because I know what it’s like to see an old love and feel like you’ve just been sucker-punched. How it makes you regret all of the things you did to them and at the same time reaffirms everything you feel for them instantly. That was how I felt when I walked into Sweet Cheeks that first day.” He pauses and a soft smile spreads on my lips because I felt the exact same. “Last night, I was freaked out and I couldn’t find you. And then I saw you and you said what you said and it was like . . . like lightning striking.”

      “Oh, so apropos.” I giggle, loving this side of Hayes Whitley who can express his thoughts so much better than the teenager could.

      “Shush.” The bed shifts and I’m lambasted with a soft down pillow to the head.

      I struggle away. Giggling and laughing and finding purchase on a pillow of my own that I begin to swing with reckless abandon. We’re both on our knees, face to face, duking it out with the pillows. For every thud of down to flesh, there’s an equally loud sound of laughter and cursing and playful threats.

      “Don’t get too close,” I squeal as he grabs my pillow and makes a sound of victory before gently tackling me to the mattress. His hands are on my wrists holding them to my sides and a smile is wide on his lips. “I thought I was supposed to steer clear of you, Mr. Morning Breath.”

      His eyes light up to match the smile on his lips. “You were.” He shrugs. “But then you made fun of me.”

      “What are you going to do about it?” A lift of my eyebrows. A taunt of a smirk.

      His gaze travels down my body, scrapes over every inch of my flesh. We were having so much fun I didn’t think about the fact that we are both still naked from last night. Exactly how we collapsed into bed. When he looks back up, I can see the desire starting to darken in his eyes.

      “I can think of a lot of things I can do.”

      I’m more than ready to play this game with him. “No way. I’m gross and need to take a shower first.” I attempt to squirm away from him.

      His laugh is loud and amused. “It’s only like day four and you’re already telling me no to sex? That gives me zero hope for what our sex life will be like in ten years.”

      I hear his comment, his reference to our future, and while it makes my heart skip a beat, I don’t argue with him. Desire is clouding my thoughts and spurring on my words. I flash a coy smile, bat my lashes and let my legs fall open so he can see the pink of my skin there. “Mmm . . . there are a few positions I can think of where your nasty breath isn’t in my face.”

      “Really? Will the position help your crazy-ass hair because it just might distract my flow.”

      “Your flow, Mister You’re. A. God?” I laugh out, repeating his words from last night. Loving his playful side.

      “You’d know, considering you’re the one who begged.”

      I swat at him with a pillow that’s within reach. “I did not.”

      “Okay, Crazy Hair.”

      And I know the perfect way to win this battle. To shut him up and to get exactly what I want. Him in me. My lips spread into a slow smile. “Best cure for my crazy hair is to wrap it around your fist when you’re—”

      I yelp out, can’t even finish the words as he flips me over onto my stomach in what feels like a nanosecond. His dick lays thick and heavy on the top of my ass. He fists a hand in my hair—just like I said—and takes control while running his tongue down the length of my spine.

      “I like the way you think, Ships.”
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      I’m dragging my feet, unable to come to terms with the reality settling in that our time is ending here. Soon we’ll have to get used to real life—a new normal—if we want to make this work.

      I think of our morning. The cuddling. The sex in the shower. The cup of coffee shared on the patio. One last swim in the ocean off the villa. A walk on the beach hand in hand. How we soaked up every last moment with each other before resorting to having to pack.

      “See? We were able to do it. To shut the world out and unplug for the whole weekend. As a reward, here’s your phone, madam.” I look up to see Hayes with my phone outstretched to me and realize he’s perfectly right. I have been so consumed with him that my thoughts about DeeDee handling the bakery and any other trivial thing fell to the wayside without my phone.

      I smile, just as I seem to do whenever I look at him. “You make it easy to shut the world out, Hayes.” My fingertips brush over his hand when I take my phone.

      “Don’t be sad.” He pulls me into his arms and squeezes me tight. “We’ll figure this out. We’ll make it work. I promise.”

      Talk is cheap. I hate the words that ghost through my mind. The ones that cause doubt to wedge into my psyche and seize up my throat because I know we’re never going to get this time back.

      “I know. Do we have to turn them on?”

      He runs his hands up and down my back. “Unfortunately. It takes a minute to connect to service or so I was told. At least we have that.”

      “I guess we should soak those minutes up then, huh?”

      “Most definitely.”

      His lips meet mine in the most tender of kisses. The kind that makes your toes curl and body ache in the sweetest of ways. We sink into it, into each other, and the bittersweet emotions we’re feeling.

      Somewhere in the villa Hayes’s cell phone rings. We both tense at the sound followed by his audible exhalation. “And so it begins.” He chuckles against my lips before pressing one more kiss to them, tapping a finger on my nose, and heading off to find his phone.

      I watch him leave and then lower myself to the edge of my bed, utterly enamored with him and completely depressed over having to leave this paradise without him.

      But I’m so very thankful for this time where we were able to make amends, and unexpectedly strengthen the bond we’ve shared for years. And in doing so, I feel like he’s helping me find the old, carefree Saylor from the past.

      Begrudgingly I power up my cell and lie back on the bed. It doesn’t surprise me that Hayes is already on the phone. Muffled bits and pieces of his conversation float down the hall. I can’t quite catch enough to know what he’s saying, but he sounds agitated, and I hate that within a few minutes of plugging back in reality is back in full effect.

      I’m not ready for the real world to ruin our idyllic time in paradise.

      And no sooner does the thought cross my mind, my cell begins to chirp like crazy, ding after ding after ding notifying me of texts. I squeeze my eyes shut, try to ignore them, but then start to worry when the alerts keep sounding.

      Something has happened. There is text after text from DeeDee lighting up my screen and the few words displayed from each one confirms it. I’m freaked out.

      DeeDee: I’m so sorry they did this to you. The oven’s . . .

      Unknown: An interview perhaps?

      DeeDee: I don’t want to bug you with everything that’s going on, but . . .

      Private Caller: I’d like to do a feature on you for the magazine . . .

      Ryder: I’m going to kill him . . .

      DeeDee: I’m baking from my house until Ryder can figure out pricing . . .

      Ryder: I’m trying to get it handled . . .

      DeeDee: The damn oven is on the fritz again, should I . . .

      I’m on my feet instantly, number dialed, pacing the room as I wait for her to pick up. Unable to look at my texts while calling out, I try to make sense of the words I caught a glimpse of. Why is Ryder going to kill Mitch? Did the oven finally die? A feature? And interview? Maybe Ryder’s and Hayes’s theories were correct.

      But that can’t be. The wedding was just yesterday. The tide wouldn’t be able to turn that quickly.

      “Saylor?”

      “Dee! I’m so sorry. I’ve had my phone off. What’s going on?”

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t mean . . . I shouldn’t have called with everything that’s happening—”

      “Tell me about the oven?” She sounds so flustered, and because I know she rambles I cut her off, needing to get to the heart of the matter. My mind shifts from paradise to reality and work in an instant. My norm.

      “It’s kaput. We had an order come in for a large birthday event and halfway through it started smoking and then there was a small fire and—”

      “Fire?” My voice is shrill. Panic invoked.

      “It’s fine. Ryder helped me sort it out. I’m just cooking from my house at night and bringing them in the morning so the pastry cases remain stocked.”

      My head spins over how this can all happen in the short time I’ve been gone. “Dee . . .” I don’t know what to say. My heart and my reason war against each other over the next step to take. I choose the tried and true, the one thing I know will be there regardless of what happens. “I feel like such an asshole. I’m here traipsing around paradise and you’re dealing with all of this. I’m heading to the airport now to try and get an earlier flight out so I can . . . I don’t know . . . not feel so helpless and like such a jerk leaving you like this.”

      “A couple of hours isn’t going to change anything. Ryder’s been great. He’s helping with the oven and dealing with everyone out front waiting for you to get back.”

      “Everyone out front?” My feet falter. What the hell is she talking about?

      “Don’t worry about it. He’s got it under control. You’ve got enough on your plate that we’re glad to handle it and help out.”

      “Wait! Who’s out front?”

      “The reporters.”

      Reporters? “What reporters?”

      “The ones that found out about you and Hayes.”

      Huh? Why do reporters care about Hayes and me? Then it dawns on me. While I may look at Hayes and see the boy who stole cookies from me after school, the rest of the world looks at him and sees him as a celebrity. One who flaunted his name around the resort this weekend on my behalf. And apart from the hotel guests approaching him for autographs or photographs, I was so consumed with him I hadn’t given much consideration to the ramifications of being alongside him as a public figure.

      How stupid was I to not think about this? About the outside world and the attention he brought us? Or how easily a photo can be uploaded to social media and shared thousands of times? All of it?

      And by the sound of DeeDee’s comments, someone here might have done just that. Instead, I was so focused on spending every damn moment with Hayes, working through our past, soaking him up, and then falling more head over heels in love with him than I ever thought possible.

      But this is a stark reminder how love can blind me temporarily to life’s reality.

      “Okay . . . um . . . I’m trying to wrap my head around this. I just finished packing and I’m going to try and get an earlier flight and . . .” I stop, pinch the bridge of my nose and fight the sting of frustrated tears. “Hang tight. I’ll be home as soon as possible.”

      We hang up and I force myself to take a deep breath. To not berate myself for having a weekend away from the bakery where I was able to not think about work, breaking ovens, or profit margins. And to remind myself that the R&R was deserved after how hard I’ve been working.

      Plus, I closed the door on my life with Mitch and reopened another full of possibility with Hayes. How can I hate myself for that?

      But reporters? Seriously? I guess I need to get used to this. The upside? Maybe I’ll get some free publicity from it for Sweet Cheeks.

      “I don’t give a flying fuck, Benji. Are you fucking kidding me? You thought I’d be okay with this? Since when are you allowed to make these decisions without my input?”

      Hayes’s voice breaks through the silence. I jump when something slams on the counter. Uh-oh.

      “Do you get what you did? What I’ve spent the last what feels like fucking forever trying to get back? No, I don’t want to listen to the whys. Screw the money. Screw the NDA. Don’t you get it? It doesn’t matter. None of it does if you just fucked it all up . . . I just . . . I can’t . . .You know what? I’m hanging up before I say something I’ll regret . . .  Yeah. I doubt it.”

      I wait inside my room and wonder what’s happened to get him so upset. With my own thoughts frazzled over Sweet Cheeks, I hesitate whether to go out and ask if he’s okay.

      And the moment to approach him is lost when I hear him mutter again. “Pick up the fucking phone.” I can hear his feet pacing on the wooden floors. Ten steps, then a pause, and then ten steps back.

      His voice is muffled when he speaks next. I think he says a name but wherever he’s paced to, I can’t hear it clearly. And there’s something deep, down inside of me that suddenly is dreading whatever is going on.

      “Haven’t you caused enough trouble?” His anger is palpable. The threat so apparent that I feel sorry for whoever is on the other end of the phone. His chuckle is a mixture of sarcasm and fury. “The charade’s over. I’m not doing this anymore . . . No. That’s bullshit and you know it . . . I was trying to be the nice guy. Trying to help you out. Help you save face at my expense . . . And you know what? I’m so done. So over your constant crap to feed your need for attention. I turn my phone off for a few days and when I don’t respond, you pull this bullshit? Fuck the money. Fuck the movie . . . My image? I don’t give a shit about my image. I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I had. But you know what? I care about hers. And everything else about her . . . No. You used her. Just like you’ve used me. But you used her without asking. Without thinking about how your little slip of the tongue to save yourself from the heat was going to fuck her over. You threw her into the goddamn fire to save your selfish self.”

      His voice escalates in pitch, in anger, in exasperation, with each and every word he speaks and all I can do is stand against the wall where I’ve moved into the hall and wait. I hope Hayes hasn’t missed something major to do with a movie or a premiere or whatever the hell actors worry about while being here.

      And yet at the same time, intuition tells me this conversation has something to do with me. I’m not sure how that’s even possible and yet I do.

      “Well it backfired. Big time . . . You did it without permission. You leaked the comment. Let people assume what they wanted and you never once thought about anyone but you. Fucking typical, now isn’t it? Must have not been getting enough attention and so you went and . . . NO!” His voice thunders into the house, echoing off the floors and down the hallway. “I loved you, Jenna. But this? This is why I’m over you. Why I’m done selling my soul to keep your secrets and fuck my life up in the process. Fuck the non-disclosure. Let them pull it. Let them sue me. See if I care . . .”

      Hayes keeps speaking but I don’t hear any of it because all I keep hearing is I love you, Jenna. Or was it loved? The phrase repeats over and over and over in my head. Those three words he didn’t say to me

      I love you, Jenna.

      But he did to her.

      My feet move on their own. My heart so full it was ready to burst ten minutes ago now feeling like it will implode.
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      Rage like I’ve never felt before pounds through my veins. Not since that night on the Schilling farm when I saw Danny Middleton forcing himself on Saylor have I been this livid.

      It all comes back to Saylor, doesn’t it?

      Jenna drones on in my ear yet I don’t hear her bullshit. Can’t listen to another one of her endless self-serving lies. It’s amazing how she used to mean something to me.

      And now she means nothing. Nothing except the reason Saylor may walk the other way.

      And to think I’m the dumb-shit who went along with this idea. Signed the damn NDA and got roped into her bullshit. But in the end, none of it fucking matters because she screwed me anyway.

      “I had to do it. There was press snooping around and so I threw them a few hints to throw them off.”

      A few hints? More like Here’s Saylor. She’s the homewrecker, served on a goddamn platter.

      “I loved you, Jenna. But this? This is why I’m over you. Why I’m done selling my soul to keep your secrets and fuck my life up in the process.”

      “You can’t mean that.” Panic fills her voice. “What about my dad? What about the film? You signed a—”

      “Fuck the non-disclosure. Let them pull it. Let them sue me. See if I care.” I pace the room, free hand pulling down on the back of my neck as my mind reels an endless loop.

      “NO! Please, I can’t fix it but I’ll make it up to you . . .”

      When I turn to pace back toward the kitchen, I come face to face with Saylor. Her hair is piled on top of her head, her pink lips are parted, and her cheeks flushed.

      But her eyes are swimming with an ocean of hurt.

      Oh, fuck. She knows.

      “Saylor.” I throw my phone onto the counter without a thought to Jenna still spewing her bullshit excuses.

      “I love you, Jenna?”

      Fuck me. Of all the things I said, it’s par for the course she heard that one the loudest.  She’s most likely already made it to be something other than how I meant it. And before I can even answer her unspoken question, her shoulders have squared. She’s on the defensive.

      And that means her temper isn’t far behind.

      “It’s not what you think. Let me explain.” I’m not sure which one I should say first so I say both as fast as possible, knowing I need to stop this before it starts.

      “Not what I think?” She folds her arms across her chest. Shifts her feet. Clenches her jaw. “I’m trying to be calm here, Hayes, and not jump to conclusions but I’m having a hard time. Maybe you should explain why you’re so upset. Why you’re talking about image and doing something to someone which sure as hell sounds like you’re referring to me . . . and why you told Jenna you love her when I’m really hoping you actually said you loved her.”

      “Jenna’s a mess.” I start the only place I can because the space between Saylor and me feels like the fucking arctic chill is freezing me out, and so I don’t have time to waste. “She’s been in and out of drug treatment centers for the better part of the last year and a half.” Her eyes widen. Surprise fills them and thank fuck because it’s a whole helluva lot better to see the surprise than the hurt that was there a few seconds ago.

      “It’s Hollywood’s best-kept secret. Everyone knows but no one dares talk about Paul Dixon’s daughter and her little nose candy problem. Shit, I didn’t even know about it for the first six months of our relationship. We were working a ridiculous schedule on The Grifter, and I was either too tired or too preoccupied to notice the signs.”

      I think back to how it all started. The mornings she’d miss her call time. The endless excuses. The erratic mood swings.

      “I tried to be patient with her. Thought I could help her. I don’t know.” I sigh. Run a hand through my hair. I’m restless. “I was in way over my head, but I liked her. Liked having someone who understood the pressure of the job. It didn’t hurt we were on a remote location in Vancouver so we mostly had each other to pass the time.”

      “What does any of this have to do with right now? With what you said? I thought you guys broke up a few months ago.”

      I chuckle. It’s a self-deprecating sound that reflects how stupid I feel now over agreeing to it. “To the outsider, we did, but in all honesty we were done way before that.” Saylor shakes her head and tries to process shit I don’t even understand. “We completed the film, and when we came back to Los Angeles she was out of control. She went off on the director, fired her agent, and publicly bad-mouthed both. She barged in on a movie her dad was filming, accused him of all kinds of unspeakable shit and embarrassed the hell out of him. Then in a horribly bad move, she pissed off the studio with an interview she gave where she criticized the film and the decisions being made surrounding it. Suddenly the film the studio had slated as their blockbuster of the summer was surrounded by bad press. There’s no other word for the damage she’d done but fucking brutal. We had to stage an intervention that ended up with her checked into a rehab facility. Little did I know it had been her third or fourth time there in as many years.”

      “I remember the bad press about the film. But didn’t realize any of this—”

      “No one does. The studio was pissed. The backers and producers who gave huge sums of investment capital to the studios to fund their budget were pissed. Especially since this film’s budget was one of their largest in the studio’s history, they were willing to do whatever it took to make sure its success wasn’t risked before it even released. But her interview got a lot of press. She was a loose cannon and the studio wasn’t sure they wanted to risk losing the marketing budget for a movie when the lead actress seemed determined to undermine it. They talked about tabling it or sending straight to Netflix, but they knew they’d lose their ass.  Some of the backers threatened to pull their money from the project if the studio didn’t get Jenna’s antics under control. And little did I know that some of the backers knew her history because they ran in the same circles as her dad. And that shared history led to them inserting an addendum in her contract that very few people knew about—me included.” I shake my head in frustration. Remember how fucking furious I was when the caveat was revealed to me the day she entered rehab. “It stated that if she didn’t stay sober, she agreed to forfeit her advance and all earnings from the film. And in turn, mine in a sense. To say I was a little blindsided is an understatement especially considering she hadn’t stayed sober. Shit, the studio went into panic mode trying to figure out how to hide Jenna’s breach of contract from the backers.”

      “Image is everything,” Saylor murmurs, her eyes wide and interest piqued, as she sits on the top step of the stairs. At least I still have her attention.

      “Yeah, well the money men thought so too. And the big thing was the studio wanted Jenna’s little trip to rehab kept under wraps. They knew if the backers found out she’d broken the terms of her contract, they’d pull the remainder of the funds, which in turn meant less marketing, less everything . . . including us getting paid until after it’s released and there’s ticket sale money being generated.”

      “They can’t do that.”

      My laugh is rich. I love her naïveté about the industry and wish I was just as oblivious most days. “I may be successful and a big-draw name, Say, but the money men . . . they have a lot more control in my world than people think. They give the money to the studios and since they’re the ones shouldering all the risk, the actors must deliver on all aspects: acting, promoting, public relations. They hold all the cards. So the day after Jenna goes into rehab, I’m called into a meeting where I’m told the details of her contract, and the repercussions for both her and me if the backers find out she’s using again. Talk about a cluster fuck. I freaked while my lawyers scrambled to find a loophole in my contract and demanded answers why I wasn’t told this prior to filming. At the same time, Jenna’s lawyers were in my face begging for me to stick it out to save the film. It was a nightmare I couldn’t get out of without seriously damaging important business relationships and throwing a lot of hard work down the drain. During the chaos, they asked me and anyone who knew anything to sign a non-disclosure agreement. They didn’t want word getting out and ruining the chances of the movie being released. They were banking on it to be the blockbuster that would boost their ever-waning profit margins in this constantly growing NetFlix, AppleTV, and online streaming world. They thought if we kept Jenna’s rehab stint under lock and key and her image squeaky clean, we could pull it off. They released old pictures of us to the press or planted stories in Page Six. All kinds of stupid shit to hide she was in rehab. Anything to keep the perception alive that we were costars in love, on and off screen. Then after the movie releases next month, we could call off our fake relationship.”

      “Wait a minute. Your studio asked you to pretend to be a couple for her image’s sake?” She sounds dumbfounded. Just like I am most days in this industry.

      “Yes. But she didn’t keep her nose clean. A few months ago she got into it again with her dad and he basically disowned her until she straightened her shit up. He knew the signs, knew she was using again, and wanted to show her some tough love, I guess. She came to my place crying hysterically and lost her mind when she saw Tessa was there.” I think of the scene. Jenna’s unpredictable actions and crazy temper. How she tried to hit Tessa and then me. Threw shit. Broke stuff. “That’s when I realized that Jenna had an unhealthy attachment to me and that I needed to start distancing myself from her. It was as if she believed all of the bullshit stories being fed to the public about how we were still together. It kind of freaked me out, Say. I suddenly realized we—meaning the studio and how I went along with it—were so very wrong in how we handled the situation. And I’m not sure if it was the pressure of her father’s ultimatums or realizing she and I were really all an act, but the night after I kicked her out, she attempted suicide.”

      “Hayes.” And just like that, the sound of compassion in her voice tells me she just might not unravel when I tell her how she plays into all of this. Then again . . .

      “Yeah. It was bad.” I think back to that phone call. To the frantic feeling over whether she was going to be okay. From disbelief to guilt wondering if it was my fault. “And of course I immediately felt responsible for being the tipping point because I kicked her out of the house. Those first few days were horrible and for the life of me, I have no idea how her attempt had been kept out of the press. I can’t imagine the number of greased palms and signed NDAs that her agent or manager or the damn studio for all I know, swooped in and used to keep everyone quiet. But they did. Until two days later when someone saw me heading into the hospital to check on her and started snooping around. I had no clue but somehow the studio found out. Their PR person, unbeknownst to me, decided to distract the snooper by diverting their attention to me.”

      “The cheating story.” The way she says it, like she never believed it in the first place despite asking me, makes me feel a bit of relief.

      Let’s hope that feeling lasts. Shit. Why the hell did I ever go along with this?

      “Yeah. The story about me cheating on her. When I woke up and saw the tabloids and found out what was going on, you can bet your ass I chewed out the studio. I threatened and raged but the story already had a mind of its own and there was no stopping it by then. What was I supposed to do? Cause a scene? Admit to the press and in turn the backers I was part of the studio’s lies about Jenna’s drug use and now suicide attempt?  At that point I was just as complicit as she was.”

      “Which was just what the studio wanted.”

      “Bingo. I walked right into that one. But how were my agent and I to know Jenna was going to take a bottle of pills and try to off herself? I had a twenty-million-dollar contract riding on this and obviously an emotionally fragile ex-girlfriend. I was fucked in all the wrong kind of ways and it was no one’s fault but my own.” I look at Saylor and search for judgment in her eyes but find none. “So yeah, I let the PR company and the press paint her as the damsel in distress who had to take some time away from Hollywood after I cheated on and humiliated her. So I ignored the questions about what happened with us in interviews. Figured the less I said the better. It made me look like the asshole but it was better than telling more lies.”

      “And of course women can forgive assholes because they love the bad-boy vibe but they don’t forgive other women. They vilify them.”

      “I never looked at it that way, but yeah, pretty much.” I blow out a breath and hate she’s about to find out firsthand just how bad the vilification can be.

      “And so the I love you was more . . .”

      She leads me into the statement, needing to hear me say what her eyes tell me she already infers. But I understand. If the situation were reversed, I’d probably feel the same way. Huh. Who am I kidding? I’d be pissed and demanding answers. Not standing there with admirable patience, listening to me make excuses for the woman who she has no idea just fucked up her world.

      “She’s a fragile head case, and I don’t want to ruffle her feathers. That’s why I said I loved you. Because I gotta admit, the longer this charade goes on, the more skeptical I am of her motives. I thought it was legitimate at first, but now? Now the special treatment and shitload of attention she’s receiving makes me think she’s feeding off all of this. That she couldn’t handle fading from the spotlight so she pulled this stunt—the “attempted suicide”—to get more of it. Of course, I played right into her hands. Everyone’s looking at her now, coddling her, paying attention to her. And it’s becoming more and more evident that we’ve all been had.”

      “Why’d you agree to go along with it all?”

      “Because I’m stupid?” My laugh sounds empty as I scrub a hand over my face and just shake my head at how ridiculous the situation is and how fucking gorgeous Say is. “Because at that point I was so deep into it I became just as guilty for covering it up as she was. Maybe because I felt sorry for her and the pressure she must always be under to live up to Paul Dixon and his shelf-full-of-Oscar’s legacy. And maybe, selfishly, because it’s a damn good movie. It’s some of my best work to date and Jenna . . . off-screen she may be a mess, but on-screen? On-screen she’s a goddamn genius, and I think this movie has the blockbuster potential the studio thinks it has and then some. So yeah, of course the twenty-million-dollar paycheck I have riding on it is definitely motivation to just ride it out. Let it release into theaters and then walk away and wash my hands of her.”

      “But how do they know the image they painted of you isn’t going to hurt the release of the film?”

      “They don’t but the studio has already scheduled me into the ground for the next month so that I’m visible and smiling and showing I’m still the nice guy everyone thought I was. The one who still politely declines to speak about my very public break-up and any inaccuracies reported about it for the sake of I’m a gentleman and that’s a private matter.”

      “The company line.”

      “Yes.”

      “Unbelievable. You have every right to be angry. I’m still trying to wrap my head around how the studio has the power to make you . . . that she had the audacity . . . all of it.” She purses her lips and looks at me with eyes full of disbelief. Dread fills me as I wait for her to ask the question written all over her face. The one I wish I didn’t have to answer: “So what happened just now that made this escalate?”
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      Of course I’m relieved about the I loved you, Jenna comment, but digesting everything he’s told me isn’t easy. How do people get away with all the lies and deceit? While I understand the studio’s need to make the film a success, using Hayes and his reputation to ensure that feels dirty. And of course, good-guy Hayes lets them use him to take the pressure off Jenna in order to protect the hard work he’s done and his future paycheck.

      All of this I understand, so why do I feel like there’s more to the story? I glance to the left of him at the granite countertop we made love on two days ago amidst a mess of sugar and flour. I’d felt euphoria then, but now? Now I just feel confused and uncertain. Like my world is about to quake beneath my feet when being with him this week stopped it trembling for the first time in months.

      And the discord I feel is reinforced when I meet his eyes. It’s in the expression written all over his face—a mixture of resigned regret and cautious trepidation—that tells me I’m not going to like the answer to the question I’ve just asked him. I know this look. He averts his eyes out the window and runs a hand up from his shoulder to his neck and back again.

      I’m not the only one with a tell.

      I used to see this when he would let down his guard and tell me little bits about the bruises he noticed on his mother’s body or about the loud crashes against the wall in the night that would wake him up.

      He’s not coping well. Something’s going on. What the hell is it?

      “My agent thought it might be a good idea to use this trip as a way to get some good press in my favor.”

      Unease tickles the base of my spine. “What do you mean by this trip?” While I’m smart enough to infer, I’m trying really hard to control my emotions and to ask instead of immediately assume, which is a new thing for me. And that in itself tells me how much I care for Hayes and I want to make this work.

      Patience has never been my strength and yet right now I’m trying like hell to hold on to it as tightly as I can.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he takes a step toward where I’m seated and explains. “I mean as in, Hayes Whitley really is that good guy you thought he was. Sorry, he can’t make your premiere because he’s out of the country, busy taking an old childhood friend to a wedding. That type of press.”

      I take in his explanation and let it settle while I try to figure out if I should be offended by this or just accept it. And regardless of whichever one I do choose, what does it have to do with what he’s so upset about?

      “Okay.” I draw the word out. “So paint you as the good guy again. Try to get you away from the image of cheating boyfriend before the press junket begins, right?” I nod my head all the while trying to put the puzzle pieces into place and figure out what I’m missing.

      “Something like that.” His eyes hold mine. Search them. Make me suspicious.

      “So did you offer to take me here with that agenda in mind or did you offer to come here and that became a side agenda once I said yes?” I hate that I have to ask. Hate thinking that maybe this whole thing was a hoax, and the selfless act was actually a selfish one.

      “My offering to bring you here, Say, has everything to do with you and fucking zilch to do with my reputation. You need to know that, hear that, and believe that, okay?”

      The sudden urgency in his voice confuses me. The tinge of desperation in it even more so.

      I nod my head. Let him know I hear him, but the feeling of unease intensifies.

      “What happened, Hayes?” It’s my turn to have insistence in my voice.

      “Believe me when I tell you I had no hand in this. No idea what was going on. My phone was off until just now and—”

      “Just tell me.” My heart pounds in my chest, an uneven staccato I suddenly hear pulsing in my ears.

      “Jenna pulled one of her bullshit, self-serving stunts.” He puts one hand on his neck and pulls down. His face a mask of regret.

      “What did she do?” My voice is barely a whisper but eerily even despite the feeling I have that the dam is about to give way.

      “Our first day here, she was calling me constantly then texting because she was pissed off that I wouldn’t come visit her. Like I should be at her beck and call. I was so fed up with her that I turned off my phone.”

      “That’s why you took my phone.” I remember the look on his face. The determination for me to hand over my cell.

      “Yeah. I didn’t want any of her bullshit to ruin the time we had together. She has caused enough problems for me and I just wanted to be here—with you.  I know you never get away from work and I didn’t want her to distract me from what I wanted to get out of this weekend.”

      “And what did you want to get out of this weekend?” Curiosity has me asking.

      “Originally I just wanted to make amends. Be friends. I told myself you were off limits because we live in two separate worlds and you’d just come out of a long-term relationship.” He shrugs, a sheepish grin on his lips. “But I’m not that good of an actor, Ships. Even on my best day, I wouldn’t be able to convince myself being friends would be enough.”

      The smile on my lips is automatic despite the tension of untold truths floating in the space between us. “I told myself we had to kiss each other and get it out of our system. That we could be friends after that.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever get you out of my system, Saylor.” His voice is resolute. Honest. But the concern in his eyes brings me back from romantic la-la land to the truth about what’s going on.

      “What happened, Hayes?” I implore.

      “When I turned on my phone, I had a bazillion messages. The press knew I was here at this resort. Not a surprise since I’ve thrown my name around so that Mitch the Prick and his family knew I was your date.”

      “Okay.” I nod my head. Try to think of worst-case scenarios. “So the press found out you were here. What are you not telling me?”

      He inhales slowly. Averts his eyes before bringing them back to me. “They took pictures.”

      My mind flashes to our time here. To patrons in the bar or at the pool with their camera phones sneaking a picture of Hayes and inadvertently, me. The thought doesn’t thrill me that I might be in some of those photos, but it’s not the end of the world.

      “Okay so pictures proving what? You went with an old friend to a wedding? That can’t be all bad, right?”

      “Saylor.” He shoves a hand through his hair. Shifts the balance of his weight from one foot to another. The man who’s always sure of himself is anything but.

      “Hayes.” My voice is a warning. A just tell me.

      “Some of the pictures are of us around the resort. The others are us in the ocean the other night.”

      Thoughts connect. My spine straightens. “When we were skinny dipping?” I ask the question with apprehension in my voice. I’m already running the night through my mind, figuring out my state of undress in and out of the water.

      He nods his head. His eyes are trained on mine gauging my reaction. “They’re grainy at best and I know that you have your suit on in all of them . . . but it’s hard to tell in the photos. They also have a few shots of our cupcake fight on the green. But those aren’t what—”

      “Oh my God. Last night. There are pictures of us last night on the back patio—”

      “No. No. There are none that I know of.” I sag in relief knowing pictures of us having sex won’t be going viral. “And I don’t think whoever was snapping photos was willing to weather the storm to take pictures of something they never knew was going to happen.”

      “Hayes.” His name again. A question. A statement. A placeholder for the rioting feelings I feel but can’t express.

      “If someone got pictures of last night, they’d already be sold and posted everywhere on the Internet and I’d currently be suing their asses, but there’s nothing so I think we’re good.”

      “Okay.” I draw the word out again, needing more time to see what I’m missing in the big picture of things. My first thought is what’s the big deal if there are a few pictures of Hayes and me out there. We’re adults having way too much fun in paradise. Big deal. “Well, maybe there being pictures is a good thing. The studio wanted to restore your image, and now your fans will see you with the sweet, safe baker outside of Hollywood. You can’t get any more down-home, salt of the earth than that, right?”

      “They spun the story, Say.”

      “What do you mean, spun the story?” Dread drops like a lead weight into my stomach. Twists it.

      “Jenna said that a reporter contacted her, fishing about why she’d been absent from her usual party circuits. Asked about the validity behind a rumor he’d heard stating she’d been in The Meadows facility and was asking what she had been admitted for. She said she freaked out and told him she’d only been visiting a friend there but he didn’t believe her. So . . . she tried to shift his attention away from her.”

      “What. Did. She. Do?” I close my eyes, hang my head, and wait for the rest to be said. Scenarios run through my mind and none of them are positive. I fear what he’s going to say next.

      “She leaked information. Said I was off in paradise with the woman I cheated on her with while she played the victim card. She said she’d been admitted to the facility to battle the depression she’d suffered from our affair.”

      “What?” I laugh the word out like this has to be a joke. He can’t be serious. Because I just went from thinking so what, a few pictures of Hayes and me—childhood friends—having fun have been posted on the Internet to realizing those same pictures—completely innocent in nature—have been twisted with the help of Jenna Dixon’s little prompts to vilify me. I’m now the whore who broke up Hollywood’s cutest couple. Holy. Shit. “What?”

      “I’m sorry.” And the way he says it—the tone—tells me all I need to know about how bad it really is.

      I stare at Hayes but don’t really see him. I blink my eyes repeatedly as if the action is going to help me comprehend all of this and then I notice the defeat in his posture and that tells me all I need to know. It’s way worse than I think. The bottom drops out. Realization hits. And the bazillion images I’ve seen splashed all over the tabloids of every woman Hayes has been associated with since their public break-up flashes through my mind. I can only imagine what horrible things they’ve said about me. Hollywood’s cruel and unrelenting cycle of drama.

      And to think they even have real pictures to substantiate the rumors. Of us slinking around in the dark of night like we’re having some secret rendezvous, when instead we were just living in the moment and skinny dipping. I can only imagine the headlines accompanying the pictures.

      I know I should feel something. Rage and disbelief and confusion and vulnerability and every other gamut of the like. Yet as I sit here and stare at Hayes and comprehend what he’s just told me, all I feel is numb. I just want to go back to the dream world I was in a few minutes ago where the only thing wrong was the broken oven. When I was still comprehending everything that was happening with Hayes was real, and all was going to be perfectly fine.

      I was going to get my happily ever after with the only boy and man I’ve ever truly loved.

      And yet right now, all I can imagine is the potential fallout. The damage. My name drug through the mud to help some petty, selfish starlet get the attention she needs to feed her ginormous ego.

      I had thought the repercussions of leaving Mitch were bad. Hated being known as the girl from the valley who left Perfect Mitch Layton. But this is global. This time I’m the whore who violated Hollywood’s picture-perfect power couple.

      And in both instances I was innocent.

      “Say something.”

      I can’t. The only response I can give is to shake my head from side to side because I’m still trying to figure out how a woman can throw another woman to the wolves like Jenna has done to me.

      Then comments from the reception last night come back to me. Mitch’s. The other guests’.

      Oh my God. Oh. My. God. They all knew.

      They all knew and believed what was being said. And then there’s my conversation with DeeDee earlier. Her mention of the people outside the bakery. Her apologies for interrupting me with everything that’s going on. I had no clue.

      And then there were Ryder’s texts. He was talking about wanting to kill Hayes. Not Mitch.

      How about the requests for interviews?

      Here I was thinking someone was coming to do a feature on the bakery, when in reality they were waiting to twist any words I gave them to paint me as more of the home-wrecking whore they already believe me to be.

      “I need to go home.” It’s all I say as I stand, turn my back to him, and head down the hall. This is not his fault. I know that. Way deep down in my heart of hearts, I know that and yet right now, I need to go take care of the one thing that has gotten me through everything else. Go to the one place where I feel safe.

      Ryder. My baking. My salvation.

      “Saylor.” His footsteps are behind me. His voice a plea laced with concern. “Talk to me. Please?”

      “I just need to get home.” I start throwing whatever’s left to pack into my bag: the swimsuit I took off that night on the beach, the little magnet with the turtle on it Hayes bought me after snorkeling, the cover-up I bought after he told me how pretty he thought it would look on me, his T-shirt—the one I slipped on when I got out of bed this morning because it still smelled like him.

      I fight the urge to throw it in my suitcase. I want him with me. Instead I toss it at him where he stands in the doorway with puppy-dog eyes begging me to say something to him. I don’t want the reminder. But I can’t talk to him because I don’t know what to say. I simply feel violated. He catches the shirt with my name on his lips again.

      The tears burn, but the rage burns brighter. The anger I can’t direct at anyone other than him. “So I came here to redeem myself in the eyes of the assholes affiliated with the Laytons—people I don’t give a rat’s ass about but wanted to try and give my business the best damn shot possible—and end up being sacrificed to the masses as a home-wrecking whore. Talk about achieving life goals.”

      He sighs. Resigned. Defeated. His eyes truly reflect the pain of watching me suffer at the hands of his fucked-up world. “Yes. No. Yes.” He nods his head. Hating that he has to admit it. “I’m so sorry, Ships.”

      And for some reason, hearing that nickname proves to be my breaking point.

      “Don’t you Ships me!” I shout at the top of my lungs. “You used me. You knew all along and used me. You dropped the plane ticket off. Offered to take me. And all along, a part of you deep down invited me into your shitstorm without even warning me what was going on.” My voice breaks. The weekend had already been a whirlwind of emotion to begin with. But this? “You are just as guilty for not telling me.”

      “You have to believe me when I tell you this was not supposed to happen. I expected an article here or there about me accompanying an old friend to a wedding in paradise. Anywhere I go, pictures are always taken. I never expected this, Say. How was I to know that turning off the phone and ignoring Jenna and her huge ego was going to cause her to lash out and try to hurt you? There’s no way I could have known.”

      I swallow over the lump in my throat. Know what he’s saying is true . . . and yet, anger reigns. “She threw me, my reputation, my business, and my name to the sharks. When I talked to DeeDee, I thought the reporters out front of Sweet Cheeks were having a slow news day and wanted some old dirt on you—innocent stuff about how you were as a kid or something. Cute stories. I thought the texts on my phone asking for an interview were to highlight the bakery and in turn get a glimpse of the woman in your life. I should have known how bad it was when I got Ryder’s text saying he wanted to kill you. That should have told me everything I needed to know and yet I’m so damn stupid for looking at it through Hayes-jaded eyes.”

      “Don’t do that, Saylor.”

      He takes a step forward and I take one back. I don’t want to be touched right now. I don’t want to be coddled. I just want to be left alone to try and figure out how I feel. I know he can sense me shutting him out but it’s not intentional. It’s just what I need to do to process everything when in reality I have absolutely no clue how bad the story is beyond these tropical walls.

      “She sounds like a real class act.” My voice is loaded with spite. Hurt. Accusation when it’s not his to wear.

      “Say, she prob—”

      “Don’t defend her.” My voice is quiet steel issuing a warning.

      “She’s the last person I’d defend after this.” His voice is grave. Eyes serious.

      “How do you live in that world, Hayes?” My eyes fill with tears. My chest constricts as the realization hits me that this is the world I’d be stepping into if Hayes and I were to work out.

      “It comes with the territory . . . but it’s never mattered before like it does right now.”

      The sob catches in my throat as I turn back to my suitcase. To my everyday life that seems so very far away right now. How will my normal be affected by this? By the hints DeeDee dropped, I fear it’s not going to be good.

      Do I want to live in that life where pictures can be misconstrued and reputations are ruined over nothing but a rumor? A lie? A misconception?

      “Will you stop packing for a second and look at me?”

      “No. I need to get home.” That’s easier to focus on than the look of defeat in his eyes, and the riot of fear ricocheting through me. This morning I woke up sure about our future, and now I’m unsure if I can live in his world.

      “Saylor.” His hands are on my shoulders. I try to shrug out of them and he holds them still. “Don’t pull away from me. We’ve been through too much for you to pull away from me.”

      He knows me well enough to assume what I’m thinking. The tinge of fear in his voice—the same one that is echoing in my heart—tells me this. So while he might think I’m strong, I don’t think I’m strong enough for this.

      “I’m not pulling away. I just need . . .” I hang my head and fight like hell to keep the frustrated tears from falling. “I just need to get home. I need time to think with a clear head, Hayes. Need to sort out the mess I fear my life now is.”

      “Turn around.” And it’s not like I have any choice when he turns my shoulders himself. His fingers are under my chin, forcing me to meet his eyes. “I know you’re upset. Angry. You have every right to be. I am too. I’ll do whatever I can to fix this. Whatever it takes, but I know as well as anyone that I can’t control what people believe or don’t believe. And so it only matters what we know. What we believe.”

      I nod subtly to let him know I hear him. The words he’s spoken and the unspoken ones in his eyes that tell me he thinks I’ve been scared away. And a part of me has. I just don’t know by how much.

      “The oven died at the bakery. I need to get there to figure out what model will fit and its pricing and payment plans and . . . I just need to get back there.” I let the lie fade off because I know what those answers are. But what I need is space to think. To breathe.

      “I’m going home with you. I’ll do an interview and explain our history. How we reconnected. Make it right again. Get the bastards to retract the stories.” I know he means what he’s saying, but I also know he can’t undo what has been done because he’ll be on the defensive. And the defensive is never a good place to be. I traveled all this way here to avoid just that.

      “It’s not going to matter. You know that. It’s already in print therefore it’s already believed.”

      “But it’s better than doing nothing. I’ll do however many interviews it takes to make them believe. We just need to figure out how to handle right now first.”

      I look at him through tear-filled eyes and try to sound certain in my words. “There is no handling to be done. What will happen is I’ll go home to sort out the bakery, and you’ll go to New York because you have a table read tomorrow. I wouldn’t want you to lose the part because you missed it. I don’t need to be coddled, Hayes. I’ve lived my adult life without you, so I don’t need you holding my hand now.” I hate the flash of fury in his eyes from my comment, but it’s the truth. The sound of me closing the zipper on my suitcase in the quiet of the room reinforces my words. “I’m going to head to the airport now. Try and get an earlier flight back so I can get Sweet Cheeks back on track.”

      “I’m going with you.”

      “No.” I laugh but there is no amusement in the sound. “I want to go by myself. If you rush back with me, they’re going to think we’re upset and trying to cover something up. Someone will comment that you missed your reading. Assumptions will be made as to why. The last thing we need right now is to give them more fodder for their lies.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about their lies.” His voice thunders into the room and echoes back to me. His rage is so raw, his emotion so real.

      “I know you don’t, Hayes. But please . . . you may be used to this . . . but I’m not. Not any of this. Just let me go on my own. Let me be a nobody in the shadows a little longer. I need time to process. To sort through it all. To get home and be in my own space and—”

      “Why are you making this sound like a goodbye, Saylor?” His hands on my cheeks don’t allow me to avert my gaze from his like I want to.

      “It’s not. But I don’t know if I can survive in your world, Hayes.”

      He presses a kiss to my lips. It’s tender and simple and yet loaded with so much feeling behind it that a single tear slips down my cheek. My heart aches. My mind is so confused. Every part of me is scared about walking away and never seeing Hayes again. Of never getting the feeling back that we had this weekend.

      The love he feels for me is clear in his eyes. He rests his forehead against mine, our breaths mingling, our eyes closed, our hearts understanding they are about to break apart. “Please don’t do this, Say.”

      A second tear slides down my cheek. I love you, Ships. My heart needs to hear him say the words. Give me something permanent to hold on to when I do what I need to do.

      Walk away.

      But he doesn’t say them.

      “I need some time to decide if I can. Goodbye, Hayes.”
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      The plane ride home was an exercise in how to cry silently without anyone else on the plane knowing. The pictures and headlines of the tabloids littering the airport newsstands were horrible. The hurtful things they’d said replayed on a loop.

      Image after image. Headline after headline. Lie after lie.

      It was like the comments from the wedding reception on a loud speaker. On repeat. Each one worse than the last one.

      And as much as I’d wanted to buy every single tabloid there—take them all so I could prevent others from seeing them, and read every single line to know what I’m up against, I didn’t. I resorted to sitting in a quiet corner obscured by a trashcan with my face shadowed beneath a baseball cap so I could read them all via the shoddy airport Wi-Fi on my phone.

      It was lovely (insert sarcasm here) to see Mrs. Layton weigh in with her opinions about me in one of the articles. The jilted ex-fiancé Mitch as well, because who knew the timing of Hayes’s and my previous relationships and issues had both followed a similar timeline? So when Mitch said he suspected I was screwing around behind his back, he’s not surprised it turned out to be true.

      Therefore, I’m not someone who broke up only Hayes and Jenna’s relationship, but my cheating ruined mine as well. And of course there was nothing about Hayes in their articles. The pitchforks previously aimed at him are now directed at me.

      Fucking. Me.

      And the stories, the headlines, just kept getting more creative, more slanderous from there. Painting me as a horrible person for breaking up the couple who the public had unceremoniously crowned Hollywood’s It Couple.

      Sitting in the airport I felt so incredibly alone and vulnerable. I would have given anything to call my mom and hear her soothing voice tell me everything would be all right in the end. To have her order me to throw the tabloids into the trashcan I was sitting beside and reassure me that no one in the airport was staring at me. To wrap her arms around me, murmur that everything happens for a reason, and that sometimes it takes time to know what that reason might be. And then to have Dad take the phone from her and tell me one of his god-awful Dad jokes to cheer me up. Remind me that all men are idiots and that’s why God created women.

      God, I missed them.

      Instead I called Ryder. I listened to him fume over what they were printing when all I wanted to do was cover my ears and shut the noise out.

      But nothing—not the tabloids, not feeling like I disappointed Ryder, not my fear of losing Sweet Cheeks because customers will boycott the store—compared to the look on Hayes’s face when he walked me out to the waiting car to take me to the airport. Naturally, it was in the service bay due to the many photographers at the resort’s entrance.

      Not the images they printed of the clandestine lovers or the horrible, vile lies they printed without truth could compare to the wrenching of my heart when we shared the last bittersweet kiss. The kiss where my tears were constant and nothing could abate the empty feeling of saying goodbye.

      I can still hear Hayes’s whispered promise that he’d make this right. How he told me I was making a mistake walking away from him instead of weathering through it together. How I should just go to New York with him for a few days, do an interview together to show people what is really between us.

      But I chose to walk away even though my chest hurts with every breath I take. I already miss him so much.

      But missing him does nothing to ease how completely shaken I am by all of this.

      I flew to the island a harmless ex-high school flame and, within a four-day span, fly home an adulterous whore hated by what feels like the whole world.

      So I need this distance. Need my own bed. My own space. My own thoughts. Thoughts filled of him no less, but still my own. Without him crowding me and telling me you get used to the lies and the attention over the lies and you learn to not let them affect you. Because I don’t want to live like that. I don’t want to hear and see lies and be so cold to the world that I have to shut them out to live my day-to-day.

      I know it’s not Hayes’s fault and yet I still need some distance so I don’t lash out at him. Because knowing it’s not his fault doesn’t fix the humiliation over the horrendous things being printed and posted and tweeted and Snapchatted about me. It doesn’t stop the cruel responses about how ugly I am compared to the flawless Jenna Dixon. It doesn’t shut out the comments about how in the hell can Hayes Whitley ever pick me, a very ordinary baker, over the glamorous starlet. How I must be pregnant because that’s the only justification as to why he’d stay with me when he could have her.

      And it definitely doesn’t ease the fear niggling in the back of my mind that keeps creeping in at random intervals. If image is everything in Hollywood, if studios have the pull to make actors appear to be with or not with other actors for precious images’ sake, if the masses never accept me as Hayes’s girlfriend because I’ve been branded as a homewrecker, then how will our relationship last?

      Relationships are hard enough as it is. New ones especially. And to have all of this outside pressure on us from the get-go? To constantly worry about anything I do or say and how it will be misconstrued and posted in the press makes me panic. I don’t want to be a liability for Hayes.

      I don’t want that added stress in my life.

      Pressure can cause even the strongest person to crack, so I know it can break relationships too.

      Let him be the judge of that, Saylor.

      I know it’s not fair to think all this without talking to Hayes about it, getting his input, and yet I can’t bear to talk to him just yet. Reading his continuous texts is hard enough. I miss him. I love him. I just need to know I can walk into this relationship with open eyes and enough strength that when the shit hits the fan, I’m secure enough to be the person Hayes needs me to be in his crazy world.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and pinch my nose as the taxicab exits the freeway. I’m overthinking all of this. In fact, it’s all I’ve thought about between the bouts of tears and the constant doubt when all I want is the strength to believe in us.

      When we turn down State Street, the usually quaint road is lined with cars. The parking lot of the strip mall just to the right of Sweet Cheeks is completely full.

      There must be another high school event or craft show. Shrugging it off, I sigh with relief when I see the welcomed sight of the pink and white striped awning of Sweet Cheeks in front of us. Of DeeDee’s red Ford Escape parked in the lot, and knowing my bed is upstairs.

      Empty.

      Without Hayes in it.

      And I hate the thought immediately.

      A new No Trespassing sign catches my eye as we pull into the parking lot but I’m so preoccupied swiping my credit card to pay for the ride that I’m completely oblivious to what’s going on outside the cab. But when I open the taxi door I’m startled by the sight of a group of camera wielding men and their tidal wave of sound as they call my name.

      I’m momentarily stunned. And I think I stand there blinking for several seconds as my emotionally spent mind tries to catch up with what’s actually happening. But seconds feel like minutes in this alternate reality I’ve stepped into where the click of the shutter is a constant sound.

      Click, click, click.

      Saylor, this way. Is it true?

      How does it feel stealing Hollywood’s most eligible bachelor away from Jenna Dixon?

      Click, click, click.

      Are you moving the bakery to Hollywood now?

      Is it true he’s only with you because you’re pregnant?

      Click, click, click.

      Why would you do that to Jenna?

      Is he as good in the sack as rumors state?

      Click, click, click.

      Before I can blink, DeeDee is there in front of me grabbing my hand in hers. She takes control, gets my luggage from the driver, and steers me into the bakery—my bakery—and closes the door behind me.

      I expect the noise to end. The shouts and clicks and the flashes so bright they feel like they are screaming at me to stop too. But they don’t. They’re muted now. Still a chorus of chaos outside, but not as loud.

      When I look up, people are at the tables inside. With cups of coffee and empty cupcake wrappers and notepads. Customers.

      “They may be paying for food, but don’t trust them. They’re one of them,” Dee says with a lift of her chin to the photographers outside who are now directing their lenses toward the plate-glass storefront window where I stand. “Ryder says they may be assholes but we sure as hell will take their money.”

      I look at her. Shell-shocked. Overwhelmed. Wondering how they knew I’d be here when my original flight wasn’t slated to land for another two hours.

      And then it hits me.

      It doesn’t matter.

      They’ve been waiting.

      Wanting a piece of me.

      Needing a new shot to sell so someone can create more lies about me.

      Shit.

      Welcome home to me.
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      “I don’t care. Issue the statement. Set up the exclusive. Do whatever the fuck it takes to fix this or I’ll break the NDA and take my chances . . . if I don’t get paid, then you don’t get paid.” I look out the window to the city below, and chew the inside of my cheek as my comment hits my agent, Benji, where I want it to: right in the hefty mortgage he just acquired when he bought that house off Laurel Canyon.

      “Hayes . . .”

      I grit my teeth at his placating intonation and his this will blow over attitude. He didn’t see her face or watch her hand fly up to cover her mouth as she stood in front of the damn magazine rack in the airport and read the bullshit headlines he had already warned me about. He didn’t hide in the shadows and watch the woman he loves wipe the tears from her eyes as she touched the tabloids as if to see if they were actually real before skimming the fronts to read what they had printed about her.

      Because, fuck yeah, I followed her to the airport. I would have followed her all the way home if I could have but her plane was full. Not even bribery or my celebrity status was able to buy me a seat on the flight.  My fight was subdued in comparison to how I felt inside. My need to not draw more attention to her by any lurking paparazzi readjusted my focus. No way in hell was I going to let her head to the airport and face a possible slew of photographers on her own without being there to step in if need be.

      But it killed me to watch her hiding beside the trashcan, presumably reading the stories on her phone. Enraged me to know she gave an ounce of her attention to the lies.

      Shit, while I watched her from behind my dark sunglasses and beanie, I had half a mind to walk right up to her and not give her a fucking choice in the matter whether I was going with her or not. Charter a damn plane myself if need be to get us out of there together because I’d lost her once and I wasn’t taking the damn risk of losing her again.

      Last time it had been right to walk away. I had justifiable reasons. This time? Not a chance in hell.

      That look in her eyes. She was spooked. Freaked out by the fucked-up confines we Hollywood A-Listers live by. There’s a helluva lot of privilege but also a ton of bullshit. And the only thing worse than watching her walk away—letting her go face this beast on her own—is losing her.

      So I hung back on the other side of the tiny terminal. Wanting to be sitting beside her, talking her stubborn-ass through this, but instead I did the hardest thing for a man to do: I sat and watched the woman I love, knowing she was hurting and all I could do was sit there and fume.

      Because fuck yes, I love her.

      No doubt about it.

      It was hard enough putting her in a car and kissing her goodbye. Biting back the words I feel but knew wouldn’t mean a damn thing to her considering the circumstances. Saying I love you for a second-first time should be special, not because I’m afraid I’m going to lose her.

      But I fucked up. Big time.

      It was only after her plane took off that I realized my fuck-up. She heard me say the words to Jenna. But not to her. And there’s no way to fix it except to earn the chance to tell her face to face.

      But now I’m here.

      In New York, my home away from Los Angeles, and way too damn far from her. So I’m depending on Benji to deliver because he’s the goddamn reason I agreed to sign the damn NDA in the first place. His quiet urging. His commentary on how Jenna wouldn’t dare fuck up again because she didn’t manage her finances well and needed this big influx of cash the movie would bring. Trip after trip to a secluded, confidential rehab in Arizona, full of Zen gardens and yoga something or others with the best counselors money could buy, cost a pretty penny.

      “Look, man. I’ve always respected your opinions. And I take full responsibility for the bullshit with Jenna, but I think you’re missing the bigger picture. I. Don’t. Fucking. Care.” Each word sounds like another string to my control snapping. “About my image. About the film. About shit. This needs to get fixed and it needs to get fixed fucking yesterday.”

      There’s silence on the line. My point has been made. He gets I’m not fucking around.

      “I hear you, loud and clear, but no one’s going to listen to you. You’re too good of an actor, Whitley. You’ve had everyone believing you were with Jenna. And then with your silence, you had everyone falling for the broody, bastard boyfriend routine where the guys questioned how you could find better pussy then Jenna Dixon’s. And the women, while hating that you might have cheated, were also pulling back their sheets and patting their Tempur-Pedics in invitation. You never broke character once. You didn’t talk about it. You didn’t—”

      “Because I signed the fucking NDA on your advice,” I grate through gritted teeth.

      “Your balls were in a vice, man, with the studio acting as the henchman like I’ve never seen before. You had no choice. But you know as well as I do that painting the town red with interviews isn’t going to do shit to change the public tide on Saylor.”

      And I fucking hate that. With a vengeance.

      My hands fist in reflex. My teeth grind together. I feel the same fucking helplessness I had when she boarded the plane the other day and walked out of my sight.

      “Get with Kathy. Figure out how to coordinate face time with Givens, Seacrest, and Cooper. The studio wants me to be their puppet boy? I’ll do their dance, pimp the movie, and while I’m at it, I’ll set the record straight about Jenna and me and where Saylor fits in the fucked-up equation. The studio wants a buzz leading into release day? I’ll give them a buzz like they never expected.”

      “Watch it, Hayes. You’ve walked the line this far, make sure you don’t step over it now.” I can sense his frustration. Hear his sigh across the connection. Expect the heeded warning one more time. “I get you’re frustrated. Know you want to shout on the rooftops the truth about Saylor, but I’m telling you your best plan of action is to sit and wait. This will blow over.”

      “You’re right. It might. But it will blow over means a completely different thing to me than it does for Saylor. You know what it feels like the first time you open your car door and have a camera thrust in your face? Or hear the click of the shutter from somewhere in the bushes but don’t know where until you catch the glare of the lens? It’s fucking terrifying if you’re not an attention junkie like we actors are. And she’s the furthest thing from that.”

      “It will blow over, Hayes.” There’s sympathy in his voice this time, and it’s still not enough.

      I hang up without another word. Sit and look at the lights of the city beyond. Wonder how many people out there have read about Saylor today. Wonder if they immediately believed the lies. And then wonder why the fuck they even care about who I date in the first place.

      I pick up the beer by the neck and down it. Exhaustion hits me, yet I can’t sleep. I glance at my phone, my thumb instantly swiping to check my messages just in case I missed a text back from her.

      But there’s nothing.

      Welcome to Hollywood, son, where dreams come true, and the one you want more than any of them won’t fucking text you back because she’s scared of what those dreams entail.

      Fuck me.

      It’ll blow over. Of course it will. Question is if it’ll be a hurricane or a breeze when it does.
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        * * *

      

      This is on you, fucker. Figure out how to fix it. All of it. You break her heart again, I’m going to throw more than just a punch the next time I see you. Ryder’s voice rings loud and clear through my voicemail. His threat real . . . I wouldn’t expect any less from him. And yet it brings a smile to my lips because it’s the only message today that I fucking deserve.

      The table read sucked. And not because I didn’t know my lines or couldn’t step into character, but because of that goddamn scene. The one I rehearsed with Saylor that had gotten me all hot and bothered and had rang too fucking true for the two of us. To our history.

      The I’d beg, borrow, and lie again right now to get the chance to see her again. Just like the damn script reads.

      So yeah, it was a fucked table read. In my own head anyway.

      To everyone else participating in the read, I nailed it. The emotion. The feeling. Everything about it . . . because I wasn’t acting.

      Landing the part meant nothing though because I didn’t have her to call and share the good news with.

      And of course from there my day went to shit. Like catching the latest picture of Saylor on the scattered newspapers on the table in Starbucks while I waited in line. The one with her eyes wide and purse dangling from her hand as she got out of a taxi in front of Sweet Cheeks. To say the look of utter shock and fear on her face felt like a knife in the heart is an understatement.

      But my texts remain unanswered. My messages unreturned. My frustration at an all-time high with my goddamn heart in a vise that squeezes tighter with each fricking hour I don’t hear from her.

      Next came the call from Tessa. Her tongue-lashing as to why I didn’t take her somewhere and stage pictures to be taken so she could receive the attention Saylor was. Because no press is bad press, right, Hayes? And she could really use some more press and pictures taken with me to help her keep her visibility up. Talk about a fucked-up moral compass. She’s dying for the attention—heartless, conceited bitch—and Say doesn’t want any of it.

      But I gotta admire her. Hollywood takes all kinds.

      Then after that, yet another call from Benji and one from my publicist, Kathy. The promises that the interviews were being set up. That a location to hold them was being discussed. Followed by a gentle reminder of what was riding on this.

      Yeah. Saylor’s riding on this. The reason. The why. The fucking end game. Nothing else matters.

      And of course Jenna’s nowhere to be found. MIA. That little gem of information kills me. The irony that she can cause this tornado of bullshit by dropping malicious hints about Saylor and yet when I want to contact her, her phone goes unanswered. Her whereabouts unknown.

      I’ll find her and convince her to tell the press as much of the truth about us as she can. That we ended our relationship by mutual agreement, not because I cheated. And that Saylor wasn’t even in the damn picture when it happened.

      Or else I’ll tell them. And with a dramatic flair, I’ll throw in all the little extras that make stories like this juicy to the public. Like drug use and suicide attempts.

      Simple.

      If only.

      What would be even better is if Saylor would pick up the goddamn phone when I call. But she hasn’t and now I need to find another way to reach her. Break through to her.

      Convince her that this world of mine isn’t so bad when we face it together.

      I just fucking miss her.

      Need to be with her.

      Hold her when she hurts.

      And it’s killing me that I’m not.
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      I’m lost in batter.

      Sounds ridiculous but I am. It’s in my hair, on my apron, and smeared on my cheek. My kitchen counter is a clutter of tins and ingredients and utensils. My apartment smells like the bakery should. The timer is beeping. My cell keeps vibrating on the table behind me with alerts I ignore.

      And in this chaos, I can finally think. I can figure out which of the two ovens in the brochures on my couch I need and how I can make the monthly payments. I can avoid the looks by my brother downstairs who keeps shaking his head, asking me how I let this happen even though he knows I had no part in it. I can fight the humiliation over the newest round of insults printed. The ones about how I supposedly squirrelled away Mitch’s money—without him knowing—and opened the bakery of my dreams before dumping him at the altar.

      Twisted lies. Mistruths believed by the masses.

      I look to the vase of black roses on my table. My lovely gift from a Hayes admirer who threatened me for stealing him away from Jenna. They reflect the bazillion comments on social media this morning when I pulled on my big girl panties and decided to log on and brave the storm to see how bad it was. Cruel is an understatement. So I kept the flowers—despite Ryder begging me to throw them away—as a subtle reminder of the crazy I’m stepping into with Hayes. If I step into it.

      So I woke this morning wearing the T-shirt he snuck in my suitcase—his welcome scent still lingering on it—before changing so I could bake to avoid my new unwanted reality. More importantly, to have the time to wallow in the empty ache in my heart that’s been burning a hole there over the past twenty-four hours.

      I marvel at how the trip to Turks and Caicos was a mere four days and yet they felt like a lifetime with Hayes. How the heart can remember what the mind chooses to erase. How Hayes and I reconnected and slid into being an us without either of us discussing it. Void of overthinking. And how it just felt right.

      Was it because we’ve technically spent more than half our lives together so the transition was seamless? Or was it because our hearts recognized our first love deserved a second chance?

      Out of everything owning my thoughts, my mind keeps coming back to that.

      But then I hear the noise of reporters in the bakery float up the open stairwell. The door is ajar so I can take the cupcakes down to cool quicker in the refrigerated case before frosting them. And then start the process all over again from behind the scenes while DeeDee and Ryder take care of the customers. The customers that have since doubled now that I’m back in town from my secret rendezvous with Hayes.

      So up here is where I choose to stay. Away from the prying eyes and crazy assumptions of the assholes and their cameras and the looky-loos suddenly having an urge to buy a cupcake when they’ve passed by every other day of their commute.

      And I bake. For the increased demand. To lose myself in my thoughts. To combat missing Hayes. To forget that if I opt to be with him, the two-dozen reporters outside might be my everyday norm.

      The day drags on. I shower after my twelfth batch of the morning, then force myself to put on makeup and look presentable just to prove to myself that I can function if Hayes isn’t in the picture.

      Yet I’m miserable. I hold his T-shirt to my nose and breathe in his scent. It makes me miss him more but also brings me a sense of calm.

      And I wonder why I’m pulling the stubborn card and not talking to him. Is it stubbornness or resilience? If I talk to him, this craziness around us will disintegrate and I’ll only see him. Us.

      Maybe that’s a good thing. Maybe that tells me he’s all I need, and if I’m with him, then the outside noise doesn’t matter.

      But life can’t be spent joined at the hip with your lover. What happens when he goes on location for weeks on end or is so busy filming we see each other only in passing? There would be no blinders then. There would be no Hayes to shield me from the mistruths being said. The lies being spun about once a cheater always a cheater. Can I handle that? The curious reporter wandering into Sweet Cheeks to try and get an inside scoop on Hayes Whitley? On me?

      And hell, just because he was talking about ten years from now, that doesn’t mean us being together is a given. So why am I worried about forever when I can’t even give him today? Shouldn’t I take one day at a time, and see from there?

      “Oh my God,” I groan with a shake of my head. I’m becoming one of those sappy, wishy-washy women I swore I’d never be. The one I’d roll my eyes at and tell to suck it up when she acts like it’s a problem to have a man in love with her who wants to make it work regardless of the outside influences.

      I’ll give myself a few more days to see how long this kind of attention and chaos lasts. It’s weird how I’ve lived so long without him but in this short span of time, not having him with me feels empty, sad, and lonely. I’ve been through this before and don’t ever want to feel this way again.

      This is more than missing him. This is knowing that without him I’m incomplete, as if half my soul is adrift.

      “Saylor. You need to come down here,” Ryder’s voice calls up the stairs and every part of me bucks at the idea.

      “What is it?”

      “You need to get your ass down here to see for yourself.”

      With resignation but grateful that I actually look presentable, I trudge down the stairs, my posture defensive, my attitude sucky.

      “Ry? What is it?” I ask as I swing around the corner and almost run smack dab into the backside of a burly guy in the back area between the stairs to my studio and the bakery’s kitchen space. About the same time he mutters an apology, it dawns on me what he’s moving.

      “What is this?” I look over to Ryder standing on the other side of the brand new, shiny, stainless steel baker’s dream of an oven that’s being maneuvered into the space.

      “It’s a Baxter Rotating Rack Oven.”

      “I know what it is.” I laugh feeling flustered as I stare mesmerized at the oven of my dreams. “I’m just trying to figure out how they’re delivering it to the wrong place.”

      The guys moving it stop at my words and one of them pulls out paperwork from his back pocket. “Says right here: For one Ms. Saylor Rodgers, Sweet Cheeks CupCakery with a huge paid in full next to your name.”

      Startled, I look over to Ryder who just shrugs with a slight smirk playing the corner of his lips, eyes narrowed as if he’s trying to figure out where it came from. A part of me knows the answer before I even ask to see the paperwork. And when I do, I know I’m right. That familiar signature I’ve known ever since he’d scribble on my homework to piss me off in high school. Then there’s the handwritten note next to the name.

      
        
        She’ll argue or refuse to accept it. Don’t listen to her!

        Hayes

      

      

      I want to strangle him.

      Gritting my teeth, I huff out in frustration although the scowl on my lips is betraying me and beginning to turn up at the corners. I look at Ryder. “Did you know?”

      “No clue but by the look on your face I can guess who it’s from.”

      “The asshole.” The comment is halfhearted and lacking any conviction. How can it when Hayes just purchased the Ferrari of ovens for me?

      “Hmm. Definite asshole,” Ryder murmurs with a shake of his head and a half-cocked smile.

      “Guess that’s his way of getting me to call him, huh?”
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      Each ring of the phone feels like an eternity. I’m irritated, grateful, confused, and overwhelmed over how he could buy me something so extraordinary—something that costs as much as a car—when I’ve pushed him away.

      “Ships?”

      “It’s too much. Thank you, but I can’t accept it.”

      “Then I can’t accept you saying you need time and being away from me.”

      His words warm so many parts of me. The parts that ache from missing him. The pieces that fear a love this strong. The unknown still swirling around us.

      The want to know he thinks I’m worth fighting for.

      My sigh must tell him how hard this is for me because he allows the silence for a moment. Knowing me like he does, he allows me time to process how far apart we feel right now, which makes me miss him even more.

      “It’s only been forty-eight hours, and I miss you.” My statement is simple. The break in my voice reflects my struggle, the toll it’s taken and how hard it is to admit.

      “I know. Me too. I’ve bought a plane ticket home a hundred times in my head today.”

      “I can’t accept the oven, Hayes. It’s way too much.”

      “But you asked for time, and I’m trying to give it to you even though it’s killing me not to be there with you,” he says right over me, ignoring my refusal of the oven.

      “Hayes, you’re not listening to me.”

      “I’m listening. I’m choosing not to hear you.”

      My smile is instantaneous. The memories of how frustrated I used to feel when he used to use that defense with me when we were younger.

      “I know you’re smiling, Ships. I can hear it through the line.”

      “Maybe.”

      “And I bet you’re rubbing your ear right now like you do when you have things you want to say but don’t know how to say them.”

      His words make me lower my fingers immediately from their place on my ear. I hate and love that he knows me this well. Is it any wonder, despite the current chaos, I still love him?

      “Perhaps.”

      “Ah, so that means I’m right because you always give one-word answers when you don’t want to admit things.”

      “Possibly.” He says the word the same time I do and we both laugh.

      “See? I know you, Saylor Rodgers. Everything about you. And what I missed during those ten years without you, I want to spend time learning.”

      My eyes well with tears and I can’t figure out how this conversation I wanted to have about how he can’t buy me a shiny new oven turned into him showing exactly how much he knows about me.

      “You there?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You scrunching up that freckled nose of yours? Upset that the man you’re so madly in love with and you need space from has already helped you forget all the bullshit of the last few days with a simple conversation?”

      I close my eyes and slump against the wall. His words weave into those holes I’ve worried into my heart over the past few days—the ones I know I’m stupid for having because he’s right. It’s been a few minutes, and he’s proven to me how, when I’m connected to him, I can handle everything else.

      “Hayes.” I love you. I’m sorry. I miss you. You’re right.

      But nothing comes out, because maybe I’m scared. Maybe what I feel is so damn strong, which explains why I’m hesitating even though every single part of me is telling me to go full steam ahead. Maybe that’s why I can’t tell him to get here as soon as he can.

      “Agreed,” he murmurs, followed by a chuckle that’s both seductive and heartwarming. “I agree to everything you just thought but didn’t say out loud. But, no. Not yet. You said you needed space. Time. Seconds. Minutes. Hours. So I’m going to give them to you, Saylor. Ten days to be exact. Two hundred forty hours where you can’t talk to me.” He pauses momentarily. “Fourteen thousand, four hundred minutes—yes, don’t laugh, I just had to do that math on my calculator—of time where I’m going to prove to you why you can’t live without me. Why the stories and tabloids don’t mean shit. And how public opinion can be turned when you try hard enough.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Yes. I do. This is as much my fault as it is Jenna’s. I’ve had a lot of time to think since a certain someone won’t return my calls, and I’ve come to the conclusion that maybe I let it happen. Maybe I pushed Jenna’s buttons to prove a point. I was too selfish thinking about how badly I wanted to shut her up and figure out how to seduce you, to know what it would feel like to sleep with you again, that I didn’t give a thought about how she could retaliate. So, I’m sorry, Saylor. I fucked up. I played right into the studio’s game and perfectly into Jenna’s hand. So forgive me if I’m taking the reins when it comes to us, but I’m not taking a chance on this outcome. I’m giving you my A-game . . . I just hope you can handle it.”

      I feel like I haven’t taken a breath during his entire speech. My chest burns and my heart hopes. My mind races with possibility while my cheeks hurt from smiling. Hayes Whitley just told me he loves me. I know he didn’t say the three little words, but he said them nonetheless.

      “What if I already know—?”

      “Nope. Don’t say it. Words are cheap. Action is everything. Ten days, Saylor. Ten days and then I’ll listen to you all you want. Until then, once this conversation is over, mum’s the word since day one starts now.”

      My laughter sounds like relief. My heart feels content, which is different from two days ago where I felt lost, confused, exposed, and betrayed. We had both needed this time to evaluate what was real and what was not, and I’m so incredibly thankful we both concluded the same thing. That we wanted there to be an us. And yet I can’t resist . . .

      “And what if your A-game is not strong enough to win me over?” I know he can hear the playfulness in my voice and that I’m throwing down a challenge.

      “It’s good enough, sweetheart. Just you wait and see.”

      “I’m a tough girl to please.”

      He laughs again. The kind that warms my soul and makes me feel a little steadier in this world of chaos swirling around us.

      “Then we’ll have to grudge-cupcake it out.”
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      EIGHT DAYS LEFT

      

      TWITTER

      @SweetChks Can anyone tell me how many people are in the world? #GrudgeCupcake #10Days #ShipsAhoy #WordsRCheap
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      “Mr. Dixon.”

      “Hayes? What can I do for you, son?” The deep baritone of Jenna’s father vibrates across the connection.

      “Sorry to bug you, Paul.”

      “Is it Jenna?” There’s concern and trepidation in his voice, and I hate that he immediately thinks of the last time I called him after I found out about Jenna and her suicide attempt.

      “She’s fine but she is the reason I’m calling.”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you know where she’s hiding? I’ve been trying to find her, and she’s not returning my calls.” I pause for a moment. Let the lie roll off my tongue. “It’s about scheduling for The Grifter’s press junket.”

      “No need to lie, Hayes. She threw you to the wolves because she was jealous you found someone else. Probably hoped to scare that woman of yours away. Typical, selfish Jenna move. I’m sorry about that. Her actions are inexcusable and not something I’m proud of.” His words shock me. Seems he’s just as tired of her stunts as I am. “Last I heard she was at the place in Malibu.”

      “Thank you, Paul.”
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      EIGHT DAYS LEFT

      

      Ignore them.

      Don’t let them distract you.

      I tell myself to focus on the new idea that woke me up out of a dead sleep last night and left me staring at the ceiling trying to conceptualize it.

      A flash on the screen of my cell. Another glance up from the cupcake I’m designing to see yet another notification in and endless stream of them.

      Quit distracting me.

      I set down the piping tube and grab my cell. My will power is nonexistent when it comes to wanting to read the responses to Hayes’s tweet from earlier this morning. I’m not quite sure why he’s asking about the world’s population or what it has to do with me but it helps to pass the day.

      

      @MindiSocksLou

      @SweetChks @HayesWhitOffcl Seven billion #ThanksGoogle What’s a #GrudgeCupcake? I love you Hayes!

      

      Focus, Saylor.

      On the new idea. On what flavor combinations would complement the concept best. On how this little flash of creativity has gotten me down from the apartment where I’ve been hiding from prying eyes and back into the work area of the bakery.

      And while I’ve relegated myself to the work area only, at least I’m there.

      A notification flashes again.

      The distraction works.

      

      @BookLoverJeniB

      @SweetChks @HayesWhitOffcl A bazillion. Why are you asking? #GrudgeCupcake?

      

      I dirty my hands in the frosting, working on design after design trying to perfect my vision. I’m picky and particular and throw ten designs out for every one I keep, because I have to get this right.

      Plus throwing myself into full-creative mode means I’m distracted. And distracted is so much easier than thinking about how much I miss Hayes and how frustrated I am with him and his damn ten-day rule.

      So, creativity helps to pass the time slowly ticking away until I get to see him again.

      My screen flashes.

      This time I try to avoid getting frosting on it when I pick it up.

      

      @TBartley86

      @HayesWhitOffcl Leave @SweetChks and marry me. I kiss better. #GrudgeCupcake – Answer: Population 7 billion

      

      The bell of the door alerting new customers is steady while I work. Curiosity is clearly still strong. Despite the sign that Ryder put on the door that says No Cameras, the photographers come in, buy a cupcake, and take a seat with the hopes that I’ll step into the front where they can sneak a picture of me on their cell phones. The female fans stop in to buy a cupcake with stars in their eyes looking around in case Hayes shows up.

      They’re wasting their time. If they were true stalkers, they’d know about his ridiculous ten-day rule.

      All the while the tweets continue to flash.

      

      @Hollywood732

      @HayesWhitOffcl @SweetChks 6.9 billion. Is this a trick question?

      

      “You’ve been awfully quiet back here.”

      Ryder. I smile softly, knowing he’s bailing on his regular workload during the days to help out (meaning keeping a big brother eye on me) and then going home and catching up on his own responsibilities.

      “Just messing with an idea,” I murmur as I step back and scrutinize my design.

      “Hmm. So you being back in the kitchen . . . does that mean the new oven’s too hard to resist or you’ve talked to Hayes and have figured stuff out?” He narrows his eyes as he waits for an answer.

      “He’s not giving me an option.” I shrug. I don’t fight the smile because I do feel better with the elephant’s foot of pressure removed from my chest.

      “He’s not?” He raises his eyebrows and nods.

      “Nope. And you didn’t even have to clock him this time around to knock some sense into him.”

      “I was only trying to protect you.” His expression is guarded, unsure if I’m going to be mad at him for interfering all those years ago.

      “I know.” I think of all the other things I could say to him: how I was a big girl and could make my own decisions. How he might have been the reason we never got back together. But I don’t say any of them. Maybe we wouldn’t have appreciated each other and the connection we rekindled if we hadn’t had other experiences to compare them to.

      “What’s up with his tweet this morning?” It’s my turn to show shock, surprised he noticed. “Hey, I check your social media following. Visibility is a good thing—means possible sales—and you gained several thousand new followers this morning.”

      Huh. Always looking out for me. And always business-savvy.

      “I don’t know. He’s trying to win me over.”

      “I think he already has.”

      I start to say maybe, but stop when I see his head angle to the side as he notices the fondant tops in front of me.

      Nerves jitter within as I step back and try to look at the cupcakes through his eyes. The first one looks like it has a needle sewing together the fondant with the words “Oats to sow” in cursive above it. The one beside it looks like shattered glass with the words “One to throw” in block letters across the top. The next pair is the same color scheme, just a darker tint. The first cupcake has no design and says “One to smash” with its partner saying “He can kiss my ass” and a pair of lips outlining the lettering.

      “These are awesome. Who are these for?”

      “Me.”

      “You?” He looks confused. “I thought things were getting better.”

      I laugh and nod. Then I proceed to tell him about Hayes and his grudge cupcakes. How cathartic it felt smashing them and the fun we had with it. And then how when Hayes told me the other day if he didn’t win me over with his charm, his last resort was another grudge-cupcake match.

      “So . . .” I shrug, “. . . he got me thinking about grudge cupcakes. And if people would actually buy them for their friends when they break up. So I make one to eat and one to smash; in a container it’s a 50/50 split with cute slogans. It’s the perfect therapy: chocolate and aggression.”

      When he doesn’t smile at my quip but rather just holds a finger against his pursed lips as he thinks it over, I suddenly feel ridiculous thinking this could work or have customer appeal.

      “It was just an idea. It would probably never—”

      “Would they be normal-sized? Smaller since you’re smashing them? Give me specifics.”

      “You and your specifics,” I mumble with a roll of my eyes but feel a little more at ease knowing he hasn’t immediately rejected the idea. “I haven’t gotten that far yet. I suppose we could make the ones to smash smaller but then we get into needing custom inserts for the boxes and the trade-off in cost. I haven’t thought that far, Ryder. I’m working on the creative side for now. You know what? Never mind.”

      “I think it’s brilliant, Saylor.” He does?

      “You do?”

      “Completely.”

      I stare at him. Wide-eyed. Shocked. Feeling accomplished. “Wow.”

      “Now we need to figure how to go about marketing it so we can get the word out.”

      Our eyes hold and I’ve never been more thankful to have him as a brother than I am right now. He’s always been protective of me but after our parents died, he stepped up to the plate more than I’d ever imagined he could. It was us against the world. He’s stuck by my side and been my number-one supporter throughout all the ups and downs, sorrows and joys.

      Sure I’d had Mitch to pull me from my grief, but it was Ryder who was my rock.

      Still is.

      A small part of me knows my parents are smiling down on us right now and that gives me hope that things might finally be turning around.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My screen lights up.

      The distractions continue.

      I’m so engrossed in perfecting little details on the cupcakes that it takes me a bit longer to check my phone. And when I do, I have to scrape a splatter of frosting from the glass to read the tweet.

      And I finally have an answer.

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      The public has spoken. 7 billion people in the world. And I CHOOSE YOU @SweetChks ONLY YOU

      #GrudgeCupcakes #ActionsRLouder

      

      Wow. Now there’s a declaration in one hundred and forty characters or less if I’ve ever seen one. The man certainly knows how to get my attention.

      Yes, Hayes, actions are louder.
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      SIX DAYS LEFT

      

      FACEBOOK

      Hey @SweetChks . . . Just giving you back all of the things I stole from you over the years . . . Whatever could I mean? #GrudgeCupcakes #DayFour
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        * * *

      

      “Hayes.”

      “You’re a hard lady to track down.” I don’t hide the spite in my voice or the fuck you lilt in it. Jenna repositions herself on her lounge chair where she sits in the sun so her cleavage is more prominently on display. “I can see the recovery’s been rough on you.”

      I catch her ghost of a smirk before her lips turn into a pout as she slips on her mask to embody the part of depressed victim.

      “You have no idea, Hayes. It’s so good to see you. Thanks for coming to check on me. Why don’t you sit down?”

      When she puts her hand in mine and tugs on it, I glare at her. A do you really think I’m buying your bullshit right now look on my face.

      In the moment I question my judgment of character. How I ever looked at her and saw anything other than what she really is. An attention-hungry junkie willing to use anyone and every situation to her advantage.

      “This isn’t a social call, Jenna. This is me coming to you because you’re too chickenshit to answer your phone and deal with the mess you created.”

      “Oh, Hayes.” She chuckles that fake laugh of hers and it feels like nails on a chalkboard. “Relax. No one’s talking about it anymore.”

      My fists clench as I try to restrain myself from picking up that tall glass of gin sitting next to her and smashing it to make sure I have her attention. But a part of me wants her to not take me too seriously. If she blows me off then she’s had fair warning, and I’ll gladly handle this on my own terms.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen. Next Wednesday, you’re going to get your ass in the car I’ll have here to pick you up. It’s going to take you to Saylor’s bakery. You’re going to walk in there and apologize to her, face to face. And you will be nice. Then you’re going to walk out to the little café where I’ll be holding the press junket interviews, sit down beside me, and explain how long ago and why we broke up. You’ll explain that no one cheated and we were simply a case of two people not meant to be together. And then you’re going to publicly apologize for letting the press think Saylor was the reason we had broken up and for not correcting them.”

      “You’re being ridiculous. I can’t do that. People would think that I lied and—”

      “You DID LIE,” I shout, fingers itching to pick up the glass again.

      “I think I have a hair appointment that day.”

      Fucking unbelievable.

      “Cancel it.”

      “No.”

      “Cancel it,” I repeat as I squat down and take my sunglasses off so we are at eye level. There will be no mistaking my threat when I speak next. “Or I’ll hold the interviews myself and explain how difficult the filming was because you’re an addict and then casually mention your suicide attempt. How you did it as a publicity stunt because you’re so goddamn in love with yourself and you didn’t think you were getting enough attention. I’ll explain why your daddy has disowned you, how the studio has threatened not to pay you, and why your career is hanging by the same thread your human decency is.”

      “You asshole.” She grits the words out. My smirk in response is visual sarcasm. “You can’t do that. What about the NDA? Our paychecks? You just can’t—”

      “Yes, actually I can. There are some things more important than money, Jenna. And Saylor is one of them.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” Her hands tremble and voice wavers with a mixture of disbelief and anger.

      “Try me, Jenna.” I lift my eyebrows before putting my sunglasses back on. I stare at her a second, let her know I’m not fucking around, and then leave without saying another word.

      Fuck, that felt good.
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      SIX DAYS LEFT

      

      FACEBOOK

      Hey @SweetChks . . . Just giving you back all of the things I stole from you over the years . . . Whatever could I mean? #GrudgeCupcakes #10Days

      1. Chocolate Chip Cookies

      

      I look at the humungous box of chocolate chip cookies recently delivered to the bakery. And not just any kind of chocolate chip cookies—Chips Ahoy to be exact. Between the play on his nickname for me and the memory of how he’d steal my cookies after school, the gift makes me smile. The thoughtfulness behind it warms every part of me.

      And frustrates me considering he won’t answer my call to say thank you. The only response? A text saying six more days. Agh.

      Feeling more sure of myself today, I venture into the front of the bakery behind the counter. The talking ceases momentarily until the customers realize how noticeable it is and then start chatting loudly again as if that’s not obvious either.

      I talk over the week’s astounding sales numbers with DeeDee as the photographers outside aim their lenses through the window. No doubt they’re grateful they can actually see me after sitting out there for days bored to tears. I certainly have the advantage of living and working in the same building so there is no guaranteed drive to work like most other people they stalk.

      I rearrange the display case, wanting to keep my hands busy as I try to get used to the feeling of being watched. It’s almost as if they think I’m going to suddenly break down and confess to all of the horrible things their magazines say I did.
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        * * *

      

      Hey @SweetChks . . . Just giving you back all of the things I stole from you over the years . . . Whatever could I mean? #GrudgeCupcakes #10Days

      
        	Chocolate Chip Cookies

        	Kisses

      

      The delivery boy catches me off guard when he walks in the front door. At first I’m about to tell him to leave, mistaking him for a paparazzo acting as a delivery man just to get in the store somehow (silly, I know but I’m a bit paranoid with forty-plus pairs of eyes watching my every move), but then realize the package in his hand isn’t a camera bag.

      I watch as he leaves, how the paparazzi go crazy clicking pictures as if he’s the secret messenger between Hayes and me. And when I open the package, I realize he is.

      When I look inside the box, there is a cardboard partition that divides the box in half. One side is filled to the top with so many Hershey kisses I’m overwhelmed with the smell of chocolate. And the other side is empty save for a note taped to its bottom.

      The box is half empty. I need the space because I plan on stealing a lot more in the future. -XO Hayes

      My heart skips over a beat and a smile graces my lips as I do what any normal person would do. I pick one of them up, unwrap it, and eat it while I watch the photographers mill around outside. A thought forms but I shove it away. Disregard it.

      But as I venture into the retail front and wipe down a few tables, see some of the tabloid magazines with my image on the cover left there, and overhear conversations about bragging rights over who got the most for each photo, I start to think my idea isn’t a half bad one.

      “Dee, I’m heading back into the kitchen for a bit.”

      And of course when I get to my workstation, there is another box. Another returned item from Hayes. And this time I know DeeDee or Ryder had to have helped him but I love that he went to this much trouble.

      Hey @SweetChks . . . Just giving you back all of the things I stole from you over the years . . . Whatever could I mean? #GrudgeCupcakes #10 Days

      
        	Chocolate Chip Cookies

        	Kisses

        	Time

      

      I open the box to find an hourglass inside. My fingers reach out to touch it. I’m overwhelmed by the effort he’s put into these ten days so far.

      I turn it over and watch the sand slide through the glass. Hypnotized by the sight, my thoughts drift. To how easily time passes. To Hayes. To not wanting to waste any more of it when it comes to being with him. Life is too short. When the sand runs out, the completed grudge cupcakes are visible through the curve of the empty glass.

      Stop wasting time, Saylor.

      I laugh out loud as pieces click into place for me. The paparazzi. They’re using me to make money. To sell the image they want of me. Why can’t I use them for the exact same thing?

      Inspired, I grab my set of perfectly decorated grudge cupcakes and I waltz out of the kitchen, through the front of the bakery, and out the glass front door for the first time since I came home from my trip.

      The awaiting photographers scramble and stumble over each other when they see me striding out of the store like a woman on a mission.

      “You want a statement?” I shout out as they fumble to slide their cameras over to video mode to record what I have to say. “I’ll give you a statement. You want to know how I feel about everything that’s going on? How it feels to be accused and vilified and lied about when no one has a clue what the truth is?”

      I set the box of cupcakes down with a resounding thud on one of the tables I have out front for customers. I pause for dramatic effect to make sure I have their attention and give them time to get the best angle.

      “I get angry. But I don’t make up more lies and spread them around to make me feel better and to get more attention. I don’t call reporters, lie to them about where to find more gossip, and drop hints that aren’t true. No. Because if I did, you’d know I’m not the story here. Not in the least. But I have more class than that. More couth. Instead I bake. I eat chocolate. And I get out my anger by doing this.”

      I pick up a cupcake, flash the top—make sure the One To Smash is showing to the cameras—and then I smash it between my hands á la the grudge-match cupcake war I had with Hayes. The photographers startle as cupcake shrapnel flies everywhere.

      The image of Hayes’s bare chest covered in cupcake crumbs fills my mind and how I wanted to lick them off of him. And the thought is ten times more appealing than the slew of paparazzi in front of me but it makes seeing them that much more bearable.

      “I make grudge cupcakes. Where there’s one for me to get my chocolate fix.” I hold up the one that says Oats To Sow. Take a small bite. Then hold up the One To Throw cupcake as shutters click. “And this one’s to get my frustration and aggression out.” And this time when I smash it, I earn a chuckle from them.

      “So you see? Nothing important is going on here that you can take a picture of to sell, other than the ones you just took of me making grudge cupcakes and smashing them. But if you do sell the photos, make sure they’re accompanied with some ridiculous headlines like, ‘Saylor Rodgers goes crazy on a cupcake-smashing spree because Hayes Whitley has left her for Medusa’s little sister.’ Because if you’re going to lie, why not go all out, right? So print what you will. Say what you want. I know the truth. Hayes knows the truth. Jenna most definitely knows the truth. That’s it.  I’ll just be in here making more cupcakes. I might even send a few out to compensate for your time since I’m not giving you any camera-worthy breakdown moments to sell. Everyone here like chocolate? Good. Sit tight.”

      With that, I lick a piece of frosting off my fingers, look to the box of remaining cupcakes, and decide to leave it on the table so they can take a closer look and maybe even take a picture or two. Perhaps that’s why I make sure to strategically position the box so the pair of cupcakes I want to be seen are front and center for the camera lens: One cupcake says YES, it’s always been HIM and its match says NOT YOU, Golf Boy.

      Yeah. Those cupcakes are keeping me warm, now. Asshole.

      And with a smug smile on my face because I know Mitch will see it and understand my message, I turn my back to them without another word.

      When I open the door to the bakery, I feel the best I have since I woke up in Hayes’s arms before the shit hit the fan.

      And when I look up, Ryder is staring at me with wide eyes and a shocked smile, pride written all over his face. “That was brilliant, Say.”

      I shrug. “If you can’t give them what they want, you might as well give them what you want.”

      “Free publicity is never a bad thing.”

      “Thanks, but I’ve had enough publicity for a lifetime the past few days.”

      I move to the back, wash my hands, and feel a little more sure of myself now that I know facing the beast wasn’t as horrible as I thought. Of course I know the crowd outside is nothing compared to some of the other mob scenes I’ve seen surrounding Hayes when he leaves a club or a premiere or does anything, and yet it’s still better than expected.

      Baby steps. One after another, right back to Hayes’s arms.

      “For you.” Ryder’s voice startles me. I dry my hands on a towel and narrow my eyes at the package as he sets it down.

      I carefully set down the box, but when I remove the top, it is empty.

      All except for a red heart drawn on a piece of paper. The words written in the center bring tears to my eyes.

      Sorry. I’m not giving this one back. Hayes.
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        * * *

      

      Hey @SweetChks . . . Just giving you back all of the things I stole from you over the years . . . Whatever could I mean? #GrudgeCupcakes #10Days

      
        	Chocolate Chip Cookies

        	Kisses

        	Time

        	Your Heart

      

      

      And if swooning were a real thing, a physical reaction, I’d be doing it right now. Because damn if something so simple doesn’t mean more to me than the expensive oven.

      I read the post again, my heart bursting, and then when I look down at the thousands of comments that have been made on his posts to me today, I notice a shift. They started out being crappy. Negative about me. But by the last one, the comments started becoming more positive. A Get the girl, Hayes! Or If someone makes you this dedicated, you must love her.

      I switch over to my phone to text Hayes, like I have after every gift has arrived, and type: You can keep it as long as I can keep yours. Thank you for my gifts.
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      FOUR DAYS LEFT

      

      TWITTER

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      Get ready for my mad A-game @SweetChks. Do you have a Band-Aid? I scraped my knee falling for you. #10Days #GrudgeCupcake #Determined
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        * * *

      

      I watch the video on TMZ of Saylor again. Of her walking out of Sweet Cheeks looking so composed and innocent with those brilliantly creative cupcakes, giving her little speech, and then smashing them in her hands. Shocking the hell out of the paps. The subtle dig to Mitch the Prick that will definitely be noticed. She comes off as playful, confident, and unaffected by the cameras being pointed at her. Like the unbelievably cruel things that have upended her world the last week don’t matter at all.

      She played them perfectly. And when she turns to head back inside, the angle of the video affords me a glimpse of the Saylor Rodgers smug smile that says she’s figured this game out. Goddamn sassy, gorgeous, and without a doubt going to be mine.

      God, I fucking miss her.

      We went ten years without speaking so why is my self-imposed moratorium of not talking to her for ten days killing me?

      Because this time I know it matters. This time I’m not willing to walk away from her again or let her walk away from me. I’ve chased my dreams. Followed my passion. Been successful. But what does it mean if I don’t have her around at the end of every day?

      To kiss hello.

      To laugh with.

      To dirty up a counter in flour with.

      Scrubbing my hand through my hair, I review the agenda sent over for the interviews being held the day after tomorrow and check the list of things I need to do to pull off the surprises I’ve planned.

      And then I hope like hell this has all been worth it. That not talking to her, not seeing her, not kissing her will only make her realize how damn lonely it is without me in her life.

      Now back to researching cheesy pick-up lines to tweet.

      If I’m making an ass out of myself, I damn well better be getting the girl in the end.
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      FOUR DAYS LEFT

      

      TWITTER

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      You must be a banana @SweetChks because I find you a peeling. #10Days #GrudgeCupcake #Determined #MadA-Game

      

      I laugh when I see his newest tweet. I can’t help it. I’m standing with my hip against the butcher block, my hand to my mouth, and a smile on my lips. He’s relentless. And adorable.

      He has over one million followers, and he’s posting cheesy pick-up lines and doesn’t seem fazed in the least by what people are going to say about them. Maybe that’s the point. Maybe he wants me to know he doesn’t care and neither should I.

      I skim through my own account, surprised to find more positive than negative this time around, and notice a lot of people commenting on my cupcake-smashing incident with more amusement than degradation.

      “He’s adorable, you know?” I look up to see DeeDee standing in the doorway voicing my thoughts out loud, tissue paper in her hand, and a smile on her face. And maybe it’s because he’s softened me with his humor, but I just stare at her for a moment and realize how lucky I am having her here to help me take this all in stride: making the bakery work and the chaos that comes with Hayes. “His tweets and his posts and everything . . . they’re just adorable.”

      “I know. He’s the closest thing I’ve seen to the guys in those romance novels of yours, Dee.”

      “Really? In all aspects?” Her eyebrows lift and a coy smile forms on her lips as I recall our conversation about romance heroes and guaranteed orgasms.

      “Yes. In all aspects.”

      “Damn.” It’s all she says, and I love that my comment has rendered the always-talkative DeeDee momentarily speechless. “What were we talking about?”

      I chuckle at the flush in her cheeks. “His adorable tweets and posts and . . . everything.”

      “Not many men would put that much thought into trying to win a woman over.”

      “I know. He’s being ridiculous.”

      “And you love every single second of it.”

      I nod. “Yeah. I just wish he’d pick up the phone and talk to me. He’s already won me over.”

      “Isn’t that the point though?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Winning you over is one thing. But now, he’s telling the world he chooses you. He’s making a statement so you don’t forget. And so they don’t either.”

      The phone rings by the cash register and she hesitates for just a moment to make sure I heard what she said. And I did.

      Loud and clear.
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        * * *

      

      @SweetChks It’s hard to breathe because you steal my breath every time I see you #10Days #GrudgeCupcake #Determined
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        * * *

      

      There’s no way I could have just heard that correctly. I stop moving ingredients to the butcher block and walk out to the front where DeeDee is in a conversation with a customer.

      “Can I help you?”

      Dee’s eyes flash over to mine and silently thank me for coming out.

      “Yes. One of the function organizers for The Club was saying she was looking for a bakery to supply morning tea on the third Thursday of the month. I am positive she would absolutely love your cupcakes. They’re the perfect combination of taste and presentation.”

      “Did you say for The Club?” I swore I misheard her the first time from the back, know I heard her clearly the second time, but want to make sure one more time.

      “Yes, dear. You know, The Club.” She pats her hair and smiles. “And pardon me for asking, but aren’t you related to one of the members?”

      Once again, I’m left to look around for a hidden camera. This has to be a joke, right? But there is no camera. Just DeeDee’s eyes widening and teeth biting into her bottom lip as she holds back a smile.

      This woman thinks I’m related to Rebound Sarah.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Oh, because you could be the long-lost sister of the organizer’s new daughter-in-law. You’re the spitting image of her.”

      The irony.

      I swallow over the sarcastic laugh threatening to bubble out and try to remain patient and professional with this obviously clueless-to-The-Club-drama customer. “No. I don’t have a sister.”

      “Well, good thing,” she whispers and leans over the counter and pats my hand. “The daughter-in-law is a tad . . . how do I put it politely? Pretentious? Conniving?”

      “A bitch?” I provide the word for her since she’s too polite to say it herself. Her cheeks flush instantly and the diminutive smile she grants me says all I need to know.

      “Something like that, yes. The whole family is for that matter.” She shakes her head indifferently and dismisses the matter. “Now where were we? Oh yes, cupcakes for The Club. It would be a great feather in your cap to get their business. The members have a lot of valuable connections you could benefit from. In fact, I’m so positive the organizer would love these, I’m going to go ahead and place an order for next week’s meeting.”

      My smile widens to epic proportions as I lower my voice just like she did a moment ago. “While I’d love to provide them, you make sure to tell the organizer I am currently backlogged on orders for the foreseeable future. Besides,” I shrug, trying to be cordial because she seems like a nice lady, which is a rarity for a member of The Club, “I think my cupcakes might be a bit too sweet for their tastes. Thank you, though.”

      “Well, I think they’re delicious. It’s a pity but I’ll be sure to deliver the message.”

      “Yes, please do so,” I say in my kindest voice as she nods to me in farewell before turning to leave the store. With a box of cupcakes in her hands.

      I’d love to see the look on Uptight Ursula’s face when she receives that message.
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        * * *

      

      “Say, there’s a phone call for you.”

      I murmur an acknowledgment, but keep my head down where I’m working on some elaborate icing designs. The convention center’s catering manager requested some samples so they could decide if we were worthy to make their preferred vendor list.

      “And not from The Club.”

      “Ha. That’s funny.” And now she has my attention. “Can you take a message? I need to—”

      “No. I think you need to take this.”

      I look up, her expression one of guarded excitement as she holds the phone out to me. Curiosity has me to standing to full height and taking the phone from her.

      “Sweet Cheeks, this is Saylor. How may I help you?”

      “Hi. Yes. My name is Sally Destin and I’m calling on behalf of the organization Divorce Support California.”

      “Hello.” I narrow my eyes at DeeDee and am feeling slightly had here, but uncertain exactly how. “How may I help you?”

      “Yes, I was just explaining to your assistant and she thought it would be best if I spoke with you. Is this the owner?”

      “Yes, my name is Saylor. How can I help you, Sally?”

      “I was wondering what your capacity and reach is for your delivery range. Are you just local or all of California?”

      I grab a pen and pad to make notes. “Well, that depends on the quantity needed. If it’s a couple of dozen, then just local, but if we’re talking a larger volume we can deliver.”

      “Much larger.” She chuckles and I glance back over to DeeDee whose smile is growing wider as she watches me. “We are a company who runs, manages, and coordinates California’s largest network of divorce support groups. We have on average five different events a week in varying locations with an average attendance of a hundred or more members.”

      “That’s a lot of members. So how can I help you?”

      “We saw you on camera yesterday with those breakup cupcakes and would like to place regular orders.”

      My head starts swirling with specifics. Finding a reputable courier service. Volume packaging. Endless possibilities. I shake my head in hopeful disbelief, the excitement bounding off DeeDee starting to make sense.

      “You mean the grudge cupcakes?”

      “Yes, but we’d like to refer to them as breakup cupcakes. Divorce cupcakes or fresh-start cupcakes.” She chuckles at herself. “Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself naming them. We can decide their name later once we schedule a standing order for them. Typically, I’m looking at about needing approximately five hundred a week. And once we establish those demands, I was thinking of creating some kind of partnership with you where when we unfortunately add a new member to the group, we send them a sampler as a welcome to the group type of thing.”

      Five hundred plus a week? Did I hear that correctly? Holy. Shit.

      I think I blink a few times. Open my mouth and close it as I try to gain my composure. “Oh. Okay. I’d love to work with you and figure something out.” My voice sounds calm but my trembling hands reflect my excitement. “I’d have to see the delivery range and work with you on what you’d like them to say . . . the details . . . and then I can come up with a proposal for you.”

      “That sounds great. I’m on your site right now so is that the email to use to send the info over?”

      “Um. Yes. That’s perfect.”

      “And you know, we do have someone from our main office typically go to each of the meetings, so if some of the events are out of your delivery range, maybe you can ship them to the main office and the counselor or staff member heading to the meeting location can bring them. Just a thought.”

      “That’s perfect. Thank you, Sally. I look forward to getting the information.”

      “I hope it’s not out of line to say this, but you’ve been put through the wringer this week. Someone needs to tell you that the way you handled yourself yesterday—smashing the cupcakes for the cameras—was inspiring. And the idea is brilliant. We’ve been looking for an idea like this for a while now. I’d love nothing more than to give the okay to issue a contract for your company. It’s only a matter of time before other companyies come knocking and I want to make sure we reserve our spot before you have to start turning orders away.”

      “Thank you. Truly. Thank you. And I look forward to making this work.”

      I hang up the phone and with eyes probably as wide as saucers look at DeeDee. We both give a little scream at the same time.

      “Holy shit,” I whisper.
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        * * *

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      You must be a keyboard @SweetChks because you’re just my type. #10Days #GrudgeCupcake #Determined #MadA-Game
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        * * *

      

      “You weren’t joking, were you?” Ryder asks as he looks up from the email to meet my eyes.

      “No. Can you believe it?”

      “That’s a huge amount of cupcakes.” I can see him mentally calculating the profit and what it means to the store. “Like enormous.”

      “Yeah. I know. Do we have the capability to do it?” I ask, knowing it means I’d have to hold off on paying him back because I’d have to redirect those funds to buy the extra supplies needed to make this work. I bite my lip and wait for him to say no.

      “If we don’t, we’ll make sure we do.” Something about the way he looks at me right now causes my breath to catch. It’s like looking at my dad. The expression on his face is identical to the one my dad would give me when he was proud of me. Every part of me preens from his unshakable support. “Breakup cupcakes. Who would’ve thought?”

      “I know. We’ve received about ten orders for them today.”

      That catches his attention. I can all but see the cogs of his mind turning. “We need to update the website ASAP. We’ll dedicate a whole page to this product and start looking into how to sell franchise opportunities to other stores to help with this increased demand. Internet sales are where it’s at, and if we could get something going on that front then—”

      “Whoa. Slow down, turbo.” I laugh but feel the same excitement he does.

      “There are divorce support groups like this all over America, Say. You could tap into this niche.”

      “One thing at a time.” I roll my eyes at him but silently sigh in relief. This phone call might be just what the bakery needs to turn the tide toward success and not failure.

      “I might not kill him after all,” Ryder mutters as I walk out of the back room.
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        * * *

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      Are you a camera @SweetChks? Because every time I look at you I smile. #10Days #GrudgeCupcake #Determined #MadA-Game
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      TWO DAYS LEFT

      

      “Dude, do you have any coffee in this joint?”

      Fuck, I’m tired. And hyped. Dreading the long day ahead but loving that I get to see her today. I shuffle down the carpeted hall I used to practice my baseball slide on and into the kitchen. It’s painted a different color now but that doesn’t erase the memories it holds. Of where the jar used to sit on the counter full of the cookies I would steal from Saylor. Of the cupboard to the left of the refrigerator where Mrs. Rodgers used to hide a stash of candy we all would sneak from when we didn’t think she was paying attention. Of sitting down for meals and there was always a place setting made up for me whether I asked to eat here or not.

      Ryder sits in the same location as when we were kids, but at a different table and lifts his eyes to meet mine. He looks as worse for wear as I feel—and points his finger to the Kuerig on the counter.

      “Thanks.” I brew some coffee, doctor it, then sit across from him and think that this is where it all started for me. My love for Saylor.

      We sit in comfortable silence. The kind two friends who have known each other forever can sit in without words and figure out how we feel about the turn of events.

      “Do you think Jenna’ll show?” He raises his eyebrows and pushes one of the tabloids to the side he was looking at to see if shit was dying down.

      “If she knows what’s good for her, she will.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Is my IOU paid off yet?” I chuckle. Thinking about back then—a few months after I’d left for Hollywood and was waiting for filming to start—how he helped my mom out, separating their mess of finances when my dad came after her in their divorce. How I had no money to pay him, but he called in favors anyway and got everything I needed to help get her taken care of. And despite his continued denials, I know he paid money out of his own pocket to get those favors done for me.

      “Make her cry again, I’ll still punch you. I don’t care how famous your ugly ass is.”

      “So noted.” I nod my head. Tuck my tongue in my cheek and prepare myself for the day ahead. “She have any clue about today?”

      “Not a one.”

      Good.

      I miss her.

      It’s sure as shit going to be hard to stick to my guns and not talk to her when I see her.
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      TWO DAYS LEFT

      

      TWITTER

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      @SweetChks Are you still in need of a cardboard cut-out holding a sign selling your wares? #10Days #MadA-Game #GrudgeCupcakes #Anticipation

      

      @SweetChks

      @HayesWhitOffcl Only if I get to place the flour handprints. In the right places. #IveGotGameToo #10Days #TalkIsCheap

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      @SweetChks Proud of you. Class act the other day. BTW, what’s the most important thing in a kitchen to you? #GameOn #48Hours #ActionIsBetter

      

      @SweetChks

      @HayesWhitOffcl Granite slab on the island. With flour. And sugar.

      #MmMmGood Can we skip the next #2880minutes?

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      @SweetChks I’m a man of my word. What are you going to do to try to break me of it? #Decisions #GameChanger #ILoveIcingInYourHair #CountersAndFlour

      

      @SweetChks

      @HayesWhitOffcl I’ve got my ways to make you talk. #MadSkillz #GameChanger

      

      @HayesWhitOffcl

      Better bring your A-Game @SweetChks Mine’s stronger. #HayesFTW #ShipsSink
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      TWO DAYS LEFT

      

      It’s hard to be in a bad mood when you wake up and have a Twitter flirt with Hayes. It’s the first time he’s responded and it’s ridiculously silly that the small interaction put me on cloud nine. Yet it has.

      Between the divorce organization proposal I spent all night working on that I sent to Ryder for his opinion, my little morning exchange with Hayes, and the knowledge I get to speak with (and hopefully see) him in forty-eight hours—after his asinine ten-day rule is up—today feels like it’s going to be a good day.

      I slowly enjoy sipping my coffee and spend a little extra time getting ready. I feel relief and contentment, which is welcome after a tumultuous couple of months.

      “Say? You’re going to want to come down and see this,” DeeDee calls up the stairs, just as I finish getting ready. There’s something in her voice that reminds me of the first time Hayes came to Sweet Cheeks.

      I shut the door to my apartment and jog down the stairs to find the bakery abuzz. A camera has been set up in one corner. Men in dark clothes with headsets huddle in another. All of the tables and chairs have been pushed to the side of the room except for one set. A tray of my most lavishly decorated cupcakes has been set atop it.

      What the hell is going on?

      The slew of photographers outside has grown tenfold with their cameras held at the ready, all vying for shots of what’s going on inside the store.

      “What the—?” I’m about to lose my temper. Just because the letters on the logos of their jackets belong to one of the biggest entertainment networks—doesn’t mean they can just waltz into my bakery and take over without asking.

      It’s then I catch the look on DeeDee’s face—huge grin and excitement palpable —and then Ryder standing beside her looking just as excited but with guilt mixed in.

      “What’s going on?” My hands are on my hips and accusation is in my tone.

      “The studio rented out the space for the day. They gave Hayes the okay to do a few interviews here for his upcoming movie.” Ryder challenges me to argue with him but all I heard was Hayes and here and my heart leaps into my throat.

      “He’s coming here?”

      “Do you not want him to?” The smirk on Ryder’s lips is half-cocked.

      “Yes. No, I mean, yes, he can come.” I’m ridiculously flustered. A million questions and thoughts run through my mind, but the one that rings the loudest is I get to see Hayes.

      I don’t think of the crazy-ass press outside who I lied to when I said there was nothing exciting happening here. I don’t worry about whether the Divorce Support proposal is good enough. I can’t. Because my mind and body are focused on Hayes Whitley and getting to see him again.

      Over the next hour, I watch the people in the bakery prepare for the interview. I rearrange the cupcakes on the staged table. I pepper my brother with what seems like a thousand questions as to how this happened, but of course, get very little out of him. I roll my eyes at DeeDee when she tells me she had no clue until this morning. Her answer seems suspect, considering her extra effort at cleaning up last night.

      And my eyes keep flickering to the storefront, waiting, wanting, then waiting again to see Hayes. It’s been way too long. I miss him.

      The photographers scurry like mice when a black limo pulls into the parking lot, and the person who gets out of the car is the last person I ever expected to see here.

      My hands stop fiddling with my hair. My feet stop shifting in anticipation. That simmering ache over getting to see him again burns cold. Every part of me freezes when Jenna Dixon emerges from the car.

      The photographers become frenzied. Their cameras vie for the best shot. And she stands there, quite the picture in her skinny pants and low-cut top with her sleek hair—smooth and straight, and perfect lips turned up in a practiced smile. Completely soaking up the attention she needs almost as much as the air she breathes.

      I dislike the bitch instantly.

      “What is she doing here?” I sneer, saying it loud enough that the network camera crew inside chuckle out loud, telling me they are more than aware of the situation.

      And within seconds the chaos from outside fills the bakery when she opens the door and steps inside. The door closes. The sound mutes.

      But her eyes find mine. Hold. And every part of me wants to kick her out. Tell her to take her bullshit lies and get the hell out of my store, because she’s not welcome here.

      What in the world was Hayes thinking by setting up the press junket here when she’s taking part? Is he crazy? He knows how quick my temper is. Surely he doesn’t want me to give the tabloids any more fodder to print about.

      The room falls silent and the tension stretches across the distance. I refuse to back down and look away first. I’m surprised when she walks up to me, the click of her heels on the floor the only sound I can hear.

      “Is there somewhere we can speak in private?” Her voice is throaty. Reserved. Aloof.

      Flustered but aware of the many pairs of eyes on us, I respond immediately. “Sure. Here. Right back here.”

      I usher her into the kitchen, then point to a stool if she’d like a seat and just stare at her as the unsettled feeling within me takes hold. Her lips purse as she plays with the strap of her purse. She all but looks at her nail polish so she doesn’t have to look at me. It’s not hard to infer she has zero desire to be here.

      “I want to apologize for the things I said. I meant no harm by them and—”

      I clear my throat at the blatant lie. She shifts her feet and looks around the room. The pained look on her face at having to rephrase her apology that’s already hard enough for her to give is priceless.

      But I’m not backing down.

      While some good may have come out of the bullshit she handed me, it also caused me to question how I feel about being with Hayes. And because of that, let alone the myriad of other things she’s put Hayes through, I find slight enjoyment in watching her squirm.

      I have zero sympathy for her.

      “If you’re going to apologize, you might as well not lie in the midst of giving it.”

      There’s a flash of anger in her gaze before she reins it in.

      “I apologize for insinuating that you were the reason Hayes and I broke up.” She spits the words out like a selfish child refusing to acknowledge she did wrong.

      “And?” I prompt. And I’m not sure why I do because I couldn’t care less what this woman says, and yet I’m curious how she will complete the phrase.

      “And?”

      My phone vibrates against the counter. The sound fills the room as I stare at her. “Yes. And?”

      She emits a dramatic sigh and glares at me. “I’m sorry for any trouble I brought to either of you.”

      I twist my lips as I stare at her. Hollywood royalty in my tiny kitchen, and I’d never switch places with her for all the money in the world.

      “Thank you.”

      That’s all I choose to give her. Because while I’m not one to hold a grudge, I’m also not one to forgive blindly someone who has intentionally hurt those I love.

      She turns with a flip of her shampoo-commercial-worthy hair and stalks out of the kitchen into the bakery. It’s not until she’s out of sight that I sag against the counter and let the nerves that quietly owned my body at what just happened take over. I blow out a fortifying breath, tell myself to get my shit together and be glad if I never have to see Jenna Dixon again.

      However, I know how hard that must have been for her to do. Either that or Hayes threatened her with something . . . because I have a feeling apologies are not something she’s used to giving.

      My phone buzzing again reminds me I received a text during that uncomfortable exchange. When I pick it up, I’m greeted by a text message from Hayes.

      I hope she’s back there groveling for you to forgive her. It may not be sincere, but Jenna giving an apology is a miracle in itself. And yes—surprise—I am here today. Doing a few interviews. Setting the record straight on the things I can. But don’t think I’m backing down from my promise. No talking. I said ten days, Saylor, and I meant ten days.

      My breath catches in my throat when I realize that if Hayes knows Jenna was in the kitchen, then he’s already here. And at the same time, I really hear the words of his text.

      He’s not going to talk to me? He’s just going to sit there all day, be available to everyone else, cause a flurry of paparazzi with first Jenna and then him in my bakery, and yet he won’t talk to me?

      I snort. Yeah, right.

      Needing to see for myself, I head toward the café up front. When I walk through the doorway and see him, every part of my body reacts. My heart. My breath. My nerves. My libido.

      And then they shift into overdrive the second he looks up from the person he’s speaking to and locks eyes with mine. I feel like the air has been sucked out of the room, but equally, I’ve been given air for the first time after being deprived of it. He grants me a half-cocked smirk, a raise of an eyebrow followed by an ever-so-subtle lift of his chin. My God, he is desire personified.

      But damn him to hell because with his presence, my body comes alive. I want. And need. And crave everything about him. The emotional and the physical. His attention. His laughter. His next minute. His forever.

      Time stands still in the seconds we’re connected, so much so that the moment he’s pulled away—a question asked to him by a guy wearing a headset—I wonder how I lived without this feeling. God yes, the current situation is a clusterfuck at best, and yet, it is worth it for this feeling right here. He is worth it and I marvel at how this connection between us can be so strong, so quickly.

      But then again, hasn’t it always been there?

      Because love is like magic. You can question it—how it happens, when it will happen, why it bowls you over when it does happen, and how you existed before it happened—but you might never get the answer.

      Sometimes you just have to believe in it and its process.
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      Watching him is torture. Hearing his laugh and catching his fleeting glances cast my way is comforting. That little zing of current when our eyes do connect before he returns his attention to the interviewer is empowering.

      It’s like my body is plugged into an electric current with him here. Every chuckle is a jolt to my libido. Every smile causes a tingle through my body. Each dart of his tongue to lick his lips results in a surge of want coursing through me.

      So I opt to decorate cupcakes at the front counter today, unwilling to be separated from him when he’s sitting here in my space. I feign indifference all the while paying attention. He’s charming and courteous and funny during his interviews. He pays close attention to the questions, thinks before he answers, and is entertaining. He also takes the lead, not letting Jenna say too much but smiling politely when she does, except of course when the inevitable question comes up.

      The “I’d not be doing my job if I had the two of you together and neglected to ask about the state of your relationship considering the tumultuous rumors over the past several weeks. Is there anything you’d like to clear up?”

      “Thank you, but it’s a private matter.” If I wasn’t already standing at full attention, I sure as hell am now with Jenna’s response.

      Irritation flickers over Hayes’s face for the first time during the interview. I notice the break in his mask and hear the insincerity in his laugh. “It’s a private matter that was made public, so I’ll address it.” He raises his eyebrows. Looks straight at the interviewer. “Jenna and I dated. We broke up quite some time ago, before it was public knowledge. The relationship had simply run its course. I did not cheat or sneak away to a tropical island to have a secret rendezvous with my mistress. However, in the months following our breakup, I did happen to run into my high school sweetheart whom I hadn’t seen in almost ten years. She had recently split from her fiancé. We reconnected and feelings were still there between us. The rumor that I cheated on Jenna, or that my new girlfriend did anything unsavory, is a complete fabrication made up by someone to sell pictures to the highest bidder.” Hayes breaks his gaze from the reporter and looks to Jenna. His jaw clenches as he waits for her to look his way. “Isn’t that right, Jenna?”

      She swallows over the contempt evident on her face. The look that says she wishes what he said wasn’t true, but nods her head in agreement. “Yes, that is accurate.”

      “Thank you for being so candid, but I’d like to ask a few follow-up questions about the time frame—”

      “Let’s not,” Hayes says with a flash of his smile before expertly redirecting the reporter back to discussing The Grifter. And a few questions into the redirect, Hayes glances over to me, and our eyes hold for a split second before shifting back to the interview. But I see the small show of a smile on his lips. Catch the see, I said I’d make it right in his gaze.

      The day wears on. They get a small break between networks where Hayes chats with Ryder and Jenna busies herself with her phone, before they get a touch-up on their makeup and start again. The reporters change, but the questions remain the same.

      I take phone orders. I make more cupcakes. All the while remaining present in case Hayes accidentally has a slip in his resolve and wants to talk to me. It’s after about the fourth or fifth interview that my phone alerts with a text. You can stare at me all day but I’m still not talking to you. 44 hours left.

      To which I reply, Isn’t this considered talking?

      The next interview takes place. Ends. The next set of texts are exchanged. Not talking. Just letting you know how it’s going to be.

      How it’s going to be? A part of me likes this side of him. The other part hates it. I fire back a reply: Fine. I’m not going to talk to you either then. 43 hours left.

      I watch Hayes take a seat for the next round, pick his cell up from the table, type something out, and then place it inside his suit jacket. Just when the reporter starts the opening question, my phone vibrates an incoming text. Good to know, but I doubt it. I’ll make you talk to me before the end of the day.

      When I look up to him, he has a hint of a smirk playing on his lips. Silently taunting me and I groan in frustration. The cocky son of a bitch.

      You’d be surprised how much restraint I can show. I didn’t punch Jenna, did I? See? Restraint.

      For someone who says he’s not talking to me, he sure is communicating. That tells me this silent treatment is just as torturous for him as it is for me.

      I think of our Twitter exchange this morning. And smile.

      He wants me to bring my A-game?

      I’ll bring it all right.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m gonna head upstairs. I must have left the notes for the new recipe up there.”

      “Okay,” DeeDee says, her perma-grin of the day still plastered to her face. She’s a little star-struck and a lot fascinated with the exhausting press junket process that seems both monotonous and exhilarating. “I’ll just be here. Watching. Swooning. Secretly hating you every time he gives you that I want you look of his.”

      I laugh at her comment on my way up the stairs. After a few moments, I find my notes, grab a bottle of water from the refrigerator, and when I shut its door, Hayes is standing on the other side of it.

      His presence is undeniable. Eyes dark with desire and his fingers fidget at his sides like he’s itching to touch me.

      His cologne pervades my nose. The sight of him ignites every single nerve in my body. My nipples harden. My thighs tense while the delta between them aches. I open my mouth to speak—to say “hi, I missed you, screw the forty-something hours we have left”—but the ever-so-subtle curl of the side of his mouth stops me.

      Reminds me.

      Prevents me.

      Tells me he wants to prove me wrong.

      I bite my tongue. The amused curiosity in his eyes asks me if I remember my text swore I wouldn’t speak.

      A visual war wages between us while our bodies wave the white flag and want to surrender to one another. He lifts a brow. A non-verbal taunt. I respond with a lick of my bottom lip while I run a hand down the side of my neck and between my breasts.

      He shifts his feet as his eyes fixate on my hand as it moves down my body. But it’s my gaze that’s caught now. On the bulge in his slacks. On the flex of his hands beside his hips. By the groan he emits deep in his throat that reflects everything I feel in this moment: want and frustration and desire and obstinacy and need.

      Hope you brought your A-game, Whitley.
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      She wants to play this game? Tease me? Taunt me with an I’m not going to talk to you either? How I wish it were my tongue running over her body instead of her hand.

      You never mess with a man on a mission, and my mission is to have her. Everything about her. Every single way possible in my life.

      Right now, included.

      So that little text? It was like flicking a lighter and that first spark fizzling out. I plan on flicking it again though, and this time I’ll get a goddamn wildfire. Just on my terms and in my own time.

      She stares at me.

      Don’t do it, Hayes.

      Eyes asking.

      You’ve got ten minutes max before the next interview.

      Lips pursed.

      Flick the lighter, Whitley.

      Nipples harden beneath her shirt. Teeth biting into her bottom lip.

      But she texted. She taunted.

      Body all but calling to me.

      Light the flame.

      Begging for me.

      Said she won’t talk.

      Lips part. Chest heaves.

      Yes, she will.

      I clear my throat and know where this is going to go. How painful it’s going to be for me, but love it all the same.

      Her gaze shifts down and takes in my dick, desperately hard for her. Her tongue wets her lips. She draws in a breath and then looks back up to me.

      I raise an eyebrow. An I’m not talking, are you going to?

      She lifts her chin and just for a split second I’m reminded of double-dog dares in the field behind her house and her frequent defiance to prove a point. I thought it frustrating then. But now? Now with her standing before me—curves and sex and desire and lust in one fucking perfect package—I find her defiance irresistible.

      Our eyes hold. Wage a war smothered in silence but loaded with desire.

      And want.

      And lust.

      And need.

      There’s a split-second of hesitation where restraint is tested, taunted, and toyed with.

      I take a step closer. Flick the lighter.

      And then restraint’s broken.

      We crash together. Lips and teeth and hands and bodies. Her moan. My groan. Her fingernails scoring. My fingertips bruising.

      Both wanting more. Nowhere near getting enough.

      Her back hits the wall. I can’t breathe. Can’t think. It’s her. All I want is more. All I think is mine.

      And yet I say nothing. Neither does she. Somehow we’re still playing the game, still waging the war.

      Her fingers fumble with my belt. My hand palms her tit. She sighs as my mouth claims her neck. Jesus Christ. The woman tastes like heaven. Like a fucking addiction I don’t want to quit.

      My hands dip inside the waistband of her skirt. She pulls down my zipper. My fingertips touch her strip of tight curls, part her slit then slide down the line of her pussy.

      Now that? That’s heaven. The heat of her. How wet she is. I dive right in without warning. Fingers buried to the hilt.

      She cries out. Not a name. Not a word. Just a sound.

      And then she tightens around me. Grips my fingers as she drenches my hand.

      There’s no way in fucking hell I’m going to be able to stop myself. Fuck the plan. Screw the interview. Make them wait.

      And when she wraps her entire hand around my cock and slides all the way down, I freeze. With my fingers still buried in her pussy, and her heat against my hand, I’m a fucking goner.

      She works her hand back up, does a little twisting motion over my head, and assaults the nerves there in the best fucking way possible.

      I close my eyes. Accept the pleasure. Groan in ecstasy.

      And then I hear her chuckle. Know she’s playing me at my game but fuck if I’m not enjoying how she just took the upper hand. What can I say? This woman has her hand wrapped around my cock. It’s been eight days since I’ve been inside her.

      Eight.

      Whole.

      Days.

      Fuck.

      I grit my teeth in restraint. Hold back—the Fucking hell, Saylor, I want to groan out, and try to process thoughts that she’s slowly erasing with each stroke.

      Move, Hayes.

      A slide up. A roll of her wrist. A tightening of her fingers. A scrape of nails on the underside of my balls.

      Don’t let her make you talk.

      My head falls back, but my fingers are inside of her. A reminder to her of what I plan on claiming. Taking. Using to my advantage.

      My. God. She. Owns. Me.

      It’s only when she shifts, when my fingers slip from her pussy and a throaty laugh falls from her lips that I realize she’s dropping to her knees.

      To suck my cock. To wrap her lips around it. Use her tongue. And take what I give her.

      She’s winning the war.

      I have to step back from the ledge. Do what’s sacrilege: reject the blowjob that I know will rock my world. And make me talk. Because put a hot, wet mouth and a skillful tongue on a man’s cock and there is no controlling what he says or how tight he’ll fist your hair.

      With a pained groan, I put my hand to her shoulder and push her against the wall to stop her descent. Her eyes—so fucking gorgeous beneath desire drugged lids—flash up and lock on mine. The smirk plays on her lips. Her determination to make me talk is written all over her face.

      So I hold her there—with both my eyes and my hand to her shoulder—and slip my fingers back into her. I start to work her into a frenzy. With my fingers and thumb. In and out and over her clit. Slide and stroke and flick and rub. Then all over again.

      All the while her gaze is on mine. Her lips part. Her hips buck harder into my hand. Her fingers dig deeper into my shoulder. Her breath becomes labored.

      I pick up my pace when I feel her pussy start to tighten around me. It’s now or never. So I work the spot within I know she likes. The one that makes her lose her mind.

      “Oh. God,” she pants into the room.

      It’s the sound of victory. The lighter caught flame.

      And I stop all movement instantly.

      I stand to full height as she stares at me—shoulders sagged against the wall, eyes wildly sexy, cheeks flushed, chest heaving—and smirk. Then casually glance down to my watch before focusing on tucking my rock-hard dick back into my slacks and zipping over it. Carefully.

      “You bastard,” she whispers—equal parts amusement, frustration, and disbelief.

      And fuck if I don’t feel the same way when I look up at her. I work my tongue in my cheek as we stare at each other. My need for her so strong it fucking hurts. And then with a nod of my head, I walk out, and shut the door behind me without ever saying a word.

      I’ve only walked away from Saylor two times before. The first time was brutal because I never came back. This second time is just as brutal, but at least I know I’m coming back.

      I take a minute at the top of her stairs to wait for my dick to calm down. I pull my phone from my pocket and with my fingers still wet from her, fire off a text.

      While victory may be sweet, it’s also reserved for those who are willing to pay a price.

      And damn it to hell, I’m paying the price by walking away with her scent on my fingers and her taste on my lips.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Saylor

          

        

      

    

    
      Your A-Game? It’s damn good, Ships. You almost had me. But mine’s better. See I can show restraint too. Rematch in about 40 hours?

      I stare at the text for the hundredth time, my body still strung taut from his touch and the smile still wide on my lips. I’m sexually frustrated but so damn content because he loves me. No man would go through this much trouble if he didn’t.

      You’re a bastard.

      I consider finishing myself off. Claim my orgasm he left unfinished but know half the fun is doing it with him. So instead I sit in the quiet of my room, with the paparazzi clamoring outside and the media filming downstairs. With a business proposal for a game-changing contract in the sent bin of my email, and a man I never thought I’d get back, owning my thoughts . . . and I wonder how all of a sudden this is my life.

      And then he texts again.

      Does it make you feel any better that I can still smell you on my fingers and it drove me crazy during that whole last interview?

      No. It doesn’t make me feel better at all. My turn:

      Does it make you feel any better knowing I took care of what you didn’t while you were in that last interview?

      But that sure as hell does.

      I watch the clock. Let three minutes pass while picturing him gritting his teeth as he imagines me up here getting off without him. And then I text him again.

      Just kidding. See? A-Game.
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      ZERO DAYS LEFT - Finally

      

      FACEBOOK

      QUESTION:

      Where were you when you first knew you were in love with your soul mate?

      #MovieRoleResearch #UnDeniable

      

      I stare at the post for the longest time. Wishing I knew more about Undeniable’s movie plot to see where he’s leading his fans with the question. I’m sure it has a purpose. I just don’t know what it is.

      I type several answers to the post but then delete them. Anything I post is up for public fodder, and I want to keep our relationship as private as possible.

      So I read other peoples’ comments instead. Try to waste time as I wait for whatever it is I’m waiting for from Hayes. I skim my other social media accounts, check my phone, but there’s nothing written from him to me. No countdown until I get to see him. No corny pick up lines.

      No anything.

      Just radio silence.

      Two days full of it to be exact. He left the bakery to give one last interview with a prominent entertainment journalist over a late dinner. And of course the cocky bastard gave me nothing more than a nod of his head and a crooked smile on his lips when he closed the door behind him.

      But there are reminders of him everywhere: In the crooked lampshade that was knocked askew in our little make-out session. In the bakery’s furniture I decided to rearrange when we put it back after the interviews were over. And in the absence of paparazzi out front but in the presence of a line of people waiting to buy cupcakes today.

      A line. That’s a first.

      So I’m baking like a mad woman. DeeDee’s helping me too, along with a friend she brought in, so we can keep up with the demand. It’s a good problem to have.

      And yet, a part of me keeps looking around, keeps waiting for Hayes to show up and tell me the ten days are up so I can answer his question and tell him yes to all of the above, whatever that may be.

      I tell myself it’s no big deal. That he’s done enough and the only thing I really want is him. But I’m frustrated. Hell, if he’s still trying to prove his point, it’s been proven. We can survive the paparazzi. We can handle the craziness. And even when we’re surrounded by both, I still want him. Still need him. Still choose him.

      Work overwhelms us. The sheer volume of customers today is ridiculous. Time passes quickly, but Hayes is always a constant on my mind. I look up every time the bell rings, grab my phone every time it alerts a text, and obsessively wonder when this ridiculous show or game or exercise in willpower will be over.

      “Holy shit,” DeeDee says as she plops in exhaustion onto one of the stools when we have our first lull of the day. “Today is incredible!”

      I smile because I’m still amazed at it myself. Joining her on a stool, I drop my head in my hands, and close my eyes for a moment just to soak it all in. When I look up, DeeDee is reading something on her phone, and her smile just keeps getting wider and wider.

      “What is it?” I ask, curious but exhausted and suddenly realizing that I still haven’t heard from Hayes.

      When she looks up at me, there are tears swimming in her eyes that contradict the ear-to-ear grin on her face. “Here.” She thrusts her phone out to me.

      When I look at the screen, it displays a new post on Hayes’s Facebook page. And this one is meant for me.

      ANSWER:

      I knew I loved @SweetChks in this tree house. She thought I wanted to be with the cool senior girls when all I wanted was to look at the stars with her. Or maybe that was just my excuse to get closer to her. I knew it again, thirteen years later, when we came back here on the way home. I never told her the words though. Third time’s a charm. I wonder if she knows where to find me so I can tell her this time?

      #NotMovieRoleResearch #RealLife #RealLove #ShipsAhoy #ImWaiting

      My eyes flash up to DeeDee’s, and I can’t get out of the chair or grab my car keys quick enough.
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        * * *

      

      It’s dusk when I run down the path to the old tree house. I bypass the house and Ryder’s car in the driveway. My mind is focused on one thing—getting to Hayes. And the closer I get, the wider my eyes grow. The structure has a fresh coat of paint and the slatted steps have been replaced.

      The tree house my dad built us way back when has never looked better and I can’t help but feel it’s fitting that it’s Hayes who has made it over. Almost as if by bringing me here, my father is somehow passing my hand from his to Hayes’s and telling him he better take good care of me.

      Overwhelmed, I stand beneath it and stare for a moment. That first time Hayes climbed in there with me comes back to me. It’s funny how those butterflies are still in my stomach all this time later. And they grow stronger with each step up I take.

      The door swings open before I can do it myself and there’s Hayes with his hand outstretched to help me the last little bit. He pulls me up and the funny thing is, this time I love the small confines of the tree house because that means he’s within arm’s reach wherever he sits.

      “Hi,” I say and press my lips to his without preamble. And he reacts by kissing me back with that kind of soul-searing, toe-tingling, soft-but-demanding, desire-inducing, fingers in my hair, my hands sliding up his back, never-want-it-to-end kiss.

      And when it does end, when I’m so soft and mushy with a firestorm of emotion that I just poured into the meeting of our mouths, Hayes leans back, brushes a lock of hair off my cheek, and smiles that shy smile of his that he reserves just for me.

      “Hi, Ships.”

      My smile widens to epic proportions. “You’re talking to me now?”

      “I have a few things to say, yes.” He shrugs and brushes another tender kiss to my lips. “Thanks for meeting me here.”

      “Thanks for asking me.”

      “I wasn’t sure you were going to see the post.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “You kind of made me a social media junkie these past two weeks when I never was before. You see, there’s been this boy I like . . . and he’s been refusing to talk to me in person. But since he only talked to me online, I became one of those annoying people who look at their phone every five seconds.”

      “Is that so?” His voice is coy. His expression feigned innocence.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “You only just like him?”

      I purse my lips. Scrunch my nose. Pretend that I have to think about it. “Hmm. More than like. Definitely love.”

      He grants me a quick flash of a grin. “There’s frosting in your hair.” He reaches out and touches it before his eyes find mine again.

      “Sorry.”

      “I wouldn’t have you any other way. Don’t you know that yet?”

      And those words.

      Simple acceptance of who I am. It does funny things to my insides, or maybe it’s the man who said them that does.

      I smile softly at him, reach down, and link my fingers with his. “Thank you.”

      “No. You don’t need to thank me, Saylor. You should never have to apologize for being you. Because you . . . you’re beautiful and smart and sexy and defiant and creative and hot-headed and crazy-funny and spontaneous. I love every single one of those things about you, plus all the other things I forget until you do them and then that makes me remember them.” He smiles again and squeezes my hand. My heart swells. “I walked away ten years ago thinking I could forget you. That I could chase my dreams and move on. That first loves could never be last loves. God, how I was wrong. There’s something to be said for falling in love with someone you grew up with. I know all your flaws, Saylor. Your weaknesses. Your strengths. Your fears. Your mistakes. And I fucking love you for every single one of them. They make you, you. And in turn, they make us, us.”

      “Hayes.” His name is a sigh of affection on my lips.

      “No. Shh. I’m the actor, I get to hog the stage right now.” I laugh as he does. Know he’s joking and nod in agreement.

      “What is it about actors and wanting attention?”

      “Funny. Very funny,” he teases before leaning in and kissing me again. This time though he slips his tongue between my lips and takes the kiss a little deeper. His hands tremble as they frame my face and that little action tells me everything I need to know. If he’s nervous, then this matters to him, and I’ve been worth the trouble. “What I have with you, Saylor, I don’t want with anyone else. You’ve marked me. Not just my heart with your love or my mind with your words, but more so my soul with everything you are. Everything you aspire to be. And everything you think we can be together.”

      He puts a finger to my lips when I start to speak. I try to tell him this is all too much, too kind, too overwhelming when for so long there was nothing but emptiness without him. But how can I say to stop when my heart feels so full, my soul so completed, when I can’t remember it ever feeling this way before?

      “I know it’s been sudden, and that all of this has come out of nowhere. Knocked us on our asses in bright paparazzi camera flashes of light. But it’s real, Saylor. We’re real. The realest thing I’ve ever had in my life that I’ve built on making believe.” He looks down at our fingers linked together before lifting his eyes to mine and smiling softly. “I can’t promise you it will be easy because you’ve gotten a taste of my craziness, but I can promise you that we’ll make us work. We’ll figure out a way. Buy a house between our jobs. Or open a second bakery in Hollywood. Buy a damn chopper if need be so you can make your deliveries. Whatever it takes, I’ll do it because I don’t want to go another day without knowing you’re mine. We’ve lost too much time already, and I don’t want to miss any more. So what do you say, Ships? Want to try to make this thing work long-term for us?”

      My whole body trembles from the truth in his words and the honesty in his eyes. Tears blur my vision but when I look at him, I remember the boy with gangly legs and a Star Wars obsession. I recall our first kiss and reminisce over the nerves we shared our first time together. Then I think of the few occasions he held me while I cried and the numerous times we’ve laughed so hard our sides hurt. And then I see the man he’s turned into. The considerate, funny, handsome, intelligent, romantic man he is, and I know without a doubt we can make this work.

      He’s my soul mate.

      There’s only one love that matters more than your first love: Your last love. How damn lucky am I that both of mine are the same person?

      With that thought on my mind, I lean forward and press the sweetest of kisses against his lips. Lean my forehead against his. Close my eyes. And feel at home.

      “I know you say words are cheap but those words you just said? Those words were priceless, Hayes Whitley.”

      “So are you.” He wraps his arms around me and pulls me tighter into him.

      “And I think long-term suits me just fine.”

      “Good. Because I wasn’t taking no for an answer. I brought my A-game again, and you know how good that is.”

      My laugh fills the space around us. So many things set right in our world. “About that A-game of yours . . . there seems to be some unfinished business it needs to take care of . . .”

      And so by the light of the rising moon, in the place we shared our first kiss, we also share so much more with nothing more than love and possibility between us.
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      ONE YEAR LATER

      “Where are you taking me?” I laugh out as the breeze blows against my cheeks and the ground beneath my feet becomes uneven.

      “You’ll see,” Hayes murmurs, his hands covering my eyes over the scarf he’s already secured to ensure I don’t sneak a peek. “A little birthday surprise never hurt anyone.”

      We’ve been driving for what feels like forever. I’d like to say I’m good with direction and which way we went, but for all I know we’ve driven in circles for hours and he’s just taken me back to the home we share nestled in the Hollywood Hills to mess with my head. I’ve tried to be patient. Tried to relax and wait for the surprise he has in store for me, and so I occupied myself thinking about the supplies I needed to order for the Brentwood store. And when I had that figured out, I moved on to the list DeeDee had sent over for the original State Street location she runs now.

      Shut it down, Saylor. Enjoy the anticipation. Take in the moment. Love your man. Appreciate that Hayes is still trying to be spontaneous and do a little something special for you. Still trying to put you first despite his hectic schedule and the ridiculous demands everyone puts on him.

      “Are we going to get a puppy?” There’s amusement in my voice over our long-running joke. How while a puppy is permanent, it’s also the death of so many couples once they realize how hard it is mixing two different ideals to raise something together.

      “I told you, we’re not getting a puppy. I don’t need a trial run with you, Ships. I know you’re good for it whenever we decide to raise something together.”

      I laugh out loud as he holds me steady when I stumble. “You mean like a sea turtle?”

      “If you want to learn how to lay an egg, then be my guest. We can do sea turtles but I was thinking something more along the lines of a blonde-haired, blue-eyed little girl someday.”

      “Oh. Okay.” There he goes melting my heart and leaving me speechless. The man has a way of doing that on a continual basis.

      And I’m definitely not complaining.

      “A few more feet.”

      “Okay.” I count ten steps and wonder how many more are his definition of few since the suspense of whatever he’s up to is killing me. And as soon as I think it, he directs me to stop.

      “Right here,” he says softly, almost as if he’s trying really hard to concentrate like he sometimes does when running lines. “You ready?”

      I chuckle. Suddenly nervous. Was that his hands just shaking?

      “Yes.”

      The heat of his body leaves mine. “You can look now.”

      I slowly pull off the black scarf and when I do, the sight before me takes my breath away. My mouth falls open, my eyes grow wide, and my head moves from side to side so I can take in my surroundings.

      It’s so perfect, so everything, that it takes me a few moments to breathe it all in.

      We’re at the base of the tree house, it’s dusk, and Mason jars hang from the tree branches with votive candles lit inside them. Fairy lights twinkle within the tree’s foliage, and are also lighting up the long wispy grass field beyond it. There are flowers too. My mother’s favorite—hydrangeas in their various colors—overflowing from galvanized and patina canisters adorned with lace and burlap bows. It’s stunning.

      I’m overwhelmed and in awe and when I turn around again, I’m teary. Ryder, DeeDee, Hayes’s mom, and other mutual friends from Santa Barbara and Los Angeles are here too.

      It’s like my brain is so overwhelmed by this breathtaking spectacle of perfection, that I can process the where and the what, but only after I take in the whole of the picture, can I finally process the why.

      This isn’t a surprise birthday party. Not in the least.

      My hand flies to my mouth. My eyes widen and flood with tears as realization hits when I look back to Hayes in front of me. How did he know this was my dream?

      Because he knows me inside and out.

      Always has.

      Now, he always will.

      “What did you do, Hayes?” My words come out in a hushed whisper.

      His smile widens. It has a hint of nerves to it but the look in his eyes suggests the nerves are the good kind. The this matters kind.

      He glances to the unfamiliar woman off to my right and when she nods at him, the absolute adoration in his expression as he steps closer to me causes goosebumps to erupt across my skin. He reaches out and takes my hand.

      “Surprise,” he whispers as every single part of me falls head over heels in love with him all over again.

      “Is this what I think . . .?” My voice fades off as I look around us again. Meet the eyes of Ryder who steps up beside Hayes and hands him something, smile so full of love and pride I know the answer to my question immediately.

      “I have the stage, Ships. You know how we actors like to hog the spotlight.”

      My laugh is instantaneous. My hands tremble in disbelief, and my mind tries to wrap around what he pulled off.

      “I tried to think of when I first fell in love with you, Saylor. I thought maybe it was that first day I knocked on your door, asking if Ryder was home, and you peered at me from behind your glasses with a princess crown on your head, a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle shell on your back, and your mom’s high heels that were five sizes too big on your feet.

      “But then I remembered that time in junior high when we ditched school and headed out to the lake. You were the only girl who would climb the tree with us and jump off the top branch into the lake without a second thought. The other guys thought it was so cool you’d do that, and I remember thinking how proud I was that you were with me.

      “Or that time in high school when Nick Ramos kept bragging how a girl would never pitch well enough to strike him out. How you asked Ryd and me to teach you how to throw a knuckle ball so you could shut him up. How your dad let us stay out way past when the streetlight came on so we could practice. And how when Nick whiffed on that third strike—where you made that baseball dance to the plate—the entire bleachers roared as you put him in his place.”

      I stare at Hayes. The memories I forgot coming back to me. And I’m so overwhelmed that I can do nothing more than stand mesmerized and listen.

      “You see as I tried to remember the moment I knew I first loved you, I realized there are too many of them to pick from. Because I fell, and fall, in love with something different about you every single day, Ships. You never cease to amaze me. And you’re always making me see you in a new light.

      “So I brought you here today because you’re the one, Saylor. You’ve always been the one. And I don’t want to wait another day to tell you that. I don’t want to go through a year of details and planning to have a wedding. That’s not us. We’re spontaneous and unpretentious and only care what our family and friends think . . . and I don’t want to ask you to marry me and then have to wait forever to make you officially mine. I wanted to do it in one fell swoop because why wait? The most important thing I’ve learned from your parents is this: don’t wait for the perfect time to take a chance on your dreams. And you’re my dream, Saylor.”

      Speechless, swamped with love, and beyond amazed at him and this idea, I do the only thing I can. I step into him and plant a kiss on his lips. The guests hoot and holler as Hayes slides his hands around my waist and pulls me into him while our kiss lingers before pushing me away and chuckling. “Nice try, but I’m not finished yet.”

      He steps back, and with love in his eyes he clears his throat. “Saylor Rodgers, I promise to spend a lifetime loving you just like the first time I saw you—treat you like the princess you are, respect that you’re a badass superhero who can take care of herself, and love that, as much as you are a lady, there’s a little girl inside of you who still likes to play too.”

      My heart can’t take any more. It’s so full it might burst. Tears well and slide down my cheeks to meet the smile on my lips. A sob hitches in my chest as I stare at the incredible man in front of me. He squeezes my hand, and his eyes well with tears before he glances to the house up the hill from us. To where my mom or dad used to walk out to the patio and call to us in the tree house. Their way of making sure we knew they were watching in case we were doing things we shouldn’t be doing but probably were. His smile softens when he meets my eyes again and I know he’s remembering them too.

      And it feels as though they are here with us right now.

      “I want to make more memories with you. Like kisses in a thunderstorm, frosting in your hair, sequins on Oscar night, pepperoni pizza with jalapeños, sitting on the floor watching movies with a dog asleep at our feet, and kids giggling in their bedrooms’ type of memories with you. You’re it for me, Saylor. Always have been. Always will be.

      “I know we don’t need an official document or rings on our fingers to tell us we belong together, because we’ve always known it. Always will. But the part of me who looks at you every morning and is proud as hell to call you mine, wants everyone else to know it too. So I brought you here and spoke my heart to ask you a single question. Will you say I do?”

      I blink several times as if I’m still trying to believe this is real . . . and happening. But when I look down to find a ring I didn’t even realize he had, being slipped on my finger, I know it is. The ring is sparkly with an inset diamond in the band and the fairy lights around us reflect in it. And even better, as I watch him slip it on, I realize he already has a wedding band on his finger.

      I narrow my brow and look up to him. “I wasn’t taking any chances.”

      “I can see that.” Looking at him, there isn’t a single doubt in my mind I want to spend the rest of my life with him. Not. One. I stare at our hands together. Our rings. Our fingers intertwined. Then back up to him. “Hayes Whitley, I. Do.”

      Our friends and family cheer wildly as I step into him and kiss him with every ounce of love I have within me. My arms are around his neck. His hands frame my face. Our hearts beat against each other’s as one.

      When he leans back, his chocolate eyes swim with the love he feels for me. “Saylor Rodgers, I do too.”

      We kiss again like we’re each other’s air. Until my laughter bubbles up and over and my lips spread into a smile against his.

      So that’s what forever tastes like.

      “You really brought your A-game this time.”

      He throws his head back and laughs.

      Away from the glitz and the glamour, and in a field where we once ran as kids. Under a tree house we shared our first kiss in, and on the property my parents once owned and filled with their unmistakable love. With a small circle of friends and family before us, and fairy lights twinkling around us. . .

      I marry my best friend.

      The boy who stole my chocolate chip cookies.

      My kisses.

      My time.

      My love.

      He’s my once in a lifetime.

      The man who forever holds my heart.

      My happily ever after.

      

      
        
        THE END
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        * * *

      

      If you’re looking for more swoony romance from K Bromberg, check out Then You Happened!

      Jack Sutton was the man I didn’t want to need.

      His know-it-all attitude. His annoying suggestions. His outlook on life.

      He was determined to help me while I had resolved to figure it out on my own.

      But he taught me things I’d forgotten.

      How to trust. How to believe in myself. Who I was.

      The problem?

      I went and fell in love with him.

      ---

      Tatum Knox was the disaster I should have walked away from.

      Her ruined reputation. Her failing business. Her chaotic life.

      She hated me at first sight and yet intrigued me all at the same time.

      I was only supposed to be there six months.

      I was supposed to use that time to make amends for things I’d done wrong.

      Instead I fell in love with her.

      

      
        
        Get Then You Happened today!
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      I swear I am not the kind of person who gets her cell phone caught in places that require an ER trip and an OBGYN.

      But, apparently, I am.

      I’m also not the kind of person who spends all her time thinking about the guy who got away.

      But, apparently, I am, too.

      Starting a new life in Boston isn’t supposed to include repeatedly embarrassing myself in public, meeting a crazy blond woman who has ties to the band Random Acts of Crazy, and definitely isn’t supposed to include wallowing in a past I thought I’d left behind four years ago.

      But, apparently, it does.

      And the drummer for the band, Sam Hinton, is the boy I loved in high school and who disappeared with my heart. Now he’s back, better than ever.

      Second chances aren’t supposed to make scars disappear and hearts mend.

      But, apparently, they can.

      If you trust enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Amy

      I wish it were my mouth, the man’s voice said, so faint I could barely understand.

      I was sitting on the train, taking the T from Porter Square to South Station on the Red Line, a day of fun in Cambridge alone capped by this trip. We were underground, the train lit up by blinking fluorescent lights, and the rumble of the cars along steel tracks made it hard to hear.

      And then, again, a man’s voice:

      ...bucking against his hand, rushing to find the climax she wanted him to give her. “And if we weren’t about to get caught, it would be.”

      “Caught?” She panicked—

      This time, the voice was louder and... tinny. Robotic. An older, friendly-looking woman with a service dog glanced up, ears perked.

      Someone giggled. Where the hell was this coming from?

      I looked across the way to see my reflection in the train car window, the same old Amy staring back. Cultivated, half-lidded stare for city walking. Rumpled hair in a ponytail. Yoga pants and a v-neck t-shirt. My bag, filled with my wallet, some cosmetics, and—

      My eReader tablet.

      “Not yet, my sweet,” he insisted. “Not until I’ve given you this pleasure, and you’ve given me your abandon.” His fingers stroked her—

      “My, oh, my,” said the woman across the way, who began to fan herself with a piece of paper. “Someone is gettin’ it on.”

      Frowning, I unzipped my bag.

      The voice grew louder.

      Very loud.

      — lips and tongue tasting her as he drove two fingers inside her aching pussy, clit on fire from his fingers...

      Pussy? Clit?

      Snorts and hoots filled the train car as every single set of eyes—including the dog’s—were on me now.

      “What you listening to, girl?” asked some old man five seats away.

      “I—what? No, I don’t know what that is,” I protested, frantically pawing through my purse.

      “You are reading something hot and steamy,” said a young voice with an unplaceable accent. My head tilted up to follow the sound as my hands searched for the tablet, buried under a bunch of new student orientation notices from my grad school program.

      “I’m not reading any such thing—” I locked eyes with a woman my age, with a huge halo of unruly blond curls, merry green eyes, and eyebrows that twitched with amusement.

      “Let go, Lydia,” he whispered, grinding into her from behind, his words an urging she didn’t need to hear twice.

      Mouth open, neck straining, she mewled a scream of unleashing, her body thrusting against his fingers, her thighs shaking as she lost control...

      Except that blonde woman was right.

      The last thing I’d read on my tablet had been a very hot romance novel, which left off with the hero and heroine trapped in a broken elevator (doesn’t every romance novel have to have at least one scene like that?), and the words were familiar.

      Too familiar.

      “Turn it up! This is getting good!” called a guy across the way, wrists covered with tats, a leering smile on his face.

      Found it! The tablet almost slammed to the ground as my fingers fumbled, face flushed with fear and shame, the voice pouring forth unbidden:

      Matt turned her around, thumb steady as it circled her hot, red nub, and he took her mouth with his, her lips tense with climax, mind on fire and body overcome with surges of heat, then chill, of riding his hand to wring every drop of ecstasy

      The blonde woman with the accent and the crazy hair started to clap. A bunch of people joined her.

      I hate you, I thought.

      The train came to a halt at Harvard Square and I reflexively stood and darted through the pneumatic doors, the damn tablet continuing its passionless robotic narrative, the crowd hooting and laughing hysterically. Someone pulled out their phone and began snapping pics.

      Dear God, please do not let this become some viral social media story.

      — the intensity so much she nearly came again from the sound. “Next time,” he hissed, lips taking hers, pinning her lower lip between his teeth, sucking, then using his tongue to explore her teeth, her palate, her mouth being loved by his —

      Damn it! Where was the OFF button? This was a new tablet and in my overwhelm and horror I forgot how to shut it off.

      “You readin’ Fifty Shades?”

      The voice was so distinct for Boston that I didn’t even need to look up. She’d followed me? Evil Blonde Subway Torture Ringleader was staring down at me as I crouched on the ground in front of a wall covered with ads for movies, music, and other performances.

      Skirt around her hips, he used both hands to pin her ass to him, the weight of her release resting in his palms as she swallowed, breathing labored and sensual, his own breath —

      “That’s some damn fine writing. Who’s the author again?”

      Stepping back, she finally got the hint as I ignored her, mercifully stopping the barrage of words from my tablet, words that had comforted and amused me just minutes ago, now turned into weapons of social destruction.

      Ready to snap, I looked up to find her fading into the crowd. A Dunkin’ Donuts cup, greasy and covered with a fine layer of soot, was shoved under my nose.

      “Got any change?” a panhandler asked.

      Hastily standing, I shook my head furiously. “No.”

      “Got a vibrator? Cause I need to rub one out after hearing that.” A six-toothed grin on the face of a woman my mom’s age came along with the comment, like a side of fries. She turned away to ask the next person for money, leaving me holding my tablet, clutching my bag, and too many stops away from my final destination.

      As the new crowd assembled to wait for the next train, my heart rate gradually slowed from hummingbird to sloth, the flush on my face receded, and my mind raced to replay what had happened. Jostling from the train car going around a curve must have made something turn on the text-to-speech option, but how?

      A laugh escaped through my nose, soft and touched with a cringe that made me want to hide under a rock.

      An un-narrated rock.

      I shrugged. Ten more minutes and the next train would come. Might as well read. After pointedly shutting all sound off on my tablet, the whoosh of air that indicated a new train’s arrival short-circuited my attempt. Shoving the tablet back in my bag, I turned and saw it.

      The poster.

      The band, Random Acts of Crazy. Tonight, at a bar a few blocks from my new apartment.

      Oh, Sam.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That night, I walked into a bar that reeked of ancient cigarette smoke (long outlawed) and rancid liquor, staring at a stage peppered with sound techs doing final checks. I paid my cover charge and absent-mindedly pocketed the raffle ticket the guy gave me.

      “Save it for the drawing,” he said, turning to the next person behind me.

      Sam, Trevor, Joe and Liam would be on display any minute now. I slid into a seat at an empty, sticky-topped table toward the back. With a tilt to one side, I hid my face with my hair as the lights were dimmed and the stage lit up, from dull to bright by a dimmer switch some unknown hand cranked to full throttle.

      And then—the band strutted out to the cheers and catcalls of the crowd. My own mouth stayed silent as a guy who looked like a bouncer swiped the table with a very wet bar cloth, the motion efficient and distracting, though appreciated. With another hand he used a dry towel and twenty seconds later, the table was wiped clean.

      But not the slate between me and one of those guys on stage.

      Two, actually.

      “What can I get you?” a pleasant woman’s voice asked. The crowd crushed the edge of the stage as Trevor marched to the microphone and shouted his introduction.

      His words were lost as I shouted back to the server, “Amaretto sour, please.”

      And then—the opening chords of their first song made my table shake, with Sam the maker of the room’s heartbeat.

      Drummers are mysterious creatures who seek the erratic microbeats of authentic life layered between the macrobeats of society. Sam’s hands were always tapping. Did they move in his sleep? Were his dreams filled with the nuanced undertone of beating movement?

      What did those hands seek?

      With his hands in constant motion, how could I let him know my body should be the one place where those fingers could be still?

      His hands moved like a poem, the left one tapping out a line, the right one pausing at the perfect moment to communicate emotion. Hot and sweaty on stage, the band moved as one organism.

      Trevor sang lead vocals. Electrifying, tall, muscled, and taking the crowd to a new layer of existence—and everyone willingly followed.

      Joe stood quiet in the background, playing bass, providing the undercurrent of emotion that allowed Trevor to fan the flames inside all of us.

      Liam played guitar like a man strumming a woman’s body. He seemed to make love to the instrument in a way that I could admire from afar, but that never quite caught the essence of me.

      Oh, no—that was all in Sam’s fingers, his forearms, his muscled shoulders, the obliques that twisted to play each part of his drum set as if it were my body.

      In a way, it was.

      A well-practiced hand slid my drink in front of me, a cardboard coaster under it advertising some local dot com dating service—Good Things Come in Threes.

      Half a drink later, I found myself immersed in the fever of their song. And in my own delusion.

      My imagination knew few bounds when it came to the taut rope that pulled me in two directions: one, to the carefully calibrated side of me that protected and planned to make sure that no uncertain variables could sway me from being centered and grounded.

      And then there was the other side, the one where my imagination ran wild. That was the side pulled tight in a tug of war by Sam’s fingers.

      I was deluding myself if I thought there was any hope of protecting myself now. I was here, right?

      “You want another one, honey?” the cocktail waitress shouted over the fray of the end chords of Random Acts of Crazy’s famous song “I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer.”

      I nodded. Taking risks wasn’t part of my nature, but what the hell—a second Amaretto Sour wasn’t going to kill anyone, was it? Drinking was new to me. I’d only been legal for the past year, turning twenty-one late, after all my friends, with this damn August birthday. A year of drinking under my belt (at least legally) meant that it was still a novelty.

      Besides, I could walk home.

      Alone, of course. My boyfriend these days was molded pink plastic, with stamina that lasted as long as two energized D batteries.

      The crowd roared as the song ended, and there pranced Trevor, larger than life, the women in the crowd eating out of his hand. He was a fine, masculine specimen onstage with jeans that were tight in all the right places. All the guys had changed so much since high school, since I’d seen them at their debut.

      Changed for the better.

      Sam raked one of those beautiful hands through his auburn hair, and while I couldn’t see his eyes because of the bright lights onstage, and the shadows that added to the mystique of the set, I knew that those green-and-amber-flecked irises were still the same.

      He stood, and the evolution in his body made me gasp, scaring the waitress who had come by with my drink.

      “You okay, honey?” she asked, bending down, making eye contact. Short, brown hair. Tight, wrinkled lips, like a smoker’s. Kind, ocean-green eyes. She was as skinny as I was lush, and about my mother’s age.

      I looked back at the stage, but Sam had turned away, now listening intently as Joe spoke animatedly to him.

      “I’m fine, I just... they’re so good.”

      “You mean they’re so hot,” she said in a conspirator’s voice, nudging me gently with her elbow. “You’re not the first one in this room to think about taking one of them home, hon,” she said, her heels click-clacking as she hurried off to deliver more drinks.

      I laughed politely when she turned back and winked at me, because that’s what you do, right? When someone makes a suggestion that taps into your inner world of fantasies and says something that isn’t quite appropriate for public, casual talk.

      And yet every word she said was true.

      Sam

      “Trevor fucked a chicken?” I could barely hear anything Joe was saying to me onstage, my ears ringing, my hands throbbing, but I heard that.

      “Would you guys let it drop?” Trevor growled.

      “No, just a French kiss,” Joe teased. “After he proposed.”

      “What?” I shouted.

      Trevor waved his hand dismissively in Joe’s direction. “It’s a bad joke.”

      “No,” Joe argued, “if I’d said you thought she was too fowl-mouthed for you, that would be a bad joke. Bawk bawk.”

      Groans all around.

      “Watch for a song about Mavis,” Joe added as we stepped off the stage and walked back to our dressing room. Dressing room was far too fancy a term.

      Alcohol-infused dump filled with eau du vomit was closer, though still kind.

      I slumped into a couch that sagged so close to the ground I might as well have been riding in a pimped-out Civic. My ears were ringing and hands on fire.

      Ever since Trevor disappeared and Joe went and rescued him in Ohio, the band had felt... different. Richer and fuller in some ways, with Trevor writing some of the best lyrics he’d ever come up with. Whatever had happened to him in Ohio had transformed him.

      I knew about Mavis the Chicken and started laughing, a little slow on the uptake.

      “Maybe she could be our mascot,” I said.

      “I’m your mascot!” an excited voice chirped. And then the hair appeared, followed by those bright green eyes.

      Darla.

      Getting together with Joe, Trevor and Liam for practices and new song development had always been fun. We had our friend Joyce tagging along sometimes, and the rotating girlfriend of the month for whichever one of us was dating someone.

      Beth had been mine for almost a year. That ended just before graduation when she questioned how serious I was about life. I guess having a homeless boyfriend with an undergrad degree in Political Science from a state university and nowhere to live except his friends’ couches didn’t fit with her image of what her future needed to be.

      “You take your music too seriously,” she had said in that final conversation.

      “I do take it too seriously, because it’s serious.”

      “I am what you should take too seriously.”

      My silence had made her stalk off, muttering a slur of profanity that beat out any sorority chick’s drunken ramblings on TMZ.

      And so we were done.

      Good. It was good that we were done because life is a hell of a lot easier when it’s just you. Just you and the drums and whatever crappy job you have to work to get by.

      Getting back to Darla.

      She was unlike any girl I had ever met. Big and curvy and wild and sweet, in a ragingly sarcastic way that made her one of the guys.

      Sort of.

      Trevor planted a kiss on Darla’s cheek and mouthed “thank you” as she handed him, then Joe, a cold bottled water.

      “You want one?” she asked me, so friendly and open.

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      Trevor slunk out after her, hands all over that nice, round ass, giggles filling the hall.

      Then silence.

      Then a moan.

      I wasn’t getting that bottled water, was I?

      Joe watched them leave, an amused half smile over his face. “Listen, man, remember how I got waitlisted for Penn?”

      How the hell wasn’t he jealous?

      “Earth to Sam.”

      I shook my head, lost in that thought. Sharing one woman... I got it in principle, but in reality I struggled to understand how Trevor and Joe shared Darla.

      Joe didn’t even like to share his potato chips.

      “Yeah.”

      Getting into the University of Pennsylvania Law School was Joe’s wet dream.

      “They called.”

      “No fucking way, man.”

      “Yeah.” Joe nodded. “I can’t believe it, either.”

      It was late July, in the middle of the worst of the Boston summer, and everyone I knew who was going to law school, med school, or getting their MBA, was settled.

      “But you’re going to BC,” I said. Boston College.

      “Not now.”

      “You accepted Penn’s offer?”

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      “That’s wicked cool. Congrats!” Penn was a big deal. Ivy League. A very big deal.

      He looked puffed up and deflated at the same time, proud of his accomplishment, but...

      “You tell Trevor and Darla yet?”

      His eyes cut away as he shook his head.

      I started tapping a beat on my thigh, trying to ground my brain as it spiraled away from me while the emotional implications of what Joe was saying began to sink in.

      “I haven’t told them, but I have to tonight.”

      “What about the band?” I practically shouted.

      Joe grabbed my arm and pulled me away from the couch.

      “If I’m in Philly there’s no way I can stay in the band.”

      “Damn it!” We were just starting to get good paying gigs, the kind that would let me drop the temp jobs in the factories and the crappy cubicle farm shifts where I processed paperwork that had no real meaning in life. “If you leave we need to get a new bass player.”

      “I know you do. But I’m leaving.”

      “Dammit, Joe, why’d you have to go and get a backbone just as we’re starting to break out?”

      I smiled. I was glad for him—this meant a lot.  But…

      “It’s not just about the band,” Joe said, his eyes shifting. “It’s about everything.”

      “Your mom’s going to shit a brick.”

      “She already did. It was a vegan, free range, organic brick.” He shook his head, looking like an old Italian grandmother tsk-tsking. “A proud brick,” he said, chuckling. “But look,” Joe added, “I’m going to Penn. I’m staying to room with Trevor, so if you want to take over my half of the apartment, you can. Have your own bedroom, the whole bit. Give your spine some luxury.”

      I went numb. That was great and all, but how the hell was I going to pay for it?

      “And you and Darla... and Trevor... ?” The words seemed so weird coming out like that. All three of them.

      Together.

      “I have to deal with that next,” Joe said, his eyes breaking away again.

      Trevor came up behind us. “Why so serious?”

      Damn. They were fast. Darla’s eyes were hazy and unfocused, filled with the look a woman has after she’s just been thoroughly enjoyed. Trevor strutted a bit more than usual, and I saw small red streaks on his neck.

      Fingernail tracks.

      “We’re just talking about the mating habits of chickens,” I answered.

      “Fuck off,” he grunted and stormed off.

      “Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off, fuck OFF!” Joe said like a chicken’s bawk. We laughed. “It always works, doesn’t it?”

      I just shook my head. It felt like the entire room was balanced on one tiny, tiny shard of glass on top of a feather bed that was about to tilt.

      “Five minutes!” the owner of the club said, popping his head in.

      I walked off to find my own damn bottle of water as Joe pulled Darla into the adjoining room.

      At least somebody was getting some.

      Amy

      The last time I saw Sam was four and a half years ago at the qualifiers for the National Debate Tournament. He was from a neighboring school and I’d run into him since freshman year at different speech tournaments, every Saturday, from the end of October through March with few exceptions. I had a sense of who he was from the start. He was Lincoln-Douglas debate all the way, baby. Smart, determined, and turning from a silent geek into one hell of a hot guy by the time we were seniors.

      The funny part was he didn’t know it.

      The awesome part was that was what drew me to him.

      He wasn’t awkward, like the other guys. Sam was so self-contained and knew himself so deeply that he didn’t need to talk about it, show off, or prove his manhood.

      Over ice cream bars and the occasional cup of coffee by our senior year, there was an accumulation of just enough conversations for me to decide that I wasn’t crazy. He was interested.

      What happened to confirm that was burned into my brain, the second strongest memory of my life.

      I lost one of the most intense debates of my career two weeks before qualifiers, and Sam found me in a corner of the enormous high school auditorium. I was trying to cry quietly, and mostly failing.

      He just found me—that’s all. He didn’t lord over the fact that he placed first in the tournament that day, to my third. He didn’t try to say all the right words that everyone thought were kind, considerate, comforting, and helpful.

      And gutted me.

      He didn’t stumble or say “I’m sorry.” He just walked up and stopped a few feet away from me, his brow lowering with a frown of recognition, and then did something so perfect it makes me ache to this day.

      He closed the gap and just put his arms around me. Tucked my cheek into his chest and wound one arm around my waist, the other around my shoulders, rested his head on my hair, and held me.

      I would give anything to go back to that moment in the auditorium, with its cracked wood seats and its shabby, threadbare carpet, its smell of lemony bleach, to feel again how Sam filled all my senses.

      My ear against the wool of his suit, his arms wrapped around me like a cocoon of understanding. His aftershave, the rasp of his cheek against my ear. Sam created a world for me in that one moment, a safe world where I could cry.

      A world where I fell in love.

      What I didn’t know then was that two weeks later at the national qualifier tournament, I would dismantle that world, atom by atom, molecule by molecule, completely unaware that I was doing it at the time.

      Sam

      “What the hell kind of state doesn’t have Happy Hour?” Darla asked, incredulous.

      She was at every practice and gig now that she was living here, somewhere in Cambridge with an aunt who ran a dating service where Darla had a job.

      It must be a day job, because she had plenty of time to act like a band manager and mother hen. You wouldn’t know that she had her own apartment, either; she’d been spending so much time at Trevor and Joe’s that they’d bought her a toothbrush.

      Not that I could say anything—I was crashing on their couch for free.

      “In Ohio most bars have Happy Hour all week long. You walk in and they’ve got free food—you know, wings and mozzarella sticks and all kinds of things that you can munch on,” she said. “And then discounts on drinks. Dollar drafts, buy one drink, get one free, or buy one drink, get one half off—you name it. All the major cities in Ohio have it, but here....” She rolled her eyes and threw up her hands. “Nothin’. And why do the bars close at one o’clock?”

      Trevor shrugged. “Beats me. I know alcohol can’t be served after two.”

      “Yeah!” Darla interjected. “So why one o’clock? What’s up with being so uptight? Is it the Catholicism in this state, or what? What the hell does the Pope have against a mozzarella stick or a basket of wings? ”

      “Darla,” Trevor said, pulling her in, their hips touching, his hands all over her ample ass. “You go march right over to the bar owner and give him a piece of your mind. Change the world. Free the mozzarella sticks.”

      “The poor schmuck who owns this place doesn’t control any of that. It’s the voters,” she insisted.

      “Run for governor. Vote for Darla!” Trevor shouted.

      “Why would I do that?” she asked. “It’s so much easier to just sit here and bitch about it.”

      Joe walked up in the middle of our laughter looking green and sick. I started to take off and give them a minute for what I knew was about to happen, but Liam marched over and interrupted before Joe had a chance to speak.

      Joe looked relieved.

      Liam was taller than any of us; he towered over Trevor, and that wasn’t an easy accomplishment. When we were younger, he’d looked like a wiry praying mantis, always too tall for the society he was in. Since senior year of high school, though, he’d taken to lifting weights and had filled out a lot.

      Liam’s confidence reflected the change; he’d begun to manifest a certain personal authority. He interrupted Joe without apology, confidently certain that what he had to say was most important.

      I wanted to be that way.

      It wasn’t easy after my parents spent most of my childhood and teen years reminding me to project happiness at all times, as a sign of confidence, assurance, and contentment—none of which I really felt.

      In reality, I was cocooned behind my drum kit and managed the truth by omission.

      Drumbeats and measures and music are always honest, laid out plainly, page after page after page. The beats, the microbeats, the macrobeats, all of it are a kind of language that tells you—note after note, tap after tap—exactly what you need to do to get to the end of the song.

      How I interpret the emotional landscape within those beats, though—that’s entirely up to me. I can go heavy and deep, or shallow and wild.

      If only life were that simple and uncomplicated.

      I studied Trevor, Joe, and Darla. I saw a complication of their choosing. No piece of music, no set of lyrics or measures or notes laid out in a blueprint, could capture what they had improvised.

      And they’d done it in three-part harmony.

      I preferred two.

      Amy

      “They’re great, aren’t they?” A voluptuous, blonde woman with eyes the color of the ocean and curly, frizzy hair sat down next to me. Her personality took up two thirds of the table.

      And she looked way too familiar.

      She was wearing a cotton shirt underneath a flannel, like 1991 called and asked her to audition for a part in a Pearl Jam video. She didn’t exactly fit in with the college crowd on the Fenway.

      Then again, I looked around at how everyone else was dressed and styled in this dive bar, and realized that I didn’t exactly fit it, either. I was wearing a cami with one of those ragged-edged jackets that you could get at J. Jill… except I got mine at the Salvation Army for $3.99.

      “Yeah, they’re really good,” I said, reflexively polite. She looked like a lot of the women out in Northampton. Was I being hit on? She slammed a beer bottle down on the table from a microbrewery nearby. Good taste in beer, at least.

      I took a sip of my Amaretto Sour. It was getting close to the bottom and this was the point where I cut myself off.

      “You seem like you know them. Hi, I’m Darla,” she said, holding out her hand.

      I shook it. “Amy.”

      She wiped her hand on her hip. Or was it her ass? It was hard to tell, as her curves blended together like mine, but a little bigger and shaped in a different way.

      “How long have you been following them?” she asked, leaning with her elbows on the table, shooting an adoring look at the stage.

      “I—” I started slowly, choosing my words carefully.

      She peered at me with narrowed eyes, an intelligence washing over her face, making me see that I’d underestimated her. “Hold on. I know you. Where have we met?”

      My mind searched through the database of faces I knew. This one was recent. Why couldn’t I remember?

      “I know!” she shouted. And then, in an electronic, robotic voice, she said, “I wish it were my mouth. My pussy and clit need to be touched. Please move three licks to the right.” She snickered.

      Oh, no. She was the blonde from the subway this morning.

      A red cloud of shame plumed on my face and my heart slammed against my ribs.

      “You remember the words?” I choked out.

      “And something about a little red nub, ecstasy, and—”

      A group of guys behind us went silent and leaned toward us, clearly eavesdropping.

      “It’s not my fault my eReader malfunctioned.”

      “Hey,” she said, putting her palms up. “What you do with electronic devices in the privacy of your own mind is your business.”

      “You make me sound like a perv!” Even a chance at watching Sam wasn’t worth this.

      She lowered her voice and shot the guys behind us an eyeroll. “I never said that. You said that. I actually want to know the name of that book. Sounds right up my alley. Better than the cheesy historical romances my mom reads.”

      “How on earth did you get from being on that subway car to being here?” I asked, a prickly heat rising inside me.

      “It’s pretty random, isn’t it?”

      I groaned. She frowned, then realized why and laughed.

      She took a swig of her beer and then looked back as the band reassembled, getting ready for the next set, as relaxed as I was tense. “I’ve only been following them for about a year,” she said, quietly.  “How about you?”

      Oh, if only you knew, I thought.

      “Are you a fan?” I asked.

      “I’m...” She paused, and got a funny look on her face, like there was a correct way to answer that question, and it was on the tip of her tongue, but she wasn’t sure whether to choose a lesser option. “Yeah.” Darla nodded. “I’m a fan.”

      What had she decided NOT to say? I wondered. Whatever it was, I wanted to hear it.

      That was more interesting than the banal, politely expected response. Darla didn’t strike me as the conventional type, so maybe there was something about me that made her say that.

      “What’s your favorite song?” she asked me.

      “I Wasted…” I began, and she squealed along, “…My Only Answered Prayer!” we said in unison, and then laughed.

      She did that backhanded, playful smack thing that a good friend does. It reminded me of Erin, my best friend. You can still call someone your best friend even if they live 3,000 miles away, right? Because Erin had just left for orientation for a PhD program at UC Berkeley. She was studying Women’s History, and had gotten in with full funding. For the next two weeks she was at some archive in the middle of Canada doing research.

      I was getting my master’s in Library Science here in Boston at a college known all too well for that. Library Science was safe, contained, simple, orderly—everything I wanted since I’d realized it was everything that Sam wasn’t.

      Everything that Darla clearly wasn’t.

      She stood, shoved two fingers into her mouth and let out a wolf whistle that had eluded me my entire life.

      “How do you do that?” I asked.

      “Do what?”

      I motioned at my mouth. “That whole... thing... you did. You know.” I moved my hand around, trying to come up with the idea.

      She mimicked me, joking. “You mean give a blowjob?”

      “No! I don’t mean that,” I said, my cheeks burning.

      “Then what the heck is this?” She waved her hands around wildly.

      “This,” I said, waving mine around, “is two Amaretto Sours in me in an hour.”

      An arched eyebrow answered me. “Maybe you need three.”

      I laughed, my eyes taking in Sam as he walked across the stage, the way his legs ate the floor. I was talking to her, but my attention was elsewhere.

      She picked up on it, fast. “Which one’s your favorite?” she said.

      Her tone remained super chummy and chipper, but there was a look in her eyes that told me there was a right answer to her question— and a very wrong one.

      I went for safe because I always go for safe, right? That’s what I do. That’s why I was sitting here in the back of a dark bar, staring at Sam, talking to a complete stranger about someone from my past I didn’t have the guts to walk up to and say ‘hi.’

      “They all are.” I grinned back as ferociously as I could.

      “Liar.”

      “But I’m a good one, aren’t I?”

      That got her laughing. “I’ve known too many good liars in my life,” she said, “I could use a few people who tell the truth.” The first chords of a song reverberated through the building and Darla sprinted away. “Come backstage when it’s over,” she shouted, waving over her shoulder. “I’ll make sure you can get in.”

      A new song, one I’d never heard before, trickled out from the instruments onstage. The melody and harmony intertwined like tendrils from a vine growing with little buds, eager to reach the sun and bloom.

      I could feel my heart slamming against my chest and a flood of warmth, then heat, then fire as Trevor opened his mouth and everyone came together in perfect harmony.

      The song took me out of my racing thoughts.

      Which made it a form of magic.

      Sam

      I don’t know why we never thought to record a song called “Random Acts of Crazy” before. Then again, how many bands record a song with their name as the title?

      It made sense when you looked at what happened to Trevor. How many people wind up naked, on the side of the highway, nothing on them but a guitar, and end up falling in love?

      In love with two people at once?

      Damn, if that guy didn’t have all the luck.

      As the song progressed, I could feel myself shifting, the way I always did when I was playing. The beat came naturally—when to pull back, when to lean in, how to keep time with the improvisation that Trevor threw into it, how Joe and Liam knew to keep up.

      We were all working together. The word ‘team’ seemed so cheesy, like something out of a class we’d had to take in high school.

      Team was the most overused word on the planet when it came to educational institutions.

      Funny how flow was never uttered.

      I didn’t often look out into the crowd when we were playing; normally the lights were too bright or the place was too dark. Some sixth sense, though, told me to look up.

      I saw a ghost in the crowd.

      She sat at a table alone with empty glasses in front of her. Turned away just a little, her eyes not on us, but on some spot over to my left.

      Was that really Amy? Why was she here?

      Look at her.

      The long brown hair that spilled over her shoulders was styled differently, bringing out those eyes, wide and round, underscored by cheekbones that made me want to plant kisses on them every hour, on the hour.

      She had a smile that turned the regular world into a weak facsimile of truth.

      She was the only girl—woman, now—who had ever made my mind echo with the word ‘love.’

      I had loved Amy from afar all through high school—too scared to approach her for what turned out to be exactly too long, finally taking the plunge four and half years ago when the stakes were too high.

      Just as I had worked up the nerve to step up, I found all I could do was walk away.

      The past came back now, a deep, heavy macrobeat that thrummed in half-time with my heart, making me slow down, making time slow down—because with someone like Amy, you want time to tick one thousand years per second.

      And it still wouldn’t be enough.

      The song was wrapping up and my brain fused back together, the two pieces integrated, my hands itching to feel her cheekbones, her jawline, that soft spot on her neck where I had buried my nose in a stolen embrace.

      She’d thought I had been comforting her, but I had just been reaching out, wanting to enter her world. Turned out she had wanted to enter mine.

      And then I shattered everything.

      Amy

      Here’s the thing about bookish girls... we know a lot more about sex than you would ever imagine.

      We read.

      Our eyes flit to anything with words assembled on a page, from the backs of cereal boxes to brochures at the pharmacist’s, to our mother’s hidden Penthouse Forum magazines, and copies of My Secret Garden and Madonna’s book Sex.

      We read.

      Reading opens up a whole new layer of existence when it comes to our bodies and sexuality. It fuels our fantasies, gives us concrete ideas for what a sexual fantasy even is, and creates this tantalizing layer of existence where we know so much, have read so many ways that people relate to each other intimately, erotically, sexually, and yet — we have so little physical, tangible experience.

      Do you see the problem? It’s pretty obvious, right?

      Which brings me to the next thing that you really need to know about bookish girls, and it’s this—librarians are hot.

      Really hot.

      Most of us wear glasses because our eyes are blown from taking in so much information about the core of human existence that we just can’t handle it all without help. Plenty of us look boring and dull on the outside, but again, you’ve got to realize, we read.

      When I was ten, I discovered Stephen King’s novel, The Dead Zone. My mother had left it on the coffee table when she finished it, I was bored and it was summer, so I started reading.

      Adult fiction was like this whole other world. More to read than American Girl books and Judy Blume? The children’s librarian at our local library had guided me to read a lot of the Judy Blume books by then, and was moving into things like To Kill a Mockingbird and Holes and Fade. The Robert Cormier books were most interesting to me, but this was another world.

      Stephen King’s topic, supernatural abilities and horrible visions, was outside my usual subject matter, but that wasn’t even close to the newest experience with that book.

      The part that captivated me and that catapulted me to where I am now, twelve years later, was a sex scene. It was the first sex scene I had ever read—unsurprisingly, as I was only ten. An incredible sex scene in a hayloft. Reading this, and rereading it, and re-rereading it, my ten-year-old brain was drawn to how poetic it was.

      Morality aside—the woman in the scene was married to another man, and sleeping with the main character—to me, it was most important that it was so sweet, tender, and new.

      I knew the basics; my mom was a high school guidance counselor and had explained sex to me much the way she’d explained Internet safety and the finer points of college application polishing. It was an Important Fact To Be Covered for the purpose of making me well rounded and safe.

      But this – this was something other than these parts do this to make a baby. There were emotions involved in this.

      And there was pleasure.

      It stunned me that two people would be together and try to reach something greater than themselves.

      I was hooked.

      That was it. That was what I wanted to read. I didn’t want to go out and do it, for goodness sake; that wasn’t at all in my mind, like, for years.

      What I wanted was access to that world.

      Deciding right then and there that I would learn as much as I could about how adults related to one another, I saw that books in the adult section—not the children’s wing—were the gateway to this other world. Librarians at our local library had to approve kids under twelve for a library card to access the adult section. Convincing them became my mission, and I did it, pretty quickly.

      Danielle Steele, Judith Krantz, Jackie Collins, Eloisa James, Julia Quinn – the big ones, mostly from whatever the local library stocked on the shelves. When I had read through all of the books they had written, I just kept going.

      Thank God for the Internet, too. Book bloggers made all the difference for me. Fourteen, fifteen, sixteen—at those ages I didn’t have a compass for what to read, but the book bloggers gave it to me.

      I think I was seventeen when I ordered my first sex toy off a major online retailer’s website. Hiding it from my mom was the hard part.

      Figuring out how to use it was easy. A little too easy.

      The Internet taught me the difference between clitoral orgasms and vaginal orgasms. My toy collection grew. My inventory of clitoral orgasms grew, but the vaginal ones remained elusive.

      And when I’d found an actual boyfriend in college—I met Brent at a band competition of all places. Sex turned out to be, um... okay.

      Brent had a saying: “The first time’s for me and the second time’s for you.”

      I think that speaks for itself.

      Watching the way Sam moved on stage, embracing the music through the instrument he played, I saw him seeking an intimacy, a connection to something greater than himself.

      Seeking what I sought.

      Sam and I could do that for each other. We could create that world again, the world in that first embrace.

      I’d have bet he could touch me in ways that would make my breath hitch, my blood pound, my mind shatter into a million tiny pieces, and then realign in my flesh only to explode again, the thin sound of the molecules in motion all chanting his name.

      Sam could do that. I could do that to Sam.

      We could create another world together like he did in his embrace of me four years ago, except now we’re not seventeen, we’re not under our parents’ thumbs, and we’re not adversaries.

      Did he have a girlfriend? Was there a chance for anything with him right now, or was I fooling myself? The swell of the music drove too many competing rhythms through my blood.

      It was time to stop thinking.

      It was time to just listen.

      Sam

      It shouldn’t have been a surprise when Beth dumped me. What had been the actual surprise was that she ever dated me at all. She was one of those girls who look like the bored friend in all those ads for cool clothes. You know, the women with small tits and flat stomachs, and little, thin, tanned legs that cross perfectly, with the skirt that practically shows how many hairs they missed at the last waxing.

      Beth was way too pretty and popular for me, and I knew that, knew it for the entire time that we dated.

      She was at Amherst and I was at UMass, and we met, of all places, in a bar. Cliché, I know.

      She liked me because I was a drummer, a bad boy, at least until we were headed toward our final semester of senior year. Something in her decided that she was done with me. Having her dump me six weeks before graduation hurt less than it should have.

      That was the first and last clue.

      When I look back and think about the times I felt hot and bothered, and way out of control over a woman, there aren’t many. With Beth there was a little bit in the beginning, but then it settled into a routine of being dragged around by the nose and doing her bidding.

      The sex was fan-fuckin’-tabulous, but the love, and those other words that you hear about in relationships like respect, or mutual appreciation, or compassion or that other shit our psychology and human sexuality professors used to claim were part of the human experience.

      That? Beth wasn’t into that.

      Maybe that’s why it didn’t hurt as much as it should have when it ended. The hardest part was getting my sexual needs met. You can only date your hand for so long, and hands that were calloused from playing drums and holding the sticks just right.

      Plus, my fingers weren’t exactly normal. The drum playing, for one.

      And what happened four years ago, for the other.

      Beth had actually been kind of turned on by that. She liked the way the interior skin along my knuckles was hard, the rugged scars, how parts of my palm had callouses that she said, when I dragged them along the side of her ribcage and cupped her breast, made her feel like she was with a rockstar.

      After all, she kind of was.

      Someone had left a half-empty cup on my floor tom, and I threw it away. As I got ready for the next set I looked out into the crowd. The stage lights were off. Boring, late 90’s hard rock played, sounding like elevator music in the distance.

      I froze. The blood drained out of me and my body went hot and cold at the same time, hands clenching around sticks I didn’t have yet.

      Amy.

      It really was Amy.

      The last four years had been damn good to her.

      She still did that little thing where she stuck her pinky finger into the corner of her mouth, her tongue worrying it in a way that was so hot it made parts of me come alive.

      If anyone was going to make me hard, it would be Amy. Not that I had any right to it. What I did to her four years ago was so shitty, I should be flogging myself, and not in that way.

      As penance.

      The Sam that I had been my senior year of high school couldn’t handle the fact that she, with one hug, one kiss, and then one big, killer win, had cut off my balls and served them on a platter for my father to shove down my throat.

      I knew better now.

      Now that it was too late.

      “Hey, Sam.” Liam stalked over, jaunty and sweaty. “Here,” he said, shoving a little piece of paper at me.

      It was a business card, and I flipped it between my front two fingers. “What is it? L. Entertainment.”

      “It’s a job opportunity,” Liam said. Something in the way he smiled at me made it seem like a leer.

      “Job opportunity? Like a gig?”

      He pressed his lips together and puffed some air out. His arms flexed, and if he’d been wearing anything other than a cotton t-shirt, he’d have split the seams. He crossed his arms over his chest, looked down at me, and whispered, “Give her a call. Seriously, dude. It’s a good job.”

      “What job?”

      He stalked off and called out over his shoulder, “Pays a couple hundred a night.”

      Couple hundred a night? Serious money. That could save me.

      I looked back at the table where Amy had been sitting and she was gone, her drink still there. Maybe I was fooling myself and it wasn’t really her.

      Why would she come here?

      But more to the point — why couldn’t I stop thinking about her?

      Amy

      The bar’s bathroom was as scuzzy as I’d expected, and the face that looked back at me from the mirror was exactly what I expected.

      The Amy who always stared back seemed too plain for the person who lived inside.

      Long, brown hair, with just enough wave to give it shape. Big, brown eyes that seemed too fearful for the strong person I knew was smothered under some of those layers. My nose wasn’t big or small. My skin wasn’t clear or a mess.

      And then there was my body.

      I liked to think that I was just a head. Literally. A head that walked around attached to this thing that I required in order to function in daily life.

      My body didn’t really matter to me, until it did.

      Some people like to use the word voluptuous. My mother called me curvy, while my grandma called me chunky.

      The paradox was that the same body that I pretended to ignore was the one that I explored so tentatively, and at other times aggressively, in trying to understand the core of myself.

      What I wanted was someone else’s hands to do that work, someone else’s obsession to be zeroed in on me, a man’s desire to be at the center of finding Amy’s sensual self.

      Instead, there was only me and my books, essays, readings, and the occasional prop ordered discreetly online. None of those, not even my ex, Brent, came close to being a substitute for the richness that I knew was out there in the world.

      Couldn’t I find that one person who would come to treasure me? Who would view me not just as a mind, as a bodiless head wandering around, or not just as a headless body, there to be fucked and thrown away—but as the whole package?

      What I wanted most wasn’t Sam, although as I settled back at my table I found myself searching the crowd and the stage for him.

      It wasn’t the idea of Sam that I wanted.

      It was the reality of a partner who would go the distance with me. Someone I could give up the entire world for, so that we could go deep and burrow into each other.

      As I looked up and found Sam on stage, getting ready for the next song, and wondered if he could be the one, I saw Darla walk over to him.

      No — past him.

      She reached for Trevor, who reached back with a familiar embrace, and then a kiss that practically set the stage on fire.

      Jeez, the two of them needed to get a room.

      I finished my drink, the watery taste of melted ice cubes and alcohol familiar, like the words “the end” on the final page of a book. Out of the corner of my eye, Darla stepped away from Trevor as a hand slid up her back, under her shirt. The hand was attached to —

      Joe?

      Who then proceeded to —

      Oh, dear. If they showed any more tongue I would think I was at a butcher shop.

      Who on earth was she actually with? The kiss with Joe went on and on until my own face started to flush, and the creeping red from my chest stretched up, then down.

      I felt like a voyeur, as if I weren’t supposed to be watching this, but what do you do when they’re onstage in front of a crowd? Trevor’s hand splayed across Darla’s ass, an ass about the size of my own.

      Was it possible? Were the two of them... no, the three of them?

      Sam approached her. My whole body turned to melted chocolate, and then tensed up to granite, revolving in a cycle that left me weak.

      Then very, very angry as Darla reached out for Sam.

      Oh, no, she didn’t.

      I stood, hands twisted into fists, the blood pounding at my scalp, making the lights on stage go dim. Liam McCarthy jumped to the mic and shouted, “Are you ready to party?”

      My mouth went dry as I watched him own the stage. Hadn’t interacted with him in years, either.

      Seeing the person who took your virginity really should generate an emotional reaction, right?

      The crowd leapt to their feet and my view of the stage was obscured. The raised arms, shrill whistles and screams from about a hundred fans made me lose track of what, exactly, Darla was doing to—or with—Sam.

      Liam tried to calm the crowd, arms out, palms down in a gesture of quiet. “Let’s get the raffle out of the way.”

      Anemic cheers.

      “Three prizes tonight.”

      “Free drinks!” Someone shouted. That got another round of hoots and some clapping.

      “Sorry—go hook up with someone in the crowd for that.” Loads of giggles from the women.

      Groans from the men.

      “First of three prizes—free tickets to our next concert!”

      I pulled my ticket out of my pocket. Why not? Going home with a prize was better than going home alone.

      Standing on tiptoes, I kept trying to catch a glimpse of Sam, and to see what Darla was doing to him. With him.

      Whatever.

      Liam called out a number that wasn’t mine. As the crowd settled back in their seats, I saw Joe and Sam setting up equipment in the background. No Darla.

      Good.

      “Second prize—a CD from our best live performances.” He read off a number.

      Not mine.

      “Third and final prize.” Cocky grin. “Let me call out the number and then I’ll tell you what you get.”

      “A night with you, Liam!” some drunk girl screamed.

      He cocked a sexy eyebrow at the crowd and leered. “That would make any woman a winner.” He drew the word winner out like a finger running down a woman’s breast, over her ribs, down her torso.

      The women in the crowd shrieked.

      And then he called out my number. I blinked and looked at the ticket again.

      “Anyone?”

      I was frozen. Yep. That was my number.

      “I’ll take you if someone doesn’t claim it!” a woman cried out.

      “Me, too!” screamed five or six other women.

      The waitress happened to pop over and look at my ticket. “Here! She won! Right here!” She pointed at me with a big gesture that caught the crowd’s attention.

      No no no no no. Sam couldn’t know I was here.

      “What are you waiting for, honey? Don’t be afraid. Go for it!” With a mighty shove, she pushed me out into the crowd, a spotlight finding my face.

      “Hey there! Our winner! And it’s a chick—whew!” Liam said.

      Every woman I walked past looked at me as if I’d won the MegaMillions lottery. I got to the stairs to the left of the stage, feeling like I was walking a death march. A red EXIT sign glowed to me right. If I bolted right now...

      “Not that I wouldn’t mind kissing a dude,” Liam added. A few guys in the audience cheered really loud.

      “Because the prize is a kiss from me.”

      Liam peered down the stage steps and when his eyes set on me, all that confidence faltered for a split second.

      A what? A kiss? Couldn’t I just get a CD?

      One of the stage hands nudged me to join Liam, and I walked on feet made of electrified concrete.

      “Amy!” I heard Darla squeal from backstage.

      “Amy?” The way Sam said my name made me nearly faint.

      “Amy.” Liam’s smile spread slowly, his voice like buttered suede. “Our lucky winner.”

      Lights sprayed across my face, making me half-blind, as hundreds of eyes watched me and Liam on stage. He put his arm around my shoulders as people in the crowd began began to chant “kiss!” over and over.

      I couldn’t even look at Sam. Because I knew he was staring at me.

      Covering my body with his to shield the view, Liam’s face came so close to mine I could inhale his aftershave, smell the sweat and musk of excitability the performance must bring out in him. A quick peck on the cheek, and he whispered, “Let’s make this look nice and juicy.”

      One hand went around my hip, the other snaked up my back, between my shoulder blades, and he dipped me, the crowd seeing mostly his body and my legs.

      The roar made me go out of my mind.

      And when he let go, I fled out the side door.

      Maybe Sam wasn’t the only one who could just walk away when it was all too much.
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      Sam

      Unh. Gasp. Uhn. Gasp.

      I shifted on the couch and turned over, shoving my face into the back of it, trying to block out the sun. Trevor and Joe had a great place here on the Fenway now, but I could do without the porny soundtrack.

      Uhn. Gasp.

      A door creaked open and I heard Trevor mumble, “Where the fuck is the extra lube?”

      I rolled my eyes and turned enough to wedge my entire face into the corner of the couch.

      Again?

      It didn’t help that I woke up with morning wood and the last time that I’d actually been with a woman…

      Let’s just say I was dating Pamela Handerson or Jennifer Handiston. I had been arguing with Harry Longfellow. Strangling Patrick Stewart.

      And it made me feel like Hand Solo.

      “Right there,” I heard Darla groan.

      The bathroom door slammed and Trevor’s feet pounded on the floor as if he were running, and then, the unmistakable sound of bedsprings.

      Did he just launch himself onto the bed?

      I crammed the pillow over my head. In my dark little cave I could still hear the sounds of obvious hotness. While my friends were acting out a scene from an amateur YouPorn video, I was sitting here on the couch with an aching dick and no end in sight.

      Amy.

      Her name flashed through my head and damn if the morning wood didn’t grow from a branch to a goddamn log.

      She’d disappeared last night, out of the blue. Darla had come up on stage and then poof! Amy was gone. Kissed Liam and left.

      Left me pissed.

      A slapping sound hit the wall and the bedsprings creaked in a steady pattern. This was one macrobeat I did not need to hear.

      Whenever Darla was over here they went at it like ferrets, or bunnies, or whatever rodent goes at it a lot. At least twice a day, usually more. Who the hell has the stamina?

      Who was I kidding? I had that kind of stamina. I just didn’t have a girlfriend.

      An image of Amy in Liam’s arms made my fists curl with rage.

      “Oh, yeah! Oh, yeah! Oh, yeah!” came a feminine chant from the bedroom.

      I flung the blanket off of me, threw the pillow against the wall, where it smacked with an utterly unsatisfactory sound, and slammed my way into the bathroom down the hall. Peeing was like pulling a tight slot machine lever. I had to use a lot of forearm force to keep it down or I was gonna get splatter in my face.

      Morning rituals complete, I wandered back into the kitchen and opened the fridge to see what I had to eat for breakfast. My share of the food consisted of two eggs and a half a quart of chocolate milk.

      Better than nothing.

      Finding a dish was more challenging than figuring out what to eat.

      “Get the one with the tickler,” Darla said, the walls impossibly thin here. I shuddered.

      A sauté pan caked on with something that looked like it had been cooked four days ago was on top of the heap of dishes. Joe and Trevor didn’t have a dishwasher.

      Technically, I was the dishwasher, considering they weren’t charging me any rent to couch surf.

      I pulled the plates, cups, and pans out, stacked them neatly, put them back in and filled the sink with hot water and soap, letting everything soak before I tackled them.

      The chocolate milk, thank God, wasn’t rancid, so at least I filled my stomach before setting down on my bed—that would be the couch—to wait for the water to do its job.

      The wait gave me five minutes to obsess about Amy, not that I needed an excuse to think about her.

      The events of four and a half years ago came slamming through my mind, boom, boom, boom, like paintballs, multicolored and painful.

      Slap. Slap. Slap.

      It sounded like someone’s upper body was being flung against the wall. Why did they have to do it right there? The wall that they were sexually bitch-slapping was the one right behind the kitchen sink.

      “No, you climb on top,” a guy’s voice said. I couldn’t tell whether it was Joe or Trevor, and I didn’t want to know. I grabbed my pillow and curled it around the back of my head, palms pressing against my ears.

      Amy. Amy. Amy.

      That long brown hair, her sweet smile, that intense gaze when she was laser-focused on something. Why hadn’t she come up on stage and said something to me?

      You stupid idiot, I thought, of course she’s not going to do that. You’re the one who blew it.

      Four and a half years and I hadn’t spoken to her. Nothing. It was as if she didn’t exist. All of that anger, resentment, confusion, and desire from four and a half years ago.

      None of it had ever gone away.

      The anger had, the resentment, too. It was what had happened when I went home and saw my Dad that made me never contact with her again. It had absolutely nothing to do with her—that was the kicker.

      It was my own shame. All me.

      Knowing her, she assumed that it was all about her, and bridging that was like asking me to go to the moon on a pogo stick.

      Joe rounded the corner, naked, ass muscles rippling as I caught him out of the corner of my eye before I could quickly turn away and close my lids, wincing.

      “Damn it, Ross, do you have to parade that shit around?”

      “Sorry.” I could tell from his tone of voice that he wasn’t. “We just need some food.”

      I could hear the refrigerator door open. He grabbed something, slammed it shut, and padded away.

      The unmistakable sound of a can of whipped cream being discharged came next.

      “I’ll get a yeast infection if you put it there!” I heard Darla say.

      My stomach tightened and I cringed.

      “How about there?” I heard one of the guys ask.

      Sshfft!

      “Oh, that’s nice,” she moaned.

      I walked to the window and stared out over the rooftops. Joe and Trevor had an apartment in one of those brick blocks that littered the Fenway, where all the students were crammed in.

      I needed my own place.

      I reached in my back pocket for that card Liam had given me last night, pulled it out. L. Entertainment, huh?

      I found my smartphone—even when you’re stone cold broke, you’ve got enough for a basic plan—and dialed the number. I reached a machine, some woman, so I left a message saying that Liam had given me her number, and that I was interested in applying for the job.

      Entertainment.

      Probably some DJ thing, or helping set up and break down for a crew, whatever. I didn’t care.

      I needed money.

      I wasn’t exactly a trust fund kid. Dad had cut me off in more ways than just financial the day I lost that debate to Amy. I’d moved out and pinged between Trevor and Joe’s houses. Both had been nice enough—or, at least, their parents had been nice enough—to let me live out my senior year. My school district never knew.

      My dad apparently covered up the fact that I didn’t live at home with a story that still enraged me. Couldn’t have the flock thinking that there was something wrong with their shepherd, right?

      “You are a bull!” Darla shouted.

      I looked at the counter, reached in my front pocket — three bucks and a debit card for an account with seventeen bucks left in it. We wouldn’t get paid for last night’s gig for at least a month.

      I grabbed some earbuds, shoved the cord into my phone and found whatever the first song was on my playlist. The combination of Black Sabbath, Nirvana, Yes, Foo Fighters, Rush, and Nickelback could kill anything, override whatever tortured fun was taking place in the other room.

      All I could do this morning was scrub that pan, make my eggs, and wait.

      Sshfft!

      I cranked up the volume.

      Amy

      The greatest part about living in the city is that everything is right there. You walk out of your front door and hop on the T to some other part of the city or across the river to Cambridge. You walk a block and hit three different restaurants of three different ethnicities. Fifteen different buskers playing eleven different instruments give you music for free—of course, they’d love it if you throw them some cash for their effort.

      I tried, until I finally figured out that I wasn’t able to help everybody.

      That was a major revelation for me—not the busker part.

      The idea that you can’t help everybody.

      This morning I was avoiding my mom’s call. Ever since I moved out she made it a point to call at least once a day and text a couple times. Nothing had changed. Everything was about my eighteen-year-old brother.

      Evan was the golden boy—and had been for years—except, how many golden boys are on their second round of detox?

      This was our family secret. Mom was the high school guidance counselor and having a son with an addiction problem was something that she  refused to admit. Having him show up at school drunk his senior year made it really hard to remain Cleopatra.

      Queen of Denial.

      I’d known since he was eleven or twelve when he’d find older eighth and ninth graders to supply him with beer from their older brothers and sisters. He’d even tried me but there was no way. I was the good little girl. I didn’t do that.

      And besides, who would I go to? I didn’t even know who the drug dealers were at school or who could hook you up with a six pack of beer.

      My nose was in a book, on the Internet doing research, and involved in academic pursuits. That’s where I excelled—that’s where I was Mrs. Smithson’s daughter.

      The good little girl.

      The day that I graduated from high school, Evan got shitfaced and threw up all over my cake that was set up for my graduation party. “Thank God,” my mom said, “he hadn’t done it in public.” We were able to clean up the mess and quickly buy a new one.

      But you don’t forget the sight, or smell, of that.

      When I graduated college in May, Mom was prepared—she tomato staked him and made sure he couldn’t cause a scene. I appreciated that, but again, that meant that Evan got Mom.

      Evan always got Mom.

      Evan could suck the energy out of a nuclear reactor.

      Right now, he was in detox—due to get out any day.

      And that was when Mom’s delusions would start all over again.

      “This time Evan’s gonna make it,” she would say. “This time I know he’s gonna kick it, honey. Oh, sorry, I’m not sure we can afford to pay for—(whatever new thing I’d requested)—because we have to handle Evan’s bills.”

      Private drug rehab is what she meant.

      I may sound bitter. I’ll own that.

      I am bitter—but when you’ve watched people you love being manipulated and lied to and watch them want to be manipulated and lied to because they can’t accept the truth — what are you supposed to do?

      Damn right I’m bitter.

      The other part of living in the city is that everything is so expensive. As much as I wanted to get that double soy latte at my favorite coffee shop, I had to walk past it carrying a bullet thermos, one given to me last Christmas by my mother.

      This made me happy—a full thermos of coffee that I’d made at home, a beautiful, sun-filled day in Boston, and hours of freedom.

      I scored an awesome apartment on the Fenway for dirt cheap. It might be the size of a postage stamp, but it worked and I didn’t have to have a roommate. The building had a strange series of little apartments at the corner of two wings. A column that is a triangle rose up all eight stories, and somehow the landlord carved out eight 180-something square foot apartments.

      My bathroom was so small you couldn’t sit on the toilet without your knees going into the shower. The kitchen was a mini fridge, a microwave, a sink, and a two burner stove. My mattress? I had to get a futon because you couldn’t open the front door all the way and have the mattress on the floor. I have to roll it up in order to get in and out of my apartment.

      But you know what? It’s mine, it’s cheap, and did I mention it’s mine? No roommates. I can walk anywhere I want in Boston. I don’t need a car. I don’t even need a bike. It’s perfect.

      Mine.

      Walking through the Longwood Medical Center, past hospitals and Starbucks, and Wheelock College, I looked at the old buildings juxtaposed with the shiny Cancer Center. I watched people walk past me, some of them in medical attire, some in scrubs, plenty of them homeless, and of course, most of them the ubiquitous college students.

      I’m one of them, right? I looked at the crowd and categorized: medical, medical, college, college, patient, college, college, medical, mom with baby, medical.

      And that’s the easy way to go through life, right?

      What does someone think when they look at me? What’s my category?

      I’m curvy. I walk with purpose. I have long, brown hair that sways behind me, slapping up against my back. I have wide, friendly eyes, but I hide them behind sunglasses most of the time, because men tend to make eye contact with me and then leer. I carry a book, a tablet—something all the time so that I can read and immerse myself in a world that has nothing to do with anyone else.

      For the longest time I judged myself by what I didn’t have. I didn’t have popularity. I didn’t have a size zero waist. I didn’t have the latest clothes. I didn’t have parents who sent me to Vail for winter break, and to St. Martin’s for spring break.

      I didn’t, I didn’t, I didn’t.

      If you spend your life judging yourself by what you don’t have, then pretty quickly you start to feel empty. It’s so much better to think of yourself in terms of what you do have.

      Today, I have some good books on my tablet, I have money in my pocket, I have a thermos of good coffee, I have time, free time to explore, to read, to revel, and to ruminate.

      That feels rich to me.

      Boston Common was my target. I loved to watch the swan boats. I hadn’t ridden them in years. Tickets were only a couple dollars, but it was more fun to watch other people enjoy them for the first time.

      I found a park bench right across from the loading area and watched people, mostly families with small kids in strollers coming in, but occasionally a group of tourists speaking animatedly in another language. They would get on the boats, which looked like something out of the 1950’s—old and quiet and staid in a way that was calming.

      The coffee was great. The weather was perfect. My shoulders relaxed, my mind letting go of the dreaded anticipation of that phone call from my mother.

      But it’s always the thing you don’t anticipate that gets you.

      I heard two distinct, familiar voices behind me.

      And suddenly, my day got very complicated.

      Sam

      Walking through Boston Common was awesome, especially on mornings after we’d had a gig. It made the music life feel more real. Raw. Like I had this secret life that the other people walking past me through the gardens, down the asphalt paths that bisected the grass at angles, didn’t have.

      I could be up until four in the morning, strung out and blissed out, weak-armed and high on the beats themselves, and then wake up, at eleven or noon, with a pounding headache, in need of caffeine. A quick cup and then a walk, the blinding sun adding to my energy, always did it for me. Joe, for some reason, wanted to come with me this morning.

      The guy had changed since our geeky high school years. He’d been this rude, rough-edged debate geek who morphed in college into something uptight but alright. Joe was that guy in a group who would moralize and tell everybody why they shouldn’t do something, and then, behind your back, do something even worse. The guy was slippery, but he never got caught.

      But damn if he didn’t worry so much about his mom and dad, and what they thought.

      I had the luxury of not giving a shit about my parents anymore. Dad had made sure that had happened. I didn’t really have any contact with them.

      Mom would try—she still had my phone number. I’d give her five or ten minutes but as long as she was still with Dad she was part of the enmeshed world. If you’re married to an alcoholic, and you have kids with that alcoholic, and you let that alcoholic warp the kids, then you’re complicit too.

      She wouldn’t see it. She couldn’t.

      And I had spent four years on campus going to the Al-Anon meetings, slowly unraveling the hell Dad had put us all through and finally figuring out why I was so angry at Mom. It’s easy—it’s always easy to be angry at the most rational person, right? They’re the one who was supposed to save you from the mess.

      Except Mom expected everyone to rally around the least reasonable guy in the household and to tap dance around the fact that she was enabling him.

      This whole thing Joe had about sucking up to his parents—I didn’t get it.

      Then again, I didn’t have to get it.

      “I’m leaving,” he said, his words clipped, his eyes barely making contact with mine.

      “I know. You told me at the gig last night.”

      “It’s sinking in, though.” He took a deep breath, as if it were foreign to him, and looked at me. “I need to leave soon.”

      “Darla okay with this?” I knew Trevor was.

      “Darla isn’t exactly thrilled. She didn’t even know what Penn was. She thought it was Penn State.”

      We both laughed, an evil sound of condescension. Ivy League vs. flagship state university? No contest.

      “I can take the train back—it goes straight into South Station. I can be here in six or seven hours. Not every weekend,” he said with a sigh, “but, you know....”

      We resumed walking. Tourists were gathered around the little bronze statues of the Make Way for Ducklings ducks and I chuckled, watching little toddlers climbing on the momma’s back, parents geeking out and taking pictures. It was cute.

      There were lots of cute things when you looked around the Common on a Sunday morning: a million people with strollers, lots of tourists, a few strung out bums, but mostly happy faces.

      It was so different from the Monday through Friday grind where you walked past people who were deep in thought, bent over their smartphones. If the zombie apocalypse ever started on a work day I’m not sure how many people would notice before it was too late.

      “When do you leave?” I asked Joe.

      “About a week and a half.”

      “You got a place? Already?”

      “The power of Craigslist,” he said, stretching his hands out wide like a guru talking before an audience.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Do you know how cheap a room is in Philly compared to here?”

      “Not that you need to worry about that.” Joe’s parents gave him a spending allowance per month that rivaled some of the lower incomes in Dorchester and Mattapan—annual incomes, that is.

      “No, but it’s more money for fun.”

      “And train tickets,” I said pointedly.

      He mulled that over. “Yeah. Darla’s going to kill me. She moved all the way here from Ohio and now I’m moving further west. So,” he said after a pause, “you want to take over my half of the apartment and share it with Trevor?”

      The thought slammed into me. I knew what they paid. I knew what half the rent cost. There was no fucking way I could afford it.

      On the other hand, what a luxury that would be. My own room? My own space? An actual bed? A decent roommate? And without Joe around, maybe some of the sexcapades would slow down.

      Nah — they wouldn’t slow down but at least it wouldn’t be quite as crowded.

      “Let me think about it,” I said.

      We paused again. He put his hands on his hips. “It would make it so much easier for me to leave if you would take over. Seriously.”

      “I know,” I said. Anger and irritation rose up in me. Maybe I hadn’t gotten as much sleep as I thought. Or, maybe, I was aggravated that I couldn’t figure out how to be stable, without a job and without money. Miracle of miracles, it just wasn’t happening.

      “Dude, if this is about the money I can... you know, I can pay the first month, maybe even two months’ rent for you.”

      “I’m not a charity case, Joe.”

      “I know—and I’m not saying that. It’s just....” Those brown eyes stared into mine. I’d imagine that mine were as hard looking back as his were conflicted. “My parents won’t care. They don’t track how I spend my money.”

      I thought about that for a minute. If I had six weeks or so, could I scrape together the next month’s rent? I didn’t know. I had a call out to Liam’s job tip—maybe that would pan out. Joe stared at me expectantly.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Make it easy on me, Sam. Just take the place.”

      “How much time do you need? Before you need to know, I mean?” I asked.

      “Couple days.”

      “A couple days?”

      “Yeah,” he shrugged. “I have to list it on Craigslist otherwise, or Trevor might find somebody.”

      “All right. Give me a couple days.”

      Amy

      No doubt about it, that was definitely Sam and Joe, and they were somewhere behind me.

      I felt like an animal trapped—what could I do? If I turned around, they’d hear me. If I moved, they’d see me. I could tell they were close based on the sound of their voices. My body warmed to a temperature that no amount of sunshine could generate. Each breath I took felt like an eternity as I overheard them.

      Joe’s voice, pointed and sharp, with a tone of victory that I knew from high school. Sam’s voice was quieter, lower, more melodic and flowing. A cadence I didn’t remember came forth as he and Joe conversed. It made something inside me echo with a wondering.

      Would he ever talk to me like that? Something familiar and casual was in his tone, the way you talk to a best friend or an intimate confidante.

      Being in the band with Trevor, and Joe, and Liam, had allowed Sam to forge a relationship with all of them in a way that I couldn’t understand. Liam I knew all too well and Joe I’d debated over the years. Trevor was a bit of a mystery to me—hot as hell, and confident and cocky, but we were just on a waving and a ‘hi’ kind of level.

      I heard Joe mention Darla’s name and that nice, floaty buzzing feeling that I had as I heard Sam speak ended like someone snapped their fingers.

      Darla.

      The way she had tongue fucked Joe and Trevor on that stage and then turned to Sam... I closed my eyes, as if smashing the lids together could smash her. Who the hell was she? A band whore you pass around? That friendly affect and the whole fakey-fake Midwestern thing made my stomach turn. She’d come over to my table and been all friendly and nice when in reality she was just another hole for the band.

      At least, that’s how it seemed.

      “...Darla... share... ” Joe said. I couldn’t catch the rest.

      Share? Sam and Joe and Trevor shared Darla?

      What?

      Sam never struck me as the kind of guy who did that. Polyamory was big at my college among a small clique of gamers and the cosplay people. Not musicians.

      Then again, four years is a long time for someone to change.

      Turning my head slowly, I saw that they were behind a bush. There was no way that they could see me. My shoulders dropped and I stretched my arms out, not realizing how tense I’d been. My heart slammed in my chest as I caught a glimpse of Sam, his arms akimbo, his body loose, an old, well-worn pair of jeans hugging his hips, those long legs relaxed.

      His red hair was grown out in that slightly long look that so many guys had now. His eyes were narrowed and focused on Joe, who stood a few feet away, gesturing with his hands. Sam just nodded slowly and then said a few words, Joe interrupting him repeatedly.

      Suddenly, Sam crossed his arms over his chest, the biceps bulging. Long tendons popped out in his forearms, those arms leading to hands that tapped out so many rhythms.

      I was a goner.

      I stood and picked up my thermos and walked closer, still hidden by the shrubbery. Phrases like ‘can you take over for me?’ and ‘Darla’ made my blood run cold.

      Were they really talking about swapping this woman? What exactly was his relationship with her? What were all of their relationships with her? Some sort of kinky three-men-one-woman thing? Was that even possible?

      A plume of jealousy poured up inside me from my knees, through my pelvis, and into my throat. What kind of woman gets three men interested in her at the same time? The thought made me blush with rage.

      And arousal.

      Anger drained out as my eyes remained riveted on the two of them and I let myself explore that idea—just for a moment—because, why not? Ideas aren’t inherently bad. There’s nothing wrong with letting yourself imagine something new that you could do, even if you never, in a million years, thought that you’d actually act on it.

      What would it be like to have Liam, and Joe, and Sam, all at once, touching me? Hands on my lips, other hands on my breasts, and more hands going lower, finding a very eager red nub.

      Six hands.

      And one me.

      Sam

      Joe’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He reached in, took a look, and said, “Oh, hell. I have to go—it’s my mom.”

      “Dance, monkey boy, dance.”

      “Shut. Up.” He looked me square in the eye and shook his head slowly. “Sam, you know, for years I really felt sorry for you.”

      I pulled my head back. “What?”

      “You and all the shit that went down with your dad our senior year.”

      A cold flush poured over me and I frowned. “Yeah, so?” Where was this coming from? I didn’t need pity.

      “It’s just with this,” he held up the phone, “and my mom practically pulling on the diaper strings, sometimes I wish I had the guts that you have, man.”

      “Guts?” I asked. Guts? It didn’t take guts to tell my dad off and walk away and figure all this out on my own, I thought. I didn’t really have a choice. It was that, or watch my soul die. Joe was looking at me like he expected me to say something.

      “Joe, at least you have a mom who gives a shit.”

      “Your mom gives a shit.”

      “I know. She’s just... she’s just too weak to leave him.”

      Guys don’t talk like this, so there was something really awkward and weird about the fact that Joe was having this after school special moment with me.

      “I’m too much of a pussy, aren’t I?” he said.

      Back to Guy Talk.

      “You’re a total pussy, Ross.”

      “Hey, I owned up to it. You don’t need to dig it in.” He rolled his tongue inside his cheek and punched me in the shoulder.

      “You weren’t a pussy, though, to go out to Ohio and rescue Trevor.”

      “I didn’t rescue Trevor—Darla rescued us both.”

      “And now you’re leaving her?”

      He blew out a looooong puff of air. “I’m leaving everything, aren’t I?” he said, starting to walk slowly toward the apartment.

      “Yeah, you are. But that takes guts.”

      He laughed. “It doesn’t take guts to pick an Ivy League law school over BC. In fact, it’s kind of the easy way out.”

      “What do you mean ‘the easy way’?”

      “It’s programmed in me, man. This is what I have to do. Climb, climb, climb. Scrape, scrape, scrape. Get to the top. Ditch Trevor and Darla.” His voice took on a hard tone.

      “You’re not ditching them, though. You’re moving seven hours away.” He started to walk a little faster, his head down. I found myself following, even though I was heading the other way. “You’re not really breaking up with them, are you?”

      “Breaking up?” He came to a dead halt, his voice cracking. “Breaking up? You make it sound like we’re in some kind of a....”

      “You are in some kind of a...” I stumbled, drawing out that “a…”. “What the hell do you call that thing that the three of you are doing?”

      He leered at me. “Really incredible sex.”

      “TMI, man.”

      “No,” he stopped and put a hand on my shoulder, and dipped his head down, his eyes boring into mine. “It’s really incredible sex.”

      “Yeah, I know, Joe. I hear it. I’m on the couch, remember? And, by the way, you guys are out of whipped cream.”

      “We’re out of condoms, too,” he said, absentmindedly, starting to walk at a faster pace toward the apartment.

      “You’re going to give all this up for Penn,” I said dryly.

      “I’m going give all this up for Penn,” he confirmed. “But I’m not breaking up with them. Ah, geez,” he cringed. “Breaking up with Trevor. That sounds so fucked up.”

      “The whole situation is kind of bizarre.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he admitted. “But it’s the first thing that’s felt real, too,” he confessed. “What feels real to you Sam?”

      Amy. Her name flashed through my head.

      Joe stopped and said, “I gotta run, man. See you later.” He took off like a shot, abruptly ending whatever conversation we just started to actually have.

      Shit got real when you talked about what was deep inside you. Another person could help you find things, beliefs that were buried so far inside you didn’t even know they were there, ideas and thoughts and feelings that you could never discover on your own, like trying to tie your shoes with one hand.

      You could do it, but it was a hell of a lot easier with two.

      Amy

      The all too familiar sound of Darth Vader’s marching music floated through my ears and I panicked, realizing my phone was ringing. Dammit! Mom’s ringtone. I grabbed the phone and quickly pressed Accept.

      “Hello?” I whispered.

      “Amy? Are you okay?”

      “Mom.” Of course it was Mom. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Why are you whispering?” she said. There was urgency in her voice, a tone of weariness combined with worry that she always had. I couldn’t remember a time when my mother didn’t sound like that.

      “Nothing. I’m just... I’m out in public and I’m trying to be respectful of other people,” I lied.

      “Oh, okay. Well, that’s good. Honey, I’m calling with great news!”

      Oh boy, here it came. Evan. This was going to be about my brother Evan. Evanfest. Evanpalooza. Evan-o-rama. I steeled myself for a twenty minute conversation where Mom would talk about nothing but my brother.

      I walked as fast as I could back to the park bench and sat down, curling into myself, covering one ear, my phone pressed hard against the other. “Yeah, Mom, what’s going on?”

      “Evan is coming home.”

      That’s great!” Mustering as much enthusiasm as I could, I slipped into the very familiar role that I was expected to play: dutiful sister, supportive daughter.

      What I wanted to say was, “That’s great, Mom! And by now he’s probably as high as a kite.” Or, “Wow, they let him out even though there’s no way he’s actually clean!” Or, “So, who did he bribe this time to get a few hits while he was in rehab?”

      When you live with a brother like Evan, you develop a bullshit radar—and it was so finely honed in me that it made me want to reach through the phone and slap my mother silly for her enthusiasm and optimism.

      “Oh, honey, he’s on his way home right now. He just had to stop for a few minutes to get something to eat and then he’ll be here, and he is going to move back into his old room, and we’re going to get him enrolled in classes at Bedford Community College, and he’s decided that he’ll completely turn his life around, and he’ll apply for a bunch of jobs. And...”

      My throat tightened as the words flowed over me.

      “That’s really wonderful, Mom,” I choked out. “I’m sure Evan is going to do whatever Evan puts his mind to.” Carefully chosen words designed to tell the truth, and yet, to someone whose entire emotional landscape depended on systemic denial, they seemed supportive.

      “Amy, I’m so glad to hear you say that,” she said, her voice cracking, “because that’s exactly how I feel. He’s so strong and he’s smart, and if he put his mind to it he could do anything. My goodness, he could—”

      Half my brain started screaming, which meant that the other half of my brain had to keep itself occupied to drown out the sound. I started tapping, absentmindedly, on the bench and found myself dulled, just slightly, by picking a tempo and sticking to it.

      My shoulders loosened. Mom prattled on. I’d reached a point where I knew from the tone and from her pauses exactly when to pretend to respond. I could fake it.

      Faking it, in fact, was what I was expected to do. If I told her the truth—and trust me, I had tried—she would explode on me. Not go cold and shut me out, though she was good at that too.

      I mean, she would just flat out explode.

      Mom was a guidance counselor with a Master’s in Psychology and Counseling. To watch her turn into a fury—a red faced, screaming monster who accused me of not loving her or Evan when I had simply said, “Mom, he’s an addict, and he doesn’t want to get better yet”—well, that shuts you down.

      That shuts you down damn fast.

      I’d tried once after that. Once. She’d cut me off, turning away, marching out of the room, and then stopping in the threshold and looking back with eyes that were a strange combination of red and black, and a face so cold you would think that she was an executioner.

      “I don’t ever want to hear you say another word about what your brother can’t do.”

      And that was it.

      The lesson? The truth matters less to some people than the veneer.

      Sitting here on the park bench, I nodded like an idiot, unseen as my ear pushed against my phone, tapping my fingers and shining her on.

      Sam

      As Joe ran off I thought about what he’d just said. For the past four and a half years my entire life had been like walking along the blade of a razor; one slip and the results were deadly.

      That’s how this worked.

      When I stood up to my father I took complete control of my life. Except, when you take complete control of yourself you assume complete responsibility, too.

      Responsibility I don’t mind. What I didn’t really get was that, at barely eighteen, everything I didn’t realize was going on behind the scenes when it came to the right stuff was all on me.

      Dad might have been an asshole, but he gave me a place to live. Dad might have been a self-righteous prick, but I had a car to drive. And my father might have been a selfish alcoholic with a megalomaniacal streak in him as wide as the path of the Boston Marathon, but when you discover that you don’t even have a car to sleep in after a fight where you stand up for yourself, and you come to see that your friends’ parents are the only thing keeping you from living on the streets—that sense of freedom and responsibility loses its expansiveness and takes on the feeling of a stone around your neck.

      Don’t get me wrong—I wouldn’t trade the freedom, ever. I’d rather slip on the edge of that razor blade than go back.

      But it was times like this, where I was indebted to Trevor and Joe for all these years of help and support, either from them or their parents, where some part of me wavered and wished for more.

      I couldn’t ask for two better friends. Now Joe was asking something of me; to take over his half of the rent, to give Trevor some stability. Offering to front the first six weeks was really cool. For a guy who been a supercilious jerk most of high school, Joe had turned out okay.

      More than okay.

      Out of the blue, I heard a familiar voice.

      “Sure, Mom.” The lilt floated on the air and caught in my ear, echoing like a measure you play over and over again for the sake of something meditative.

      Amy.

      I followed the sound, her words less distinct, the voice muffled. My body was frozen and on fire at the same time. Some part of me hardened—the obvious part—and then, others. What was she doing here? After last night at the bar where she disappeared, I didn’t know what to think. Now, I took strong strides in the direction of her voice, as if she were a homing signal.

      I heard the word ‘Evan’. Her brother. A younger kid who moved in circles that I worked hard to avoid.

      And then, the unmistakable tone in her words. I didn’t need to know what she was saying because I knew exactly what she was feeling from the way her voice sounded.

      Amy’s mom was a guidance counselor at her high school. Everybody in debate circles knew that.  Now I heard her in casual conversation with her mom. I spotted a shrub—she was sitting on a park bench behind it, giving me a perfect opportunity to observe.

      Her legs were crossed at the ankles, and she was wearing pants that cut off at the mid-calf, muscled legs flexing. Her sandals showed little painted toenails, bright red, and the idea that she had spent time making her toes look pretty made me smile. Muscled legs went up to thick thighs and something about the curve of skin and flesh against bone made parts of me even harder.

      My body zoomed from normal to lust in three seconds as my eyes traveled up over the curve of her hips, her navy pants snug and perfect. My hands itched to touch that waist, to run up her ribcage, to feel the pink cotton of her shirt, the way it rose and clung to the swell of her breasts. I could see it in my head, the two of us together. The memory of a heated embrace and fevered kissing drove its way home into me, one word echoing my head. More. More.

      More.

      “That’s great, Mom. He’s absolutely fabulous,” I heard her say, and then, her head dipped down and she smiled, a genuine look that made a flush of envy and sadness run through me, mixed in with the rush of hunger for her.

      I hadn’t had a normal conversation with my parents in four and a half years. What is it like to have parents who care about you? Who are invested in you—not like Mr. and Mrs. Ross, who practically scrubbed Joe’s asshole with a brand new toothbrush every day, or like the Connors, who tried to turn Trevor into something he wasn’t—but this?

      Being able to pick up a phone and talk to your mom for five minutes, ten minutes, and shoot the shit? Must be nice.

      Must be damn nice.

      A flush of jealousy coursed through me at the same time Amy ran her fingers through that long, brown hair over her temple, behind her ears. And that was it. I was done. A goner.

      I started to stand, but froze in place as I saw who was walking toward Amy.

      No way.

      “Liam!” Amy said, an enormous grin spreading across her face. A rush of uncontrolled adrenaline set my feet and hands on fire, quads screaming as I crouched behind the bush.

      Amy was dating Liam? Liam the manwhore? The guy had slept with a groupie who had his name tattooed across the top half-moon of her waxed butthole.

      Ask me how I know.

      Liam uploaded a pic of it to Facebook and titled it “True Love.”

      It was more like a selfie.

      Amy

      Joe had wandered away from Sam; I could see it as my mom settled into her monologue. I rolled my eyes at something she was saying, looked back, and then suddenly Sam was gone.

      The past four years of my life seemed like something out of Groundhog Day—at least when it came to my relationship with my mom.

      I was deep in my thoughts when I heard my mom. “Amy. Amy? Amy, you there?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I am, Mom. I- I’m fine, I’m good. Yup,” I stumbled.

      “Okay, well, I gotta go, because Evan is on his way.”

      “That’s fine, Mom. I understand.”

      “Hey.”

      I looked up.

      Standing right in front of me, was the one guy I least expected.

      And it wasn’t Sam.

      “Hey, Mom, gotta go. Bye.” Click.

      Standing right in front of me was a fine old friend. A giant piece of sex perched on flesh and bone.

      “Liam!”

      Was Boston Common suddenly hot guy central? How had I not known this? I licked my lips involuntarily—it wasn’t on purpose, but it made Liam grin.

      “Amy,” he said. “Fancy meeting you here.”

      “You looking for Joe and Sam?” I asked, and then bit back the words, wishing I could swallow them. Now Liam knew that I had seen Sam, and Sam might know that I had seen Sam.

      “Not looking for them but if they’re around I’d...” He craned his neck, looking. It gave me a chance to take him in even more. He was just as fine as he’d been four and a half years ago—even better—filled out with broad shoulders, rippled with muscle in that way that cloth can form to and tell you everything you need to know about what someone looks like naked.

      And yet, still want to see them naked.

      The feelings that Liam triggered in me were so different from the ones I had for Sam. There was nostalgia, a sense of gratitude, and then there was a full blown lust like a light switch being flipped on. Liam had that quality in him.

      I had to temper it with the knowledge that he would never feel the same way for me.

      “You know we have a gig next week? Will you be there?” No hint of anything other than basic friendliness. Liam’s hair was a wild mess, the sun bouncing off the soft waves that framed his temples, his body warm and strong, like a large lion, as he folded himself onto the bench to sit next to me.

      Distracted and flustered, I stammered out, “Um, sure. Maybe. As long as I don’t take a raffle ticket.”

      His laugh boomed across the grass in front of us, scaring off a small flock of pigeons.

      What had happened four and a half years ago was somewhere between tenderness and pity on his part, and I knew that. I could fantasize, and I could remember, I could let memory stretch me back to the first sexual experience of my life, and I could put on the brakes pretty quickly when the emotions kicked in.

      Those? Sam owned those.

      I wanted the combination of what I felt for Sam and the burning hot sex I’d had with Liam.

      If only, right?

      If only.

      Sam

      What the fuck was Liam doing here? And it turned out Amy had seen me and Joe? This was getting weirder and weirder.

      Liam was hitting on Amy.

      There was a familiarity there—I knew they lived next door to each other growing up—but, there was something more. I caught a glimpse of her pink cheeks, the way she ran her fingers through her hair in that flirty gesture that so many girls had. Did she really just lick her lips?

      And Liam with that cocky grin.

      Plus there was that damn kiss on stage.

      He had bagged so many girls over the years. Groupies loved him. He’d pretty much fucked anybody with a vagina except Darla, and I wouldn’t put it past him to have tried. The funny part was, he only slept around after his ex, Charlotte, dumped him. Before that, he was totally, one-hundred percent a goner for her.

      He’d gone silent at the end of our senior year of high school, said nothing about what was going on with her. She was in college and something had happened, but Liam was like a steel drum welded shut—buoyant and airtight.

      The speed with which he’d found his way into so many other girls’ pants had been really, really admirable. Most of us couldn’t believe that he could get a girl in bed so quickly. At one point, we’d even timed it—his record was forty-seven minutes.

      If you were into that sort of thing, it was pretty fucking impressive.

      Which meant he was dangerous talking to Amy like this.

      I overheard their banter; it was flirty without being serious. There was something in his tone that said this was not someone he was after. She seemed to recognize it too. There was a guardedness to her.

      Amy could be like a little puppy, eager and a little too excitable when she wanted people to approve of her, and there wasn’t any of that here. Then again, I was projecting qualities onto her that she’d had four and a half years ago.

      Now, all I felt was a massive mushroom cloud of jealousy and an undercurrent of rage because if he touched her right now…

      Red rage filled me.

      What I needed was to go back home and drum my way out of everything.

      And stop letting the past get in the way of the present.
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        * * *

      

      The walk back to Trevor and Joe’s place was short and uncrowded. I got into the apartment and then I grabbed a few drum pads, some headphones, some sticks. A full set of drums wasn’t gonna cut it in an apartment building with hundreds of people so the only way I could practice was to go down into the basement, which was surprisingly clean and dry for an ancient building, and set up my drum pads. They were these little circles designed to practice songs without making too much noise.

      I organized them according to a standard drum set and then I put my headphones on and set up my playlist. If thinking about Amy made my mind turn into a whirling confusion of emotions I had no right to harbor after four and a half years of what I did to her, then drumming could sort out all the pieces and put them in their rightful places.

      As I started with a low, quiet beat and then built up to the next level, my shoulders relaxed, the lump that had formed, built of anger and muscle, of betrayal of my own agitation clearing as well. As the song progressed, the tempo carried me out of my mind, away from linear thought.

      I became my hand muscles, my forearms, my thighs, and yes, — my cock.

      Everything turned on, narrowed into the beat, the change, the measures, the chorus, the solo — whatever the music demanded of me, I gave it.

      It was a relationship. I could make love to the drums with my hands in a way that got out the hunger, the pain, that made me slide away from fucked up Sam, and turned me into a flow of nothing but beat.

      Feet flying, legs moving, arms pumping, neck anticipating where it needed to be next, my eyes floating from space to space, my arms knowing exactly what to do in the right moment, seconds before they needed to do their magic—it was like communing with another body.

      Amy’s face popped up behind my closed eyelids. The touch of her lips, how close we’d been, and how stupid I’d become so quickly. How can everything good, righteous, abysmal and horrible, happen to you in the same hour?

      One hour. You get one hour of your life to experience it all and to make a decision that blows it all to smithereens.

      What would these same hands be like running along the soft inner curve of her thigh? What beat would my fingers find, sliding up her ribcage to the swell of her breast? How could these forearms lift her above me, nude and skin glistening in the moonlight that shines through the windows at the perfect moment that we commune?

      As I buried myself in the stronger songs in our set, every muscle was rigid, every tendon was primed.

      And every note I played was for her.
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        A week later

      

        

      

      Amy

      New show. New location. Same old Amy. Once Liam invited me to the gig, I couldn’t get it out of my mind.

      As I sat there at my little table in the back, hiding and trying not to be noticed, I realized Joe wasn’t there. Some new guy was setting up the bass.

      This was a nicer place than most of the joints Liam had described them playing in, on and off over the years. There had even been a higher cover charge, which had taken me by surprise—ten bucks is ten bucks when you’re a student, but I paid it, gladly, if it gave me a chance to just sit back and watch.

      I brought my tablet with me and waited, reading through Maya Banks’ latest in her trilogy, wondering about all of these relationships that lived in books I read. Sam was onstage, quiet, purposeful as usual and he said something to the new guy, who just nodded.

      New Guy looked like a scruffy, fairer version of Joe Ross—without the perfection.

      “Hey, whatcha readin’?” said the most annoying voice ever.

      I looked up with a jolt. Darla. Darla the groupie who slept with all the guys.

      “Books,” I said, biting back a nasty response of Have you heard of them?

      New England is different from other parts of the country—there’s a coldness to people, a reserve that seems normal if you’re raised here, but when you spread your wings a little and travel around, you realize that everyone else thinks we’re just a bunch of uptight Massholes.

      Maybe they’re right.

      Darla had that wild, loose, overly friendly manner that would make an old Yankee cringe and stare her down.

      So I did.

      “I know you’re reading books, silly,” she said, her voice going a bit hard. “I meant what book are you reading?”

      Without waiting for the answer, Darla leaned over and read the title on the top of the page. “Maya Banks? Who’s that?”

      “She writes romance novels.”

      “Like Her Highlander’s Heinie?”

      “What? No, I don’t read that kind of romance novel.”

      “What kind do you read?”

      “It’s more Fifty Shades.”

      “You’re into bondage.” Darla nudged me with her elbow and said it in that robotic text-to-speech voice

      Something inside me tightened and snapped. “I’m into reading. That’s what I’m going to do for a living.”

      “You’re going to be a reader?”

      “I’m going to be a librarian.”

      Darla’s eyes softened and there was a new respect in her face that caught me off guard. “My uncle was a librarian,” she said quietly. “Good on you.”

      “Thanks,” I said, the conversation taking a turn I hadn’t expected. You’re still angry with her, I told myself. I didn’t want to like her.

      Why did she have to be so likable?

      “But I don’t think that they kept that Fifty Shades stuff in our library. Least not in Peters, Ohio. Maybe one of the bigger cities would let you check that out but where I’m from, some preacher would come up with some boycott and the next thing you know there’d be no library and there’d be a, you know, Dunkin’ Donuts there instead.”

      She rambled and I tuned her out. It was remarkably like conversing with my mom. My eyes darted to Sam.

      Darla’s eagle eyes followed mine. “You got a thing for him, don’t you?” she said.

      That made my blood run cold. “Who I have a thing for or don’t have a thing for is none of your business.”

      “It is when it’s with the band,” she said.

      I snorted. “Why, because they’re all yours?”

      She pulled her neck back, frowning. “No, they’re not all mine,” she said.

      The emphasis on the word ‘all’ made me shoot to my feet. I was shaking and I had never in my life been this close to reaching out and slapping someone.

      Instead of making a fool of myself, I turned around and marched off to the bathroom.

      She didn’t follow.

      Sam

      Amy was here again.

      Something was different about her. Her body language said that she couldn’t stand one more second of talking to Joe and Trevor’s woman.

      Darla didn’t seem to get it, plowing through and talking to Amy in spite of all of the obvious signals.

      Then again, that was Darla—she was the same way with the rest of us. At first, it was infuriating but after a while, it grew on you.

      Nothing was going to grow on Amy, though. She was pissed and I wondered why. What had Darla done to her?

      Amy turned her head and ran an angry hand through her hair, setting pearls dancing on the silver hoops in her ears. The light caught on a matching necklace, a perfect circle of silver, dropping a line of smaller pearls from her collarbone to her cleavage.

      It wasn’t my fault my eyes were drawn to her breasts. Blame the necklace.

      Something womanly about Amy had always been intriguing. She wasn’t one of the athletic girls with boyish bodies and abs so tight you could roll a joint on them and have plenty of room left. She was more like a woman from the movies, one who was older and wiser, with a pinup girl’s kind of savvy.

      Amy snubbed Darla and turned away. And now it was Darla’s turn to be pissed. Whatever was going on over there made Amy angry, focused, and passionate.

      I wanted to tap into that. What was Darla saying to trigger such a hot response?

      Something in me melted, as if a hard core of steel had been driving me forward, tinged with anger and coated with regret. My heart began to beat faster and hope slammed itself repeatedly against my chest wall.

      What if? What if? What if? was the beat that ran through my head and, as Darla walked away shaking her head slowly, mystified, I felt the same way.

      From a completely different angle.

      “Hey, Sam!” shouted Tyler, the new bassist for the group. He was filling in while Joe was at orientation for law school at Penn. “Help with this amp?”

      “Sure,” I said and stood. My eyes broke away from Amy for a few seconds. When I turned back to look she was chatting with Liam. He had a way of holding his body like he was the only man in the room. He was the dude.

      Liam needed to be the only guy in the room—and when I say need, I mean need. It was his weakness.

      There was something about the fight in him and the constant arrogance that made him equally fascinating and annoying. It got tiring to pull him out of fights, or to pick him off of a girl’s wrath. Most of all, it got tiring because if you have to repeatedly prove your manhood —

      Maybe it’s not as strong as you think.

      Amy

      From the Ladies’ Room door, I watched Darla march off, finally taking the hint. Anybody who was passing herself around the band like a tray of appetizers...

      Not the kind of person I wanted to be friends with.

      I watched her walk up to the stage and grab Trevor like she owned him. A tug of envy pulled inside me. Not that I wanted Trevor—but I wanted that.

      I wanted a man to touch me, to own me with his hands as if nothing else mattered in the world.

      Trevor pulled back, whispered something in her ear, and she tipped her head back and laughed. It was an intimate moment, one I felt privileged to watch, despite feeling disgusted by the easy way she traveled from man to man on that stage. I wanted to be that close to a group of people.

      I wanted to be part of something so edgy, fun and intense.

      Instead, here I sat in the back of the bar, nose buried in a story.  Alone.

      She stepped away from Trevor and touched Sam. He reached for her in a friendly hug and I knew, from the body language, that there wasn’t anything going on.

      Just like that.

      All the air in me whooshed out in one big, relieved sigh at the same time that I imagined myself her, that his palms were wrapped around my shoulders, that his cheek touched mine, that the friendly, quick embrace was nothing like what Darla and Trevor had just shared.

      Sam pulled back and said something to her. Whatever it was, it seemed kind. Darla smiled. A single tear travelled down her cheek, then disappeared past her jawline and under her shirt.

      The shine of Kleig lights made it possible to see everything. Sam’s face softened, the compassionate look making me wonder what on Earth they were talking about.

      As if on cue, an all too familiar voice said from behind me, “If you stare any harder they’ll turn into stone.”

      I whirled around to find Liam, wearing a ratty t-shirt, jeans that fit every part of him perfectly, with hands tensed and ready to perform. He grabbed the chair next to me, twisted it around and straddled it, crossing his forearms over the back.

      “You’ve still got it bad, don’t you?” he said, pointing at Sam.

      It was a flick of a finger, nothing obvious, but it made me burn inside.

      Something about Liam made it impossible to lie.

      “I know. I admit it.”

      “You see the new bass player?”

      “Yeah?” I asked. “What’s going on? Where’s Joe?”

      “Joe left,” he said with a tone of intrigue.

      “Left? You mean left for good?”

      “He got into Penn. He’s at law school orientation but we had to get a new bass player because he’s not going coming back that often.”

      “Is that why Darla’s crying?” I asked. “One of her fuck toys is gone?”

      He flinched. “Your claws are showing, Amy.”

      “Nice of you to acknowledge that I have them, Liam.”

      His eyes narrowed and he studied me. I could feel that look crawl over my forehead, hair, eyes, nose, and mouth, traveling down, down, down until I was breathing so hard. I imagined when he got to my chest it heaved like some heroine in one of those cheesy bodice rippers Darla was just talking about.

      “If you think Darla’s being passed around like a piece of meat, you’re dead wrong. She’s Trevor’s and Joe’s. That’s it.”

      I couldn’t help myself. I was so weak. “You mean she’s not... Sam’s?”

      Steely eyes the color of a bright blue sky reflecting over a pure Caribbean sea stared back at me. “You’re safe there,” he said in an assuring voice, one that changed from calculating and judging to inclusive and compassionate. “But Amy, whatever you feel for Sam, you need to let him know.”

      “I did let him know,” I insisted. “Four and a half years ago.”

      “I know you did.” He reached out and touched my hand. It felt brotherly, yet had an edge. “But it’s been four and a half years and you’re here, sitting in the dark with a thousand books on that little machine, in a bar where one of the hottest bands in the Boston area,” he chuckled, “in the world if I do say so myself.” He squared his shoulders and shot me a cocky grin. “Where we’re playing and you’re hiding back here like a church mouse. Go for it. Tell him what you think. Tell him what you feel.”

      “Speaking of going for it,” I said. “How is Charlotte?”

      His grin snapped shut like it was spring loaded.

      “You’re like a sniper with perfect aim,” he said, his jaw clenched and off centered, tight and restrained.

      “No. Just a champion debater,” I whispered.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      He frowned and I took that as my moment to get out of there.

      Fate had other ideas, as Sam strode over to us with a determined step, body all sweat and muscle, eyes intense and focused. My heart slammed into my throat and Liam followed my look.

      “Hi, Sam,” Liam said, his face morphing to an impish grin as I steeled myself for the first chance I’d been given to finally – finally – say what I’d wanted to say all these years to Sam.

      I miss you.

      Those were the first words that popped into my head? Struggling to maintain a neutral face as Sam’s eyes found mine, the roiling chaos inside me churned so fast.

      Not I miss you.  I couldn’t tell him that, even if it were true.

      Especially because it was true.

      Sam

      Darla came over and gave Trevor a hug, then surprised me with one. She was warm and soft, and hey—I’m a guy. It felt good.

      But her jaw trembled against my neck and I pulled back, catching her eyes and finding tears in them.

      “Upset about Joe?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “Nothing will be the same.”

      “Penn’s a great school.”

      “But I’m a great lay,” she whispered.

      That made me laugh, and she joined me, a sad smile twisting her lips.

      “It’ll be fine.” The words were just an impulse. Were they true? Hell if I know.

      Tyler asked me yet another question about the audio equipment as my eyes rocked with disbelief when I took another look into the crowd.

      There was Liam chatting up Amy again.

      It was bad enough they kissed onstage. It was worse to watch the two of them back on Boston Common, but again, here? Was she coming because of him? Or was she coming because of me?

      This was going from stupid to stupider. Her reaction to him pissed me off. I was supposed to be the guy standing over there talking to her. I was supposed to be the one who reached out and touched her hand.

      And I was supposed to be the guy who saw no one but her.

      Except, instead of being that guy, I was the guy who completely screwed her over four years ago.

      Which guy was I going to be right now?

      There was definitely something between the two of them.

      Her hands played with something on the table when he wasn’t reaching out and touching her, the way her lips moved when she talked to him—all the non-verbal cues told me that there was a history.

      There was something more than just being neighbors.

      She said something to him, her mouth moving in rapid fire in a way that made me want to kiss it and make it stop. And then, Liam shut down. Amy’s debater tongue had just conquered Mr. Arrogant.

      The four and a half years of silence yawned between us. Was that really all that was holding me back? The fact that I had been such an idiot so long ago? As if the seconds ticked into minutes, hours, days, then months and years, and the accumulated weight of all of that meant that I had to keep my mouth shut, and keep keeping my mouth shut because I’d made a dumb decision four and a half years ago?

      Was my stupidity really that powerful that I had to keep carrying it around?

      No. No fucking way.

      I stood up, walking toward my future because it was the only way I could escape my mistakes from the past. The distance between the stage and Amy’s table was the distance between Earth and Mars.

      At least, that’s how it felt.

      And yet, I crossed it effortlessly.

      Every muscle moved with purpose, my eyes focused on the two of them. I had no idea what I was going to say, and no idea what I was going to do.

      All I knew was that I needed her to pay attention to me.

      I needed to be the only guy in the bar for her. Not Liam, not any of the other dudes sitting around, me.

      Me and only me.

      There was one other moment in my life where I felt this internal plume of anger, desperation, and hope all mingle inside me at once and push me forward into a trajectory of no return. The last time I did it, it was all aimed at my dad.

      It was all negative. It was about pulling away, about pulling apart.

      This time, it was about coming together.

      I found myself standing in front of them.

      Liam looked up, eyebrows raised, face amused. “Hey, Sam.”

      I ignored him. Amy took me full on and looked up, face blank, a debater’s stare of challenge. She didn’t shy away, but the look in her eyes was calculating.

      “We were just catching up,” Liam continued.

      “Catching up on each other’s tongues?” I challenged.

      “Huh?”

      “I saw you kiss her. The entire crowd did.”

      “What is wrong with you?” Amy hissed, standing and leaning close to me, her face red with sudden anger. “You’re the one who’s upset here? You?” She made a derisive, dismissive sound.

      This was the closest I’d been to her in four and a half years, other than in my own memory and my own fantasies. She opened her mouth to say more, our bodies a foot apart. Her face twisted into a smirk and the next thing I knew —

      I was kissing her.

      Amy

      Wait — what?

      Sam’s hands were on my shoulders and he was kissing me. The witty, barbed comment that I’d planned to fire his way for four years had been on the tip of my tongue, but now completely dissolved and poured out of my head as his soft lips claimed mine.

      His hands snaked down my back, and I accepted the apology and the kiss that I’d waited too long for. It was soft at first, and then he pulled back just enough to come in once more, this time more insistent.

      From a welcome to an invitation, and then — to a reunion.

      The palms of his hands slid over my ribcage, and his fingers dug into me, pulling me closer. I shifted my legs and he took that as an opening, body pressed against mine, the hard muscles of a man’s fully formed torso pressing against my softer curves. I got my chance to run my hands up his back like Darla had with Trevor, except, this was exquisite and mine.

      Mine.

      Applause began, along with catcalls and hoots, then the distinct sound of metal on glass, like people chiming spoons against wine glasses at a wedding, the crowd’s call for more kissing. The same gesture as last week with my fake kiss with Liam, but this time I cheered right back in my heart.

      Ignoring it was impossible, and yet somehow we both shut it out.

      As our bodies communed with each other, time rolled back and we were starting over from that moment at the tournament where life had turned on a dime. We said four and a half years of conversation in each brush of our lips, every nip, every time his tongue touched my teeth, the heat of him pouring through his mouth into mine. Every stroke of his palm against the small of my back was another month forgiven, every gasp between our mouths a month redeemed.

      “Amy,” he whispered. As his lips explored my mouth and his tongue pierced my soul, everything linear dissolved in my head. I became something new.

      I was all being. I was all atoms, all skin, all hot flesh, all knowing. Sam, who had not said a word all this time, was now kissing me in the back of a bar and it was perfect. I was all his.

      I was all I ever wanted to be.

      Sam

      How did this happen?

      One minute I was standing in front of her, ready for the tongue lashing that I richly deserved, and the next minute I was pressed up against her, her hot little body melting into mine. Her hands ran up my back and mine sank into her hair, the lushness of her mouth like finding the God I had doubted, and seeing that an ordained world makes sense again.

      All the pieces fell into place as I took her mouth, as she parted her lips and let me say how sorry I was.

      Her hands on my hips, her body against mine, our torsos pressed against each other—it made me hard instantly, my body on fire in a way that no beat could replicate.

      There was no music I could play to find this, no macrobeat, no microbeat, nothing that was comparable to the state of being that I had gone to with her in my arms.

      The room exploded into a bunch of cheering, lewd comments and shouts about giving her more tongue, getting a room—words, words and more stupid words.

      None of it mattered.

      It was as if they didn’t exist.

      Four and a half years disappeared as her fingers trailed along my neck, her soft, pliant lips matching mine in fevered kisses. Blood pounded through me as every sense screamed her name.

      Amy. Amy. Amy.

      Someone cleared their throat. Amy pulled back and turned, I followed her, letting go of each other and dropping our hands.

      Liam. Of course, Liam.

      “So,” he said, eyes bouncing between the two of us, “I’ll leave you two alone. It seems you have a lot of catching up to do. With your tongues.” He smirked and shot Amy a meaningful look that I didn’t understand. “But we do have a set.” He thumbed the stage.

      The idea that I would spend the next hour and a half apart from her was like a solitary prison sentence. It would feel like years.

      I turned back to Amy, and my eyes zeroed in on hers, wide and startled and searching my face. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand in a gesture that made me feel like a king.

      “French kiss, French kiss!” the crowd chanted, clapping. Then another group across the room shouted, “Blow job, blow job!”

      Liam crossed his arms and cocked his pelvis, as if he were the ringleader of the boozy, hyped-up crowd. “I know which one I’d pick,” he muttered.

      “Go,” she said to me as we both tried to pretend Liam wasn’t there. “Play. That’s why I came here.”

      “To see me play?” I asked. The implied question was one I didn’t have to say.

      “You know why I came here, Sam.”

      Our eyes were riveted on each other and the blood kept pounding louder, and faster.

      Amy. Amy. Amy.

      “You’ll be here when I’m done?” I asked. It came out like a challenge and not a question, even though deep inside I was practically begging her to say yes.

      “It’s only ninety minutes. It’s not like you’re leaving for a tour of duty,” Liam muttered.

      “Shut up, Liam,” Amy and I said in unison.

      He snarled in mock horror and stalked off.

      I reached out and took her hand. “Thank you.”

      She frowned. “For what?”

      “I don’t deserve to have you be here when I’m done, so thank you.”

      That was the best apology I could choke out, although the kiss had felt like I’d apologized every day for a thousand years.

      I let go of her and ran back to the stage.

      Losing contact with her skin was bearable only with the drums to run to, my safe spot, like going home. As I settled into my seat and picked up the sticks, though, I looked through the crowd and saw no one but her.

      Now I had a new home. And she was sitting, alone, at a table, waiting for me to come.

      Amy

      Sam had just walked up and kissed me as if no break between us had ever happened, and now he was gone again, walking off to start the first set. My breasts felt raw, my skin flayed, my lips swollen and hungry for more of him.

      Four and a half years. Four and a half years of nothing and then, he walks up to me in a bar and just gives me a kiss.

      Had I imagined it? My mouth burned with all of the feelings that he transmitted in that kiss.

      Everything around the room was more acute, more alive, almost glowing, like the world had been turned up a notch on a dimmer switch.

      Didn’t everyone else see how life had changed with that one kiss?

      Liam grabbed his guitar and Sam settled himself behind his drums, his face in shadow so I couldn’t see if he was looking back at me. Trevor and the new bassist assembled themselves and got ready for their opening number while I stood there, utterly stunned.

      The opening notes of the song “Serendipity,” one of their older, slower rock ballads, carried through the bar as the cocktail waitress asked me if I wanted another drink. I nodded blindly, shaking off my personal alternate dimension and rejoining reality with everyone else.

      The music washed over me and I felt myself grin hugely, watching the people in the audience clapping along. I joined in the wild applause at the end of the song, and even considered trying Darla’s two-fingered whistle.

      Trevor got up on stage center and announced that he’d written a new song for his girlfriend, Darla. “Yeah,” he said, “I had a bit of an interesting experience back in May.” The guys onstage laughed.

      “Tell it, honey!” Darla shouted from the front row.

      He smiled at her, the kind of grin that goes all the way through the eyes and into the heart. The kind of smile I wanted Sam to shine on me.

      Trevor paused and then reached a hand out. “You come up and tell it.”

      Darla took his hand and he lifted her up onto the stage. She seemed comfortable and sassy, and all that anger I had for her melted away.

      “I was driving down I-76 in Ohio,” she said. “I’m from Ohio, if you haven’t noticed fact that I have no accent. Unlike you people.” A few titters from the crowd. “So, I’m driving down the highway and I see this naked dude wearing nothing but a guitar.” More titters and a few hoots and cheers.

      This was new to me.

      “Yeah! He was wearing a guitar,” she explained, one hand jaunty on one hip, the other one holding the microphone as she smirked and split her attention between Trevor and the audience, “and only a guitar.” Someone let out a whistle. “So, I pulled over to give him a ride.”

      “You don’t pick up hitchhikers!” someone shouted.

      She waved them away. “I know. I know. But sometimes you gotta do things you’re not supposed to. So, I pick him up and he turns out to be Trevor Connor. Trevor fucking Connor,” she said.

      The audience was eating out of her hand, a few of the groupies nodding vigorously. “And he’s high as a kite.” More laughter.

      “When isn’t he?” someone called out.

      “And so, through a series of unfortunate events—”

      “Unfortunate?” Trevor said.

      “Alright. Unpredictable,” she corrected herself. “I found myself living a random act of crazy.”

      “Aw,” the crowd said, collectively charmed by the unexpected romance.

      “And then Joe Ross came along,” she added. The crowd cheered.

      “Where’s Joe?” someone shouted.

      She held up one finger. “I’ll get to that in a minute.” Her voice changed and choked up. “And then Joe Ross came along and I found myself surrounded by hot guys.” A bunch of the groupies whistled again. “Simmer down. Simmer down,” she said. “You can’t have them anymore, they’re mine now.”

      “They?” someone said.

      Darla shot Trevor a look.

      Trevor marched over and took over the microphone. “Thanks honey,” he said to Darla, giving her a pat on the ass as she jumped down offstage and back to her seat. “I wrote this song for Darla.”

      “What about Joe?”

      “Joe will be back—no worries,” Trevor assured them. “Now, who wants to hear a new song?”

      Instant explosion of frenzied cheers from the crowd.

      As the first chords of the new song started up, I watched Sam and wondered what it would be like to find a guy so in love with you that he would write you a song.

      Sam

      Your Mama told you to watch out for me

      Your God told you to walk away

      Your Daddy said nothing, for he was gone

      And you weren’t sure what to say

      

      The night you found me, wandering and lost

      Naked by the side of the road

      My guitar shattered, my body bereft

      You fought everything you were told

      

      And the chorus:

      When a naked soul finds you

      You don’t have a choice

      You have to stop and pause

      You can turn away and never look back

      

      But it will yank you back, because

      Random acts of crazy draw you in

      Random acts of kindness draw you in

      Random acts of love draw you in

      

      I went into the zone, which wasn’t hard. All you had to do was stick me on a seat in front of a drum set and leave me alone.

      I wondered how Trevor let those words out on stage. I was good with words in a debate and on paper for a class. But when I had something real to say—when someone looked me in the eye and expected the truth from me about how I felt? I might as well be translating to Aramaic after a single weekend with a Rosetta Stone DVD.

      We’d practiced the new song plenty of times, enough for me to drift on autopilot through the zone, but my mind stayed with Amy. Amy’s skin had burned a brand into mine and I could feel the heat, the want, and I could feel her ‘yes.’

      Maybe that ‘yes’ was what it took to find the words, to write a song about someone. Maybe the lyrics and the music together formed something powerful enough to express all these feelings that bottled up and created a pressure inside.

      Had Darla been Trevor’s revelation? Was there a moment when he touched her, when he looked at her, the first time they made love? I didn’t know. No one had ever made me feel like that.

      Not until this moment.

      Four and a half years of stupidity flowed over me. I’d squandered so much. Was there any chance I could get it back? Give it back to her?

      Normally, when I was in the zone, the song took over and all linear thought disappeared; I became part of everything in the room. With Amy on my mind, though, I couldn’t. My hands were the same, the sticks were the same, all the music, the beats, the measures, the same.

      I was changed. She had changed me.

      Amy’s acceptance of my kiss, my touch, my desire, made it so that the zone wasn’t enough anymore. As the song wound down without my ever becoming truly consumed by the music, I realized that I never would again.

      The only place where I would find that peace and that part of me was in her.

      Amy

      As the words came out:

      When a naked soul finds you

      You don’t have a choice

      You have to stop and pause

      You can turn away and never look back

      

      But it will yank you back, because

      Random acts of crazy draw you in

      Random acts of kindness draw you in

      Random acts of love draw you in

      

      ...I wondered about the story and now I wanted to go and grab Darla—and not by the hair like I’d wanted to earlier—and ask her what had happened. She was with Trevor and Joe?

      Something about Trevor being naked by the side of the road, and she found him, in the middle of Ohio? Surreal.

      As Sam played the song his body was like a powerful drug. I could watch him all night. His knees bounced up, thick thighs pressed against faded denim, and he rotated at the waist to hit all the notes in prefect syncopation. Sweat formed at the edges of his hair and his eyes were half-lidded as he moved, a kinetic force of heat, light, and domination.

      He owned those drums.

      I wondered what it was like to go to a place inside yourself, where your mind and your body knew exactly what to do, and how to do it. Isn’t that what I’d always read that making love is supposed to be? A sensuality between two people where everything else melts away, there is no past or future, and all that exists in that moment is the two of you.

      What was it like to reach that point?

      What would it be like to have Sam look at me, bodies entwined as he thrust into me, and know that I was part of him and he was part of me, and there was nothing else in the world? That certainty, that moment of knowingness, when I was everything to him and he was everything to me, and we just were and it was ageless, and timeless? Would I ever really have that?

      And if I did, would I ever want it to stop?

      Sam

      We finished the set and I looked out into the crowd—no Amy.

      Fuck.

      I’d done the wrong thing, hadn’t I? She said she’d stay, and then she left. I couldn’t blame her—back in high school, I told her I’d go to prom, and then I never talked to her again.

      I ghosted.

      Her chance now to return the favor.

      A creeping dread poured into my legs and arms, and my throat went dry.

      I’d really screwed this one up, hadn’t I?

      I got offstage and went back to grab some water, trying not to go into the tailspin that I so richly deserved. I stood there, chugging, doing anything with my body that would get my mind off of the fact that she’d left. I finished the bottle of water, pitched it in the trash, and turned around to find Amy standing there.

      And suddenly, I was kissing her. It happened again. If you pressed me to describe the handful of seconds between not kissing her and kissing her, I couldn’t. You could waterboard me and I couldn’t remember it—it was that visceral, that swift, that all-consuming.

      She was more insistent, more turned on, and more game, and all that did was fuel me. My hands slid under her shirt, finding hot flesh that felt like the most beautiful texture in the world.

      Her hands snaked under my sweaty t-shirt. The cold air combined with her soft touch made me lose it. I couldn’t get enough of her. My mouth took hers, my hands were all over her, her breasts, her waist, her hips, her ass. She was filling me and I wanted to fill her.

      Trevor’s voice cut through the little world of Amy, and I pulled back, swallowing, a dry click in my throat.

      “Sam, come on. Gotta get back on stage. Next set.” I could hear the grin in his voice.

      She pulled back, her lips raw red, bruised from the intensity of our kisses.

      “Don’t leave,” I begged.

      “I won’t,” she promised.

      “Come backstage when the last song is almost done.”

      She nodded and swallowed. Her eyes bored into mine, and I felt an unfamiliar feeling inside: hope. It batted its wings like a butterfly coming out of a cocoon.

      Wings the exact color of Amy’s eyes.

      The rest of the performance went by like a blur, frenzied hands, fevered brain. It was one of the better sets I’d ever done, and yet, it felt rushed because all I wanted to do was get back to Amy.

      She found me at the end of the set. All I could do was stare at her. I was a sweaty mess, a live wire with buzzing arms and legs, and a heart that felt five sizes too big for my chest.

      Ending a performance is always a high. Having Amy here, on top of the high? There were no words for it. I could call it a supernova, or the most incredible moment ever, and all of those superlatives would make it sound great, but wouldn’t give it one one-thousandth of the emphasis that it deserved.

      “You waited,” I said, and smiled.

      “You asked me to.” Her face was closed off. I knew we had a lot of talking to do. I reached for her elbow, and then the small of her back, as if we had been together for years and this was a casual touch that a long-term boyfriend would give to his partner. She moved in concert with my motion, and it all flowed.

      Something clicked, and there I was.

      In the zone.

      She stopped and turned toward me, her hands reaching out, stroking my arms as if she were trying to verify that I was really here. It pleased me at the same time that it pained me, because I knew why. “What next?” she asked.

      I looked at my phone, waiting to answer her. 1:15 AM. “It’s late,” I said. “Do you have a place?”

      She pulled back a bit. “I do,” she said, slowly, with caution.

      My words came out in a jumbled mess. “I didn’t mean to imply that,” I assured her, but even as it came out I was a little disappointed.

      And I think that I saw disappointment in her eyes, too. “I just meant,” I said, softly, bending down to whisper in her ear, “I don’t want to stop being with you.”

      “I don’t want to stop being with you either, Sam,” she said. “How about we walk back to my apartment and we’ll just take things from there?”

      Amy

      The cold blast of late summer air felt like walking into another dimension. Sam’s arm was around my shoulders, and even though it was still summer, in New England it already felt like October. We both shivered.

      When he’d suggested going back to my apartment I’d had an involuntary reaction of no—not because I didn’t want to take him back to my apartment and make love with him—but because it caught me off guard. It seemed too abrupt.

      His assurances made a difference. I didn’t want to stop being with him either. I didn’t want the night to end. The thirty minute walk back to my apartment yawned before us, the giant elephant of the years between our then and our now balanced between us, on our shoulders. I decided to acknowledge it.

      “Why did you shut me out?” I asked, my voice quiet.

      He closed his eyes and swallowed hard, clearly struggling. The world suspended itself around us. My whole life was in this timeless minute, because I was about to hear the explanation for the unexplainable four and a half years later.

      “I’ve thought about that a lot, Amy. I don’t have an easy answer,” he said.

      I wanted to interrupt him but I kept my mouth shut. He needed to tell me this, and it needed to be one-hundred percent on him.

      “When you won the debate,” he said, slowly, “you won.” He tipped my head up to look me in the eye—he was a head taller. “You won decisively.” He shook his head. “You were so fine up there, on your game.”

      “So were you,” I interrupted, breaking my own vow.

      “But you were better,” he said, simply. “I had a lot riding on that debate.”

      “We all did,” I said.

      A pained expression covered his face. “There’s so much more to this than I can explain right now, but please let me say what I can say,” he stressed.

      I nodded. Our legs began to walk in concert, left and left, right and right. “Okay.”

      “My dad,” he said, the words coming out bitterly, “told me that at all costs, I needed to make it into the top three. And if I didn’t, I was a worthless piece of shit.”

      “Oh, Sam,” I whispered.

      “Let me finish,” he said, holding out one hand, palm to me, his voice shaky, “because if I don’t finish, I don’t think I can do this.”

      “This?”

      “Oh, I can do this,” he stressed, stroking my hip and my ribcage with one hand, making me hot and needy, and wanting so much more. “But Amy,” he said, plaintively, stopping and turning toward me, his hands on my shoulders, his eyes serious. “What I need to do first is this: I need to tell you what happened.”

      He sighed, his words taking on a gravitas that made time move slower. “My dad told me I had to win, and I had to win in order to get the debate scholarship to one of my top three schools. If I didn’t, it was Bible school. The same Bible college he attended before becoming a pastor. And that was it. So, you won and I left, knowing what I was about to go home to.”

      “And what did you go home to?”

      His face hardened and he closed off.

      I could hear thousands of words in his silence, all of them thorned and barbed. I didn’t want to put him through reliving that, so I didn’t press.

      Someday, when he was comfortable, he would tell me, and I would help him, and we would be okay. Now was too soon.

      I reached up and kissed him gently on the lips, standing on tiptoe. “You don’t have to do this all right now, Sam.”

      “I know.” His words hung in the air.

      We continued walking, both eager to see what came next. “But I want you to understand that I was... stupid. There’s really no other word for it. I got home, and, uh... the world ended with my dad—that’s the easiest way to put it—and I just froze. Everything changed. I had to scramble to survive, and I became someone else because I had to.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He ran a hand through his hair, his jaw clenched, his body tight and restrained. “Amy, I just...” he stumbled. “Can we leave it at that? Can we just say that it’s like I disappeared and a different Sam—let’s call him Robot Sam—kicked in and everything was about functioning, and nothing was about emotion. It was easier to shut everything out, because I learned a hard lesson that day at home.”

      “What lesson?” I whispered.

      “There’s no such thing as unconditional love.”

      I closed my eyes. The thorned and barbed words were as I had expected. What I wanted to say, what pushed against my lips so hard to come out but remained behind my teeth was—

      Let me help you unlearn that lesson.

      Sam

      I was dying.

      It’s so much easier to shut down, to close off, to protect yourself and never look at your emotions. I’d done more than ignore my emotional past. I’d put it in a box inside me, padlocked the box and thrown it and its key in separate oceans. And now Amy was asking me to find the key and the box, and unlock everything.

      We walked in silence for a long time, the peaceful presence of her enough. Words weren’t needed. Most people fill the space between them and other humans with speech. It clouds everything if words are used like that.

      Chatter for the sake of chatter is like crappy junk food.

      It just makes you feel full, and then sick, and then you regret you ever partook.

      Amy stopped at a brick building, weirdly angled into not-quite an L shape. She punched a code into the security door and took my hand, fingers entwining as we went in. We walked up a set of stairs, and then another, and instantly, we were in an apartment the size of a healthy walk-in closet.

      “Is this your place?” I said. “This is all of it?”

      “Pretty much. There’s a bathroom right there.” She opened the door two or three feet, and then pushed something—I realized it was a futon—aside in order to open the door the whole way.

      “This is your entire apartment?” I said, incredulous.

      She frowned “Yeah, it’s mine. What’s wrong with it?”

      “Nothing is wrong with it. It’s...” I looked around. “It’s quirky. I like it.”

      Her shoulders lowered and she sighed. “Thanks.”

      “This must be dirt cheap,” I said.

      She grinned. “Yes, it is. And no roommates.”

      A brief image of Joe coming out into the kitchen to grab sex food for Trevor and Darla floated through my mind. “What a luxury.”

      “I don’t want to talk about my housing situation, Sam.”

      She sat down on the futon, her body so graceful I enjoyed watching how she moved, the curve of her hip, the stretch of her calf, how her wrist pivoted as she stretched, then folded herself into comfort.

      Mimicking her, I folded my legs and sat directly across, nervous yet fully present.

      She took my hands. “I want to talk about us.”

      “Is there an ‘us’?” I asked.

      “That’s up to us.”

      “Well then, what does us think?”

      She pressed her lips together to hold back a smile. “Us thinks that us needs to work this out.”

      “Well, us is really, really, really sorry for being such an asshole four and a half years ago.”

      “Us is pleased that us realizes that he’s an asshole.”

      “Oh, us is now he?” We both laughed. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      The sound of my dad’s scream echoed through my ears, how he had bellowed what a worthless piece of shit I was, how he had ordered me to go to Bible college, and how, when he punched me with the full force of his rage, for the first time in my life, I had hit back.

      All of it poured into my soul as I looked Amy in the eye and I had to compartmentalize, shut that shit down, push it away, and still look at her and be a human being.

      The familiar thrashings of anxiety, or panic—or whatever the fuck you called this intruder inside my body that took over when I least expected it—made me feel like I was nine different people in my own head, all at once.

      I couldn’t tell her the truth about what Dad had done when I had gone home from that debate, because I couldn’t share how damaged I really was.

      Not that I thought that alone would drive her away, but I thought her knowing might drive me away.

      I didn’t want to be that guy again.

      I felt like I had been drowning for years, and that Amy had reached out and pulled me to shore, given me CPR and got me breathing again. Each ragged breath I took right now, as I stared into her eyes and tried to figure out what to say next, was one more breath I didn’t have to take alone.

      The words all just felt like stabs, so I turned the words off, reached over, stretching myself fully, and kissed her. The skin of her jaw was soft and hard at once, and her lips melted into mine.

      “Amy,” I whispered, the need growing so swiftly inside me, as if saying her name could make all of this more real.

      Amy

      Real.

      This was real.

      Sam was kissing me again. We were in my apartment, and we weren’t high school students any more. No artificial barriers. No classrooms, no coaches, no parents.

      An ache deep inside came to the surface, breaking like a cresting wave, and I leaned into the kiss, my hands hungry for more of him, palms reaching under his t-shirt, hands meeting hot, firm flesh with rippled muscles and the movement of his body against mine as his hands echoed my own need.

      Four years.

      For years I’d waited and wondered what might have been. Would we have been together through college? Would we have gone to the same school, or spent our weeks apart, together on weekends? Getting married now, after graduation? Some of my friends were engaged, a few of them actively planning weddings.

      Whatever wondering I had faded fast as the hot push of Sam’s hands against my breasts made me moan his name. A penetrating overwhelm made my body go hard and soft at once. For all I’d built up this moment in my head, reality wasn’t letting me down.

      I wasn’t letting go, either.

      As our mouths and hands explored each other, Sam’s apologized, too. I could feel it in how tender he was, how he alternated between passion and restraint. Could a kiss say “I’m sorry”?

      Could the next one say, “Let’s try again”?

      And the third ask, “May I make it up to you”?

      I wasn’t the same Amy who cried for months and checked my phone compulsively two hundred times a day, waiting for a text that never came. That girl was long gone, replaced by the woman who pressed her belly against Sam’s, whose arms and hands and lips gave as much as he took, and who wasn’t going to allow everything to be this easy, if that’s what I wanted more than anything in the world.

      Because easy wasn’t cutting it.

      Easy was the easy way out.

      Breaking the kiss, we panted for a few breaths, eyes meeting. In his I saw so many emotions—desire, regret, excitement—and I imagined I mirrored those right back.

      “Why, Sam? Why now?”

      Our knees pressed into the futon, both of us half upright, arms wrapped around but pulled back. My breasts rose and fell with each fevered inhale and exhale, while Sam’s abs worked hard against his shirt, his breathing no less labored than my own.

      “Because when I touch you I feel like the world makes sense.”

      The cloth of my futon rubbed against my knees, the raspy sound amplified a thousand times in my ears. Moonlight spilled in through my window, and the air went warm, like a billowing curtain brushing against my skin as a gentle breeze turned the tiny apartment into a rapturous asylum from the craziness of the world.

      His fingers brushed against my arm as he held me, eyes open and intense, vulnerable and seeking.

      The next kiss wasn’t an apology.

      It was a demand.
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      Amy

      I didn’t know that I could feel this sick to my stomach.

      National qualifier tournament for debate. The top three would go to national competition this summer.

      Someone once told me that debating was like playing chess. You had to see how it was all going to end eight, ten, fifteen, twenty moves in advance, and to understand the possible consequences of each choice that you made. Every word that came out of your mouth, each sentence that you formed and put forth had to convince that judge that you had a better argument than the person you were trying to defeat.

      It was incredibly rare, in teenage life, to be able to tell adults something and be believed.

      Debate wasn’t a popularity contest. It wasn’t about looks. I didn’t have to be well dressed beyond looking professional and businesslike. I didn’t have to wear the right lipstick, or the perfect earrings, or be fashionable, or talk about the right pop culture trend.

      I could talk about the Fifth Amendment to the Constitution. I could talk about civil liberties, and questions about the rights of the majority versus the minority were my playing field—not perfumes and self-tanners.

      Living in the suburbs of Boston, with nationally-ranked school districts and parents who mortgaged their careers to get a house, everything was about competition. The pressure began before you were potty-trained.

      I had to do all the right activities starting in middle school, learn the right instruments, speak the right foreign languages, volunteer at the right centers, all for the Holy Grail of getting into the best college possible. Around here that was Harvard, MIT and Yale—and if you couldn’t get into one of those top three, you were lesser.

      As we got ready for the crackdown where people stopped making eye contact in the halls, where competitors that you’d joked with three weeks ago suddenly clung to their notes and turned away, whispering in corners — this was real life.

      All of it changed relationships.

      I flipped through my pages, preparing for my next debate. I saw Sam walk by again, running a hand through that auburn hair. Oh, how I wished it were my hand. Memory took over my mind and body, the thought of his arms around me just two weeks ago so evocative.

      He stopped at a drinking fountain and bent over, the gray wool of his suit stretching tight across his shoulders. His lips drank greedily from the stream of water, and suddenly everything else disappeared. The butterflies in my stomach, the tightness in my shoulders, the sense that everything hinged on what I was about to do today—it all rushed away in one mad wave.

      All that was left was me taking in everything about this one person who mattered more than anything I was about to do today.

      Sam

      Don’t throw up, don’t throw up, don’t throw up.

      My entire future rested on today. My dad had told me that everything weighed on this win—everything. I had to make it to Nationals. The top three would make it, and I had to be one of those three. Just third would do; even Dad had relented on that point. It wasn’t about being number one.

      For once, it was about being good enough.

      And yet, good enough would be damn hard.

      Dad was a minister at a local church, a pillar of the community. That made me a preacher’s kid. He wasn’t a preacher in the southern sense, though. No one here in New England would tolerate anything quite as big as what Dad called a “Holy Roller,” but he had a way of making sure that God infused everything in our lives.

      Funny how God always seemed to have the same exact views as Dad, no matter what the subject.

      I’d gone to a small private school from preschool to eighth grade, learning everything through the lens of God. When money started to get tight, he’d relented and let me go to the local public school.

      I’d been shocked my first session of science class, sitting in a biology lecture, and learning about evolution. Dad had told me that evolution was something that people had created as a way to separate us from God, so I knew the basics. The scary part was that now I was being told to bridge two worlds, somehow to remain devout and without sin—or at least with as little sin as possible.

      “Fake it,” Dad said. “Get good grades and pretend enough to get the grades you need, and don’t let it bother you. God knows that you understand it’s just not true, and there’s no violation of God’s law unless you choose to actually believe it.”

      Violently poison-tongued, my father could wield words like weapons, especially when he had too much to drink. And that was the first lie, the central lie, that taught me how to really pretend to believe something that wasn’t true.

      The fact was that my father was supposed to be an ethical man, the interpreter of God for his flock, and yet at home he was a tyrant.

      Back then, though, in ninth grade, sitting there while my teacher explained the role of vestigial limbs or why humans walk upright, I found a divergence. It was the same feeling today, getting ready for debate. It was a sense that I was being told to go through the motions for the sake of the motions, but I was actually doing it because it’s what I believed.

      A full ride to college rested on how I performed. Two different colleges had coaches who said if I could get into the top three for Nationals, I could make my way through their schools with no debt. Dad didn’t have a college fund for me. He said I could go to a Bible school if I couldn’t get a free ride somewhere else.

      A school he picked.

      I’d rather scrape and save and work five jobs to pay for a different college than go to the kind of Bible school my father would choose for me.

      Here in debate the rules were objective. They never changed, and the goal posts weren’t moved. The answers were challenged with fact and reason and analysis, not with emotional mudslinging and accusations. This was a world that made sense.

      It was like drumming. The notes were on the page, the measures were clear. Which instrument needed to be struck at which time was laid out in an orderly pattern. How you tackled it emotionally was up to you. Emotions and debate didn’t really have much to do with each other, except in one area.

      Amy.

      And she walked past me just as I bent down to get a drink of water.

      Amy

      “Hey! Amy!”

      I stopped and froze, skittering a little bit on the tile floor, unaccustomed to wearing high heels. I turned around gingerly, making sure I didn’t fall. The last thing I needed was to split my skirt open or bang up my knee, or worse, embarrass myself in front of him.

      “Yeah?”

      Sam leaned back against the wall and crossed his long legs at the ankles, his elbow bent, the skin around his eyes crinkled up as those warm eyes took me in. The seconds ticked by. My skin floated inches above my body and I took my hand and rested it on my thigh, unsure what to do.

      “I’m not going to ask if you’re nervous,” he said, looking down.

      “Does a bear shit in the woods?” a guy’s voice said, interrupting us.

      I turned, and then my heart picked up in double time because there stood Joe Ross. Every, and I mean, every girl except for the gay ones, had a crush on Joe at some point. He looked like a really hot version of Orlando Bloom, and yet that wasn’t quite right. Add in a little Brad Pitt, and then some George Clooney, and a touch of Channing Tatum, all mixed into a Roman God, and you had Joe.

      Too bad his personality didn’t match.

      He was the biggest grade grubber you could imagine, and in the debate world, he was the great white shark. What I didn’t like about him was that he had this way of making comments that pierced my confidence. He wasn’t a sexist jerk. He was a jerk to guys and girls alike.

      An equal-opportunity jerk.

      With a blank look on his face, Sam turned to Joe and said “Doing your pre-debate damage, Ross?”

      Joe pretended to look offended, even taking one hand and pressing it over his heart, as if shocked. “What are you implying, Hinton?”

      “Take it however you want,” Sam said, his face impassive.

      His eyes were hooded and his face was slack, leaving the other person absolutely no way of knowing what he was thinking. It undermined Joe and made my face crack with a smile.

      “If your case is as droll as your face, then good luck getting to third place.” Joe’s eyes narrowed as he tried to stare Sam down.

      “You’re a poet, and you know it,” was all Sam said in return.

      They stared each other down. I began to feel a strange, tingling sense of arousal. The naked aggression that each showed triggered something more adult in me.

      This was a high stakes game, but nobody realized just how high the stakes really were that day.

      Sam

      What the fuck was Joe up to? Nothing I’d done should have triggered this kind of bullshit.

      Faking placidity wasn’t just a skill I’d honed; it was a survival strategy at home. When your father screams at you for forgetting to mop up the water you spilled on the floor while in the shower, or hauls you out back for a thrashing because God told him to keep you from mouthing off after you forgot to say “Sir,” you learn to hold it all together and act as if nothing upsets you.

      Nothing.

      It can’t, because giving that little splash of emotion to the world means that anyone can pick it up and use it like a hammer against you.

      Joe was trying to provoke me and while he might be a master at finding weak spots in people, I was the fucking king of impassivity when it came to emotionally charged situations.

      “Why should I care?” Ross asked, feigning ambivalence. “I already got into BU on early acceptance. I don’t need a trophy.” But his eyes said otherwise.

      “Then just do your best and have fun,” Amy replied in a sing-songy voice.

      He glowered at her. “I’ll shred you if we face off, Smithson.”

      “Like you did three weeks ago on the voting topic?”

      Zing. Amy had practically ripped his balls off and pinned them to the grill of his school’s bus. She’d gone 4-0 and won the entire tournament.

      “Like I—? Oh, shut up.” He stormed out, grumbling to himself. His phone rang and we heard the distant echo of his voice as he talked to his mother, muttering something about making sure he had his car back by four o’clock.

      We both laughed, and the tension lifted. Good. In that moment everything changed, as if color itself became brighter, the air more infused with oxygen, the quality of light making everything about Amy ethereal and so real. As if everything else in the world was fake, and the only way to connect to a different level of the universe was to touch her.

      So I did. She tipped her face up to me as I took two steps toward her and reached for her hand, the smooth, soft skin like a lifeline. I didn’t realize how much I’d been drowning, but when I felt her skin against mine I was suddenly on dry ground. Solid land. She was my anchor, my savior.

      My home.

      Her lips were the front door, and I crossed the threshold with a boldness I didn’t know I possessed.

      Amy

      The rasp of his palms sliding around my waist, the wool of his suit crackling static against mine, the softness of his lips, all told me I wasn’t dreaming. And then my own hands were behind his neck, my lips were returning the kiss as ardently, and my brain and body melted into a puddle of Amy.

      He pulled his lips away and then came back, this time with more intensity. This was the kind of kiss I’d read about in books, the kind of kiss I’d hoped for.

      “Hey, you two! Go to your assignments!”

      We broke away, completely shocked, and I slid backwards and almost fell, only saved by Sam’s strong arms grabbing onto me, lifting me up. We both turned in surprise and Sam wiped his mouth, while I pressed my fingertips to my lips as if holding the kiss in. It was Erin, my best friend.

      “What. Are. You. Doing?” she said, in a hushed voice. She pointed to the pairing sheet. “Get to your classrooms before you’re disqualified.” When she turned to me, her eyes lit up like a string of Christmas lights. “And you and I are going to talk about this later!” She looked at Sam, then me, and skittered down the hall to her own event.

      “Amy,” he said. It was a command, not a question.

      “You have a hell of a way of trying to undermine me, Hinton,” I said, keeping my face slack, matching him.

      He shook his head violently, brow furrowed. “No,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Amy that’s not what I...”

      I held my hand up and touched him for the first time since we’d pulled apart, this time my fingertips on his lips. So soft. His clean shaven face, just rough enough for me to imagine what it would feel like brushing against my bare skin. A rush of warmth pooled in my belly, and other places, places untouched but in need of exploration.

      “It was a joke, Sam.”

      He smiled and then reached up and took my hand, interlacing our fingers. “Whatever happens today, Amy...”

      I cut him off. “I’ll tell you what’s going to happen today, Sam.”

      Laughter twinkled in his eyes. “You will?”

      “Yeah, I’ll predict it.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “We’re both going to Nationals.”

      “Good prediction,” he said, nodding slowly.

      And then we parted quickly, my ankles wobbling as I shuffled to my room, ready to take on the world.

      Sam

      A huge ball of guilt bowled through my veins, planted there firmly by the image of my father telling me that I was a sinner. I could sit here and think not about the way she tasted like cotton candy and vanilla and lust, but instead about my dad’s eyes, hard and black if I came home with anything less than third place.

      I could think not about how her hands had responded and slid up my chest and around my neck, the tips of her fingers curling into the hair at the nape of my neck, but instead about his shouts and how he would quote Bible verses in a way that made me feel unconditionally flawed.

      I could think not about the raging hard on—

      No, wait.

      I actually couldn’t not think about that.

      Now I had to clear my head, my lips, my fingers, and my body of all the traces of Amy and go in and face my first opponent. How do you do that, though? How do you shift like that, compartmentalizing your life so that, from one minute to the next, you have laser focus on the thing that’s in front of you?

      I mopped the floor with my first opponent that morning, a geeky tenth grader from Cambridge Rindge and Latin. He came in wearing a suit two sizes too big and a nasty snarl of contempt that told me everything I needed to know before he even opened his mouth.

      Staying slack, loose, respectful, and pleasant was the best weapon against that kind of arrogance. Too bad it didn’t work against my father.

      I won that first debate.

      After results were posted, I kept craning my neck, looking around the cafeteria, trying to find Amy’s team. The groups at the tables were all generally segregated by school, although plenty of people crossed over. You made friends when you spent every Saturday together from October to March. I couldn’t find her anywhere though; she wasn’t with her normal group of friends.

      I decided to go on a walkabout.

      This school was like any other in the area. Nashoba Regional, Lincoln-Sudbury, they were all the same, long hallways lined with lockers, the rooms stretched out and uniform. Cubes that held us day in and day out. Our school days, from afar, looking like an ant hive as we ran in and out of each cube according to some sort of large system run by a queen.

      Amy wasn’t in any of the usually suspected places.

      I had given up and figured I better get back and grab something to eat, when a glimpse of that long, brown hair caught my eye. I swallowed and closed my eyes. Was she... crying? Her back was to me and her shoulders were hunched a little forward.

      “Amy?” I said, my own voice surprising me, the firmness in it.

      She looked up, eyes red rimmed. “Sam,” she said, wiping one eye with the back of her hand.

      Compassion, or something close to it, hit me right in the heart. “You were eliminated, huh?” I asked.

      “No, um, actually,” she said, smiling a shaky grin that twisted her lips into a funny expression I couldn’t understand. “No...uh, uh, I’m still in...uh, I just...” she stumbled over her words.

      The air felt like a giant cotton ball between us, a transparent cotton ball. I didn’t know what to do. I knew sort of what to do, but there weren’t any manuals for this. How do you talk to a girl after you surprise kiss her before going off to be deadly enemies in a debate contest, where your father will practically kill you if you don’t win?

      It’s not like there is a Dummies Guide for that, or even a Reddit AMA.

      “Why are you crying?” I asked, the question so obvious that I had to hold back rolling my eyes.

      “Because of you,” she said, quietly.

      “Me?” I said. It felt like marbles were in the back of my throat.

      “Yeah, you.” Her face was tipped down, her eyes looked up at me.

      I had never seen a girl more sensual, more open and raw. Were we really having this conversation in a classroom painted that puke-green institutional color, with boring gray tiles that were supposed to look like fake marble, and plastic chairs attached to little pseudo-desks? Was this where the most intense romantic encounter of my life was about to happen?

      She took three steps toward me, planted her palms on either side of my face and not-so-gently pulled me down to her.

      A kiss. A fiery unleashing of a girl I wanted to know.

      Her tongue pressed between my lips and mine didn’t need to be asked twice to do the same. My arms slid around her, taking a chance at cupping one breast while her hands wrapped around me. Her body pressed against mine, our torsos pushing into each other, as if trying to introduce ourselves that way. Her mouth said so many things to me that I couldn’t even comprehend because all of the words spilled out of my head and down into my raging hard on.

      And then, just as fast as she had kissed me, she pulled back, breaking the contact. My mouth felt cold and abandoned.

      Her eyes were wild. “Go to prom with me,” she demanded. It felt like a cross examination.

      “Hell, yes,” I said, “especially if you kiss me again.”

      “You guys want Joe Ross to win?” Erin hissed, skittering in on weak ankles, her stilettos skating on the linoleum. She moved her wrist in a circle and flashed wide, wild eyes at me. “You can make out any time. Right now you’re late for your round!”

      She wobbled out, only to be replaced by my coach, Mr. Feehan.

      “Sam!” he barked, eyes flitting to Amy. Mr. Feehan looked like a barrel-chested wrestling coach, with red-Irish hair and pale skin freckled in every place possible. “Get to your assignment! They’re looking for you! You too, Amy.”

      And with that, my future began and ended, though I didn’t know it.

      Amy

      Had I really asked him to go to prom? Had he really said yes? How was that possible? I came out of the round after shaking hands with my opponent, reading his defeat in his eyes, and shifted all of my attention to that thumping roar inside me. I needed to find Sam, I needed to know that the kiss we had just shared was real—that it wasn’t going away, that it wasn’t ephemeral or something he’d done on a whim.

      Finding truth in everything had become my singular pursuit over the past few years, and that included that kiss.

      Sam

      The blood pumped through my body like the most intense beat ever. It never varied.

      Boom, boom, boom, boom.

      Loud and hard, like a bass drum, with a searing edge of a snare, right around the fringe of the sound. It made me win—until it didn’t. The best debater in the entire region, the girl we knew would end up being number one, was Talia Sheridan. So far, she was undefeated, the only person in the entire tournament undefeated, and everyone had just assumed that of course she’d be number one and the rest of us would fight for the table scraps.

      I walked into the cafeteria and halted at the threshold. My stomach was churning. The room felt like it would spin if I gave it a long enough stare, and everything in my mind was pure, unadulterated chaos.

      Boom, boom, boom.

      Amy, Amy, Amy.

      We had about fifteen minutes before they’d announce the pairings, and if Talia won, which was pretty much a given, then it was all about the power of opponent, and how many debates we’d lost. I didn’t know how Amy had done in this last round. The pairing sheets were pulled down already, so I had to ask her.

      Amy. Her name triggered a flash of emotion that slid through my body from toe to head, but settled in between. Thank God for long suit jackets.

      “Can I talk to you?” she asked softly, suddenly there. Her voice was like a caress, a stroke, as if her hand had reached down into me and taken me.

      Something in her half-lidded eyes told me that for as sweet, gentle, and smart as she was, more was waiting to be unleashed. I wanted to be the one to open that door.

      Maybe we could open each other’s doors and find the treasures inside.

      She reached over and took my hand, not palm to palm, the way you hold a friend’s hand, or a little kid’s, but interlacing the fingers like a promise of bodies entwined, all in the form of a simple hand. She didn’t have to drag me. I went willingly, and we entered a classroom.

      She was a little shaky in those high heels, but damn, the lines of her calves, the way it made her hips sway, made me feel like a man. They made me feel a lot of things that were new and old all at once.

      “I meant what I said,” she said, bold now, her eyes blazing, “will you go to prom with me?”

      We didn’t go to the same school, and at my school I wasn’t planning to go to prom. It seemed like a stupid ritual a bunch of us had decided to forgo in favor of just hanging out, getting drunk, and then going to after-prom parties. But for Amy?

      “Yes,” I said, so quickly the word came out of me a grunt, “Of course.”

      The tux, the limo, the flowers, the dinner, the ritual and the silliness, all started to make sense as I stared into her eyes. Something inside me rose up and I leaned down to take her mouth, which she gave freely.

      The tournament itself melted away as her hands, the same fingers that had intertwined with mine, wrapped around my back and my own embraced her, our lips hungry, our mouths making invitations that I hoped to God would be extended till the end of time.

      “Hey,” a voice barked. Ross. We pulled apart. He shot us a what the fuck? look.

      “How can you make out at a time like this? The pairings were just announced.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Talia took number one, she was the only one undefeated, but there are four people, two debates, to square off for spots two and three. I’m not one of ‘em, obviously,” he said, bitter, “but you two are.”

      Amy looked at me, eyes wide. “Oh! Sam!” She started jumping up and down in those spiked high heels, boobs bouncing hypnotically. I could stare at those all day. “We did it! We did it.”

      Ross cut us off. “Don’t get too excited,” he said, “you two are squaring off first.”

      Her face went slack and based on the way my muscles felt, mine must have, too. We both came to a dead halt, her hands frozen on my forearms. I just stared at him, horrified, unable to look at her eyes. “What?” we both said in unison.

      “It’s you two against each other. Only one of you is going to Nationals.”

      Now I turned, a magnet pulling me to her face. Ross disappeared, probably off to feed the gossip mill and tell them about what he’d found. My mouth went dry.

      My body froze.

      “Oh, Sam,” she said, her eyes filling with tears.

      I could handle anything but this. Not Amy crying. “Don’t cry, don’t cry,” I said, my voice feeling like it came from an echo chamber. All I could do was reach for her and pull her into my arms. She smelled so sweet, and her body was so lush.

      She said something muffled into my chest, and her face wiggled against my shoulder. She pulled back. “I don’t know what to do.”

      My Dad’s voice echoed inside my head. ‘You come home a winner. You come home a winner.’ What if that meant something other than what my dad thought?

      I could mindfuck her right now, and it would be easy. She wanted me, she invited me to prom, I wanted her back and I wanted all of this just as much as she did.

      I pulled her away from me, hands on her shoulders. Everything turned into a pinpoint. My hands on her, the soft swell of her body, my tight legs, stomach in knots, the air between us was like its own little atmosphere of excitement, and confusion, and wanting.

      “You’re going in there, and I’m going in there, and we’re going to do our best. Nobody’s pulling any punches, nobody’s holding back. Do you hear me?”

      Relief. That’s what showed in her eyes. Relief. “Yes,” she whispered.

      I pulled back and got on my neutral debate face, which wasn’t all that different from my regular face. I extended my hand, she took it, smiling, wiping her tears away with the other.

      “May the best man win.”

      “Woman!” she interjected.

      “May the best debater win.”

      So help me God.

      Amy

      We walked like we were part of a funeral procession, our hands clasped, Sam taking the lead. The pairing sheet was taped in front of the cafeteria, and I felt people clapping me on the back, heard my name said a thousand times, saw my coach’s face as he spoke to me, animated and joyful, and then concerned and intense.

      What grounded me was the feel of Sam’s hand in mine, and then he slowly, finger by finger, inch of skin by inch, let go, leaving me floating in a soup of overwhelm. He faded off into the crowd, one last look at me with a sad smile.

      I had to beat Sam.

      Sam.

      What did this mean? What would this do? Would he hate me if I won? Would I hate him if he won?

      He was so laid back and mellow in some ways, but I’d faced him before in a debate. He was sharp. Not in that weaselly way that Joe Ross could be, but sharp like a hunter, who could sit for days fully camouflaged and utterly silent, waiting for that one perfect moment to pounce and win.

      That was Sam’s style. I’d seen it over the years and learned to adapt. My own strategy against him was to match it, stay calm and cool, not aggressive, and absolutely use no sarcasm. Smile, fake as much confidence as I could, and meet him, mature mind to mature mind, with analysis, facts and the superior argument.

      I was on the affirmative, and that was my stronger case. I knew that Sam was weaker in the negative. It made me sick to my stomach that I was thinking about him this way.

      Who won in this scenario? It felt Pyrrhic.

      It felt impossible.

      For the first time in all my years of debating, in all my years of speech, even, I thought about throwing a debate.

      A keening rose up inside me as my coach opened his portfolio and went over some key salient points in my case.

      Debaters filed out and I knew what they were doing. These final runoffs were open to anyone who could get a seat, as long as they were quiet during the debate. Half the girls from my team were going to come in and watch, I knew. A few of them had an inkling that I was interested in Sam, and some of them simply wanted to watch him.

      When I got to the door he was already in there, head down, reading over his papers. He looked up and gave me a closed mouth, tight smile and a nod. I returned it.

      I had to debate the one guy in the whole wide world who made my soul sing, and if I didn’t give it my all, I’d let myself down.

      Even if it meant I had to lose Sam, being true to myself would, ironically, have to be the ultimate sacrifice.

      Sam

      From the minute her opening words were out of her mouth, “Resolved: when in conflict, the rights of the majority ought to supersede those of the minority,” I knew it was over.

      Over.

      Her opening case was brilliant, my cross examination was perfect, my opening case was outstanding, and it was like volleying a ball back and forth, to and fro, as if we were performers in a play, unscripted like an improv. Something sparkled between us.

      There was a high to it, the way you get when you’re on a sports team, like you’re playing basketball, and everyone’s smooth, and the passes are perfect, and the dribble, and the motion, and the jump, and the release – it all just flows.

      That’s how it was with me and Amy. The words were perfect, the intensity was high, the analysis, the intellect, the give and take, the back and forth, was all lockstep. Dead on.

      She was in the affirmative and had her case down cold, and because I was in the negative and had my case down cold, what it came down to was the stronger argument. She was more confident on the affirmative, and I was less confident on the neg, no matter how hard I tried.

      Because we were equals, it was going to come down to a loss for me.

      I tried.

      I did.

      But at the end when we shook hands, I knew. I just knew. Her eyes were confused, brilliant and alive, but perplexed because our emotional connection had deepened enough that she could read me. It made my pants tighten. My free hand twisted to a fist. My jaw clenched. An impulse to pull her into my arms and kiss her almost overrode the sense of polite decency that was expected of us.

      “Want to wait together?” she said.

      Something inside me gave way. I knew it was over. I knew that I was fourth or fifth, which to my father meant that I might as well have been 1,117th. He would consider me dog shit.

      I considered myself a king.

      My fingers played a mindless beat against my leg, my other hand twisted with Amy’s. She was so alive and trying to cover it up. I didn’t want that. Nobody wants to see an angel clip their wings. Nobody wants to take away someone else’s drive.

      Nobody except my dad, that is.

      Amy stood there, holding my hand, looking at me as if she were chronicling my entire life with those brown eyes. She hadn’t needed to push me down in order to rise above me. All she’d needed was to be my equal and then to do better.

      I have to admit, as a guy, and a fairly competitive one, it crushed me. I won’t lie. Losing a game of mini golf on a date was one thing, but losing a full ride and knowing what I had to go home to was a whole other situation.

      Was I perfect? No. Was I mature? Not really. And so, when I leaned down and took that ever-so-sweet kiss, I didn’t know what the fuck I was doing. Why did everything have to happen at once?

      My mind raced as our lips touched, as I tasted her pleasure and her energy. It gave me fuel for my soul at the same time that a fire was tamping out inside. How could so many good things happen and one horrible thing cancel it all out?

      I would go home to a father who would come as close as humanly possible to killing me. Not with his hands, but with his mouth. How could I take so much enjoyment from one person’s mouth, Amy’s pure connection, and yet, experience so much pain from another’s?

      “Get a room,” growled a familiar voice.

      Amy pushed me back, turning. Her turn to wipe her mouth. “Joe,” she whimpered.

      “It’s final ceremonies,” he said, looking at both of us and then just shaking his head, turning away.

      I knew what they were going to say. Amy wanted to hold my hand walking back, and I knew I should, but the part of me that wanted to be a dick was starting to emerge.

      The part that needed to go and sit with headphones on, blast music and drum along, and drown out the world, was starting to assert itself. I wished I had time.

      I had to break contact from her, nod and pretend everything was going to be okay, even as a knot formed in my stomach and my skin buzzed at the thought of going home.

      My phone rang. I ignored it. I knew it was my dad, calling to find out. If he really cared he’d be here, right? Right? What he cared about was the surface, not the depth.

      Amy could be deep.

      I just didn’t give a fuck about anything anymore. I wanted it all to go away. All of it.

      Mr. Feehan whispered something about what I thought the final rankings would be, and I turned to him and said, “I think I lost.”

      “Everyone thinks that,” he said back, bright blue eyes twinkling, bags under his eyes a swollen pink. I know he was trying to make me feel better, but it just added to the cacophony.

      The final ceremonies dragged on, the Lincoln-Douglas results toward the end.

      Talia Sheridan’s name was first, Mike Zendo was second, and when they went to announce number three my team looked at me expectantly, everybody holding their breath, the freshmen with their fingers crossed. So much energy erroneously focused on me because I knew, God dammit I knew.

      When the coach who gave the announcements said “Amy Smithson” I stood up and walked out, scores of eyes on me. Including Amy’s.

      Dick move? Hell, yeah.

      Then again, I am my father’s son.

      Amy

      
        
        
        2 months later

      

        

      

      I stared at my prom dress. It was perfect. Peach with a slight copper undertone to it that set off the occasional topaz flecks in my brown eyes.

      Princess perfect.

      Tonight, I was supposed to be a princess and Sam was supposed to be my prince. I knew I was supposed to be jaded and hard-edged and not talk about fairy tales as if they were real.

      I was supposed to be all Gossip Girl, and smooth, and edgy. But really, even smart, above-that-crap girls should be allowed to be a damn princess on prom night.

      I was supposed to put that dress on. I was supposed to have someone come to my house with a corsage, drive up in a limo with a group of friends all paired off for the night, either with boyfriends and girlfriends, or just going as buddies.

      Tonight, I was supposed to dance in Sam’s arms, marvel at how handsome he looked in the tux, stare into those eyes, feel his arms around me, sense the comfort.

      Tonight, I was supposed to sneak off to a hotel that everyone knew we would get, that our parents would turn a blind eye to as long as we didn’t drink and drive.

      Tonight, I was supposed to lose my virginity in a glory of cliché.

      Instead, here I was, sitting in my bedroom, staring at the dress. The dress my mom helped me pick out long before I had a prom date, when I was hopeful and optimistic that I’d have fun going stag with my friends and maybe get to be that perfect princess.

      The shoeless dress. The boring dress.

      I never went out and bought anything to go with it. No jewelry, no shoes, no matching nail polish, or perfect earrings, nothing. Because I hadn’t seen Sam since the day he walked out of the auditorium when they announced my name. Hadn’t heard from him.

      Nothing.

      Not a single word.

      My friends tried to convince me to go to prom. Erin showed up at the last minute, pulling me along, literally yanking on my arm and trying to convince me that I could still go stag.

      “You’re crazy,” she said.

      We’d been best friends since kindergarten. She was going with her boyfriend, Jonathan, captain of the football team and a guy who looked just enough like Tom Brady to make you wonder if he wasn’t his bastard child. Her dress was slutty—her word, no judgment from me—in a really good  way.

      They’d have fun, I knew. It was easier to be immobile and immutable than to let the tiniest crack of hope seep in and make me think that maybe—just maybe—I should go.

      Mom was almost inconsolable. She couldn’t believe that her little girl wouldn’t go to prom. “There are so many other boys you could ask,” she said.

      No, Mom, I thought, there aren’t.

      Making it to Nationals meant that in a few weeks, after graduation, I’d be on a plane to some Southern state I didn’t care about to compete in an event that had no real impact on my future. It wouldn’t get me more money for school. It was just a feather in my cap.

      A very expensive feather in my cap. It cost me a guy I could have loved.

      Who am I fooling?

      A guy I already loved a little.

      I wondered what he was doing. Was he hanging out with his buddies? He went to a different school and I knew that their prom night wasn’t the same, so to him this was nothing, just a throwaway night.

      Like I was a throwaway girl.

      Why did he walk out of that auditorium and never say a word to me again? I got his cell phone number from Joe Ross and texted him. Just once.

      He never replied.

      I can understand being mad at me. I could understand being embarrassed, pissed, or frustrated, but the silent treatment, being able to push aside what we had? It was so unlike the Sam I thought I knew.

      Instead, I sat here on my bed, phone turned off, staring at a bunch of peach cloth. I stood up and pulled the dress out of the closet, then threw it on the bed like a blanket. It was perfect for a perfect night that never would happen.

      The doorbell rang and I ignored it. Evan hollered up, “Liam’s here!”

      Liam? I’d known Liam McCarthy since we were babies. He was popular. His parents had divorced years ago. He lived with his mom over in the same school district that Joe and Sam went to, but his dad lived next door, still in the house, so he was over here constantly.

      He bounded up the stairs, all blonde and tan and godlike. My friends all wanted to date him. Half of them wanted to fuck him. But to me he was like a brother.

      Except I hadn’t seen him much this past year and now he looked nothing like my brother.

      “Sam never called?” Liam was a straight shooter. He was dressed in soccer shorts, a v-neck short-sleeve shirt made of the same lightweight material, and he smelled faintly of a mixture of Old Spice, Polo and oranges.

      My head swam for a moment as he stretched his long legs out, easing onto the bed beside me, a serious look on his face.

      Blond, curly hair peppered the tanned skin that stretched out for miles, my eyes trying so hard not to drift up the black, silky shorts that covered his middle. His shirt was the same color and his eyes were a bluish-green, like looking at the ocean as it met the sand dunes in Truro, on Cape Cod, just after a storm.

      My pulse needed a minute to recover. My heart was still stuck on Sam.

      My body, though, knew exactly what it wanted—and recovering wasn’t it.

      “Nope.”

      “Asshole.” He sat on the bed next to my dress and fingered the hemline.

      “Yup.” They were in the fledgling band that Trevor Connor and Joe Ross had put together this year. They had a weird name I couldn’t remember. That meant Liam saw Sam regularly, and my heart soared—not just from Liam’s hot skin so tantalizing on my bed, either.

      “Did you talk to him about me?” I tried to keep the hope out of my voice, but failed miserably.

      Uncertain how to answer, Liam seemed to struggle with his words. This was not his normal state; the guy was confidence itself on legs.

      “Sure. Told him he was crazy to give up a chance of tapping you. Fresh virgin meat.” A predatory smile made my knees go weak and a wet warmth spread up my body.

      Pressing my hands over my heart, I said, “Like words from Shakespeare.”

      “I aim to please.”

      My laughter came out like normal, at first, and then settled into a strange braying sound of half sobs and half giggle. Liam looked at me with alarm and sat up, his body impossibly big and beautiful, right in front of me where Sam should be.

      “Amy?”

      Waving my hands in front of my face like I was swatting a bee, I said, “I’m fine! I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “I’m pretending to be fine! I’m pretending to be fine!”

      “That makes two of us.” His face fell, and in his pain I could see the man he would become. It was jarring.

      Yet I knew why he winced. “Charlotte, huh?”

      He leaned back, folded his hands under his head, and sighed. I swallowed, hard, as the soft cloth of his shirt rode up at the waist, showing a thickening of those golden curls right where it would lead down to a place that made my blood quicken.

      “I miss her,” he huffed, not quite convinced he should tell me.

      “I can imagine,” I squeaked, feeling like an adulteress to the memory of Sam. How stupid! This was Liam. The guy who launched spitballs in my hair on the bus. The one I took baths with when we were kids. The dude who kissed my cheek at our first co-ed party when we played Truth or Dare.

      And also? I owed no allegiance to Sam or my imagined reality with him.

      Go away, Sam. Get outta my head.

      “Why’d you break up with her?”

      He sat up fast, like a wrestler doing quick sit ups, his flat stomach muscled in ways that made me want to reach out and touch him for the pure joy of touching a body that could do that.

      “Because.” His voice went cold.

      “Gotcha. I’ll shut up about it.”

      He stood quickly and walked over to my prom dress. “You would look good in this. Why don’t you go?”

      “Where’s your tux?” I joked.

      A look of confusion, then a kind of dawning horror, spread across his face. “Aw, Amy, I never even thought about it!” Then pity. “Of course I would have taken you.”

      “NO!” I shouted, jumping to my feet. “No, no, no, no, no, that’s not what I meant! I don’t need a pity date.”

      “So not a pity date, Amy,” he answered, eyes combing over me, then the dress. “I’d have been honored.”

      Tears came in a giant wave then, the power overwhelming me, my stomach clenching in one hard wall of anguish. “Why won’t Sam even talk to me?” I wailed. “Why am I the weirdo stuck at home on prom night?”

      And then Liam was holding me, arms wrapped around my sobbing self. His body felt so good, comforting, and hard. Not like a brother, suddenly.

      Like a man.

      “I am so sorry,” he crooned into my hair, the vibration of his deep voice making my neck tingle. “At least there are two of us. You’re not the only weirdo.”

      I half-laughed, half-sobbed into his shoulder. My hands slid across his back and he held me closer, lips touching my earlobe with the briefest of kisses. Was he... was this... did he want...?

      In an instant, he put my questioning to rest by pulling back, his hand at my cheek, soulful eyes taking mine in. “I wish everything were different.”

      And then another hug.

      “I know you miss Charlotte,” I whispered, faltering as I tried to think of the right thing to say. He stiffened.

      Wrong thing.

      “I don’t want to talk about Charlotte,” he murmured against my cheek. In a breathtaking split second his lips were on me, and Liam—the same Liam who had teased and tormented and played and cajoled as kids, the one I’d captured fireflies in a jar with, who had gone on camping trips with my family when we were little—was a muscled wall of man above me, hovering over me and doing to my mouth, my body, my heart, what Sam was supposed to be doing this very moment.

      Tears formed at the corner of my eyes and slid down the edge of my face. Liam felt it as he kissed me tenderly, wiping one away.

      “Amy, I—should I stop?” He froze, starting to roll off.

      Gratitude mixed with frustration and I pulled him back to me.

      “No. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop at all. I want this. I want more. I want it all.”

      “You’re sure?” No question in his voice—he was confirming.

      “I am. What about you?” I asked.

      His warm lips and confident hands were my answer as he eased me onto the bed, our bodies resting on top of a pile of peach cloth.

      And so Liam took as much as he gave, and it was pure and tender and what I needed.

      In the end, I lost my virginity on prom night, alright.

      Except with the last guy I’d ever imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      
        
        
        Amy’s apartment, after the show, back to the present

      

        

      

      Reaching for her again, my hands cradled her jaw, fingers interlaced in the long hair at the back of her neck, our breath mixing as tongues touched. My hands shifted to her arms, finally settling down and then—

      Peace.

      Something deep inside me just stopped, as if it could finally rest.

      Sanctuary.

      This wasn’t about fucking. That I could get nearly any time I wanted after a show. This was about intimacy. The point when you’re with someone, touching them and you realize that you’ve been invited to cross an invisible line.

      We all build shells around ourselves, and cracking them open to display what’s underneath takes a lot of courage. Sex itself isn’t what I’m talking about; there are degrees of touching and knowing and forging ahead with someone when it comes to being intimate.

      Amy trusted me enough to let me touch her again.

      It’s all about trust.

      My hands roamed over her waist, the curve of her ribs and hips, the ends of her long hair tickling my palms. She smelled so good, and the heat of her lush body felt made solely for me, conjured only for the space between us.

      Her mouth devoured mine, her boldness making me rock hard as we entwined ourselves on her bed. Months without sex made me more than ready.

      A tight band of need clenched every muscle in my body as Amy’s hands found my ass, then roamed up my back. No woman I’d been with had ever been so bold, and it turned everything up a notch. Wanting a willing body in bed was one thing; finding a woman willing to tell me what she wanted so that we could make everything so much better had been a rich fantasy of mine for—well, forever.

      Could this really be Amy?

      “Amy,” I said, pulling back just enough to look in her eyes, “I don’t get many second chances in life. I feel like I’m living in a surreal moment where it could all be taken away in an instant, like when I open my eyes, or when I blink, as if this is an alternate reality,” I explained, my words feeling empty and stupid.

      “No,” she gasped, interrupting me, wrapping those warm arms around my neck. “It’s the past four years that were the alternate reality. This,” she added, punctuating her words with a kiss that shot down my core and back to my brain like being stroked, “this is the life we should be living.”

      “And now we are,” I finished for her, so ready to make love to her, to connect and deepen, to serve her for all the rest of time—in whatever reality we could carve out for ourselves.

      Pumped by desire, it was hard to balance my body’s screaming need to be in her, to give myself to her and to have her do the same, to get hot and sweaty and breathless on her bed with what I also knew—via a thin shred of restraint—needed to be respected.

      I’d hurt her so intimately four years ago.

      Could I heal her with intimacy now?

      Amy

      “Tell me what you want,” Sam said, murmuring in my ear before kissing my neck.

      “What I want?” I laughed, my palms meandering down his back. What was left to want?

      “I want to know everything about you, Amy. How you want to be kissed, how you want to be touched.” His eyes sought mine, looking up through his eyelashes as his mouth traversed my shoulder and collarbone.

      As his lips touched mine again, tongue languid and searching, seeking as much to touch and know me as to communicate his own need, Sam’s words echoed in my head. My inexperience hit me hard, cutting short the yearning touch my hands wanted to continue.

      Once with Liam, a year with Brent—that was it.

      Sam must have been with so many people. A drummer in a band? And so hot? Of course he had expectations and comparisons and I—I had just my own wanting of him.

      The full impact hit me just as Sam’s hungry kiss swept me out of my mind. His hands were on me, stroking my breasts and making my nipples ache. His palms cupped my ass and his erection was at my fingertips, hard, muscled back mine to explore.

      But so much more than that turned me on—his words. Who says these things? I’d played out this moment thousands of times in my head over the years. Wondered how it would feel to hear him whisper my name, to be told he wanted me—needed me—craved me like no other woman.

      His words were enough.

      I didn’t want enough. I wanted so much more, and he offered it to me right now with his mouth, his fingers, the hard press of his rigid manhood against my torso, my hand now seeking it out, enjoying the anticipated groan.

      Sam didn’t disappoint. He slid his hands under my bra and unclasped it, nimble fingers so confident, as if he’d touched me this way a thousand times before. I felt unbound in more ways than one.

      Without saying a word, I pulled my own top and bra off, the air chilly enough to make my flesh pebble. When I threw my clothes aside and brushed my hair from my eyes, I found Sam gloriously shirtless, too, his eyes expectantly delighted.

      So many years of pretending to be someone I wasn’t faded as reality filled the room like oxygen, fresh and clean and rejuvenating. Images of what it meant to be a sexual being tore through my mind like the moment of orgasm, where time speeds up and slows down at once. The headiness and import of this epiphany dissolved as I lit up in a grin, which Sam returned. I decided in that moment that I simply would not be self-conscious. Any hesitation was gone.

      Gone.

      Like his stilled hands, the butterflies of self-doubt stopped their fluttering.

      And something in me just... broke.

      Snapped.

      Surrendered.

      My fingers drank in his skin, parched, seeking to be quenched. Everything outside of this room faded, leaving only the sound of our breath, the rasp of skin against skin and sheets, and the deafening silence of questions unasked but quickly answered through touch.

      Oh, how hot and soft and hard and good his body felt against mine.

      “Amy,” he groaned, the vibration against my lips as his hands inventoried me. Those hands said millions of words that would never escape from Sam’s mouth, but that I knew now in the most intimate of ways.

      How many more words could his body say?

      Bring on the dictionary. Please. And then a thesaurus...

      I felt seventeen and twenty-two at the same time, a scrabbling piece of my brain trying to stop the undeniable—that we were a man and a woman ready to make love, and not stumbling teens dancing around what we wanted.

      Sam’s strong touch dipped down under my waistband, my throat tightening in a gasp as his finger slid under my panties, the pads of his fingers sinking into my curves, the sensation making me want him inside me, thrusting and sweaty, calling my name.

      My own hands seemed useless, as if I’d forgotten what to do with them as Sam took every remaining brain cell I possessed and tweaked it with his tongue. He worked to dispense the final barrier between us, my pants opening and sliding down over my thighs as if they had a will of their own, the delicate hush of silken panties against my skin a chorus cheering us on.

      “You are so amazing,” he murmured, coming up to kiss me. A quick kiss, then he gently leaned me back on the futon and nuzzled my belly, trailing kisses up to the underside of my breasts, then down... down... to foreign territory.

      That’s right.

      No man had ever gone there with his mouth.

      And Sam’s sexual GPS seemed to have my clit as its destination.

      Don’t recalculate. Don’t recalculate.

      All the reading, all the romance novels and sex manuals and erotica and sex magazine stories and articles, had made me want this with a dripping need that made me ache from throat to —

      There.

      Oh, yes—there.

      For years I’d wondered what it would actually feel like to have someone do this to me—to want to do this. To enjoy doing this.

      “Oh!” fluttered from my throat, the sound an afterthought, the touch of his lips and tongue on my bare lips and clit so enticing and electrifying it felt more like a shock than an erotic sensation. A flash of heat poured through all the nerve endings in the softer, wetter parts of me, a slower, deeper tightening in muscles through my belly and ass contrasting with the microshocks of pulsing shivers that his mouth elicited.

      The feeling of giving my body to him so intimately, his mouth guiding me to a place of pleasure I knew existed in theory but couldn’t imagine, was so perfect.

      Sam stopped and ran his hands up over my hips, to the edge of my breasts, and kissed my mons, the gesture surprisingly sweet compared to the very erotic nature of what he’d just done with me.

      “Tell me what you want,” he whispered.

      Too shy to look down at him, afraid I would meet his eyes and he’d see the mix of everything scattered inside me, I arched my hips without realizing I did it, let my fingers sink into his hair, and whispered back the only word I could think or speak:

      “More.”

      His hands came back to my thighs, taking in my skin as if he were memorizing it, his hands so worshipful it made me relax. No self-conscious posturing, no worrying about the light and having my physical flaws exposed. We were just here and enjoying each other.

      “With pleasure,” he said, his voice filled with a playful tone that made me want him even more. As his tongue savored me I inhaled sharply, pressing against his mouth ever so hesitantly, wanting this to last forever, even as I felt the familiar tendrils of an orgasm beginning to grow inside, seeking light and the explosive release I anticipated would come soon.

      His mouth knew exactly how to play my body, though, and then just as I ached for him to enter me, I felt a finger slip in, slow and measured, as Sam’s tongue teased and laved, his other hand sliding over my belly, my hips beginning to shift in concert with his tongue.

      Oh, God.

      Perfect.

      This was like rich, melted chocolate poured over the core of my sexuality, like wet velvet and—all the clichés seemed simultaneously deeply true and exceptionally shallow to describe how it felt to be licked and suckled and the flittering touch of a man who clearly loved to go down on a woman.

      His hands, his mouth—his whole being—transmitted that fact with his slow movements, how he took his sweet time, how he checked in and treasured all of this.

      All of me.

      Some shift inside made my mind go blank, my body arching up, an uncontrolled shaking taking over. Reflex made me pull away but Sam followed, his hand pressing deeper into my navel, his mouth pursuing my clit as I began to writhe, the waves of heat like a nuclear cloud, both explosive and expansive at once.

      I needed to freeze.

      I needed to twitch.

      I needed to pull away.

      I needed to shove myself deeper onto his tongue.

      All those states needed to exist at the same time and it defied the laws of physics to even try, yet that’s what happened as every muscle in my body tightened at once, my walls clamping on his fingers, my legs squeezing together, my arms reaching up to grasp a pillow and pull it apart, the harsh sound of the sheets ripping off the corners of the bed as I balled them in my fists.

      The tension abated and all my muscles melted as Sam’s mouth changed against my lower lips. I could feel him smile, his tongue slowing, and then—the pulse began again, my entire body riding this new wave.

      This time, though, the wave didn’t crest. It built and built, Sam’s ribs embraced by my thighs, his mouth a mystery that solved my need, and the climax he pulled out of me shattered everything I thought I knew about life.

      All I wanted was him.

      His skin, his flesh, his tongue, his whole self as the orgasm took over all my blood, a heated rush trying to escape through my core, my mouth, my hands, my—anything that would unleash what was in me. What Sam had found in me.

      What Sam had put in me all those years ago.

      “Sam!” I moaned, his name replacing the word more, because I had enough right here, right now, and as I said his name a second time I thrashed, my head twisting from side to side as the room spun and swayed, my body exploding vessel by vessel, nerve by nerve, with a pleasure that made me part of everything.

      And then it was too much. Too intense.

      Too—just too.

      “No!” I begged. “Please. Stop, stop, stop,” I pleaded, scooting back and sitting up fast, my core on fire and my legs shaking. “It’s too much.”

      Sam sat up, too, and I realized he was still half-clothed. I was completely nude and wet and my scent was all over him as he crawled to me and took me in a breathtaking kiss, my own taste on my tongue without warning, the boldness turning me on even more.

      With hurried fingers I dispatched with the snap on his jeans, the hiss of the zipper a gasp to match my own, and then Sam kicked off his pants, never breaking the kiss. My own taste seemed normal now, and his rock-hard erection was in my hands in a second, his mouth a groan that rewarded my own boldness.

      “Amy,” he sighed.

      “No one has ever done that to me,” I ventured. A grateful, astounded, dumbfounded part of my brain was reeling even as I began to stroke him, the thick veins and hard heat familiar and new at once.

      He pulled back and caught my eyes, my impulse to look away so close, but I resisted. Sam stared back, and it was Sam—the real Sam I’d loved for so long and wanted.

      “No one?”

      I shook my head.

      “Your boyfriend never...?”

      Shake. “No.”

      Sam’s eyes narrowed, his hair a mess, his chest heaving with desire and slick with the warmth our bodies generated. Thickly muscled arms and pecs carved from marble were eye candy for me in the muted moonlight, and his kind, quiet eyes morphed into something wolfish and hungry.

      “Then you have years to catch up on. I’ll be happy to help.”

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it—this was just too real and raw and I was nothing but rawness and eager need. He chuckled, too, and then gave me a look of such earnest adoration and sexual fire that I felt like the only woman in the world.

      Every touch, each move, all our sighs and strokes and sounds of joy and primal joining felt like a lover’s language and a  culture we were making up as we went along.

      Which we were.

      I did the only thing I could think of, which was to bend down and put my lips on him. Time to hold his pleasure in my hands.

      Or in my mouth.

      “You don’t have to—” he whispered, the words fading as it became very clear that I most certainly did have to, his entire body tensing, neck veins popping out as he tipped his head back and inhaled with a shuddering tremor that made my heart swell.

      Along with other parts.

      “I want to,” I whispered back as I pulled my mouth off and stroked him, the slickness making him grow harder (which seemed impossible, but he did).

      I meant it—this I knew how to do. Giving a guy oral pleasure meant having the root of him in my hands, between my lips, ensconced by my tongue, his hot demand in my control.

      Plus – it was fun.

      As my mouth descended down his shaft, I focused, at first, on what I knew felt good. As his back began to arch and his hands to sink more urgently in my hair, I experimented with my palms, seeing what might optimize what my mouth was doing.

      The resulting groan told me I’d been right.

      I liked being right.

      Still stunned by what his mouth had done to me, I wanted to return what he’d given with equal—or more—pleasure, letting him take center stage and be the object of my mastery.

      Giving felt good. It felt real. Hot flesh with a pulse in my mouth urged me to continue, the combination of Sam’s hands on my body, his ragged breaths, and his urgent need pushing him to climax faster than I’d expected, hot fluid spurting in my mouth and catching me by surprise.

      I swallowed.

      He pulled back and looked at me with wide eyes, an admiration there I hadn’t seen from any man. Ever.

      “You just—”

      I smiled. “Yes.”

      “And you don’t mind?”

      The taste and the texture had never bothered me. Swallowing was no big deal to me, but it obviously meant something to Sam.

      “Why would I mind doing something that seems natural?”

      I didn’t think his eyes could get wider—or more primal.

      “You’re not like anyone in the world, Amy.” He pulled me into his arms and we rested on the bed, an intermission in a play I hoped had no ending.

      “I’m a freak,” I laughed, trying not to be self-conscious.

      “No,” he crooned, pulling my chin up so my eyes met his. “You’re incredible.”

      I was naked with Sam. Naked, sticky, and tasting him. We’d just gone to a very intimate place together, but there was so much more...

      What did he expect next?

      As his lips sought mine, I held back, a combination of wondering if he wanted to taste himself and the tumult of my own emotions. His tongue broke through my lips and answered the first issue—but the second?

      The abrupt withdrawal of his warmth surprised me. “Amy? You okay?”

      “Sure,” I whispered, not even convincing myself.

      Sam yanked the sheet up over us both and tucked me in close, his arms wrapped around me, my leg draped over his legs with a casualness that pleased me.

      “What’s going on?” he murmured. “Talk to me. I wasted so much time, not talking with you. No more.”

      A fluttering in my chest rose up, as if a protector inside me were sending out a warning sign to close up, put up walls, reinforce the shields. This was Sam, though. We’d just been sensual and raw and raunchy with each other and I wanted more—so much more—and yet...

      Something in me hesitated.

      Why?

      “It’s too much, isn’t it?” he guessed, tightening his embrace.

      Images, like still photos from the past four years, paraded through my mind. Me at National Qualifiers. The kiss we shared. Sam walking out of the auditorium. All the texts unanswered, the mental screen shot of my phone’s glass screen taunting me. Prom night. Liam. Naked Liam. Naked me and Liam. Meeting Brent. Dating Brent. Naked Brent. Naked me with Brent.

      All those years. All that joy and pain overshadowed by not understanding what had happened with Sam.

      And now my nude body slid against his bare skin like we were old lovers so familiar with each other we could touch as if we owned the skin, and I just—

      Couldn’t.

      “I’m closing down,” I confessed. “It is too much, Sam. Not the sex,” I hurried to say. “It’s incredible. You’re incredible.” I reached up to trace his mouth with my finger, the gesture implying what my words couldn’t. “So many unanswered questions, and this is almost too good.”

      Here came the tears.

      “I keep thinking about what might have been,” I said, sighing.

      A groan of deep pain came from his chest, the sound amplified because my ear was pressed into his rib cage. If this was going to be real and true and honest, then it had to start somewhere. Especially considering the fact that we were covered in (and full of) each other’s scent and sex. If you can’t be vulnerable emotionally after giving and taking so much pleasure, when can you?

      Holding my breath, I waited for his answer.

      “Me too,” he whispered, kissing the top of my head. My arms tightened around his chest and all the air rushed out of me.

      “Sam,” I said, enjoying the feel of his name on my lips, knowing he could hear me.

      He swallowed and I felt his head nod slightly. My fingers made a slow journey around his chest, down the dip of breastbone, over his nipples, which tightened from my touch.

      “I meant it when I said you’re incredible.” His hand stilled at my hip, the other pinned under my neck and shoulders, the fingers resting on my shoulder. “You’re complex and nuanced and everything I’ve always wanted in a woman. But our past...”

      My tears shifted to something entirely different, a thrill of fear coursing through my heart.

      “My past,” he said, as if correcting himself. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “No!” I said, sitting up, my voice hoarse with protest. “No! You know that’s not true.” Fury and pain and desire and lust all stirred inside me.

      “And you don’t get to hide from me again,” I added quickly. “You don’t get to use your own assumptions about me to conveniently rationalize why you shouldn’t give us a try.”

      His head snapped back as much as it could on the pillow and his hands slipped off me. “You think that’s what I did four years ago? I told you,” he said, eyes blazing. “I told you what happened.”

      “Yes, Sam. You told me what you did. But you didn’t tell me why you did what you did. There’s a huge difference.”

      “You’re starting a fight because you’re afraid to let me make love to you.”

      Thud.

      That was the sound of my jaw hitting the floor.

      God damn it.

      Sam knew me. Really knew me.

      I closed my eyes and I felt tears run down my face. His gentle fingers sought out each drop and wiped them away, so tender, as if each tear should be revered and preserved. When I opened my eyes he was sitting up, the contours of his body right there for me to see and feel, skin impossibly hard and soft at once, each curve of muscle like a piece of art for my eyes and fingers to honor.

      “Why, Amy? I want you so much. I’ll respect whatever you want. Making love to you seems like atonement right now. I can’t get those four years back. But I can give you now. And tomorrow’s now. And next week’s now. And all the now’s you’ll let me give you.”

      “I just—”

      His fingers on my lips shushed me. “You don’t have to justify anything. This isn’t a debate and you don’t need evidence or philosophical superiority. Feelings aren’t like that. The fact that you feel a certain way is enough. It doesn’t have to be validated by anyone except you.”

      Soft lips pressed against mine, and then his arms were around me as I knelt on my bed. Our combined sighs let more skin press together, abs communing, heartbeats in sync.

      “Do you mean it?” I asked, my lips buried in his chest.

      “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t.”

      My laugh was deep and low. “Plenty of people say things they don’t mean. All the time.”

      “Even naked?”

      “Especially naked.”

      Shaking with giggles, we tightened our arms around each other. The urgency faded. Now all I wanted was this—buried in his arms, discovering the terrain of this new world we were creating, layer by layer, stone by stone.

      Sam pulled back and brushed the hair out of my eyes with one still hand. His knuckles seemed odd. How had I not noticed it before? A bit twisted and swollen, like my grandmother’s. The fingers still tapered, lean like a surgeon’s, but the incongruity caught my eye.

      Before I could comment, he changed the subject, yawning. “I have to go. Work in a few hours.”

      “Work?”

      Nodding, he searched for his clothes. Regret pulled at me. Don’t leave, I wanted to whisper.

      But I didn’t.

      “I’m working for a moving company tomorrow. Just labor.” He shrugged his way into his wrinkled t-shirt. My eyes ate him up, sad to see him go from naked and open to closed and clothed.

      Joining him, I threw my own outfit on, stirred up and still uncertain I’d done the right thing telling him what was going on inside me.

      Dispelling some of that fear, Sam took me in his arms and kissed me so softly my heart ached a bit. “When the time is right, we’ll know. In the meantime,” he said, nipping at my earlobe as he whispered in my ear, “what we shared tonight was a taste of what’s to come.”

      “Literally,” I joked, the room open again. Light-hearted. The way I’d imagined intimacy could be, all flesh and heat and wonder.

      “I hate to leave, but...”

      I sensed he wasn’t just looking for an excuse. Time was short and I got the reality of work. My own luxury of a few weeks off would end soon enough, when school started.

      The wall of Sam hit me again with a fevered kiss that made my knees weak, and then he was gone.

      “I’ll text!” he whispered, disappearing down the hall, leaving me to wonder if what we’d just shared had really happened.

      Random Acts indeed.

      Except ours wasn’t one of crazy.

      It was a random act of trust.

      Sam

      The walk home was excruciating and exhilarating, all at once. It turned out that Amy didn’t live that far from Trevor and Joe. At three in the morning, Boston is silent—I got the city mostly to myself.

      It was an eerie quiet, and it helped with the echo in my head. The ringing from the amps and the equipment on stage was mostly gone. The smell of Amy was on my fingers, the taste of her on my lips, the feel of her skin on my chest, waist, and my reawakened hard on was a testament to so many things that I wanted to do.

      By the time I got to Trevor’s and pulled out the key, my phone buzzed its text tone. I scrambled it out of my pocket, hoping it was Amy.

      Not Amy.

      The text read, Come for an interview tomorrow. 10 PM. And then an address. An interview? Oh, shit. That must be the job that Liam told me about, the one I’d called and left a message for. An interview!

      So, I got a possible place to live permanently, Amy, and a job interview all in one evening. Life was good.

      Life was finally good.

      Amy

      There I was, staring at a spot on the ceiling, a streak of dirt the color of dark burgundy. I’d never noticed it before. The glow of the security light outside made it eerie.

      Sam had just left and I’d done my nighttime routine; brushed my teeth and flossed like a good little girl, climbed into a nightshirt and my undies, and snuggled under the covers, alone. My typical bedmate was my tablet and a sex toy or two. Right now, though, I just wanted to lie there and let my body feel everything it had just experienced in the last few hours.

      Sam. Sam. Sam.

      His name had become a bass drum beat in my head. Four and a half years of wondering had turned to four and a half hours of bliss. It was as if fate had snapped its fingers and decided that my entire life would take a different trajectory.

      All the words that had flown between us over the past few hours, the touches, the sighs, the needs, the wants, and the restraint, formed a giant web inside me that I was trying to untangle right now, even as my hands slipped over my thighs, imagining they were his.

      The brush of my cotton sheets against bare skin was a kind of torture, because it wasn’t the warmth of his fingertips. My cheek against my pillow left me bereft, because it wasn’t Sam’s shoulder that I rested against. Even the glow of the security lights of middle-of-the-night Boston left me empty, because they weren’t reflecting on his skin.

      What did all of this mean? Where did we go from here?

      We’d both held back, his hands going to find the core of my desire for him, and my own hands touching parts of him that I had dreamed about for so many years, finding the truth so much better than anything my imagination could conjure.

      Hard muscle and soft skin had met my palms, my forearms, driving into his flesh, my fingers, my lips, my mouth seeking every part of him that I could connect with.

      Why had I held back? Why had I breathlessly poured out my heart like that, all while keeping my body at bay? It’s not as if we were virgins; that train had left the station long ago.

      Liam. Liam had been the conductor on that one. Sam would be my third.

      And I hoped Sam would be my last.

      The touch of his tongue on my clit had been divine. The feel of him throbbing in my grasp, of his flesh wrapped by my lips, how he lost control and I gained it in one move—all of that was just a brief glimpse of what we both knew could be more intense, more revealing, more raw.

      More.

      Exhaustion hit me in increasingly-massive waves until sleep took me away. I didn’t dream that night.

      My favorite, most frequent dream had just happened in real life.
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      Sam

      Two beers, a sandwich, and an episode of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia later, I was just getting settled on the couch under a thin blanket, loose and a little buzzed. The heat of what had happened between me and Amy made even the lightweight cotton feel like a torture blanket of lava, and the crazy shit Charlie, Glen, Dee and Mac did on the show reminded me a little too much of Darla, Trevor, Joe and Liam.

      And, I guess, me.

      As that thought rumbled around in my mind, my phone buzzed again. Maybe Amy this time? I checked, but it wasn’t her.

      Can you come in now? it said. Instead of 10PM tomorrow?

      And then the name, Louise.

      That’s weird. I checked—it was the same number as the person who had just texted me for the interview.

      I typed back, Now? It’s 4 AM.

      Yeah, now, the reply came back quickly. You available?

      What the hell kind of job was this? It couldn’t be that bad if Liam had referred me to them, but a 4 AM job interview?

      OK, I texted back, Where are you?

      She typed back an address, one that I knew. I could walk there in ten minutes, but... this time of night? I guess I’d be all right.

      I wrote back, Anything I need to bring?

      Her reply was a simple No.

      All the advice we’d received from the career counselors at UMass said that you went to a job interview dressed in business clothes with a fresh haircut, clean and sharp. I didn’t have any of that.

      In fact—I ran a hand across my jaw—I hadn’t even shaved today.

      A job interview is a job interview, but a spur of the moment 4AM interview request made me doubt “Louise” was a particularly particular HR manager. And even if she were, for some reason, expecting a suit, all I had here were jeans, and t-shirts, and a few winter things.

      I went into the bathroom to clean up at least a little. My hair was caked with sweat along the scalp line, and yet, I had never seen my face so alive. I smelled like sex and beer.

      At least I could wash the sex off.

      A quick face wash, then I pulled out the electric razor and buzzed through quickly, scrubbing the sweat away ruefully. Some deodorant to make sure I wasn’t too stinky, and I figured whatever came next was whatever was fated for me.

      I regretted not grabbing a jacket when the cold air hit me outside, but I shoved my hands in my pockets and walked faster. Living in the city had taught me not to make too much eye contact, which was my tendency, but to keep my head down instead—looking people in the eye all the time was kind of a pain.

      I found that at least some of every single person’s emotions were reflected in their eyes. After a while, I too easily became too full, full of everybody else’s feelings.

      Struggling with my own was hard enough –  I didn’t need to have anyone else’s suffering ping back and forth inside me. Maybe that was why it had been so hard to do anything but shut Amy out four and a half years ago. Thank God she was the forgiving type.

      As I crossed the street and took a left, headed toward the address, I thought about that one for a minute. Thank God—God? I hadn’t thought about God for four and a half years.

      That wasn’t quite right...it’s more that I hadn’t wanted to think about God. Dad’s entire career was built around Our Heavenly Father, and he expected us to worship him the same way that he expected his congregants to worship The Almighty.

      If God had a hand in my interview right now, then it was a pretty fucking random one. And if God had a hand in my life, then he had some really twisted ways of trying to lead me to salvation. You know where I found The Divine? In Amy’s kiss –  that’s where.

      I found the address quickly. I looked at the door; it listed a lawyer and a CPA on official, businesslike placards. The third listing read L. Entertainment. That must be it.

      I pushed the doorbell and shoved my hands deeper in my pockets, my arms covered in gooseflesh until the door opened with a buzz-click!

      I got an immediate creepy feeling despite the welcome warmth; my muscles tensed and my arms instinctively readying to grab, hit, or run.

      Why had it taken me this long to realize that maybe I was being set up for something? Liam would never do that in a million years, but I had only assumed.

      Those texts hadn’t mentioned Liam.

      Looking around, I forced myself to calm down. This was an office building, respectable looking. The office directory on the lobby wall said that L. Entertainment was on the second floor. I took the steps, not wanting to get caught in an elevator with anyone hinky.

      I might be from the suburbs, but I wasn’t stupid. Being on my own for the last four and a half years gave me street smarts that you only earn from being kicked out.

      Just opposite the second floor landing was a door with a black painted window in its center. Above the window, in a boring and businesslike font, gold and black lettering read L. Entertainment.

      A light shone under the door, so I knocked, and someone shouted, “Come in!”

      An older woman with short, curly, gray and black hair sat behind a desk, while two guys about my age were lounging on a couch. They wore jeans and t-shirts, and one of them was counting cash out in a roll.

      I looked around. I didn’t see any bags of grass or white powder, so this wasn’t a drug operation, but what the fuck had Liam gotten me into?

      The woman stood, blue eyes behind gold-rimmed spectacles. Her face was a bit plump. She could have been anybody’s mother. She held her hand out and I crossed the room, remembering my manners. As we clasped palms she looked me straight in the eye, narrowed her own, and combed over my entire body as if I were a rack of ribs.

      “Louise Erhardt,” she said.

      “Sam Hinton.”

      She thumbed toward the guys. “That’s Aaron and Jack.” They both nodded, one of them grunting. I did the same. “Did Liam explain to you what we do here?” she asked, looking at me with a cagey expression.

      I just shrugged. “He just said that this might be a good gig for me.”

      “You comfortable with undressing?” she asked. One of the guys snickered.

      That made me stop cold. “Undressing?” I asked.

      “Yeah. I’ll bet, in the right uniform, and under the right circumstances, you’ve got what it takes.”

      “What it takes?” I was regretting those beers. The room was a little too... something.

      “What it takes to make three hundred a night for about... five hours work.”

      “If you’ve got a gig that pays three hundred a night for five hours work, I’ll make sure I’ve got what it takes,” I replied.

      Holy shit! Three hundred bucks a night? I could work two nights a week and be fine, and the rest of my time would be saved for music.

      “But... what is this?” I asked, wary and looking around, Aaron and Jack smothering their smiles in their hands.

      Suddenly, two guys walked around the corner, both dressed in cop uniforms. In one fluid motion, one of the guys reached up to his collar and pulled down viciously, the entire outfit separating into two parts, neck to ankle, along velcroed seams. He stepped nimbly, almost delicately, out of the fabric and stood there in only a shining blue g-string and the hat on his head.

      Louise pointed. “That’s what the gig does.”

      “Stripping?” I choked out.

      The two pseudo-cops and the guys on the couch started laughing, a low gravelly sound. They weren’t making fun of me.

      Aha. So this was why I was here for a job interview at four in the morning – these were the hours. I took an extra good look at the cop who hadn’t stripped down, the rim of his hat bent over his face, and I groaned.

      “Goddammit, Liam! Why didn’t you just tell me what this was?”

      He threw the hat on the couch and burst out laughing, golden hair more caked with sweat than mine had been. He crossed his arms over his chest, the fake gold badge on his shirt brushing against his forearm, and he said, “’Cuz in a million years I never imagined you’d actually come and try this out.”

      “For three hundred bucks a night? I’ll try out damn near anything.” And then I frowned. “Wait a minute,” I mumbled. I looked at Louise. “It’s just stripping, right?”

      The guy standing there in the shining g-string, looking like a very hot version of Borat, said, “That part is up to you. Some of us,” he mulled over his answer, “let opportunity dictate how much we make.”

      “He means that some guys will take the extras that women offer,” Liam said bluntly.

      Louise pretended not to notice the conversation and began shuffling some folders. I was starting to get the point. “How does this work?” I asked.

      She said, “You need to audition.”

      “Audition?” I choked out.

      Liam mugged, his blue eyes sparkling. “We all have to do it,” he said.

      “Do I get a chance to practice?”

      “If you want. Most guys don’t.” She paused, then added, “We need to record it, though.”

      My jaw clenched involuntarily. “It doesn’t end up on YouTube, TMZ, or Reddit, does it?”

      “It doesn’t end up anywhere, Sam. I just have a couple of test women who will watch it and tell me what they think. If you’re good enough, though, your two minute audition here may get you the job without that.”

      I took a long, deep breath in, then let it out slowly. I looked around the room and thought about how life could change so quickly. It was the fact that I took a giant leap and didn’t let my past dictate my future that got me Amy tonight.

      What else could I break free from if I just acted?

      I waved Liam over and huddled with him. I wanted to wipe the smirk off his face with a cup of battery acid, but that wasn’t going to help the situation. “She wants me to do a strip tease right now?”

      Liam’s grin spread across his face as if it were contagious. “That’s how Louise works.”

      “You gotta be shittin’ me,” I whispered. “Is this for real or is this an elaborate practical joke? Is there a camera here?”

      “The only camera here is the one that’ll video tape you so she can test you in front of a group of women. Unless you do so well that she doesn’t even have to do that.”

      My eyes bored into his. “Let me guess. You did so well in your audition that you didn’t have to go through the video thing.”

      Liam pounded his chest like a silverback gorilla. “That’s right,” he said. “See, even you knew that.”

      “Fuck. How do you do a strip tease?” I asked, confused and overwhelmed. But the idea of making three or four hundred bucks a night, a couple nights a week, meant that I could put a lot of things aside.

      Including my dignity.

      “Just do what they do in those Chippendale shows, or that movie that came out awhile ago, Magic Mike.”

      “I’m not exactly Channing Tatum.”

      Liam stood to his full height and squared his shoulders. “Hell no we’re not. We’re better.”

      That made me laugh. “So the people that you do this for…”

      His eyes went hard. “Be prepared to dance for your mom.”

      “What? WHAT?” I shouted. Everyone in the room turned and looked at me.

      “Keep your voice down,” he said. “Not literally. Could you imagine? I’d fucking die if my mom saw me like this. Most of these things are parties for chicks about five years older than us and a bunch of their moms. Be prepared for these women to just want to touch you, and stick money down your pants.”

      “You get tips?”

      “Hell yeah, you get tips. That’s where most of the money comes from. Our pay from Louise is an afterthought.”

      “You don’t have to do anything with anyone, do you?”

      “No. No.” He held his palm out in a firm gesture of a boundary. “Some of these guys might, but I don’t do any of that shit.”

      “And you still make good money?”

      “I’m making about seven hundred bucks a week, just for two nights work. Fridays and Saturdays are it, after our band gigs.”

      “Why do you need to do that kind of work?” I asked him. “Your parents paid for college and did all of that for you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Dad cut me off when I graduated.”

      “Your dad cut you off?”

      “Since I wouldn’t go to law school, med school, or join Dad at the car dealership.”

      I snickered. I couldn’t help it, and then put my hand over my mouth. “Do your parents know you do this?”

      “Fuck no, they don’t know that I do this,” he said, irritated. Funny how Liam changed when he didn’t have all the power. “But, I can live pretty well on this and whatever we make from our band gigs, so…” He shrugged. “Get ready to take your clothes off, dude.”

      “How far down do I have to go?”

      One eyebrow cocked.

      “Down in terms of clothing.”

      He pointed to the guy’s dayglow blue g-string. “Are you okay with that?”

      It was about as bad as wearing a Speedo on the swim team. I mulled it over. Would I do that for seven hundred bucks a week? Would I let women touch me and tuck money into that thing, their hands sliding over my hips, grabbing my ass? Seven hundred a week vs. ass grabbing.

      Seven hundred a week.

      Ass grabbing.

      For seven hundred a week.

      Seven hundred a week won.

      “What do I need to do?” I said, in a louder voice, turning to Louise.

      She docked her phone into some speakers and ran her fingers over it, looking for a song. “Get started when you hear the music, honey.”

      Think of it as drumming and just follow the beat, I told myself, trying not to get tense while I waited. If I just followed the beat, I could do damn near anything.

      My mind tried to occupy itself with anything other than the thought that I was going to strip down to my boxer briefs for a group of people I’d never met, very possibly for free, all before five in the morning.

      The second time I’d gotten naked in so many hours.

      The first time was so much better.

      The music helped. I picked up the beat the second it started. I got my hips going, and then I decided to play it up to the crowd. In one fluid motion, I pulled my shirt off, imagining I was doing this for Amy. It felt pretty fucking weird though, because aren’t women supposed to strip for men?

      Maybe that was outdated thinking.

      I focused on Liam, who had seen me be ridiculous before. We’d been friends through plenty of stupid displays, some of them sober.

      Most of them not.

      If he wanted to sit there with that smirk on his face, then I was going to give him a show.

      I flung my sweaty t-shirt right at his face, pointed and then winked. The guys all guffawed. Liam rolled his eyes, but went along with the joke.

      I paraded, I pranced, I danced, I gyrated, I did whatever I remembered from the handful of shows I’d seen of guys stripping. By the end, I struck an Olympian pose, half-twisted to the right, showing off my glutes and thighs, as the music faded out.

      Liam was covered in my jeans, socks, shirt, but not, thank God, my underwear. The guys all clapped—soft golf claps—and I couldn’t tell whether they were sarcastic or genuine.

      Louise just shook her head. “If you can be that jaunty with the women, then you’ve got a job, but if you’re just playing it up to the men, then we might have an issue. There’s a whole separate division where we have male strippers for men.”

      “No, no, no, no, no,” I interrupted her. “It’s all good, I’m happy to do it for women.” Then I paused. “Wait—does it pay more if you do it for men?”

      The room filled with laughter.

      She reached out and I took her hand in mine, with two pumps, the deal was done. “You’re hired,” she said. “Can you work tomorrow night?”

      “Do I walk away with cash on the spot?” I asked, hopeful.

      Liam tossed my clothes at me. My pants hit me in the head and then fell down my shoulder, sliding to the floor. I was surprisingly unselfconscious standing there in my blue boxer briefs.

      “You walk home with your tips after a gig; otherwise, you get a paycheck every two weeks like everybody else.”

      Like everybody else, I thought. Finally, a steady job.

      I was officially supporting myself without student loans, without living in my car, and I’d have my own bed. Was it worth rubbing up against a bunch of women a couple nights a week?

      My involuntary grin faded slightly when my mind went to Amy. What would she think?

      Louise’s eyes hardened, she leaned back in her chair. “You having second thoughts?”

      “No, ma’am. My thoughts are all focused and ready to work.”

      “Let’s get you your first set of uniforms, then,” she said, walking around the desk, guiding me with an arm around my shoulder to a closet door. Aaron was pulling clothes out. “The guys will start to explain the routines. Welcome to the club.” She smiled at me again. “If the women touch you, it’s fine. You touch a woman without her consent, you’re out of here. You fuck up, you’re fired.” Her eyes said she meant every word.

      “I won’t fuck this up,” I said, wishing I could find the right words to explain how much I needed this and how awed I was that it had fallen into my lap.

      Liam grabbed my upper arm and led me to the pile of clothes out the couch. Without asking or being asked, he sorted until he found a cop costume that looked like it would fit me.

      “Start with cop?” he asked Louise, who was back at her desk, rummaging in a drawer. She didn’t even look up; a grunt and a nod sufficed.

      “Here,” Liam said, holding a uniform up to me. “You have to wash it on Friday nights—hand wash, hang dry.” He rifled through the pile and told Aaron, “We’re out of any more in his size.”

      “Try it on, make sure it fits,” Louise said, jerking her head toward the open bathroom door. “And try these on.” From the drawer in her desk, she pulled a plastic package, and flung it at me.

      I caught it with swift reflexes and examined it.

      A sequined green silk g-string.

      “Redheads look great in emerald green.” Her eyes danced over my body, and then the only real flicker of emotion came from her when she asked, “Does the carpet match the drapes?”

      Liam guffawed as I blushed and stammered, “Yes, ma’am.”

      “A blusher.” She rolled her eyes. “How cute. You can really milk them for great tips with that one, Sam. Especially the aggressive cougars.”

      “The what?”

      “The women your mom’s age,” she said tersely. “The ones who want to fuck you.”

      Your mom and want to fuck you are two phrases that should never, ever be in the same sentence.

      Even Liam went somber. I pulled my new work uniform with me into the bathroom, nearly breaking the g-string when I accidentally put both legs into the same hole. And then—

      Butt floss.

      How do women wear these things? The silky thread stretched up my ass crack and the sequins sewn into the pouch were so strained I wondered if maybe I had an oversized ball sac or something. The clients would be able to tell whether I was circumcised or not.

      And that was now, when I was soft.

      What if I—?

      Oh.

      Hadn’t thought about that part.

      I climbed into the police uniform and made the two pieces of velcro match along both sides of my body. Coordinating that was harder than you’d think.

      By the time I came out of the bathroom, only Louise and Liam remained.

      “Perfect fit,” Liam crooned. “See, Louise? Told you I sized him right.”

      “We’ll order more uniforms next week,” she said. “If you work out.”

      I nodded, then reached back to pluck my ass.

      “Tight?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good.”

      Liam was close enough for me to whisper as Louise went to the main door and started putting on her coat. “What if I get a hard on?”

      “Then your tips rise, too!” Louise cackled, whipping out the door and disappearing.

      Liam pulled a key from his pocket. “I’ll lock up.”

      “She trusts you?”

      He shrugged. “After a while, she’ll trust you, too. Just do a good job.”

      My mind was still reeling. “You really do this. For real. For real?”

      “It pays well,” he said blandly, matter-of-factly collecting his stuff so he could lock up. “The women have fun, and so what if I happen to get half naked to make a pile of money.”

      “More like 95 percent naked,” I argued, picking at the string. Women wear these willingly? I felt like this was a form of torture.

      $700 a week for two nights, I reminded myself. I decided to learn to deal with the ass flossing.

      I quickly changed back into my own clothes and we left, Liam obviously comfortable with the building and the neighborhood.

      “Need a ride?” He pointed to his car, parked in a spot reserved for the building.

      Never turn down a free ride at five in the morning. “Hell yes. Trevor and Joe’s.”

      “I know where you live.” He rolled his eyes and started to say something, then finally did. “You and Amy...?”

      “Me and Amy what?”

      “You guys hook up?”

      “Yep.”

      A funny look, like nostalgia and regret mixed with happiness and relief, crossed his face. “Good.”

      “Your approval means so much to me.”

      “Fuck off. You were such a douche to her.”

      “No shit.” Like I needed that thrown in my face after the night I’d just experienced.

      “I know you know, but I don’t think you really understand what you did to her.” Liam’s voice was tight and his knuckles were white against the steering wheel. What the fuck was this about?

      “Why are you butting in on this?” I asked. A simmer was starting in me and I didn’t like it.

      “Because she has been my friend since, like, forever. Since we were little kids.”

      And then I remembered. His dad lived next to Amy. Liam had gone to my school but spent a lot of time with his dad. My turn to get tense.

      “She talked about me with you?”

      He cleared his throat. “Something like that.”

      What did that mean?

      The car came to a halt at the intersection near Joe and Trevor’s. Our friendliness had shifted into a guarded tension I didn’t like. I grabbed the costume and got out.

      “Thanks,” I said, bending down and waving through the closed window.

      “No prob,” he said without making eye contact. The twin red glowing eyes of his rear lights stayed in my eyesight like a visual echo, long after he was gone.

      The walk to the apartment felt like I carried blocks of concrete in my knees.

      Even though I scored the job, I still needed to make some money over the next few weeks before the first paycheck would come in. Tips would help, sure, but right now, I needed cash in hand.

      A few days earlier, before I’d imagined I’d be interviewed and hired like this, I’d found a labor gig on Craigslist. You could go on there and find just about anything that would pay you on the spot. I stayed away from the illegal and the illicit, although the irony that I’d just secured a stable job as a stripper wasn’t beyond me.

      If you had strong arms and weren’t afraid to take a few risks, you could go on Craigslist and find somebody who needed a couple of guys and a truck, and would pay you twenty, fifty, one-hundred bucks on the spot. Plus lunch, if I was lucky.

      I didn’t have a truck, but I had strong arms. More importantly, I had a cell phone bill to pay, and this pesky little thing called hunger.

      The phone buzzed in my pocket and I patted it, pulled it out, hoping it was Amy. It was Darla, though, texting me, You with Amy?

      I texted back, No, why?

      Amy left her tablet at the bar last night. Can I give it to you to give to her?

      I wouldn’t be done with this job for hours. A full day.

      I can’t give it to her ‘til tomorrow I replied.

      K, Darla sent back quickly. What’s her number? I’ll call her.

      I entered the number, but added, It’s 6AM, too early, don’t call her.

      K. I’ll drop it in her mailbox on my way to work. What’s the address?

      I texted it back, and then added, If you do see her, tell her I said hi.

      You tell her, was all Darla wrote back, with a little smiley face.

      I stuffed the phone back in my pocket and resumed my wait for the dude with the truck to show up, so I could spend the next eight hours helping someone move from the Back Bay out to Weston, one of the tonier suburbs of Boston. At the end of the day I’d walk home with about a hundred and twenty bucks, and that was the kind of security I needed. That and money for coffee. And food.

      This $120 hauling boxes and furniture would save my ass until my first paycheck. I really needed stripping with Liam to work out, so I could hope this was the last Craigslist gig I’d ever do.

      I didn’t want Amy to know just how on the edge I lived. It was shameful, a shame I needed to hide.

      As a big, white box truck pulled up, and two guys named Jose and Paolo shook my hand and smiled, I climbed in, ready to go off and make my own security.

      To make myself worthy.

      Amy

      The first thin ribbon of ultra-bright morning sunshine had aimed itself straight for my left eye to torture me. Turning over helped, but then I found myself staring at the back of the door, remembering Sam leaving last night, how his jeans cupped his ass as he turned the corner, the way his hands had—

      And there it was.

      The female equivalent of a hard on.

      Oh, we get them. It’s a gentle throbbing and wet warmth that tells us we’re ready for orgasm.

      Now, please.

      And please, sir, may I have another?

      You think blue balls are bad?

      Try blue clit.

      Wait. That sounds like an STD. Nevermind.

      The only surefire way to handle the throbbing is to rub one off. Masturbate. Self-pleasure. Flick the bean.

      Pick your term, but it all boils down to taking arousal and translating it into an orgasm, followed by ice cream and a lengthy stretch of time deliberately not worrying about the possible psychopathology of having seventeen sex toys to choose from.

      Said collection was now in my closet, among the other still-packed boxes. The boxes were four across, three deep, and six high. A giant block of crap I’d probably never really need, but carried through life with me because it contained keys to my identity.

      Except the small white file box labeled “Philosophy Papers” as camouflage for what it really contained. Anyone looking in there would think I was a professional tester for Adam and Eve.

      Which should definitely be a real job.

      Opening the closet, I search the first layer of boxes. Nope.

      Unloading every box seemed ridiculous, and would take too long, besides—She Who Rhymes With Delores was screaming for some attention and dreams about Sam’s tongue on her.

      That was the problem with real-life sex: it never sated her.

      It just whetted her appetite.

      And now that she’d had the Holy Grail of encounters with a tongue, she was desperate for more.

      I couldn’t give her more of that (I’m not that bendy), but I could give her my pink Rabbit. Its little feelers might calm her down.

      But....nope. No visual on my Philosophy Papers box.

      At some point in the move, had I misplaced my sex toys? A panic threatened to creep in. What if I’d left them at home with my mother? Scrambling to check, I began unloading boxes.

      Throb.

      Three boxes.

      Scream.

      Seven boxes.

      I will not be ignored! my clit demanded from below.

      A few more boxes and my tiny apartment would be impassable. Plus my angry clit would be boiling a bunny in a pot at this rate.

      Then I remembered my smartphone.

      I’d downloaded a vibrator app a few weeks ago, just for fun and because—seriously? How cool is it that some techie decided to invest the time to write the code for THAT instead of yet another tipping or weight loss app.

      The $9 seemed sooooo worth it.

      But I hadn’t used it.

      Yet.

      Time to pop my vibrator app cherry?

      Yesssssss, my clit whispered. My precious.......

      “You’re not getting a clit ring,” I argued back. “It’s just a vibrating phone.”

      I was arguing with my genitals the way people talk to their cats.

      That’s how desperate I was.

      I found my phone and checked the lock on my front door. Doesn’t every woman do that? No one wants to be walked in on while masturbating. That would be worse than being caught reading dinosaur porn.

      Or admitting you wrote some.

      Getting comfortable is totally different when you masturbate with a sex toy, because there really is no prelude. It’s pretty much bzzzzzz and ahhhhhhhh. There’s no foreplay, no kisses, no hairpulling with a vibrator.

      It’s a business transaction.

      The phone was warm in my hand and I found my way to the app, which had a dizzying array of choices. Pulse. Speed of pulse. Patterns. Pre-programmed patterns. Control of vibrator app by another user.

      Good grief. I wanted an orgasm, not a virtual orgy.

      I set the app to a steady buzz and lowered the corner of my phone to my clit.

      Ohhhhh mmmmyyyy.

      Wet within seconds, my body responded to the touch, mind instantly flooded with thoughts of Sam. How his head had been between my legs, his tongue on me, mouth making love the way I knew his body wanted to.

      Sam Sam Sam.

      The pulse of my clit met the vibrations of the warm metal and I stroked up and down, moving the slick of my juices upward, loving the feel. A growing, full-body flush told me I was close, and as always, I craved something in me—the vibrator, so my wet vaginal walls could clamp down, making the combination of muscles create a more powerful orgasm.

      As the frenzy of an extremely fast climax built in me, catching me breathless, my mind flooded with thoughts of Sam’s touch, his mouth, his body, his everything, and I moved the phone down, pushing it into me just a little, my body wanting more, more, more, to imagine it was Sam entering me, the tantalizing touch of the vibrations and the pressure of the small, slim phone giving me the deep touch I so wanted. There is this one spot, about an inch inside and up to the top, off at an angle that is so exquisite, so perfect when touched, and if I could only—

      And then—an exploding, thrashing orgasm that made one arm reach up to my pillow to muffle my screams, my hip twisting sideways, the hand holding the phone slipping on my juices and then—

      Oh, no.

      No no no no no no NO.

      My phone was IN me.

      Buzzing away.

      I sat up and nearly screamed from pain and horror. Impossible. Impossible!

      INCONCEIVABLE.

      Who loses their smartphone in their vagina? Not me.

      Bzzzzzzzzzzzz.

      I stood and squatted, reaching my fingers in. It was at a weird angle, pressing under my pubic bone. My fingers were too slippery, so I wiped them on the bedspread and tried again, bearing down.

      Nope.

      Among my other undiscovered sexual frontiers, I had never, in fact, put an entire smartphone inside myself. I’m sure I’m not alone in that regard. That damn vibrator app was used by millions of women, many of them highly intelligent and analytical, and perfectly reasonable, rational human beings, who were simply trying to use a device that was manufactured to advance the cause of women’s pleasure, just like me.

      I would say every single one of them, except for me, had managed to use that app appropriately and not get their fucking smartphone trapped in their vagina.

      If I had any doubt whether an entire fist can really fit inside a woman’s vagina (other than in those cable television birthing shows where the midwife shoved her arm in all the way to the elbow), I now knew the answer was YES.

      Especially when my smartphone was in there.

      I couldn’t pull it out.

      Bbbbzzzzzzzzzz.

      A cold horror set in as minutes ticked by and I Could.Not.Get.It.Out. I went to the toilet and tried to push it out. It could land in the toilet and find its way through the sewers of Boston to float out into the ocean and wash up on the shores of Provincetown for all I cared at this point.

      Moisture damage was probably a given by now anyway.

      But—nope.

      I lay back on the floor and pushed.

      Nothing.

      I wiggled and waggled and twisted and turned like I was a contortionist auditioning in front of a very naughty Howie Mandel.

      Nada.

      The bottle of lube beckoned, so I poured an unholy amount all over my naked mons, putting the bottle’s top in my vagina and squeezing. For a brief second, as I let go, the bottle shifted inside me a few millimeters and I panicked, pulling it out fast, as if having that stuck in there was somehow worse.

      The lube did nothing but leave a stain on my floor.

      And then, someone knocked on my front door.

      I froze. Oh, sweet, merciful Jesus, who in the hell could that be, right here, right now? I stayed in place and stood naked from the waist down, in my own apartment, in horror. No way could I answer the knocking with my vagina humming like a demented version of a song from Glee.

      I looked around and found my underwear and yoga pants and yanked them on as quickly as I could, wincing as I bent and turned, unaccustomed to having an entire smartphone up my snatch.

      “Amy!” A very familiar, sickeningly familiar, voice came through my door. A voice with an Ohio accent.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      “Amy? You in there? I was gonna drop this off but your mailbox isn’t labeled.”

      Uuuuuuuuuuuuhhhhhhhhh.

      I froze and stood there like a toddler with a loaded diaper, bowlegged as if I’d just ridden a horse for five miles across a rocky stretch of mountain at a forty-five degree angle while being chased by a mountain lion.

      I would just keep quiet and she’d go away. Right?

      Bzzzzzz.

      The only way to stop the damn app was to turn it off. Slipping my pants down and squatting, I shoved as many fingers as I could inside myself and frantically tapped the glass side.

      Squish—tap.

      Squish—tap.

      Crying without tears, I succeeded on the third try.

      No more humming.

      I’d turned the app off.

      And then, my pelvis buzzed.

      WTF? Was this some super-BDSM vibrator app, one that turned Siri into a dominatrix? Did she decide when I was done?

      Thank you, Mistress, may I have another?

      My addled brain quickly put together that Darla was texting me. Oh, dear God, this had just gone from disgustingly bad to horrifically worse.

      Bzzzzz!

      “No luck,” I heard Darla mutter to herself.

      Go away, go away, I thought, standing there, my knees bent at an unnatural angle, my body wracked by the thought that she was texting me and making my g-spot go nuts.

      And then the distinct ringtone of Call Me Maybe came out of my crotch.

      Of all the ringtones to pick.

      “That’s weird,” I heard her say as the knocking started again.

      “Amy, you in there? I hear your phone ringing! Amy? Amy?” Her tone of voice had become concerned. Midwesterners were so weird.

      Maybe I could just get her to go away if I answered the door and let her know I was fine. I ran my fingers through my hair and took a step.

      Ow.

      Another step.

      Ow.

      Another step.

      Shift. Huah!

      Lurching step by step like a drug smuggler with a bag of cocaine up my ass, I decided no payoff would be enough for me ever to be a drug coyote. It hadn’t been an aspiration of mine anyway, but it was now official policy.

      Opening the door was an act of extreme faith. Or stupidity. I don’t think there was much of a difference at this point.

      “Hi,” I said, a little too brightly. “Hi, Darla! Come on in!”

      Her eyebrows went from concerned furrow to surprised arches and back down to suspicious scrunch. “Um. Okay. Are you all right?” she said, stepping inside.

      I stayed near the door, as much to keep her from deciding to get comfortable as to keep from making myself more uncomfortable by walking. We were weirdly close together, but I pretended everything was normal.

      The flip phone in her hand looked like a cat-o-nine-tails from my current perspective. I was delighted to see her shove it in her back pocket.

      My stupid brain took a second to think, You can text with a phone that old? Huh.

      “Uh, sure, yeah, totally okay! Is there something...you, uh... what brings you by?”

      She reached into a rather large backpack and pulled out an all-too-familiar object. My tablet.

      “Did I leave that at the bar?” I asked. I took it from her and then turned to put it on the nightstand, and came to a dead halt, flinching.

      Lurch. Lurch. Lurch. I walked over.

      Darla was simultaneously surveying the boxes piled around the futon on the floor, and watching me wince around. “Amy? Are you sure you’re okay? You’re walking like…Did you... hurt your hoo-ha?”

      “My what?”

      “Your... you know.” She gestured to the crotch area. “Your woman parts.”

      “You mean my vagina?”

      “Any of it,” she said. “Vagina, vulva, clitoris. Whatever. You okay?” And then her face changed. “Oh, did you have a really good night of sex? Did I interrupt something? Is there a guy in your bathroom? Oh, shit, I’ll get goin’.”

      If my wits had been present, I would have told her, “Yes, there is a guy in the bathroom and please get the fuck out, now.” Except my wits weren’t with me.

      Hell, if they had been, I wouldn’t have been standing there with Steve Jobs’ baby midway to my womb.

      “No, I don’t have a guy here.”

      “Well, then,” she leaned in, “you got a yeast problem? ’Cuz,” she twisted the backpack around to her hip and began to rummage in it, whispering, “I have a coupon you can use to buy some cream…”

      I looked around the hundred square feet we were in and said, “There’s no one else here, so you don’t have to whisper.”

      “I was just trying to be modest.”

      “You? Modest?”

      Darla, still confused but suspecting she ought to be insulted, opened her mouth to say something to me

      And at that exact moment, Darth Vader appeared.

      “Dum dum dum da duh dum da duh dum,” my vagina said.

      “Is that your phone?” Darla said, looking around. “Where is it? Sounds like it’s under something. I tried to call or text you before, is that why you didn’t answer?” She crouched down to start helping me look for it.

      Before it dawned on her that my place was too small for furniture that had an “under,” the ring came again. As close as we were to each other, she couldn’t help but realize where it was coming from. My pocketless yoga pants were too tight for me to hope she thought it was anywhere else.

      She stared at my crotch.

      “Amy, you’ve got a vagina that can play music!” Darla shouted. “You’ve been hiding one hell of a special gift. Holy shit!” Phone forgotten, she stood back up, and looked around. “All right, where’s Ashton Kutcher? C’mon. I’m getting Punk’d here, aren’t I?”

      The Star Wars theme continued as she walked over to the bathroom door, opened it wide, looked in, slid the shower curtain open. “Nope, nope. Come on, come on out.” She waved her hand. “Get out, get the camera. Where’re the cameras? Come on. Come... on,” she stammered, looking at me. “Where are the cameras? This has to be a joke, right? You’re, like, on some reality TV show here, because nobody’s vagina plays Star Wars.”

      I couldn’t speak because at this point my face was on fire, and I would have been deeply appreciative had the universe spontaneously combusted me, leaving only the smartphone behind in my mortified ashes. At least the ringing had stopped.

      “Is this some really bizarre cosplay body mod?” Darla asked, her tone turned down to sympathetic and conspiratorial. “You know, Amy, it’s one thing to dress up as Link, or Zelda, or Duella Dent, but sticking a microchip inside your pretty place, is...wow.” She held a finger to her temple and made a face of disgust. “There’s some limits you gotta employ.”

      “I don’t – I’m not –  Ugh,” I sighed. I went over to my futon on the floor and bent down, making a face as my knees hit the ground. My pelvis felt very very strange, and moving made it worse.

      As did the voicemail alert, I discovered, as it started buzzing and made me jump and yelp.

      Darla freaked out, too. “What is it? What is that?” She looked at my crotch. “Oh, sweet Jesus.”

      “It’s not what you think,” I said.

      “Good, because I don’t know what to think, but I’m imagining all sorts of crazy ass shit, and I’ve got a pretty good imagination, Amy. So, if it’s not what I think, please tell me what it is. The truth can’t be any worse than what I’m thinking.”

      “Well, what are you thinking?” I whined.

      “I’m thinkin’ you’ve got a Star Wars dildo up your vagina or maybe a Storm Trooper butt plug, cause…”

      “A what?”

      On the continuum of sex toys that could be stuck inside me, the thought that a Storm Trooper butt plug might be the thing that leapt to her mind first made me recoil in horror.

      Apparently, there’s a spectrum of acceptable items to have shoved in one’s genital area, and in my spectrum, the Storm Trooper butt plug was worse than my smartphone.

      Saying the words meant acknowledging what I had just done to myself, and of all the people I wanted to share that with, Darla was about 147,000th on my list.

      Just then, the opening lines of I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer, the ringtone I’d assigned Sam when I saved his number in my phone the night before, began to play out of my nether regions. He must have texted me and now he was calling.

      “How is it playing that now? What ….” Her eyes got big and she said, “Amy, is your phone really up your crotch?”

      I buried my head in my hands. “It’s not what you think,” I said again. Those words were so anemic.

      “I think you put your phone up your... twat,” she said.

      “Um, then it is what you think,” I stammered.

      She inhaled, started to say something, then frowned, put her finger to her lips, started to say something again, then stopped, looked out the window for a second, squinted, raised her eyebrows, glanced at me again, and then said, “Why?”

      “It has a vibrator app.”

      “Your phone has a vibrator app?”

      “Yes.”

      “Explain, please.”

      “I think it’s pretty fucking clear,” I said through clenched teeth. “My phone has a vibrator app.”

      “So you can turn a $500 phone into a vibrator?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why don’t you just buy a $20 vibrator and then leave yourself with a phone that doesn’t smell like a porno set?”

      She had a point. “Do you really want to know the entire story?”

      That made her shut her mouth.

      “Good,” I continued, “I didn’t think so.”

      She pulled out her phone and began to press numbers.

      “Who are you calling?” I asked.

      Bzzzzz!

      “Ow!”

      She closed the phone. “You weren’t kidding.”

      I put my finger in her face. “I hate you.”

      “You can’t hate me, honey, ’cause I’m the only one who can help you right now.” She held her hands up with palms facing the ceiling in a gesture that made me homicidal.

      “What are you going to do, pull it out?” I spat.

      She snorted. “I don’t midwife smartphones. Have you tried pulling it out?”

      “Of course I’ve tried pulling it out. I fit my entire fucking fist up there.”

      “Whoa—didn’t need to know that. TMI.”

      “Oh, and it’s not TMI to tell you that I have an entire smartphone shoved up my hoo-ha?”

      “Did you go in there and try to use something to pull it out?”

      “Like what, salad tongs?”

      “Well?” she said, making a face like it was something to consider.

      “I have squatted over the toilet. I have reached up with my own hand. I have borne down. I have squirted enough lube inside me to have sex every day for the next five years and not feel a fucking thing. I’ve tried everything, Darla. Trust me. You don’t walk around with a smartphone shoved up there and not try everything.”

      She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Have you done a Kegel?”

      I did one involuntarily on the spot. “Yes, why? That’ll just keep it in more, not push it out.”

      “No, I just wonder if you could open an app with the right Kegels, you know, like, work those muscles and maybe do some Pilates things, and see if you could…”

      “Get out.”

      She held up her hands. “It’s funny! You’ve gotta admit it’s funny, Amy.”

      “I don’t have to admit anything. I have an entire phone in my va-gi-na.”

      “Yeah,” she said, suddenly somber. “You do,” she added, pulling her phone out again.

      “Don’t you dare buzz me.”

      “I’m not gonna buzz you, but I am going to make a phone call that’s going to help you.”

      “Who’re you going to call?”

      “A doctor.”

      “A doctor? I don’t want a…”

      “Amy,” she said kindly, putting her hand on my shoulder. “You need to go to the ER.”

      “Noooo.” I’d wiggled my way over to the bathroom. If I had a bathtub I could soak and try to get this thing out, but all I had was a shower. I couldn’t go to the ER. It would show up on my insurance forms and my mom would ask me why, and –  the horror.

      I was about to become a Reddit urban legend.

      “All I wanted was to masturbate and dream about sex with a hot guy,” I cried.

      “Isn’t that what we all just want?,” Darla said, philosophically. “Don’t you have any other sex toys, though? Maybe that…”

      “I can’t find them. I have this whole collection, but I moved, and without my trusty Rabbit I…”

      Her hand went back up. “Okay, again... TMI.”

      “You asked!”

      “All right, fair enough, I did ask.” She hunched her shoulders up in defense. “You downloaded an app and used your phone?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Aaaaannnd… you pushed…”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Then what?”

      “I don’t want to say,” I groaned. “I don’t want to say what happened next.”

      “What? You wanted some feeling in…”

      “Yeah.” I waved my hands away. “Now this is TMI.”

      “Well, I kinda have to know.”

      “Why do you have to know?”

      “You’re right, I don’t have to know,” she admitted. “But you need to go to an ER.”

      “I can’t,” I said. “I just can’t.”

      “But Amy, you have to.” She flipped her phone open again.

      “So who are you calling?” I groaned.

      “My aunt.”

      “Your aunt?”

      “Shush. I know a doctor who’s a gynecologist, and he might be able to help. Give me a minute.” She dialed a few numbers and then waited. “Hey, Josie,” she said. “Yeah, On my way. Running a little late, I had to… I have to….” She looked over at me with a sideways glance. “There’s something I have to take care of. Is Alex on call anywhere right now? Or workin’ a shift at any of the hospitals? Oh, yeah? He is? Yeah, you know which one? All right. Yeah, you think I can give him a call? Phone’s the same? Yep. Okay. Um, it’s, well, it’s nothing you have to worry about. No. No, I don’t have anything that requires antibiotics. No. Yes, they use condoms. Yes, we are careful all the time. No, I’m not pregnant.”

      Her shoulders slumped. “I just, I have a friend who needs help with something he can help with. Yes, a friend. No, I’m not using the word ‘friend’ as code.” Darla’s eyes rolled so high in her sockets that she could have changed the light bulb in the light fixture. “All right, fine, thanks. Bye.”

      “Your aunt has great faith in you,” I said as she ended the call.

      “You have a phone in your vagina. You do not get to make fun of people, Amy.”

      She had a point. I shut up while she made another phone call, to this guy, Alex.

      “Yeah. Alex? Hey, it’s Darla. Yeah, you workin’? Yeah, I have a friend who has a, um, delicate gynecological issue. No, she’s really a friend, it’s not me. Yes. Do you and Josie telepathically communicate to torment me?”

      Her face soured, then lightened up. “Fine. Yes, I am asking you for a favor for my friend. So, could... is there a way to come to your hospital and get her seen in a way that might be kept quiet? Yeah, can you help? All right, what should I do? Okay, text you when we get there? All right. Okay. I’ll owe you. Yeah, I know. I know. I know! Okay, thanks. Thanks, Alex. Bye.”

      And just like that, in two conversations, Darla began to fix my giant mess.

      “First, honey, we need to get a cab or an Uber and take you to the hospital where Alex works. He said if we can get there quickly, he’ll meet us at the desk and find a quiet exam room where he can take care of you.”

      “Take care of me? Who is Alex?”

      “Dr. Alex. He’s a gynecologist, you know. An OB. And he’s your only hope.”

      “You say that like he’s Obi Wan Kenobi.”

      She snorted. “For you, he is. How else do you think you’re going to pry that piece of metal and glass out your delicate bits without having anyone know? It’s not like we can call Mike Rowe and have him yank it out with a plumber’s wrench.”

      We winced in unison.

      “You get my meaning. Alex is my aunt’s boyfriend. He might just be able to keep this all on the down low for you. Isn’t that what you want?”

      I considered it. I did a mental inventory: I knew where my insurance card was, I had plenty of cab fare on me, I could call a cab in less than five…

      Wait. Call a cab.

      I could NOT call a cab, or an Uber, because Siri was pressed against my cervix, and I didn’t want her to read out transit company options.

      This was sooooo not sexy.

      Dear God, I pleaded. Let me push really hard one more time and let it slide out and I will never, ever use another sex toy for my entire life. Ever. Please.

      Amen.

      I bore down like a woman giving birth—or like I imagined a woman pushed—and held my breath.

      “What are you doing?” Darla asked in alarm, bending down to grab my hand as I squatted and grunted.

      “Birthing iOS,” I sputtered.

      “Any new version will be an improvement,” she remarked, pulling back.

      Nothing.

      If anything—ouch—the phone lodged further inside at a funny angle, shoving against my cervix now in a decidedly unpleasant way.

      I was being fucked by a phone that I’d used to pleasure myself.

      This couldn’t be real.

      “Too bad I don’t have a smartphone,” Darla said sadly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We could video chat right now. Me and your right ovary.”

      “Karma’s going to get you for this!” I barked.

      The door beckoned. I couldn’t move. Walking out that door meant acknowledging that this was really happening, that I—Amy—the intelligent girl who was erudite and smart had actually masturbated with a phone and somehow shoved the whole goddamned thing in my twat.

      I mean, really.

      Seriously? I had done that. I had, all in a frenzy over Sam.

      This was alllllll his fault.

      Right? If he hadn’t been so open, so warm, and with that mouth on me, I wouldn’t have had the throbbing, wouldn’t have needed more release, wouldn’t have—

      Bzzzzzzz.

      I jumped a foot in the air, landing funny on one foot and making fireworks of pain spark in my visual field as I landed.

      What the hell?

      Darla was texting me. “Earth to Amy!”

      “WHY ARE YOU TORTURING ME? QUIT TEXTING.”

      She cackled, folding her flip phone and shoving it in a back pocket. “Got your attention.”

      “You could have said, ‘Excuse me, Amy,’ like any normal human being.”

      “My inner sadist can’t help it.” She pointed to the door. “You can’t wait. Alex is only on shift for a short time. He’ll keep it quiet, but another ER doc won’t. We gotta go.”

      A whine rose up from my belly, flurried and panicked. “I don’t want to leave. There has to be another way!” One tender step forward and I gasped in shock from how much this hurt.

      Practical Amy kicked in. This could be causing permanent damage.

      Time to admit defeat.

      “You have to call the cab or an Uber,” I told Darla.

      “Might be faster to just text Liam and ask him to give us a ride,” she said, reaching for her phone.

      “ARE YOU CRAZY?” I shouted.

      “Okay, no Liam,” she said through pursed lips, eyes shifting left and right as if realizing her error.

      I made it to my front door and breathed with little pants of air. It helped with the pain.

      “You really sound like a woman on one of those birthing shows,” Darla said brightly, standing a foot away and occasionally putting her hands out to help, then snatching them back as if she were dealing with an unpredictable animal that might bite.

      “Stuff a pillow up my shirt and get me a doula.”

      “I think I’m your doula, Amy,” she said as I locked the deadbolt from the hallway and lurched down the long corridor to the stairs, cursing every step.

      “My smartphone doula?” The stairs were surprisingly easy to manage as long as I visualized my vagina as a field of broken beer bottles.

      “You can name the baby Siri.”

      “Shut up.”

      With wide eyes and a hand over her heart, as if offended, Darla reached slowly for her flip phone, opened it and—

      Bzzzzzz.

      “Fuck you,” I whispered as I stopped in place and rode it out, eyes watering from overwhelm and humiliation.

      We reached the street and a cab magically appeared as if Darla had called it via bat signal. We climbed in, Darla with remarkable dexterity and speed, me like an old lady with a colostomy bag and a bad case of herpes.

      The driver didn’t give us two glances as Darla told him the hospital name. The car jerked forward and I leaned against the shiny vinyl upholstery, consumed by the scent of coconut air freshener, too much lube, and my own fear.

      “You’ll be fine,” she whispered in a stage voice. “The contractions are still far enough apart that it won’t be a problem.”

      The cab driver leaned on the accelerator noticeably as the car weaved through Boston traffic. He made it feel like we were driving in a stick of butter.

      “Shut up.”

      Bzzzz.

      I was stuck in some deranged Stanley Milgrim experiment, which Darla would fail miserably. She was exactly the type to torture other people mercilessly, and cackle along with it at the same time.

      Unfortunately, she was the only person who could help me.

      Her and the mysterious Dr. Alex.

      With any luck, there was no Dr. Alex. He was just a lie she’d created with her illegal network to convince me to leave with her. Darla was actually a front woman for a sex trafficking underground, and I’d be sold off to some wealthy man who would find my vagina phone so repulsive he’d have it removed and set me free and I’d be that poor future librarian who was sold in human trafficking and come home a pitied heroine.

      Anderson Cooper would do a special about me.

      I’d write a tell-all biography. Even be a contestant on Dancing With the Stars.

      That sounded so much better than what I’d actually done.

      I began to cry.

      “Don’t worry, lady. This is the hardest part,” the cabbie said from the front, his deep, bass voice startling me and making the pain sharper as I twisted in my seat. “This is the hardest part. That moment when you swear you just can’t do it? You’re about an hour away from holding that baby in your arms.” He chuckled. “My wife’s done it four times, so I know all about it.”

      “Thank you,” I said, sobbing. Darla’s eyes met mine and I mouthed, You are such an asshole.

      She pulled out the phone and began punching numbers. My ineffectual swipes at her hands couldn’t stop it.

      Bzzzzzzz.

      “Asshole!” I hissed.

      “That’s what my wife always said as the baby’s head was coming,” the cabbie chortled.

      Sartre was so right.

      Hell is other people.

      Other people in a cab on the way to a hospital to get a phonectomy.

      “Here we are!” the cabbie said, jumping out to help open my door. He didn’t bat an eyelash when I climbed out and obviously wasn’t pregnant. I had some extra curves, sure—but no way was I about to deliver a full-term kid.

      “You really hung on to your figure,” he admired. “You only look about five months along.”

      Darla bit her lips and made a choking sound from the back of her throat. Mercifully, she paid and seemed to give a generous tip, because the driver smiled even wider as he sped off and called back, “Good luck!”

      “I really hate you,” I shouted at her.

      “All the girls say that as they’re crowning,” he called after us.

      We walked through an enormous lobby that could have just as easily been a foyer at a luxury hotel. Straightening up, I walked with as much dignity as I could muster, which wasn’t much when you considered that my vagina doubled as a street sweeper.

      The walk across those fake-marble floors was as inelegant and torturous as any I would ever experience, bar none. But I made it to a small desk near the emergency room, when Darla pulled out her phone and began tapping.

      “Please?” I begged. “I haven’t said anything mean to you for two whole minutes.”

      She looked at me like I had a phone in my vagina.

      Oh, wait.

      “I’m texting Alex,” she reminded me.

      And then—bzzzzzz.

      “You suck!” I hissed.

      “That’s not me,” she snickered. The familiar tinkling sounds of I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer sprinkled lightly into the hallway, like fairly dust.

      Juicy, slick fairy dust.

      “Blame Sam for that one,” she said, not looking up from her texting.

      Within twenty seconds one of the hottest men I had ever laid eyes on turned the corner next to the desk, tall and muscled, dark and looking like he was missing from the set of Grey’s Anatomy. Green scrubs, messy brown hair, broad cheekbones, with dark eyes that made me want to disrobe and—

      “Alex!” Darla cried out, going to give him a casual hug. As he bent down his eyes caught mine briefly, warm, centered eyes that oozed intelligence and confidence.

      My knees pulsed with a tingly shock of shame. This was Alex? THE Dr. Alex?

      McFuck me.

      The world is so unfair.

      Alex let her go and took a step toward me, offering his hand. “Hi. Alex Derjian. And you are Darla’s friend...”

      “Amy.”

      The softness of his hands surprised me. Long surgeon’s fingers—literally, ones he used to deliver babies, gentle and strong—met mine in a firm grasp that showed respect. His eyes held mine a beat longer than needed. My hand stayed warm after he let go. It would take days for me to run through the scene again in my mind and realize that he hadn’t used his title.

      “Darla said you needed some care that is confidential. Why don’t we go into this exam room—” he pointed to a small one across the hall—“and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Darla followed, but Alex stopped her as I went in. “I don’t think you should come in.”

      “Oh,” she said. “Um, you’re right.”

      Anxiety shot through me. “No! I want her there. She can explain some things.”

      “It’s not like I had anything to do with this, Amy. There’s nothing I can explain that you can’t.”

      The idea of being alone with Alex in an exam room, getting a pelvic exam and having to describe why that phone was in there was just too much. Even the humiliation of having a friend in the room was better than having no one.

      Had I just thought of Darla as a friend?

      Alex watched our exchange with a detached curiosity. “It’s the patient’s call,” he said softly.

      “In. Just don’t text me!” I hissed as Darla scooted in the tiny room.

      Alex closed the door and leaned against a small counter with a sink and various medical instruments. He motioned for me to hop on the exam table. This time I really did need Darla’s help; I had never tried to get on a pelvic exam table without really opening my legs, and it turned out I wasn’t good at it.

      By the time I was actually sitting on the thin white paper that covered the cheap vinyl, Alex’s face had morphed from gorgeously friendly to professionally curious. I had to think of him as a doctor. A savior.

      The guy who would excavate my hoo-ha to get the hidden treasure.

      “You’re obviously in pelvic pain. Why don’t you tell me what happened,” Alex urged, crossing his arms over his chest in a non-defensive gesture.

      Silence.

      Darla cleared her throat.

      My eyes filled with tears.

      When had my life turned into a demented episode of The Mindy Project?

      Saying the words aloud was just... I couldn’t. Once the words were out this was all true. Until I said it to the doctor it was just something stupid and private and ridiculous, a cosmic joke. But actually saying that I had—

      “Her phone is stuck in her vagina,” Darla blurted out.

      Couldn’t be stuffed back in, could it?

      Darla had made it true.

      I had to give Alex credit. He tried. He really, really tried to remain neutral and professional, but those beautiful eyebrows shot up under the stray wave of brown hair that covered his forehead.

      “I’m sorry, could you clarify?” His eyes bored into mine as he pointedly ignored Darla.

      “Her phone—”

      He cut her off with a reflexive hand, palm facing her, never taking his eyes off me. “I am talking to Amy.”

      Nose out of joint, she made a sour face but stayed quiet. I couldn’t see her—my peripheral vision went to hell with the stress of what I was about to say.

      “Darla is right,” I choked out.

      “Your. Phone. Is. In. Your. Vagina?” he asked, each word a sentence, the tone of his voice even and unyielding. No hint of laughter or teasing in his eyes, face or body—thank God. Because I couldn’t handle that.

      “Yes.”

      He swallowed so hard I could see his Adam’s apple bob, but his face remained placid. “I see. And you’re certain?”

      Darla snorted. “I think women know when an entire phone is shoved up in there, unless you have a vagina that’s so big sex is like throwing a hot dog down a hallway.”

      Alex turned away, grabbed her upper arm firmly but professionally, and whispered furiously, “You are not being helpful.”

      “I’ve been plenty helpful!”

      “Making jokes at her expense is not helpful.”

      “C’mon. It’s funny and you know it.”

      “Not to her.”

      Alex was my new best friend. Darla was back off the list.

      He turned back to me and bent at the knees to look me eye to eye. “I understand why you wanted to keep this private. I have to ask some questions, though.”

      I nodded.

      “How, exactly, did the phone get inside your vagina?”

      “She tripped and fell. Oops! Happens all the time. Last week it was the cable remote,” Darla snickered.

      “Shut up!” I said through gritted teeth, returning my eyes to Alex. “Do you know what a vibrator app is?”

      “You mean an app like on the phone? There’s an app for that?”

      Darla groaned. Alex didn’t seem to realize he’d made an accidental joke.

      We both ignored her. “Yes,” I answered simply. “And I was using it, and...” With splayed hands, palms up, I gestured to my pelvis.

      “Some women search all their lives for their G-spot,” Darla chimed in. “Amy was looking for her 4G spot.”

      Both Alex and I pointedly ignored her.

      “You were using the app to turn the phone into a vibrator and shoved it inside your vagina,” he said simply, nodding as if this were as plausible as saying, “You were walking your dog and tripped and tore your ACL.”

      “No! No! It wasn’t like that.”

      “How was it not exactly like that?” Darla argued.

      “Shut up.”

      “I can make her leave the room,” Alex said coolly.

      I was contemplating that very idea now as the words were out and the truth circulated in the air. His way of handling this was so rational and kind that whatever fears I’d had were—

      Bzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzzz.

      Twitching suddenly, I slid half off the exam table and almost fell on Alex, who deftly moved to catch and stabilize me.

      “Was that—”

      “Not me!” Darla held her empty hands high in the air. “Not me!”

      I Wasted My Only Answered Prayer played from my crotch.

      The doctor, bless him, finally cracked a smile. Darla joined him, and then finally so did I.

      “It’s like picking up a radio station with your fillings,” Darla joked.

      He quickly regained composure and took a deep breath. “Step One is simple: Darla needs to leave. Step Two: I’ll insert a speculum and we’ll easily wiggle the phone out. Step Three is an exam to make certain there aren’t any lacerations.”

      Having it logically laid out helped.

      “I do need to ask you to do paperwork for the visit, but I think I can have that done after we’re finished, and we’ll just list something vague on the medical coding, Amy. I don’t think there’s an ICD-10 code for ‘phone in vagina.’”

      “People must come in with worse,” Darla said.

      “No comment.”

      “This is the worst thing you’ve seen in a vagina?” I squeaked.

      “Oh, no—I just meant I wasn’t going to give Darla any lurid tales to take back to Trevor and Joe and share,” he assured me as he shooed Darla out.

      “Quick comment,” Darla said as the door literally shut on her, Alex putting obvious muscle into it. “When you put the speculum in, be careful you don’t ruin the phone. Don’t want to compromise Amy’s chances for an upgrade.”

      If I could have thrown something at her I would have.

      Once he’d locked the door behind her, I asked, “Have you ever seen a phone in... there? Like this?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I can’t say that I have.”

      Mercifully, I had an excuse to lie back and close my eyes then.

      The procedure was remarkably easy. Note to self: buy a speculum to keep at home for emergencies. Alex removed the phone in less than five minutes, as if he’d done this a thousand times before.

      “Bet that was the easiest birth ever,” I joked.

      “It was the most interesting,” he said, a kind smile on his face. I could see why Darla had called him. Nice guy, smart guy.

      Non-judgmental. I needed non-judgmental right now.

      Alex left the phone on a piece of paper towel by the sink as I sat up, my legs still draped under the exam sheet. “You can wash that in the sink and tuck it in your pocket and no one’s the wiser. You do have a few small tears and raw spots inside, with a little bleeding at the cervix. You must have been in quite a lot of pain.”

      A lump in my throat threatened what shred of equilibrium I had. I just nodded.

      “I’m sorry it hurt so much. I’m just going to put ‘bleeding’ down on the paperwork for the reason you’re here. Which is the truth. Some of it, at least.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Nice meeting you, Amy, even if the circumstances weren’t ideal.”

      “Nice meeting you too, Alex, and I really can’t thank you enough.”

      And with that, he was out the door. As I slid one leg into my pants I heard a deep, booming, joyful laugh from the hallway. I had to give him credit.

      He’d held it together longer than most people could have.

      Washing the phone was no big deal and yes—it worked fine. No worse the wear for being my womb fruit.

      I found Darla leaning against the corridor wall just outside the room.

      “Can you hear me now?” she yelled. She’d clearly been waiting to use that one.

      “Shut up,” I groaned, rolling my eyes.

      She reached for her phone, then stopped. “Can’t do that anymore, can I.”

      “You are a psycho hose beast.”

      “I am your psycho hose beast who just saved you, sister.”

      “I hate you.”

      She threw an arm around my shoulders and whispered in my ear. “You hate that I am the one who figured this out.”

      The paperwork was easy to complete, and walking without a phone pressed against my taint was a remarkably freeing feeling. After grabbing scones and coffee at a shop in the lobby, we walked outside and hailed a cab.

      “Just think – dating will be so much easier now.”

      “Huh?”

      “You just have to say, ‘Siri, find my clitoris’ and the guy will – ”

      I punched her – lightly – in the shoulder as she laughed, a cab responding to my raised hand.

      This time I paid.

      And she was right—I didn’t hate her.

      Right now she and Dr. Alex were my favorite people.

      Aside from Sam, that is. A quick check of my phone showed three messages from him. All were just little check-ins, the kind of text you send when you’re in a relationship.

      How’s it going?

      Miss you. :)

      Call me. You free soon?

      Little check-ins that had bzzzzzed me to a new level of horror, but that turned out to be so banal, so ordinary, that the juxtaposition against what I’d just experienced seemed surreal.

      Everything seemed surreal.

      Because it was becoming more real.

      And there’s no app for that.
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      Sam

      As I walked toward the apartment, beaten and bruised from eight hours of moving couches and end tables and boxes, I had $150 cash in my pocket (the owners tipped us—a nice bonus) and the new job lined up for tonight, so life was good.

      Amy hadn’t answered my texts all day, so I jumped when my phone rang. Maybe this was her?

      Nope. Trevor. “Hey, you got any ideas for a new permanent bass player? That new guy sucked.”

      “It’s hard to join an existing band,” I said diplomatically. The problem, as we both knew, was really that he wasn’t Joe. Nobody would be as good with us as Joe. And we didn’t need anybody dragging us down—but saying the new guy sucked was taking it a bit too far. “I don’t have any ideas, though,” I admitted.

      “That’s cool,” Trevor said, sighing. “I’ll give Tyler another chance. He definitely picked up some attention from the chicks in the crowd.”

      “That means Darla thought he was hot.”

      “Shut it.” Trevor barked. I’d hit a nerve. And then it was his turn as he asked, “What’s going on with Amy?”

      Aha, I thought, that’s why he’s calling. Because who calls another person instead of texting? Calling was so 1990s. “I don’t know,” I confessed. “I have no idea. I just know that Darla called me this morning and asked for Amy’s address, and I haven’t heard a word since.”

      “Huh. Well, wherever she is, and whatever she’s doing, I think Darla’s with her,” Trevor said.

      “You can’t find Darla?”

      “No,” he said, quickly. “She’s been texting me, but I just wanted to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Is something wrong, do you think?” I asked.

      Trevor’s voice was calm and soothing, not that I needed it. “No, man. I’m sure everything is fine. It’s not like they’re out fucking chickens.”

      “Amy hasn’t answered my texts all day. Can you ask Darla what’s up?”

      “Already did. She said she’s on her way home right now. No mention of Amy.”

      “I hope she’s okay,” I mused.

      “Something bad go down between you?”

      I cleared my throat and lowered my voice. “No. Actually, something good went down between us.”

      Silence. And then a burst of knowing laughter. “Gotcha. Nice. About time, dickhead.”

      “I’m a late bloomer.”

      He chuckled. I heard a series of clicks and swipes in the background, then Darla’s voice. The phone went muffled and then Trevor came back. “Darla said Amy should be at her apartment now, but she’s not feeling well, so give her some space.”

      Confusion set in. “If she’s not feeling well, why shouldn’t I see her?”

      More muffled voices. “Darla said do whatever you want, but just know Amy’s under the weather.”

      “Under the weather?”

      “Whatever, dude. Just repeating what she tells me.”

      “’K. Thanks. I’m at the front door right now so see you in a few seconds.”

      “Darla,” he shouted right into the phone so I could hear it, “hide the sex swing and the cuffs!”

      “Asshole.” But it made me laugh. We both clicked out and I immediately checked my texts. Nothing.

      Not well.

      Under the weather.

      Give her some space.

      Was this chickspeak I didn’t understand? Code of some kind I couldn’t read that meant I needed to back off? Or maybe she’s actually not feeling well, I told myself, and I should quit worrying.

      I walked in the door to find Darla in a black leather coat, like something out of The Matrix, and Trevor in his underwear, He had a lacrosse ball shoved in his mouth like a ball gag. Darla held her palm flat against his cottoned ass and pretended I wasn’t there.

      “You left your dirty socks on the hamper lid. Ten smacks!”

      “Mmmmfff mfff mff mff,” Trevor said.

      “Guys, cut it out,” I said, smacking Trevor’s ass as I walked toward the bathroom to shower. My slap had more oomph to it than hers; the lacrosse ball shot across the room and hit the neck of Joe’s bass, toppling it over. Encased in its black cover, it was fine.

      Peals of laughter from Darla filled the air. “Told you he wouldn’t be fazed.”

      “I’ve seen it too many times. Except, when Darla does it to Joe, there’s always a strap on. You can’t top that, Trev,” I yelled as I shut the bathroom door.

      “I never did—” was all of Darla’s protest that I heard before the sound of the shower cranking on drowned her out. I stripped down and ducked under the hot water.

      Shower, dinner, and a two hour nap—with earplugs—and I’d be ready to report to my first bachelorette party tonight. That was my focus now.

      And a text from Amy wouldn’t hurt.

      Amy

      After a good, thorough scrubbing, my phone had proven to be as hearty as my vagina. Darla had so helpfully made that claim, and now I couldn’t help but think about it as the phone rang and I put it to my ear. No caller ID flashed, so this could be anyone from a telemarketer to my mom, calling from her office.

      “Amy,” Evan said, breathless. Shit. My brother was the last voice I needed to hear right now. All I wanted to do was to answer Sam’s texts and talk.

      “Hi, Evan,” I said. This was not going to be good. The only time Evan ever called me was when he was in trouble.

      “Amy, I have to hurry,” he said, his voice hushed and urgent. “I need you to come and bail me out.”

      “Whose house are you at and where’s the car?” I sighed.

      “Not like that. For real. I mean it, I need you to bail me out.”

      My voice felt like it had razor blades in it. “Where do I need to come and pick you up?”

      “Middlesex County Jail,” he said.

      “Middlesex County Jail?” I repeated.

      “Look, there’s this really scary guy standing here and I only have one more minute. They’re giving me the warning. You need to come and bail me out. It looks like my bond is—”

      “Bond? What’s a bond?”

      Click. Conversation over.

      I imagined him in a holding cell with an old payphone and three burly guys standing around him, ready to reenact that famous scene from Pulp Fiction. No matter how weary I was, and sick of Evan dominating everything in our family, I wasn’t going to abandon him.

      I also knew that I couldn’t call Mom.

      I’d never had to bail Evan out of jail before. Show up to a huge house party with vandalism and a bunch of drunk teenagers with Evan in a police car? Sure. Twice, they’d been nice enough to release him to me.

      Evan had been warned by the local cops if it happened again he’d be arrested. Had he finally crossed the line? What if it was something worse? How bad was this? What the hell had he done? And what was a bond? How do you bail someone out?

      My mind started to race, and my pulse followed suit.

      Who do you call when your baby brother is in jail and you need to get him out? Calling Mom was out. Our grandparents didn’t live in the area. No dad. No family. No friends who knew anything about this kind of activity.

      And then it hit me: I did know one person who might have an inkling about how this all worked.

      Darla.

      Sam

      We were watching a rerun of It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia, which was new to Darla. Her cackling at something Charlie and Glen did was great to watch. It was always interesting to see something familiar to me through another person’s eyes as they experienced it for the first time.

      Joe was visiting his mom and dad. Darla and Trevor had spent the day visiting his brother, Rick, and now Darla was cuddled next to Trevor, laughing her head off.

      I felt an emptiness in the space next to me on the couch and wondered how much longer I could wait before texting Amy again without looking like a stalker douchebag.

      Ten minutes seemed right.

      Darla’s phone rang and she thrust her hand into her back pocket and dug around, finally pulling it out and flipping it open. “Yeah?” she said. “Okay, yeah Amy. What’s up?”

      Why was Amy calling Darla when she wasn’t answering any of my texts?

      I looked pointedly at Darla, raising my eyebrows when she glanced at me. In response she frowned, standing up and walking across the living room away from me and Trevor, pressing the phone hard against her head and using a finger to cover her spare ear.

      “You okay?” she asked. “Yeah. What? Why do you assume that I would know? So you called me?” Her voice got louder as her tone became incredulous.

      And angry. This was not a happy conversation.

      I turned, throwing one arm behind the back of the couch, all my muscles feeling tense. Whatever was going on wasn’t good.

      Trevor caught my eye and shrugged. “What’s up?” he mouthed.

      “Don’t know,” I said in a low voice.

      “You just assumed that someone like me,” Darla said in a mocking tone, “would be able to help you with this?” I could hear Darla’s heavy breathing, her outrage taking over the room.

      Trevor grabbed the remote, pausing Charlie in mid-scream on the screen.

      “Okay, alright,” Darla said, her voice progressively more compassionate. It was a tone that very few people could pull off, simultaneously pissed and nice. “I’m coming. I’m coming, and we’ll figure this out.”

      She flipped the phone shut, avoided eye contact with me, and addressed Trevor directly.

      “I have to go. We’ll have to watch the rest of this later.”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Is Amy okay?”

      “She’s fine,” Darla said, but the fact that she wouldn’t look at me told me that Amy wasn’t fine, that she was anything but fine. My mind raced. Was Amy sick? Was it me? Had she changed her mind? Had something gone wrong? Was this her way of reaching out to Darla?

      “What do you mean?” I asked Darla. “Why are you so upset that Amy called you?”

      Darla opened and closed her mouth so many times she started to look like a fish that you put on the wall that sings when you walk by. “I can’t explain, Sam,” she said, “I’m sorry, but it’s none of your business.”

      “I’m going with you,” I said as Darla grabbed a lightweight sweater to go out the front door.

      She halted and turned to me slowly. The blend of anger and determination in her eyes stopped me. Even Trevor took a step back; she was that startling.

      “Sometimes people have business that they don’t want other people to know about,” she said slowly. “Amy called me. Not you. So, let me be, Sam. Let me go and help her because I’m the one who has to go in and clean up the crime scene.”

      “There was a crime?” I said.

      She held up her hand, weighing her words, the expression on her face almost comical. “I don’t want to say whether there was a crime or not, but let’s just say Amy is safe.”

      “What’s going on?” Trevor asked, folding his arms across his chest, looking pissed.

      “Look,” Darla said, “she’s not pregnant, she’s not physically injured, she’s not... it’s not as if she lost her phone up her hoo-ha.”

      Trevor and I looked blankly at each other. Sometimes Darla’s Ohioisms were baffling.

      Darla waved her hand, exasperated. “What I mean is, she’s not harmed, but if you don’t let me get going, you’re just going to make it all worse. I’ll make sure she calls you.” Darla reached out and touched my arm, squeezing it with assurance. “I promise.”

      And with that she walked out the door, leaving me with more questions than answers.

      Leaving me alone to wonder.

      Amy

      “You fucking piece of shit,” I hissed in Evan’s ear.

      “Ooh, your girlfriend’s pissed,” said one of the guys in the waiting room as the guard brought Evan out. The guy held two fingers up to his lips and wagged his tongue between them. I rolled my eyes with disgust and turned away. Darla was waiting in yet another room. She’d walked me through the bond process.

      It turned out Evan’s bail was $7,500 which meant that somehow I needed to come up with seven hundred fifty cash, and sign over some sort of guarantee. The only thing I had with that kind of value was my car. Once I realized I didn’t need it in the Fenway, I stored it back home at Mom’s—with strict instructions NOT to let Evan use it. It was paid for, and the blue book value was just over $7,000. Between next month’s rent from my checking account and the title to my car, I was able to bail him out.

      I didn’t worry that the entitled little son-of-a-bitch would skip on me. Evan wasn’t the type to forge out on his own in the big bad world.

      I had to hand it to Darla—she might have been angry that I called her, that I made the grand mental leap that she was the one person in my life that could walk me through bailing somebody out of jail – but I was right.

      She was.

      Keeper of secrets and finder of smartphone extractors, she also was the only person in my life who had any experience with this kind of thing, or, at least, that I knew had any experience with this kind of thing. Darla knew what to say to the judicial clerks, knew what to say when we called a bail bondsman, knew how to tell me where and when to gather my things.

      And here we were, a handful of hours later. It was 9 AM, jail had opened, and Evan was barking bullshit in my ear.

      “Thank you Amy, thank you so much Amy,” he said, hugging me. “You wouldn’t believe the kinds of assholes in there.”

      “I’m staring at one.”

      “Ha ha, no really. It’s not like I did anything.”

      “What did you do, Evan?”

      “Like, nothing!”

      “The police don’t routinely arrest and detain you, and charge you with shit for doing nothing. It’s not like you were sitting in front of the grocery store selling Girl Scout cookies now, were you?” Darla cracked.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Evan snapped at her.

      “I’m your fairy bailmother.”

      “She’s the person who figured all this out Evan, so shut the hell up.”

      He pulled his head back in surprise as we walked. Evan looked like our dad; tall, lanky, with slightly stooped shoulders, and no neck. It was a strange combination. With Dad’s brown hair, just like mine, and Mom’s blue eyes, there was a pinched quality to him. He had just turned eighteen, and all the juvie records were about to be put behind him.

      This one, though? He was so nailed.

      “What did you do?” I said, my voice like ice chips rattling around in a cup.

      “I just stored some stuff for a friend —”

      “Stored?”

      Silence.

      “You’re a dealer?” I groaned.

      “No. More like held on to something else while driving. And then I got pulled over for ‘reckless driving’ and had more than the legal limit on me.” He threw up a hand to shield his eyes as we walked out the main doors, as if aliens were descending to take him away. I wished they were.

      “Shut up!” Darla said. “You don’t exactly announce that in front of cop central.”

      Evan glowered at her, but clammed up. She was right. A few hatted heads turned, eyes hidden behind sunglasses.

      “I was in Arlington,” he continued, as if that explained anything.

      “You were in Arlington? You don’t live anywhere near Arlington.”

      “I have friends in lots of places,” he said smugly. He grinned like a character in a John Hughes movie, the pastel-suited guy with the feathered, flippy hair. The guy you knew within three seconds of his introduction, was going to be the bad guy.

      I went cold. “What kind of drug, exactly, were you ‘storing’?”

      He shrugged. “Some heroin.”

      “Oh, God,” Darla groaned. I joined her.

      “Fuck off,” he sputtered.

      “Good luck getting home. Call Mom for a ride.” I turned to walk away, my stomach shredded.

      “You can’t tell Mom.” He grabbed my arm, hard. I could tell it would bruise. It wouldn’t be the first time Evan had hurt me, but it would be the last.

      Darla grabbed his wrist, yanked his hand off of my arm, and twisted it. He howled in pain, and two cops nearby watched. I waved and smiled. They still watched.

      “You touch her like that again and I will get two guys to come over to your house and kick the ever-loving-fucking-shit out of you, and your balls will end up so far up your throat you’ll think you’re suckin’ on two cough drops. You got that?” she hissed.

      All we could hear was our breathing, a straining, primal whine underscoring Evan’s. In the bright daylight I could see how pale he was, how sickly, but his eyes were calculating and clever still.

      Not afraid. He wasn’t actually afraid of anything.

      Evan wasn’t real unless every speck of attention was focused on him. He was enjoying the idea that he could engage us in this nastiness. Everything he had done was based on some brokenness in him that would never heal.

      Evan would never heal, and Mom would never change. Like the slightest bump that sends a perfect ball of dandelion seeds reeling out into space and time, Evan’s oily half-grin was all it took to knock off a lifetime habit of going along with this.

      I almost wanted to thank him for the clarity.

      Instead, I picked up my phone, went into my contacts and hit the most familiar number. She picked up on the third ring.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “No. No!” Evan shouted.

      “Mom, I’m here at Middlesex County Jail. Evan was arrested on drug charges last night. I put up my car as bail for him. I thought you would like to know.” I hung up before she could respond, even though of course she’d just call me right back.

      “You put your car up?” Evan’s smug tone returned. Bending over, with his hands on his knees, he hacked out a laugh so derisive it made Darla flinch.

      “What’s so funny?” I barked, ignoring the phone when, as I knew it would, it buzzed.

      “Your car is totaled. It’s a junker.”

      “What? What are you talking about? It’s fine. It’s at Mom’s. I left it… it’s in the driveway.” I stammered as I began to realize what he was saying.

      His laughter faded out as Darla gave him a death stare in triplicate.

      “What did you do to it?” she asked in a cold voice that fairly slithered.

      I inhaled so fast and hard I sounded like I was having an asthma attack. “You drove my car?” I screeched. “You stole the keys from Mom?”

      Darla’s face changed, her cheeks going pale, face turning sympathetic as she touched my shoulder. She said nothing, but she seemed to know something I didn’t understand.

      “I didn’t steal anything. Mom gave me the keys.”

      “Liar! Mom swore she would never...”

      Oh, geez.

      How could I be so stupid?

      Bzzzz. My phone was still ringing. I could see that it was Mom. I cut the call off.

      “Go away, Evan. Just go away. I’m done with you. Done.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever. Not my fault you’re a sucker.”

      “And you’re paying me back for this!” I screamed at him as he strode off.

      A middle finger was my response.

      Darla gently nudged my shoulder and guided me toward the T.

      We were done here.

      I left the jail that day, climbed on the subway, and didn’t say another damn word to Darla until we were almost home.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket off and on the entire ride as my mother desperately demanded my attention, and I ignored it.

      “You don’t have to go back to my apartment with me,” I told Darla, who was now buried in a magazine that she’d picked up back at the station.

      “It’s okay,” she said, shrugging. “Sometimes it helps to have someone there, even if you don’t feel like talking.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked her.

      “Know what?”

      “How do you know that right now that’s what I need?”

      Her eyes shifted a bit and she frowned, rolling the question around a bit with her tongue inside her teeth. Her nostrils flared, and then she said, “It’s what comes natural.”

      It’s what comes natural, I thought. What came natural to me?

      My phone rang again. I picked it up and decided to face my mom. “Hello,” I said, knowing and holding the phone about three inches from my ear.

      “Evan! What happened to Evan?” she screamed.

      Stay calm, I told myself, remember, you are no longer emotionally involved.

      “I left Evan at the Middlesex County Jail,” I recounted. “He might need a ride. The two of you need to figure this out. Then again, it’s not like you can pick him up in my car.”

      Mom let out a string of words that made no sense. Darla held her palms up and made a motion with her head that indicated she didn’t understand a word Mom was saying. Neither did I. The emotion was clear.

      “What happened?” Mom finally said.

      “Ask him.”

      “Amy!” The chiding outrage didn’t work this time. Nothing. The sound of her voice smacked up against an emotional vacuum in me.

      Another string of high pitched shrieking and groaning came out of the phone, and it surprised me to realize that’s all it was. There were no words, no sentences, and as Mom went on and on, I summoned my new clarity. It would always be like this.

      It would always be like this.

      Evan sucked all the oxygen out of the room, and Mom was right there, eager to enable him.

      I couldn’t do anything. I could sign the title of my (trashed) car over as his bond and still get screamed at. I could probably give up my first born child, and it wouldn’t be enough. As Mom babbled into the phone, a comforting detachment seeped into my bones.

      I didn’t have to play this game anymore.

      “You can’t tell anyone,” Mom fumed into the phone. “My God, do you know what this would do to me at work, if people knew that Evan—that—well, there must be some mistake.”

      “There’s no mistake, Mom.”

      “Well, how did he—how did he get out of jail?”

      “He had a $7500 bail set, Mom. He called me, so I went down there and paid $750 and put my car up as bond.”

      “You… what? Why would he call you and not me?”

      Unbelievable. Nothing about the crashed car. Nothing about my rescuing Evan. Nothing.

      Yesterday—earlier today, even—I would have hoped that my sacrifice would have been acknowledged, that my mom would give me some attention for being the good girl. That was the dynamic that had been set up so many years ago, but now?

      Recounting facts for her was just recounting the new emotional reality for myself. Just a series of factual statements, of transactions: $750, a car title, a statement of fact.

      No hope.

      “I—I mean,” Mom was sputtering, “I’m sorry that you chose to do that. You could have called me and I could have come down there and taken care of it.”

      “I could have done that, but I didn’t. Evan wanted me to take care of it without letting you know.”

      “Well, you should know better than to—”

      Click.

      If I wanted to be verbally abused, I didn’t need to hear it from her through my phone, did I? She’d already planted her voice in my head.

      It was a weed, a vine that grew in darkness, tendrils digging deeper than I ever imagined.

      The phone rang again. This time I really was done. I turned it off.

      A day or two ago I would have started crying at this point, but again, once you let go of hope the only tears left are for the person you once were—who had hope.

      Without it, there’s nothing to cry about.

      The train lurched a hard left, and then it stopped, bringing us to my station.

      “You okay?” Darla asked.

      “I can take it from here,” I said. “You go on to Trevor, and thank you. Thank you so much for everything that you did. It’s been a hell of a two days. I was really wrong about you,” I admitted.

      “Go on,” she said, folding her arms across her chest. “I got all day to hear this.”

      Wisecracking Darla had faded. The woman standing before me was more vulnerable. More human. I really had misjudged her, and my words didn’t come easily.

      Probably because the feelings didn’t, either.

      “That day you met me on the subway? I’d just moved to the city. My boyfriend and I split up a few months ago and my mom was... well, you know more about what my family is really like now.”

      “I can only imagine. Hovermom with a blind spot for that piece of shit,” she said, nodding.

      I snorted. “That is the most cogent explanation of my family I’ve ever heard.”

      “And you’ve been carrying a torch for Sam since high school,” she ventured, rolling her wrist in a circle, encouraging me.

      “Yes,” I admitted. “I have. There’s so much more to it, and then there’s Liam – ”

      “What does Liam got to do with anything?”

      “Next time I shove a phone up my crotch I’ll tell you about Liam on the cab ride.”

      A hearty laugh and kinder eyes were her answer. “Get back to the whole ‘You’re the greatest, Darla’ speech.”

      “You are,” I said simply. “You’ve helped me out of two of the most bizarre, embarrassing, horrifying experiences of my life – in the same damn week – and I barely know you.”

      “It’s called being a f-r-i-e-n-d,” she answered, spelling out the word.

      “Most of my friends, I... I couldn’t go to with this.”

      She let that sentence just hang there.

      “Thank you for going places with me that most people wouldn’t. You’re a very special person, and I appreciate everything you’ve done,” I finished.

      The words that came out of my mouth were what I had hoped to hear from my own mom, and Darla seemed to recognize that, throwing her arms around me in a quick hug and then scampering off.

      She’d respected exactly what I’d asked of her. Maybe that was her secret.

      She just did what you needed most.
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      Sam

      Instead of getting the sleep I needed, I sat on the couch listening to Darla, Trevor and Joe fight. Joe had come back from orientation and their days together before he left for law school were numbered.

      If I could have been anywhere else I would have been. I needed to get a decent night’s sleep, or at least part of a night’s sleep. I thought I’d have some success napping from about seven to ten before heading off for one of my gigs. No such luck.

      “What do you mean you don’t like my Spam?” Darla snapped.

      “It’s disgusting,” Joe said.

      “It’s not disgusting. It tastes perfectly fine. You mix it in with eggs and Velveeta and it’s good.”

      “That’s the problem, Spam and Velveeta in the same meal.” Joe shuddered. “Ugh.”

      “What would you prefer I make?” she asked in a sickly voice. “Would you like lavender-massaged chicken with a side of fingerling potatoes, a pound of which costs more than I used to make in an hour?”

      Joe grabbed the Spam can of the counter. “This is glutamate hell. You’re feeding us preservative hell,” he insisted, running his finger over the list of ingredients that was half the can long. “Do you realize that some of these things are chemicals that are used in biological warfare? And Velveeta? Are you kidding me? You might as well mix candle wax with cheese.”

      “You’re just looking for a reason to pick a fight,” Trevor said, glaring at Joe.

      I knew what he was thinking: don’t blow it, this is our last chance for sex before you leave. And Joe knew it, too. But he was so wracked with fear and anxiety over going to Penn,  leaving Trevor and Darla, and finally getting away from his parents’ geographical grasp, that he needed to distract himself.

      He chose to do that by picking a fight with the people he knew would never reject him.

      I didn’t understand the strategy, but my own approach, complete withdrawal, hadn’t exactly turned out well.

      “This is what I know,” she said, “this is what I eat. This is my food. This is my comfort food. I like canned meat. I like Velveeta. I like macaroni and cheese that comes in a box and not the kind that is found at the hot foods counter at Whole Foods. I like the flavor and the taste of these things, and if you don’t, you don’t have to eat it.”

      “But I have to smell it.” Joe’s voice told me he was going in for the kill. I recognized this tactic from his debate cross examinations.

      He was looking for any hint of blood.

      “I’m so sorry to offend your sensitive olfactory sensibilities,” she said, clanging the frying pan down on the stove. “Make your own goddamn dinner.”

      And with that, she stormed out, Trevor following. He turned back for a moment to glare at Joe and mouth, What the fuck?

      Being on the outside, I could see the clash. Joe and Trevor came from families with moms who acted like a McDonald’s french fry was napalm. If Darla ever met Joe’s mom, and that hadn’t happened yet, (a point of contention for the three of them) she’d probably die of the spot from being in such close proximity to someone who ate MSG.

      Deprived of the fight he’d been going for, Joe stood there comically for minute, staring at the slammed bedroom door. He looked at me, shook his head and then hung it, walking slowly into their bedroom after them.

      I laughed. Joe was going to pay for that. Five minutes later, it turned out I was right. Man, I wish I had been wrong because I heard Darla giggle and then say “there’s nothing wrong with pegging, honey,” and then Joe’s muted response.

      I crammed orange foam earplugs into my ears and slammed the pillow over my head. There really was no hope for a nap, but I tried.

      You would think that living with a group of people who were part of a band that had regular nighttime gigs would offer plenty of opportunities to sleep during the days, but more often than not, sleep eluded me. The band was only part of our schedule.

      Four people in and out of a small apartment where my bed was the couch meant sleeping was only possible if I poured concrete in my ears.

      Even silence wouldn’t have let me sleep while Amy still hadn’t responded to my texts. Two days of radio silence.

      In the bigger scheme of things two days wasn’t that bad. But other than saying Amy wasn’t feeling well, and then telling me to mind my own business, Darla was uncharacteristically quiet about Amy, not giving me anything.

      Stalking Amy’s apartment was an option, but one that left a sour taste in my mouth. Definitely not my style.

      My style was giving up, though. I wasn’t going to do that again.

      Insanity is thinking you can do the same thing over and over and get a different result, they say.

      This time I wasn’t giving up. I was giving her space.

      If Amy needed some time and space then I’d give it to her. If she was pulling my heart strings to jerk me around as revenge for what happened four years ago, that was (a little bit) fine as well.

      As long as we ended up together.

      Amy

      Blocking out the world and watching the old Pride and Prejudice—the one with Colin Firth—was so much easier than facing that large, round, yellow thing in the sky. Dr. Alex had told me to go home and rest and heal, and I was finally doing exactly that.

      And if he hadn’t actually prescribed a pint of Late Night Snack ice cream, I could still consider it medicine. Ben & Jerry’s should be tax deductible.

      No one with a soul would disagree.

      I watched Elizabeth watching Mr. Darcy come back from his swim in the pond. There is something so perfect about the way he stops short, how her breath catches—and how neither can actually reveal their feelings. Their true passion.

      That deep, inner yearning that makes you fuck a phone.

      Sam had texted and called and I wanted to answer but—Elizabeth! Mr. Darcy! Hellloooo?

      Sam could wait. Why deal with messy real-life relationships when I could watch other people squirm in fictional ones?

      So. Much. Easier to ignore real people for now. I was already ignoring Mom and Evan. Ignoring everyone was my answer.

      Besides. Sam had made me wait for years. He could survive a couple of days.

      In a poignant moment of incredible unfairness, I’d found my sex toys within thirty minutes of coming home from seeing Evan. I reached into a box labeled “Bathroom” for my hot water bottle, so I could curl up in bed and sleep off those two days. When I lifted the red, rubber bottle there they were, lined up so elegantly, little soldiers ready to be assigned to their duty stations. Clit. Ass. Vagina. Nipple.

      You guys were AWOL when I needed you most, I thought, cursing them.

      My phone rang. Mom again. I shut the phone off and dug in to my ice cream. How many times could she try? A rancid smell permeated the room as I bent over from the futon and put my phone on the little end table on the floor.

      Oh. That was me.

      When was my last shower?

      The pint was nearly empty, so I finished it off and jumped in the shower, dispatching with the necessities quickly. Clean clothes helped lend a fresher perspective to what I hoped would be a better day than yesterday.

      Time for a cup of coffee and some—

      Bang bang bang.

      That wasn’t just any knock. Someone was seriously wailing on my door. I jumped up.

      “Amy! I know you’re in there!”

      “Mom?”

      Sam

      She isn’t answering my texts.

      My finger hovered over the send button after typing that. How much should I share with Darla?

      I closed my eyes and hit Send anyhow, not caring any more. Sick with worry and feeling stupid, I just needed to know what the hell was going on.

      Darla wrote back, I’m sure she’s just busy.

      Busy. Yeah. K, thanks, I tapped, hit send, and then shoved my phone in my pocket. We’re all busy, aren’t we? Me and Amy.

      Busy.

      If I went to her apartment and knocked and found her there, would she freak? Crossing that line—from being ignored electronically to showing up in the flesh—seemed both perfectly normal and freakishly obsessive. In an age where people texted pictures of their lunch fries and checked in at every store or movie theater, having Amy go “dead” online and by phone like this was creepy.

      I didn’t want to up the creep factor, though, by intruding where I wasn’t wanted.

      Wanting, though, is exactly what she said she wanted. Mixed signals were never fun. Amy was sending them like SETI trying to reach extraterrestrial life.

      Creepy to go to Amy’s apartment and check on her? I texted Darla.

      No answer.

      My whole body went tense and my hands tapped as much as they could on every surface possible in the apartment. I’d already spent hours banging out a new song. Drums, coffee, long walks and cold showers—done, done, done and more than done.

      Only one option left.

      Amy.

      Amy

      “What are you doing here?” I sputtered as Mom barged right in like she owned the place.

      “I didn’t raise you to live like this,” she scolded, picking up an empty Chinese food container and throwing it in the garbage. “I knew something was wrong.” A quick look around made it clear I wasn’t exactly Martha Fucking Stewart, but neither was the apartment at Hoarders level.

      Yet.

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      She jolted slightly and I couldn’t blame her. My voice made me jump out of my own skin. I hadn’t spoken aloud, other that talking to the movies I’d watched, in two days.

      I sounded like gravel and bitterness.

      “Then why aren’t you answering my calls?”

      “Because Evan is an asshole and you let him destroy my car.”

      Her eyes narrowed. Mom looked like an older version of me, with about the same kind of body, and smaller, more almond-shaped, eyes. Her forehead was higher and her hair perfectly straight. Dad had been gone for so long I only knew him from photographs. I had a touch of him in my face, but Evan had most of his genes.

      In more ways than one.

      Dad was an addict. That was yet another of Mom’s dirty little secrets, another I’d kept all these years. He’d skipped out when I was five and Evan was one and no one knew where he was.

      “Don’t talk about Evan like that. He’s struggling, and we all have our struggles.” She made a sniffing noise and hoisted her heavy purse up her shoulder. “You should understand that.”

      Empty words. A few days ago I’d have jumped like a Golden retriever puppy all over that one and at least politely aimed to please, but this time cold silence hung in the air like an angry fog.

      “Are you here to talk about who is repairing my car?” That was all she’d get out of me.

      She blinked and made a nervous sound in her throat. Her arms wrapped around her waist as if she were chilled and it made me realize how human she was. Mom was just as prone to mistakes and misjudgments as anyone else. Being forty-seven didn’t make her wiser or give her a better handle on life.

      It just made her older.

      “I’ll see to the car. Evan was hit by some crazy driver who—”

      “They’re always crazy drivers. Ever notice that? All his bosses are assholes, he never has more than two beers, and he has you completely snowed, Mom.”

      She hadn’t come here to check on me.

      She’d come here to force me to comply with her lie.

      Because that lie was her reality. Some part of her needed to believe that Evan really was good and clean and trying so hard. That he wasn’t like our Dad.

      That she wasn’t a failure as a parent.

      That she didn’t have a giant blind spot when it came to people like them.

      All this time I’d thought I could be a goody-two-shoes balance that would neutralize what Evan did, but Mom didn’t want that.

      At all.

      “I’m not going to dignify that with an answer,” she said.

      “You don’t have to, Mom,” I answered. You aren’t capable.

      Taking that as surrender, she went in for the kill. “I have more than enough on my plate, you know, with Evan and these trumped up drug felony charges—”

      “Felony?” Holy shit. What had Evan actually done?

      “Yes—can you believe it? All he did was give his friend a ride to a soccer game and the kid left a baggie of something in the car, and then...”

      Evan had been dealing. That was obvious.

      And now that he was eighteen, the legal system would treat him very differently. The panic in Mom had sharpened, and I understood.

      Her baby had met an immutable force.

      The law.

      No hoverparenting, no called-in favors, no cajoling or wheedling or pleading would get Evan out of what Evan had gotten in to.

      Two wide eyes stared as I realized I’d zoned out. Expectation painted Mom’s face, the thick eyeliner around her eyes so ragged. Heavy.

      Old.

      “You understand?” she asked.

      “Understand?”

      Irritation infused her words. “You weren’t listening! Amy, you need to take out more loans for the rest of grad school. I need to use the fund for Evan’s defense team.”

      “Defense team.” Now I just repeated her last words.

      “Yes. If we hire the right lawyers, I think we can plead this down or beat it. But with a $10,000 retainer and then more billable hours, this will....”

      The fund.

      We called our college money “the fund.” Mom had saved an equal amount for each of us, and I’d gotten decent scholarships for undergrad, leaving a lot of money in mine—making my library science master’s degree possible.

      “Wait—what’s left of my half of the fund is for my grad school,” I said slowly, the implication of what she was saying making my feet numb.

      “I thought you’d say that,” she said with a prissy expression. “You can’t be selfish like this. Not now. I can’t be asked to choose between my kids.”

      Oh, you chose long ago.

      “And that’s the only money that we have for Evan’s defense. His original half isn’t enough to cover the basic lawyer’s fee—we need more.”

      Practically speaking, my first semester was covered. A tightness in my chest bloomed and closed, a well-worn pattern that meant my body was going into fight or flight mode. Living away from home had made the physical sensation go away, but Mom’s proximity and the monumental unfairness of this rooted itself in my body and made me unable to speak.

      Because this really was unspeakable.

      Knock knock knock.

      We both flinched and stared at the door. A rush of outrage took me out of my frozen contemplation and I found my voice. “You brought Evan here?”

      “No!” she protested.

      Knock knock knock.

      I crossed the room and looked through the peephole.

      Two very familiar green eyes topped with copper waves stood inches away.

      Sam

      Nerves almost got the better of me. Slipping in her apartment building might be a bad idea, but I didn’t want to have any artificial barriers. If she was home and didn’t want to see me, fine—she could just say it to my face.

      The alternative—that she was hurt, sick, or something had gone wrong—worried me much more. The knock on her door held more urgency than I’d intended, and the shuffle of sounds near the thick wooden threshold filled me with relief.

      Amy was there and alive.

      Exhaling, I ran through what I’d intended to say as the click of locks unlocking rattled out into the hallway. All the words disappeared when I saw her, her hair darker than normal and slightly wet, her grey yoga pants curving in the right places and a pink v-neck showing enough breast to make my mind shove relief away and make room for far more carnal thoughts.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Um, hi.” She was nervous and twitchy, in an uncomfortable way, but it had nothing to do with me.

      “Is someone there, Amy?” an older woman asked, her voice tight and angry.

      “Hang on, Mom.” Amy stepped into the hall and shut the door behind her, walking into my space so fast I couldn’t move quickly enough, our bodies brushing against each other. She smelled like vanilla and coconut. Good enough to eat.

      “I’m sorry I haven’t called or texted,” she whispered, avoiding eye contact. “It’s just—”

      The door swung open, sending a rush of air over us, making the ends of Amy’s hair fly up. “Who’s this?” her mom demanded, peering at me, a polite smile on her face. She looked at me, then at Amy, whose cheeks burned.

      You couldn’t have cut the tension with a knife.

      You’d have needed a chainsaw.

      “I’m Sam, “I answered, reaching out to shake my hand. “Sam Hinton.”

      Our palms met and she pumped once, then halted, her polite smile turning into a quizzical frown. “Sam. The same Sam who...”

      Letting go of my hand, she turned to Amy and raised her eyebrows.

      Amy nodded and reached out to take my hand, her fingers interlacing with mine. A grounded warmth flooded me, arms tensing out of a protective instinct, my body moving unconsciously closer to Amy. This had not been a mistake. Coming here was the right thing to do.

      “Same Sam,” Amy said, smiling at her mother with such ferocious enthusiasm she might have been auditioning for Mean Girls.

      “I see. Amy, can I have a minute with you?”

      “No,” Amy said sweetly, the incongruity jarring, looking at her mother with eyes I’d seen only on women betrayed. Back in college if a woman looked at a guy like that, his shit would be out on the common with beer poured all over it within days.

      What did it mean to have a woman look at her own mother like this?

      Amy’s fingers tightened around mine and I realized she was unhinged. Whatever conversation had taken place before I arrived, it created a crazy dynamic.

      I happened to come along at the exact wrong moment.

      My specialty: lousy timing.

      “Amy. Be reasonable,” her mom cajoled.

      My neck tightened and shoulders straightened, so involuntary I couldn’t have stopped it if you’d tried to force me. I knew that voice.

      My mom had that voice.

      “I am being reasonable, Mom.” The voice of Death incarnate might have been less devoid of emotion. I tried to remain completely unreadable, cheering Amy on silently.

      “You’re letting yourself be walked all over by an unstable boy—”

      “Enough.” Amy’s last word rang down the hall like a gunshot as she took her mother by the hand and led her to the door. Stepping awkwardly past me, Mrs. Smithson seemed to find me a safe target for her anger. Her face was like a dragon’s, ready to turn me into a piece of crispy toast with one breath.

      Her mouth puckered into a tight starfish as she reluctantly walked into the hallway. Turning to face me, she sniped, “The least you could do is call your poor father. After what you did to him and what he’s going through.”

      And then she actually tsk tsked me.

      My what? What did my father have to do with any of this?

      Amy’s gasp sounded like a sonic boom. I found myself being dragged into her apartment, the door slamming as if Amy had telepathically commanded it, the locks clicking like tongues clucking.

      And then she faced me. The soulful eyes big as saucers lived on one half of her face, her mouth and jaw dragged low and long by conflict and despair. Her mom didn’t knock. Didn’t shout.

      In fact, the carpet muffled the first few steps she took away from the door, and then she was gone.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said, ready to apologize.

      What was that shit about my dad? The words floated to the surface but died in my throat.

      “Sam,” she said, my name a broken word, cracked in half by a sob that made her crumple into a ball in the middle of her futon.

      I cracked in half, too, and took the two pieces of me—the two Sams, from four years ago and now—and wrapped them around Amy, hoping my warmth and love and comfort would be enough.

      It was all I could give her right now.

      Wishing it were more, I rocked her as she cried, no words forthcoming. Just tears.

      Maybe my timing wasn’t so bad after all.

      Amy

      What had just happened?

      What the hell had just happened?

      Had my mom really come to my apartment to convince me that it was okay to guilt me out of my college fund to pay for Evan’s drug felony defense?

      Our bodies began to shake as Sam did his best to cover every square inch of my body with his, legs entwined, arms and chest pressed softly against my back, the steady rise and fall of his breath, in concert with mine, helping me to find my way home to some sort of inner peace that quelled the massive hurricane unleashed inside.

      “I can tell you what it means when my mom wrings her hands,” I hissed, still curled in a ball, my hot breath mingling with Sam’s. “Or how to read a glance she sends my way when Evan comes to a football game at the high school, drunk off his ass.”

      He grunted, the sound an encouragement.

      “I know how to word everything so that no one in our family looks bad. What to say when someone mentions a transgression of Evan’s. Even that damn word—transgression—is my mom’s.”

      “I’ve been hiding from you because I was embarrassed—ashamed.” Memories of the phone in my hoo-ha triggered giggles, a loopy, deranged sound that made Sam’s arms tighten around me. Most guys would have bought themselves more space.

      Sam dug in and held on for the ride.

      “Ashamed of Evan?”

      “Ashamed to be in a family where my brother just got arrested.” As the words came out of my mouth in a perfectly formed line, like little drummers on a football field at half time, the steam dissipated. They had no power, no oooomph, no magic hold over me. I was stating a fact. Not opening myself up to judgment.

      “Your brother did that. Not you.”

      I sniffed and realized I was crying, still. Wiping my nose with the back of my sleeve, I laughed, this sound pure and mature, the chortle of someone older than their years. “I know that. And you know that. But Mom has spent my entire life catering to the least reasonable person in the room.”

      “And today she thought that was you,” he whispered.

      Thud.

      There it was again. He knew me so well. My jaw dropped as Sam nailed it.

      “Is that why she gave up quietly?” I asked.

      He shrugged, pulling my arms up a bit with the movement, making me unwind a bit and stretch out, finally meeting his eyes.

      Kindness. Kindness and acceptance and a touch of something I’d seen in Dr. Alex.

      Goodness. Untouched, untainted goodness.

      Sam’s fingertips brushed my damp hair out of my eyes, pulling a strand that had been caught in my mouth. “Just because your mother wants to hook you into her created reality doesn’t mean you have to oblige.”

      “Easier said than done.”

      He snorted. “I know whereof I speak.”

      “Do you?”

      “I told you what happened after the debate. My dad and mom have their own fucked up version of how life’s supposed to be. I get it.”

      “You do?”

      “Amy, there’s way more fakery back home than you’d ever imagine.” His voice was tight and I could feel him slipping away.

      “I’ve been too weak to fight it,” I confessed. No more.

      “Be weak. Be strong,” he implored, as if asking me to have those emotional states right here, right now, an urgency in his voice and body that made me lean in. “Each of us should be able to be both whenever we need to be. The problem is that you don’t get to pick and choose when you get to be weak or strong. Life doesn’t work that way. It’s unfair and cruel and the best you can do is to recognize that fact and shore yourself up. Where it gets hard is when you need to be weak and can’t. Then it’s brutal. You go into a core inside yourself where you build walls and feel like telling the world to fuck off because you don’t get what you desperately need.”

      He sighed, ran his shaking hand through his hair, and looked at me with eyes like a caged animal’s, practically begging for release.

      “Vulnerability,” he continued. “Weakness. It’s not a sin to be weak. It’s the opposite, in fact: it’s a black mark on society that we live in a system that disparages the very essence of what makes us human.” His intensity tapped into something deep in me.

      The only way to keep him here seemed to be with a kiss, one that could pin him in place.

      Forever.

      Or, at least, tonight.

      As our mouths met, my hands slipped under his shirt, needing to touch his warmth, his skin, burning to connect on some other level. As his lips caught mine, tongue gentle and then more urgent, I wanted to make the past few days disappear, to have Sam bury himself in me, to wind myself around him and be driven into, made whole through a communing of flesh and soul far greater than anything words could ever express.

      He took my boldness as permission, his own hands under my cotton shirt, and then he stopped, the kisses fading in frequency, the urgency dialed down to mere affection.

      “What?” I murmured, confused.

      “Is this what you want, Amy?” His hand caressed my jaw, the daylight showing in stark relief how strong and mature he’d become. A man’s full beard could grow on that face, a woman could see true love in those eyes, and a lover could know she was the center of his universe if she would let him.

      “Ye—yes.” He caught the hitch in my throat.

      “Not like this,” he declared, pulling me in for an embrace. My cheek pressed against the well-worn cotton shirt he wore, hip against his taut abs, his shoulder a place for my head to rest.

      “I do want you,” I insisted. “But you’re right. Not now. Not like this.” Plus, I couldn’t tell him, my vagina just went through something no AppleCare plan covers. I was still sore.

      “I wouldn’t want anything more than you want to give. Ever. And I want to be together for the right reasons. Not out of sorrow or sadness. I’m not that guy.”

      Liam.

      Was Liam that guy?

      No. Just no.

      The conversation had drifted without Sam’s knowledge into very dangerous territory. How vulnerable could I really be with Sam? How much truth could one relationship handle?

      It was more than being taken advantage of, because I wanted what Liam had given. That had been entirely different, a cleansing of sorts, like being baptized and reborn.

      Sam must have felt me stiffen, because he pulled back and looked at me, the question in his eyes. “Did I say the wrong thing?”

      “How honest are we being?”

      “Is this twenty questions?”

      “You only need to ask me two questions.” Would he take the hint?

      Puzzled, he opened his mouth to ask, then got it. “Ah. Then you need to ask me—“he began counting on his fingers “—eight questions.”

      “Are the eight anyone I know?” No one likes to play the “what’s your number” game, and yet here we were.

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Any of yours?”

      Nodding my head slowly, I just stared in his eyes until he got it.

      “Liam.” The name came out like a gasp. Then a growl.

      Then a whispered roar.

      “And it was just like this, Sam. I was crying and sad and he made it—well, I asked him to—” Why was I talking about this? Way to ruin a mood. Open mouth, insert foot.

      Or phone. Or whatever.

      “Why are you telling me this now?” he asked. Dropping his hands from me, he took a step back, but didn’t seem pissed. Stunned—yes. Disturbed—yes. But angry?

      No.

      “Because you just saved me from myself. Again. It’s not that I didn’t want to sleep with Liam, it’s just that it was Prom night, and—”

      “Prom night?” The question was a strangled grunt.

      “Yes.”

      “I wanted to go so bad,” he mumbled.

      “Huh?”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      Bzzzzzz.

      My phone rang. I ignored it.

      “Maybe I should leave,” Sam muttered.

      “Sam Hinton, if you leave this apartment I will take your favorite drumsticks and hide them where you can never find them.”

      “I would do a cavity search,” he said, grinning.

      “I’ve had worse things up there.”

      He snorted, relaxing. “Someday I want to hear what happened with Liam. Not—” he looked sick “—the details. Just... what happened.”

      “And someday I want to know why you didn’t take me to prom, but wanted to.”

      “Should someday be now?”

      “Can someday be someday?” The daylight was dimming and a wave of utter exhaustion hit me. “Because what I really want most is to lie in bed with you and fall asleep in your arms.”

      “That’s what you really want?”

      I nodded.

      “You’re inviting me to spend the night with you and not have sex.”

      Another nod.

      “You are so weird, Amy.”

      I got a crooked grin as he folded himself into me and we stretched out on the bed, the light fading, giving in to the sadness that threatened to sweep me into sleep. Sleeping alone seemed like torture. Sleeping with Sam wasn’t right. Not right now.

      Sleeping next to him, though...

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      And then we did exactly what we said we would.

      I had the best night of sleep I’d had in weeks.
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        * * *

      

      Hot breath tickled that spot between my earlobe and my jaw, the rasp of sandpaper on skin more a sound than a sensation, the scent of him blanketing me before the heat of his body added another layer, all hardness and burn. No moon tonight, leaving the inky darkness of my apartment to turn his face into less a shadow and more a phantom. Kisses turned to demands as his mouth found mine, his sighs and my moans a composition of passion that required the finest orchestra to play to its fullest potential.

      “Amy,” he whispered, the sound of my name escaping his lips like a thread that tingled from toes to the base of my neck, his palms sliding from behind me to cup warm, swollen breasts, naked and needy. We spooned, his hard erection filling me with want, the press of throbbing granite against my soft skin like something out of a prayer.

      Sam pulled back and the withdrawal of his heat made me groan in disappointment, soon dispatched as he loomed over me, face serious, eyes burning with desire. Another kiss combined with hands that slid down my torso like he owned me, his thighs straddling my hips now, hands taking in my body like a man memorizing a sculpture through tactile transgressions.

      The air between us, charged with unanswered questions, unquenched need, unleashed lust, tasted like hope. Sam tasted like man, the fevered focus of his energy straight on my body and what our twinned cores could do together arousing me more than he would ever understand. His fingers tapped out love in Morse code, while my mouth licked his shoulder, then kissed him so fiercely he stopped me, pulling back with a ferocity only a man unable to maintain restraint would ever exhibit.

      Good.

      “Amy.” This time my name came out like the growl of a man possessed. His hips covered mine, chest broad and textured by muscles, each fitting into a groove with bone, the wide expanse of his shoulder tapering to a flat waist and an exquisite cock that was, alone, a work of art.

      The complete picture was a masterpiece.

      With one knee he nudged my thighs open, my body complying eagerly, so ready—achingly ready—for him to fill me, for our bodies to join in motion and thrust, to take him in and love him like no one had loved him before.

      He found me wet and wanting, and as he entered me he murmured words of love so profound that to repeat them aloud would—

      Oh.

      Oh.

      Sam rocked his hips and hit a spot in me that made my insides flush with fire and spasms, my legs instinctively wrapping around his pelvis, guiding him deeper. “More, Sam,” I begged, my palms traveling up his chest, over the pecs, and behind him, roaming his back as we rocked together, coaxing me to climax, leading me to a joining of our cores that would liberate what we’d never experienced in unison.

      Wet, wild, and in a frantic frenzy as some deep orgasm built layer upon layer inside me, our bodies went slick with sweat and more, throats closed and then open, nerves and pleasure bundling together to make no beginning, no end, no boundaries—

      No rules.

      Sam’s mouth teased my nipple, nipping hard just as he thrust into me, the rhythm enticing and maddening, making all thought dissipate, driving me to a place where everyone in time and space had once been, a primal energy that I connected with through him, my fingers clawing at his back as the pressure grew within, so sweet and shaky and intense that when it took me—as Sam’s body claimed me—the force of what emerged as I came made me cry out his name in an endless loop.

      Sam. Sam. Sam.

      

      I awoke with a start, my body curled up against someone, clit throbbing, one hand tucked between my thighs, though over my clothes, as if in sleep I were about to reproduce what my dreams had conjured.

      Confused, I sat up and peered over the shoulder that faced me.

      Sam.

      Duh. Of course it was Sam. Who else would it be?

      I blew out a frustrated puff of air, and as I ran a hand over my face I found it slightly damp, a sheen of sweat on me. That was one fuck of a dream.

      The operative word being fuck.

      My fingertips grazed the hair on his thick muscled thigh, but it wasn’t a pass. It didn’t have to be—it was the luxurious, languid touch of a lover who knew that she could have it whenever she wanted. This felt so adult. So mature.

      That dream. Mine to touch.

      Mine.

      As my heart rate slowed and the very hot reverie faded, I found myself in bed with the real thing.

      Those fingertips of mine that rested on his skin, and traced a line of sunshine that shone against the fine hairs? That was eternity, right there. As long as I knew that he was there unconditionally, and that I could reach out whenever I wanted to, it was like being immortal.

      So why the hell hadn’t I slept with him last night?

      My coffee machine bubbled as I looked at him, puzzled. Sam rested across my bed.

      “You got up and made coffee?”

      A sly smile stretched across his face, making him boyish and free. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Mind? You just get better and better.”

      “I need caffeine to process that.” He jumped up and came back with two cups of coffee.

      “You like anything in yours? I should learn this,” he said, one corner of his mouth turning up as he blew across the surface of his coffee, taking a tentative sip.

      Gah. That mouth. What it could do to me. And I’d turned down more of that?

      “No sugar. Milk.” I stood and fixed my coffee the way I liked it and sat back down.

      “Let me see.” He craned to look at the top of my mug.

      “Why?”

      “So I know the shade you like your coffee. I’ll try to match it when I make it for you next time.”

      Next time?

      Yes. Next time.

      The smile we shared was (almost) better than any sex we could have had last night. A slow-building warmth between my legs turned into a steady throb.

      But one that had to wait.

      “I don’t want to sound rude,” I started, taking a sip, “but I have a ton of things I have to do today and tomorrow before classes start.”

      His turn to sip. Two gorgeous, speckled eyes looked up from his mug, framed by eyelashes that curled up the same way my toes were curling right now.

      “I almost forgot you were in grad school.” He took another sip. “Why library science? Why not law?”

      “You too?” I groaned.

      “It’s a logical question, Amy.”

      “You want the answer I give everyone else, or the truth?”

      He shot me a duh look. “Lie to me. Please. It turns me on.” He nudged my thigh and then rested his hand on it, as if it belonged there.

      “I lost the killer instinct.”

      “Is that the lie or the truth?”

      I backhanded his shoulder and he tipped slightly, holding his mug aloft so he wouldn’t spill. “The truth. I decided I wanted to do something a little less... cutthroat.” The real truth was that I’d learned a hard lesson four years ago.

      Too much ambition took away what you wanted most.

      “It’s not because of me, is it?”

      Damn it. Our eyes locked. How did he know these things about me?

      “Yes,” I sighed.

      “Fuck.”

      “Not just because of you... of us... of, well, not us. After that debate I went to nationals and got creamed. Slaughtered. And I realized I didn’t even like the cross-examination. What I liked most was the research. So I decided I’d go into a field where you get paid to learn things and help other people do research.” I finished my coffee with a few gulps as Sam set his mug on the ground next to the bed. He stood. I copied him.

      “C’mere,” he said, beckoning with open arms. Those strong hands cupped my ass and pulled me to him, the hard ridge of his bulge pushing into me, telling me he was awake.

      “I am so sorry, again, for what happened.”

      “Sam, you don’t have to—”

      “You’ll make a damn fine librarian, but you’d make an even better law librarian,” he added.

      “Someday,” I said.

      “I’ll hold you to that,” he whispered, then kissed me so well my toes uncurled and the throbbing reached my ears.

      “You have school details, and I have things to do. How about we get together at the end of the week?” he said, pulling away reluctantly.

      “Perfect.”

      The next kiss he gave me as we parted ways had to last three days.

      And it really was that good.

      But the dream was even better.

      Sam

      Moms everywhere seemed to have decided to antagonize their alienated progeny in the same twenty-four hour period, because the second I got out of Amy’s building, my own phone buzzed with my mom’s cell phone on caller ID.

      Taking a page from Amy’s playbook, I ignored it. Mom tried every month or two to pull me back into the fold. I had to give her credit for persistence.

      Empathy, on the other hand? A big old F minus.

      Shaking my head, I walked home, steeling myself for another sexfest at the apartment. After Joe moved out, Darla and Trevor had become even more amorous. I had to wonder if Trevor bought stock in condoms, because he sure was invested in their use.

      At the apartment I found Trevor sitting on the couch in his boxer briefs, staring dully at some nature show on television.

      “What’s up?”

      “She’s an animal,” he said hoarsely.

      I looked at the television. “Elephants generally are.” Some British actor’s voice narrated a segment on the feeding habits of African beasts.

      “I meant Darla.”

      “Can’t keep up, Bro?”

      He actually whimpered.

      “Sam! Your mom called,” Darla shouted from the bathroom.

      “Oh. Yeah.” Trevor added. “She called my line. Wants to talk. Told me to tell you to please call and not ignore her this time.”

      “And Trevor,” Darla called out in a sing-songy voice, “I have some sweetness for you.”

      Trevor held up four fingers and winced.

      “Four times already?” It wasn’t quite 10 a.m.

      He flinched and pointed at his dick. “It feels like sandpaper.”

      “Careful what you wish for,” I said, laughing. “Random Acts of Crazy pull you in.”

      He threw a pillow at my head and I dodged it.

      Glad someone was getting some.

      And I was glad (okay, not entirely...) it wasn’t me. Amy wasn’t ready, and I wasn’t going to take advantage of her like Liam had. Sleeping with a crying girl was a serious low.

      Not that I’d consider Liam above it.

      One of my bandmates, a guy I’d considered one of my best friends, had been Amy’s first, and he’d done it on prom night. And never said a word.

      For four years.

      Was this why Liam had encouraged me to tell Amy how I felt?

      Guilt. Liam was capable of guilt.

      Fucker damn well ought to feel guilt.

      I had no right to feel this way. I’d blown it four years ago and if Amy sought comfort in an old friend’s arms, who was I to judge. Or be pissed.

      Hello. Of course I was pissed. Being Mr. Reasonable was all fine and well when I was with a sobbing Amy, but right now?

      I wanted to punch a wall. Yet another missed chance at something special with her. Years lost. Prom lost. Virginity lost.

      Because I was lost.

      I’d called in those few weeks before prom. Once. And her mom took the message.

      Amy never called back.

      We’re all lost in our own ways.

      Bzzzzzz.

      My mom, again.

      Especially my own mother.

      Knowing I shouldn’t do it, I answered anyhow.

      “Sam. Thank God. Don’t you realize that if you don’t answer your phone, I assume you’re...”

      She sounded like Amy’s mom. Is there some training you get in the hospital after you give birth to perfect the art of nagging?

      “What’s up, Mom?”

      “It’s your father.”

      It’s always my father.

      “What about him?” I asked, gruffly. The comment Amy’s mom had made floated into my mind.

      “He’s sick.”

      “No shit.”

      “Don’t use language like that with me!” Her voice got shrill.

      “Don’t call me and tell me what to do. You know the rules.”

      Two years ago I’d cut her completely out of my life with a letter that detailed my exact boundaries. My therapist at UMass health services had helped me craft it. Mom was like a toddler; I’d had to constantly remind her of the rules and make her follow them, but she still, occasionally, pushed it.

      “He’s really sick,” she pleaded.

      “His liver?” I guessed. A fifth of hard liquor a day would make any liver scream.

      “No.” Her tone told me the answer was really yes. Ah, the lies. “He has pneumonia.”

      “Poor guy. Bet his ribs ache. I know how that feels.”

      Silence.

      “Something else I need to know, Mom? Because I need to get to work.” Another lie, but least this one was mine.

      “Work?” she asked, chipper. Change the subject when reality gets uncomfortable. “You have a job?”

      “Yup.”

      Impatience came through the line. “What is it, honey?”

      “I’m a stripper,” I said, suppressing a dark laugh.

      “Oh, you joker,” she giggled, as if we were best buddies, as if she hadn’t stuck by my father through what he did to me, as if she hadn’t betrayed the very essence of who I was and who she was supposed to be for me.

      Black was white and white was black. I would tell the truth and not be believed. She wanted me to tell a lie and be believed.

      Mirror opposites.

      “Anyhow, nice chatting, Mom.” Another lie.

      “What about your father?”

      “What about him?”

      Her voice fell to a hush. “I’ve never seen him like this, Sam.”

      “Did he ask for me?” The void inside me expanded as she hesitated, likely crafting an answer that would feed the lie.

      “Um, he would if he were more rested, you know.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      Click.
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      Sam

      They don’t actually want me. That’s one of the only reasons why I can do this kind of work.

      Don’t get me wrong, it’s not that working as a bachelorette party entertainer is back breaking work. You could read the looks in the eyes of the women at these parties and know that they were drooling over something other than the actual guys in front of them.

      What they were really doing was projecting their fantasies onto us.

      What they really wanted was the guy that they already had back home to want them the way that they pretended to want us.

      Pretend? Yeah.

      Pretend.

      They were pretending to want us. The hooting, the chanting, the hands on my bare skin, the fingers that tucked dollar bills just far enough below the waistline to tease and try to titillate, it was all pretend. It was fun for them, at least.

      And it was fun for me, too.

      My parents would tell me I was going to Hell for all this.

      I’d have to tell them I wasn’t just going there. I was the tour operator. And the nightly show.

      With a tip cup.

      What straight guy wouldn’t want a bunch of women grabbing them? Who wouldn’t want a crowd of women who were in a place for the sole purpose of watching you move your body, and bare your skin, so that they could entertain themselves with a little fantasy that looped around in their mind?

      But it was their guy’s face that they imagined. It was their fantasy men whose hips thrust toward them, whose legs were bare, whose chests heaved for them.

      Once I understood why these women were here, why they wanted to touch me, I could work it. I wasn’t Sam anymore – I was their Paul, or Keith, or Mark, or John. I was the guy they wanted to be with, the guy they wanted to want them, and once I wasn’t Sam, I could do damn near anything.

      You want that extra bit of strength in my hips when I push up against you? I’m right there, babe.

      You want me to flash you a wicked grin and wink, and pretend that I’m gonna do you later on? No problem.

      Liam had it down to a science. He went an extra little distance that I couldn’t bring myself to go, not because it was cheap or because I had any shred of dignity left.

      I didn’t.

      The first night I walked home with three-hundred and fifty bucks cash in my pocket and knew that there was a paycheck coming on top of that — dignity went out the door.

      Dignity couldn’t sign a rent check.

      What Liam had was a natural kind of showmanship, something that I couldn’t replicate.

      My pretending meant it was Amy whose fingertips that slid up my muscled arm, whose lips teased at my neck, her breasts pressed against my back as we fake danced. She became the woman I wished would want me, and so, in that sense we were all fair and balanced, weren’t we?

      My audience wanted me to be someone else, and I wanted them to be someone else.

      The difference was... well, maybe there was no difference. We were just trading on each other’s ability to pretend.

      It’s not a lie if everyone walks away happy, right? It’s all fun as long as no one gets hurt.

      If it wasn’t a lie, and it was fun, then why couldn’t I bring myself to tell Amy? That was the problem. Whenever I imagined telling her what my new job was, all I could imagine was how much she would stop wanting me.

      And that’s when it stopped being fun.

      And went back to being a lie.

      Amy

      The party Darla invited me to was in one of those Brownstones in the Back Bay, a place that looked like it could be in a Sherlock Holmes film just as easily as it could house a Senator. But for tonight, it was a jamming place, full of college students and a group of musicians who had gained international notoriety and that, somehow, Darla had managed to befriend.

      She was such an odd duck.

      Her ability to mingle between different classes and different social groups was something I envied. I got quiet, shy, and tongue-tied around people who were different from me. I didn’t understand how to act around someone who wasn’t part of my social group.

      Living in my little suburban bubble had seemed like the best way to live, until I’d gone to college and realized that there were lots of other ways to function in society.

      The problem was that I felt stuck between the two right now; realizing that the way I was raised wasn’t the only way and that I had choices, and yet, possessing absolutely no social skills to function outside my own norm. I was grateful for even having that awareness, but how do you get from point A to point B? How do you go from knowing that about yourself to experiencing life enough to acquire another set of skills in a radically different social milieu?

      That’s what life is, right? Learning how to be all of the different “yous” that you can be.

      Mom expected one Amy—her Amy. And one Evan, except Evan only knew how to be one kind of Evan, and that was Drunk and High Evan.

      “It’s way up here, on the fifth floor,” Darla said, turning behind as we walked up a set of stairs, and then another, and then another. You would think that extraordinarily rich people could afford elevators.

      When we got to the top floor, I saw that the structure of the townhouse was fascinating. It was one long, narrow home. This was an apartment, not a full townhouse. Imagine a row of ten, or twenty town homes, all five or six stories tall.

      Some were entire town homes; the richie riches could afford that, to have every single floor to themselves. Other homes were cut up into a combination of apartments. In some cases, people rented entire floors, and in other cases the floors themselves were chopped up into tiny little studios and one-bedrooms.

      Living in my own little, quirky apartment meant that I had acquired an eye for the oddities throughout Boston. You take a city that’s nearly four hundred years old and you’re going to find some really strange historical details.

      If you dug enough, and paid close attention, you could find just about anything you were looking for, from the mundane to the bizarre, from the horrific to the glorious.

      The crowd spilled out through the threshold of the apartment as Darla wended her way through, moving shoulders and hips in ways that seemed to make people part. She said “hello” here and there to people she recognized, a quick wave of a hand, a glance of a smile, and then we were  on a back balcony.

      It was small, and before we walked through the threshold, Darla stopped me. “I want you to meet Jane.”

      “Jane?”

      “Jane Newhouse. This is her place.”

      “Oh, right.”

      A slim woman with an auburn page-boy greeted me pleasantly. She was a good five to ten years older than us, with that flawless creamy skin of someone who had been extremely Emo in her teen years. She smiled with her mouth, but her eyes stayed serious and hawk-like, hidden behind rimless glasses.

      A purple crushed velvet ensemble finished off the look. She could have been the host of Oddities: Boston Edition, and it wouldn’t surprise me if somewhere in the house she had a completely reconstructed rat skeleton, or better yet, that guy Ryan from the television show, chained to a wall in a red room of pain.

      Darla made quick small chat with Jane, while I marveled at the view from the giant French doors that were open. I had full access to the balcony until Darla grabbed me, Jane having departed, and said, “Once we have more than eight people out there, we need to leave. It’s an old building.”

      I nodded, drawn magnetically to that space. The view was incredible. The Charles River gleamed, the moon smiling down on it. Entranced, I couldn’t see any stars tonight, not from cloud cover but from city lights.

      You take the glow of a few million people in Boston proper, Cambridge, and the suburbs, and you don’t get to see much of the heavens at night. But what you do get, instead, is one hell of a trade off over the river.

      Cambridge beckoned, and to the left, if I peered hard enough, I could probably see the very edge of my hometown.

      I didn’t peer very hard.

      “This is beautiful,” I whispered to Darla who leaned against the railing and nodded quietly.

      “Yeah.” She thumbed toward the apartment. “But that’s where all the fun is.”

      Flashing me a wicked grin, she walked back in.

      Sam

      Sometimes Louise sent me and Liam together as two cops on jobs, and other times, like tonight, the party organizer had ordered a foursome. We dressed like that group from the ’70’s, The Village People, and Liam always chose to be the construction dude. He never explained why.

      I was always the cop.

      This building was fancier than most, although we’d done a couple of jobs in Beacon Hill at those giant Brownstones where one of the old shimmering windows cost as much as my entire college career. Here on the Back Bay, we were in one of those old brick buildings that stretched up high.

      This was a first floor apartment, which meant rent cost less than some of the others because there wasn’t a view of the river. Instead, they got an eyeful of Storrow Drive. That didn’t seem to stop anyone, though. There must have been seventy-five women crammed into the joint.

      Antiques cluttered the space, a lot of the furniture pushed up against the walls to accommodate the huge number of people there. Music blared; that was the whole point.

      I was supposed to walk up to the door and pretend to be a cop answering a noise complaint. And then, the party really began. Liam waited around the corner with Aaron and Jack in full costume as I marched up to the door and pounded loudly.

      “Police! Open up!” I said in my most authoritative voice. This was the part where something inside me clicked. I became the cop, I became this other Sam who got to strut, dance, and show these ladies a good time.

      Was this what I aspired to when I went off to UMass and worked three or four jobs for four years trying desperately to finish a degree that my father had told me I was too much of a loser to ever get on my own?

      Hell, no.

      Would my dad have a heart attack if he knew what I was doing now?

      Maybe.

      I think my mom would stroke out and be dead before she hit the floor if she knew that I was dry humping women her age as they tucked $5 and $10 bills into a piece of underwear that was so thin it told people my religion.

      Those thoughts had haunted me after my first night. They stopped when I saw the smiles and counted the money.

      So here I was, pounding on the door and announcing that these women had been very, very bad.

      The door opened and the woman who I could only guess was the future bride answered, flustered and worried. It was the same look I’d seen in the eyes of plenty of hosts and brides as we played out this game.

      She really thought I was an actual cop.

      “Y- yes, Officer?” she stammered, “I- I’m so sorry. We — we’ll turn the music down.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not good enough,” I said, my voice deepening, turning into a growl. I reached down to my waistband and her eyes followed, and then her tongue parted her lips as she licked them. It was a move I’d also noticed so many times before, and one that couldn’t help but remind me of Amy.

      As my hand reached for the handcuffs on my belt, I unclicked them and held them up, letting them dangle from one finger as her eyes searched for mine and widened. It was fear, but there was always something else in their eyes.

      I started to twirl the handcuffs around my finger lazily. “I’m afraid you’ve been a very, very naughty girl.”

      And then Liam, and Aaron, and Jack came from around the corner and we burst into the room.

      Showtime.

      A woman in the back with long, straight, brown hair, large black rimmed glasses, and bright red painted lips waved frantically, arms sweeping in the air like someone trying to alert a search plane. I knew to pay attention to the room and to follow that cue because that was usually the person who had paid for our performance.

      Liam and Aaron followed. Jack just looked around, clueless. I couldn’t blame him—it was his first time. I had to remind myself that this was only my seventh performance.

      I, too, had been that green.

      But how quickly, how startlingly quickly, this had become second nature.

      We followed her out onto a larger-than-expected patio with a pergola, with beams wrapped in Christmas lights and a vine I couldn’t identify. It gave the whole outside a European feel, as if we were sitting in a beer pub in Germany. There were picnic tables everywhere, elegant picnic tables, the kind you would find at an antique store, or some high end place on Newbury Street.

      The crowd came out onto the patio. The hostess pointed to a semi-stage area for us where we would be under the pergola and yet be in full view of the whole crowd as they gathered round to watch.

      The song began, and then we were transformed into The Village People.

      Performing the song “YMCA” had an incredible level of irony to it for a bachelorette party. But hey, we didn’t choose it.

      We just showed up, collected our tips, and gave everyone a good time. The average age in the crowd was probably thirty-five. The bride was a pleasant, giggly woman who reminded me of a blonde version of Amy, if Amy had been raised in the Back Bay of Boston. But every client reminded me of Amy.

      Hell, every woman I walked past on the street reminded me of her. Pretty soon, a strong breeze would — you get the picture.

      As we danced I heard a voice cut through the music and it threw me off guard. Darla? Was Darla here?

      I could hear it faint and floating on the wind, but I had to ignore it. Maybe a guest just happened to have her accent. It was eerie. It set me on guard.

      I knew that Amy and Darla were out for the evening. Darla had told me so I hadn’t worried that I was abandoning Amy for the night. It had given me a sense of security in keeping my secret for longer, because it was one more evening where I could stall before letting her know.

      A woman in a long, flowing burgundy outfit, the skirt jagged on purpose, came up to me and pressed her body against my leg as I ground my hip into hers.

      “Do you do extras?” she whispered in my ear, the scent of Shalimar overwhelming.

      I looked at her and did exactly what Louise had taught me, which was to give her a half-smile, a cocky grin, and say, “Sorry, but I’m taken,” and then to thumb toward Jack. He’d made it clear when he was hired that he would do anything.

      When I’d first learned that some guys did anything, I’d felt a sense of disgust. How hypocritical is that?

      I’d take the hypocritical label over what those guys did, though. Not my thing.

      And yet, I couldn’t judge anymore. Women wanted them. Women paid them for more than a look or a quick touch, and everyone walked away with a happy ending.

      So to speak.

      Amy

      I reached into my front pocket and felt for my phone. I could check it again but... why? There wasn’t going to be a new text.

      It had only been seven minutes since I’d checked it last. This quiet from Sam was bothering me.

      Where was he? He obviously wasn’t here with me, and I had no reason to doubt him. It’s not like he was out screwing some other girl, right?

      Darla walked back out onto the balcony and said, “Hey, come on in. Have a drink.” She peered down. “Whoa—that’s one hell of a bachelorette party, huh?”

      I looked down. A group of people crammed a ground floor patio, a set of four guys acting like they were The Village People. Women pressed their bodies up against headless torsos, the men’s upper bodies obscured by an awning. Whatever was going on down there, it certainly looked like fun.

      More power to them.

      Darla grabbed my elbow and pulled me inside. Somehow, she magically conjured an Amaretto Sour and gave it to me with a big grin.

      “How’d you know?”

      “That’s what you were drinking when I met you that first night in the bar.”

      Maybe that’s why she was so popular with people. She paid attention.

      “Thank you,” I said, meaning it deeply.

      “You’re welcome.”

      An awkwardness that poured into my cells when I was at a big party began to fill me. Darla sensed it.

      “We don’t have to stay if this isn’t your thing.”

      Jane appeared out of nowhere, looking more and more like Wednesday Addams with red hair. “Darla, may I have a word with you?” she said pleasantly, her voice modulated and friendly, her face a mask of neutrality.

      “Sure.” Darla shrugged. “Be right back,” she said to me.

      Drawn by an invisible force to the balcony again, I stood out there. Three or four people smoked cigarettes, in animated conversations it was obvious I wasn’t meant to join.

      The cold iron of the railing was a balm. I looked down on that giant party again, now watching women about ten years older than me stuffing bills of undetermined amounts into the waistbands of guys with physiques that reminded me of Sam’s and Liam’s.

      They were wearing hats, and... was that red hair under one of them? And surfer blonde hair under another? I couldn’t see their faces but something really familiar was making an alarm bell go off in me. I closed my eyes and shook my head quickly.

      I drank the Amaretto Sour. I looked out on the river and watched a small boat go by. I even pretended to care about the rantings of some Libertarian next to me who was talking about convincing fifty thousand people to move to New Hampshire and take over the state. For the next thirty minutes, I tried not to obsess.

      And I failed.

      As the party downstairs got louder and louder, I finally heard someone shout, “It’s a Diana sandwich!”

      Whoever Diana was, she wasn’t going to be the meat rubbing up against any two pieces of bread I might know. This was silly, I knew, but it also gave me an excuse to leave.

      Darla found me just as I was walking down the hallway.

      “Where ya goin’?” she asked.

      “It’s just too hot in there,” I said.

      “But you were out on the balcony.”

      “I need to go. I’m going to wander and get some air. I’m not leaving for good.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      I stumbled down to the stairway, meandering slowly, the drink hitting my head faster than I thought. The stairs and hallway were extremely narrow and not well-lit, unless you were right in front of an apartment door. Dark, stained oak trim and molding made the hall seem tiny, and my body pitched a bit. That was one stiff drink.

      “Diana,” the voice said, a man’s voice full of tight emotion. Ah, so this was the mysterious Diana in her man sandwich. Lucky girl. Who wouldn’t want a threesome on a hot night at a party?

      Her lips pressed hard as she stood in red leather come-fuck-me-pumps pushed up as she stretched to reach the mouth of the guy against the wall, her body writhing and smashing into him, his arms not quite embracing her.

      And then the light became clearer.

      All. Too. Clear.

      Diana was the meat in a Sam-and-someone-else sandwich.

      Oh, God.

      Work, huh?

      Some fucking job you’ve got there, Sam.

      “Sam?” I choked out, hoping that just saying his name would make it all be untrue, that this was the amaretto sour creating a stupid, intrusive image.

      But when Diana pulled back I saw his shocked face, lips raw from the kiss, mouth in an “O” of surprise.

      What do you do when you run out of good choices?

      You just run.

      Sam

      One minute I’m dancing on the patio and the next I’m inside, sipping a soda and trying to get used to letting all these women just touch me when they want to, like I’m a toddler, a statue, a pet dog.

      A caress.  A stroke. A finger walking up my pecs. Each touch came with cash attached, which they tucked into the little string at my waist, so no complaints. My pants were back on, the top half of the costume hanging from my hips, the hat at a jaunty tilt on my head.

      They love that.

      I love it, too. Making them happy, that is.

      No job I’ve ever had involved so much hedonistic fun. The most excitement you can have without doing something illegal. My body, my time, my increasing bank account.

      And my Amy, off at a party with Darla.

      A pang of guilt smacked my chest at that thought.

      Er—that was someone’s hand.

      “Hi,” said a boozed up blonde with shiny ringlets and wide brown eyes that reminded me of Amy’s. “I’m Diana.”

      “Hello, Diana.”

      One more drink and those eyeballs would be floating. A little alarm inside me started to ring softly. Louise had warned us about women who got too drunk. If they pushed for more, we needed to tread carefully. Dramatic scenes were definitely unacceptable. We were here to add to the fun — not let it be ruined by drunk women who turned into screeching banshees when turned down.

      “Wha’s yer name?” she asked, fingers sliding down my chest, over my navel and—yep. I turned slightly and set my soda down, using the maneuver to get some inches between us, trying to catch one of the guys’ eyes.

      “I’m Sam,” I said, taking a half step back.

      “Sam,” she crooned. “You wanna go getta drink somewhere?”

      I did my aw, shucks routine. “Can’t. I’m working.”

      “Oh, I can make you work,” she said, reaching into her purse and pulling out a wad of twenties.

      Ah. “Diana, you might want to speak with one of the other guys.” My eyes scanned the crowd with panic. Damn it. Where were they?

      “Don’ want the other guys,” she murmured. “I like gingers.” She reached for my hair.

      Time to cut my losses and just walk away. That’s what Liam told me to do. And then—

      “Hey, babe,” a deep voice said, coming up behind Diana. The guy was her height and looked like an Italian soccer player, thick with muscle and a five o’clock shadow to beat the band.

      I reached out to shake his hand. “Nice to—”

      “You find someone to share you with?” he said to her.

      His eyes met mine and my balls shriveled all to hell.

      Liam had never, ever warned me about this.

      “Nico,” he said, extending his hand. I felt like I couldn’t not shake it, so I did, on guard and hackles up. The guy reminded me of my dad—that dangerous sort of anger right beneath the surface, like a slithering cobra that could strike without notice.

      “C’mere,” he said, grabbing my arm and taking me and a very loose Diana out into the hall. As I left, Liam was finally in sight and he shot me a questioning look.

      Help, I mouthed.

      One curt nod and he began peeling women off him, twenty feet or so behind me. I lost visual contact as I walked through the front entrance to the apartment and found myself slammed against the far wall of the hallway by Diana, her hips grinding into my thighs, mouth suddenly hot and loose on mine. Then the crush of her body, then Nico’s behind hers trapping me, my arms out like I was readying for a crucifixion.

      Where the fuck was Liam?

      Diana’s mouth wouldn’t give me any kind of break, teeth biting my lips hard, tongue lolling and sloppy, saliva everywhere. I wasn’t being kissed.

      I was being slimed.

      “It’s a Diana sandwich,” Nico shouted.

      Liam appeared in the doorway and clapped a hand over his mouth, then threw his hands in the air. What the fuck? he mouthed.

      “Diana!” I said, trying to protest, putting my arms on her shoulders to push, but Nico was rubbing her ass with his groin, legs apart, dry humping her.

      I kept my eyes opened as Diana roto-rootered me and flailed with my arms in a movement that I hoped communicated that I needed to be rescued.

      And then:

      “Sam?”

      I turned my head as best I could toward the sound of my name, twisting inches, only to find Amy’s horrified face a few feet away, the dim light of the hall making her look like an angel, an aura around her.

      Diana sensed something and pulled back, finally giving me a chance to take a much-needed deep breath.

      I stared, slack-jawed at Amy.

      And then she ran.

      “No! Come back! Amy! It’s not what you think!”

      “Widdle gurfriend’s feewings hurt?” Diana said, coming in for another kiss.

      Shoving hard, instinct kicked in.

      “Get. Off. Me,” I shouted.

      Nico lost his footing as a hundred plus pounds of his own girlfriend came flying fast at him. Whatever force I used was enough to push them both back into the apartment’s entrance, Liam hopping out of the way just in time.

      “No more Diana sandwich,” she pouted, her and Nico a flesh pile on the floor.

      The thump of Amy’s footsteps stopped abruptly as a door opened and snapped shut. Outside by now, she was gone.

      I took two steps toward the main door, then realized how I was dressed.

      “Go,” Liam urged. “Go get her, Sam. You need to figure this shit out now. I got this.”

      “You sure?”

      Nico and Diana were now dry humping on the floor beneath us, apparently having let go of the sandwich idea.

      Piecing my lines of velcro together, I worked to look as decent as possible. Liam tossed me my hat.

      “Wha—?”

      “It’s cold outside. You’ll need that.”

      Sprinting down the hallway, I slammed the front door open and looked left and right down the street, the dim lampposts posh and elegant, but it was no use.

      She was gone.

      What had I done?

      Amy

      It’s not what you think, the text read.

      Oh, Sam, I thought, you have got to be fucking kidding me.

      Is there some textbook that guys are handed that tells them exactly what they’re supposed to say when they have decided to fuck you over? I ignored it.

      Bzzzzz! The next text. Please Amy, please talk to me.

      Yeah, right.

      Bzzzzz! Whatever you think you saw, it wasn’t what you think.

      Bzzzzz! This one was from Darla: Where the hell are you?

      I quickly typed back: At home.

      What happened? You disappeared, she wrote back.

      And then, bzzzzz!

      It was Sam. Please, Amy. I’m coming to your apartment. Please. I need to talk to you.

      Caught Sam with another woman, was all I could type back as the tears began to cover the glass screen of my phone. I hit ‘send’ then realized I hadn’t sent that text to Darla. I’d sent it to Sam.

      The phone rang. Sam’s number. I let it dump to voicemail. The phone rang again. Sam’s number.

      Voicemail again.

      If he really was on his way over here, he wouldn’t be able to get into the building without buzzing, and if he buzzed over and over, what would I do? I looked around my apartment. It had been a safe haven and now it felt like a prison.

      Better to walk the streets at night and be free than let Sam incarcerate me with a set of lies. Four and a half years ago he’d gone to radio silence when I’d tried everything I could to reach him.

      Payback’s a bitch.

      I couldn’t go home. Couldn’t leave. Couldn’t stay.

      What do you do when you have no options?

      When there is no good choice?

      You run again.

      Grabbing my coat, I made sure I had my keys, phone, and some cash, and locked up, the cold night wind all-too-familiar. I’d just been outside an hour ago.

      Bzzzz.

      The Off button called my name, so I shut the damn phone off and proceeded to walk wherever I needed to go to erase this horrible night.

      For the next hour I was haunted by two memories: the conversation about the party, and seeing Sam in a threesome kiss.

      “What are you doing tonight?” I had asked him earlier. “Darla invited me to a party. You wanna come?”

      A shadow had crossed his face and he pulled his hands back. It was like being stung. The absence of his touch was stronger than its presence. With half-lidded eyes he had met mine, and then quickly looked away.

      “I’m working,” he had said.

      Working.

      He and I had very different ideas of what “working” meant. Apparently, Sam though it meant having his throat tongue-fucked by some woman who was being groped by another dude at the same time. Don’t get me wrong; threesomes are great.

      Just not with my Sam.

      Late night Boston is filled with drunk college students, drunk middle-age couples who come into town for the chic restaurants and expensive shows, and the homeless beggars. The mix is intriguing, and I definitely stood out as an oddball.

      While you’d think there would be more girls roaming aimlessly, crying after being fucked over by their boyfriends on a weekend night, I appeared to be the only one.

      If you asked me to recount that hour, I couldn’t. The convenience store clerk avoided eye contact as I sobbed my way through buying a candy bar. The chocolate and peanut butter tasted like sour copper in my mouth and I spat it out on the lawn of one of the colleges, leaves marring the perfectly manicured surface, a trash can every twenty feet a reminder of the insistence on order and cleanliness.

      Pitching the rest of the candy, I tightened the buttons on my coat and walked as the summer’s night turned a bitter cold that felt like a mirror of my heart.

      I walked.

      And walked.

      And walked, calves aching, boots tight against swollen feet. Each step felt like a scar on my heart, each tear like an exhale that pushed more of Sam out of my body and mind. If I could breathe enough and move enough maybe I could stay busy and not have to go still.

      In stillness there lies madness.

      Once I went back to my apartment and sat down I would have to face what Sam had done.

      Had he been a liar all along and I’d never seen it? Been fucking other women behind my back and just played the part of an old flame with me, banging on my heart like it was a cymbal, something to poke for variety from the steady drumline?

      Not one bit of this made sense. Sam’s silence four years ago. That mashup at the party. His declarations of innocence and protests now.

      Who was Sam, really?

      And who was I to be fooled again?

      “Hey! Amy!” a voice called out from a car next to me, pulling in to a No Parking zone.

      I screamed. “Who? What?” Heart climbing out of my chest, I looked over, legs nothing more than spaghetti with nerve endings, hoping I could attract attention if this person attacked.

      “Amy,” the man said, the voice familiar. The window of the car zipped down and Liam’s face appeared. “What are you doing wandering the streets this time of night?”

      “Hooking.”

      He sputtered. “How much?”

      “You can’t afford me.”

      “That good?”

      “You would know.”

      Silence. Then a deep sigh. “Amy.”

      “You have impeccable timing, Liam McCarthy. You know just how to proposition a girl as she’s hit rock bottom.”

      A shadow covered his face as he startled and pulled back into the darkness of the car.

      “Ouch,” he whispered, the sound carrying over the grind of cars rushing by, the beeping of crosswalk signals, the distant, raucous roars of clusters of guys like Liam out on the town.

      I’m sorry stuck in my throat, because it wasn’t fair. I’d wanted what he offered, too, back then. Right now, though, I didn’t much care about anyone’s feelings. The world could fuck fuck fuckitty fuck off.

      “You have claws!” declared a voice that made me groan. A giant puff of blonde frizz pocked out the back window.

      “Darla, shut up.”

      “I’m not texting your vagina, so you have no right to say that to me.”

      “Texting her what?”

      Trevor. A stretch down and I peered in—the backseat held Trevor, Darla, and Joe.

      “Get in the car. It’s freezing.” Darla’s hushed voice scraped against my eardrums. “I’ll explain later, honey,” she hissed to Trevor.

      “Joe. Good to see you,” I remarked as I climbed in next to Liam. “How’s Penn?” The car’s warmth felt divine. My legs shook as they began to heat up, and my feet cried out in gratitude for the break.

      “About what you’d expect.”

      “Are you all joyriding?”

      “Not exactly,” Liam answered cryptically, driving like a man who knew exactly where he was going. And he did.

      My apartment building loomed ahead. So why the whole gang?

      “What’s going on?” I asked, craning to catch Darla’s eye. Joe’s hands were all over her, and the two murmured something involving the words “clit piercing” and “anal beads.”

      “We need to talk,” Liam said in a clipped tone.

      “We, who?”

      “We, everyone.”

      Silence ballooned in the car like an animal’s corpse bloating in the sun.

      “Is this an intervention?” I said uncomfortably. “Because let me tell you, of all the people in my family who needs one, you picked the wrong body.”

      “It’s—” said Joe from the backseat, interrupting himself. “It’s just something you need to know.”

      I pulled my phone out my coat like a dead animal I didn’t want to deal with. Powered it up and looked. Eleven messages from Sam. Six voicemails, three from tonight.

      It’s not what you think.

      I swear it’s not. Ask Liam.

      I’m a stripper for bachelorette parties.

      That woman was kissing me.

      I didn’t want her.

      I wanted you.

      I am so, so sorry.

      Please call or text back.

      Please, Amy. I can’t lose you again.

      Please.

      And then:

      I love you.

      My hearing disappeared. The city lights brightened. My throat tightened and a cloak of dread covered me. Turning slowly, my eyes lasered in on Liam as my mouth formed the words, pushed out by the vibrations of my vocal cords, disbelief dripping from my tone.

      “You and Sam are strippers?”

      The car swerved slightly, and I looked down at my phone.

      I love you.

      “This just got more interesting,” Darla muttered, leaning forward, propping her chin on the front seat.

      “How did you—” Liam looked at my phone. He deflated. “Sam told you?”

      “Well, thank God. It’s about time you knew,” Darla huffed. “You people and your secrets.” She stared pointedly at me. “Ooh! Can I tell him all about yours?”

      “Shut up, Darla,” I said absentmindedly, as if it had become a reflex.

      “When did she become such a bitch?” Joe asked Trevor.

      “When I found my boyfriend getting an endoscopy from another woman’s tongue.”

      “That would do it,” Joe muttered meekly.

      “Liam?” I barked.

      “We’re strippers for bachelorette parties. Sam didn’t want you to know.” The words poured out like a little boy confessing he’d stolen candy from his grandmother. He shrugged, as if that let him off the hook, as if he’d just said, We’re fry cooks at Denny’s. Sam didn’t want you to know.

      Relief flooded me. “So Sam really wasn’t kissing her?”

      “God, no. That woman attacked him. And her boyfriend wanted a threesome.”

      “Nothing wrong with that,” came three voices from the backseat in unison.

      “Is this why you’re all here? To tell me my boyfriend gets naked and shakes his dick in front of other women for money?”

      Whatever outrage I was supposed to feel wasn’t there. A deeper disappointment replaced it. Sam hadn’t trusted me.

      And without trust...

      “We do way more than just shake our...” Liam’s protests faded out. “Okay. That about sums it up,” he admitted.

      “You make good money wiggling your winkies,” Darla chirped.

      “Says the woman who works for a threesome dating service,” Liam jabbed back.

      The backseat went quiet.

      “A threesome dating service?” I choked, craning to look at Darla. “There’s no end to the variety of start-ups in Cambridge, is there?”

      She uncharacteristically kept her mouth shut.

      I continued. “Now that we’ve all established our perv credentials—”

      “Except for you,” Liam interrupted. “Miss Pure as the Driven Snow.”

      Darla snickered.

      “Don’t you say a word,” I snapped, finger in her face as I twisted around.

      “Does Amy have a skeleton in her closet?” Liam asked as he pulled into a parking spot, grabbing an unbelievably lucky open one right near my front door.

      “More like in her hoo-ha.”

      “Shut up, Darla!”

      We all piled out of the car as the guys exchanged perplexed looks.

      “Then what do you need to tell me?” I whirled around and faced the four of them.

      “What you need to know,” Joe said, a sad look on his face as he took Darla’s hand in his and walked to my front door, the rest following.

      Apparently, I didn’t have a choice.

      Sam

      She wouldn’t answer my texts and calls.

      She wasn’t at her apartment.

      She wasn’t on the street.

      So where the fuck was Amy? I knew she wouldn’t go back to her mom’s house—not after what had happened the other day.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid, I looped in my stupid mind, over and over, the chant taking over and making it hard to think. How could I have been so fucking stupid and have kept what I did a secret? Now she thought I was throatfucking that chick and cheating on her. Amy had every right to be mad and to think the worst of me, but I wanted a chance to tell her the truth.

      The truth.

      All of it.

      The night air had long ago turned my hands and feet into ice bricks; Liam had my regular clothes in his car, because we always showed up for parties dressed only in the uniform. I’d received a few “Hello, Officer” comments as I walked the streets, and it had been funny.

      At first.

      My feet took me, slowly, to the only place I really wanted to go.

      Back to Amy’s apartment to await our fate.

      Which was, now, entirely in her hands.

      Along with my heart.
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      Amy

      “Did Sam ever explain exactly what happened to him that day after he left the debate tournament?” Trevor asked. For a guy who seemed to be perpetually joking, his countenance was remarkable. Somber, in fact.

      It set me on edge.

      My apartment wasn’t a clown car, and yet somehow we’d managed to cram all five of us in here, everyone sitting on the floor or my futon.

      All of them were staring at me, faces carved in granite. A slow roll of intrigue took over my skin, a numb feeling and a coolness pouring from my solar plexus out and down. Whatever they were about to tell me was going to alter me forever.

      Whatever they were going to tell me already had.

      “No.”

      Trevor’s hand was shaking. Joe looked like he was going to throw up. Even Liam seemed rattled. A tight knot of fear resurged in my stomach, the same one that had lived there all these years, implanted the day Sam cut me off.

      “I’m not sure...” Liam interrupted, looking between me and Joe.

      Why Joe?

      “She should know,” Trevor insisted, inhaling a ragged breath.

      “What happened to him? And why are you looking at Joe like that? Did Joe do something to Sam that day? I know he gave him a ride home from the tournament.”

      The jumble of voices made me lean back, away from a ferocious cacophony of protest. Little snippets:

      “Joe didn’t do—”

      “No way. He’s the one who saved—”

      “Sam’s hands were so bad—“

      “WAIT!” I shouted, putting my palms out in protest. “Just say it!” I cried, a cloud of red behind my eyes, heart tearing in two. “Whatever happened to Sam, you have to tell me now! You can’t give me these hints and then clam up.”

      Liam came to my defense. “She’s right, guys. Someone should have told her a long time ago.” He looked at Joe with a kind expression, one that made me like him even more. “Can you tell the story, Joe? It’s yours to tell.”

      “Of course I can.” All traces of Joe the Asshole from high school washed away suddenly. The man staring into my eyes was a compassionate, pained human being.

      “You won the debate.”

      I just nodded.

      “Sam snapped. Something in him made him go into a state of shutdown. He wasn’t himself. It was like watching a zombie wander down the hall and out of the auditorium. I thought he was just destroyed by being beaten by a girl. I would have been.”

      Liam snorted.

      “Hey—I’ve evolved in four years,” Joe hedged. “Anyhow,” he said, glaring at Liam, who raised his eyebrows and gave Joe a gesture to continue, “I offered him a ride home and he took it. On the drive there he said his dad was going to kill him for not winning.”

      I nodded. “I know it was important to him. And the scholarship.” Choking back a mouthful of tears, I said, “I didn’t know that day. I wish I had.”

      “Would you have thrown the debate?” Joe asked, incredulous. “Because that would have been worse than winning.”

      I’d underestimated him. Most guys would have been thrilled with a win, no matter what. Joe had been so... slimy back then. But this?

      “I know it would have. I’m just surprised to hear you say so.”

      “No one wants to be thrown a bone. A pity fuck? Sure. A pity debate win? No.”

      “Get back to the point,” Trevor barked. “Quit stalling.”

      Joe shook his head as if to clear his thoughts. “I remember saying something stupid, like how my own dad would kill me for coming in fifth, and then Sam turned to me with the deadest eyes I’ve ever seen in anyone and said, ‘No, I mean he’s going to kill me. If you don’t see me in school on Monday, you’ll know why.’”

      Inhaling sharply, I sought out everyone’s eyes. Four pairs looked back with a mixture of regret, alarm, pain and struggle.

      “He—what?”

      “‘I don’t want to go home,’ Sam told me on that drive. We got McDonald’s and delayed, but my mom kept calling me and hounding me to get home, so I finally dropped him off around eight that night. Every light in his house was burning, and as I pulled in to the driveway Sam grabbed my arm and said, ‘I meant it.’ He jumped out of the car and his dad was right there at the door, a concerned and pissed look on his face.”

      “And then what?” I rasped.

      “I went home.” He shrugged. “But I couldn’t get it out of my head, so I texted him the next day. His dad’s a preacher, so I knew he’d be at church a lot, but Sam didn’t answer any of my texts. None. That was odd, because we all scheduled practices for the band and shot the shit from texts, and Sam never went silent. I called his house phone—got voicemail.”

      Trevor ran his hand through his hair and ping-ponged his eyes between me and Joe. “And then you texted me and asked if I’d heard from Sam.”

      “Right. Sam always went to his dad’s first church service, and we met to practice after. Nothing. So I decided to go to his house and see what was up.” Joe gulped, hard, his voice starting to crack.

      “You went?” I asked. The room felt like someone had died.

      “I knocked on the front door and Mrs. Hinton was there. That was fucking weird.” A whoosh of air came out of him, like an exorcism. “Because she shouldn’t be. Preacher’s wife and all that, right? But she was so nervous and blocked me from seeing what was going on in the house. Like, opened the door an inch and wouldn’t talk. I kept asking for Sam and she’d just get more nervous, her voice going higher and higher, and then I called Sam’s phone right in front of her.”

      “Why?”

      Liam nudged my elbow. “Just wait.”

      “It rang. Right there. I shouted, ‘Sam? You there?’ and Mrs. Hinton about shat a brick. Shut the door on me.”

      “What did you do?” I asked.

      “Texted Trevor and Liam, and then Trevor called his mom.”

      “Your mom?” I turned to Trevor. “Why?”

      “Because Joe’s mom isn’t the type to call in a crisis.”

      “And then I waited. But Mrs. Hinton opened the door and started screaming at me to leave. She was so—” he swallowed and frowned, clearly pained by the recounting.

      A million questions poured into me, but I kept my mouth shut. Hearing him out was more important. Questions could come later.

      “—like a screaming banshee. All I could hear was that if her husband caught me there he’d call the police, that I was trespassing, and I needed to leave before her husband got there. Over and over. She was fucking terrified of him. Terrified.”

      “And?”

      “And I tried to ignore her and wait for Trevor and Liam, but then the hand...” His voice broke.

      “Whose hand?” My own voice was getting shrill.

      “This hand with dried blood on it, with broken, mangled fingers, appeared in the window next to the door. Mrs. Hinton slammed the door and I heard her speaking in a low, quiet voice, then a man’s voice saying something back. Then the voice said, ‘Mom.’”

      “What?”

      “I shouted, ‘Sam?’ And all he said was ‘Help.’”

      “Oh, my God.” My mouth and eyes filled with tears. “Oh, Joe, what did you do?”

      “I called 911 and told them there was a bloody hand in the window at Sam’s address and I suspected assault. And I texted Trevor and Liam again. Fuckers were running late.”

      They both laughed a sad, bitter chuckle.

      “Mrs. Hinton screamed at me to turn off the phone, but I left the line open and told the 911 operator I needed her to hear everything. She told me not to go into the home, so I waited. Trevor and Liam showed up just as a cop car and an ambulance appeared.”

      “What had happened to Sam?”

      A voice behind us, from my front door, spoke up. “Six broken fingers, a dislocated shoulder, two broken ribs and a liver injury that means I can’t drink like a college student,” Sam answered.

      We all looked up. I wondered what we must look like, discussing the man who stood before us with a face that was impassive as a British palace guard.

      Except he was dressed like a pale imitation of one of Boston’s finest, hat and all.

      “Your father did that to you? Because you lost?” I gasped.

      I wanted to apologize, to tell him how I had no idea, how if I’d have known I would have…

      Would have what?

      “My father beat the shit out of me because he’s an evil, abusive alcoholic, Amy. It was going to happen no matter what.” Sam took the cap off and ran a shaking hand through his sweaty hair, gently placing the hat on my little nightstand.

      “Why didn’t your mom take you to the hospital?”

      “Because he told her not to.”

      “What kind of mother does that?”

      The words were out before I could stop them. My own mom could be narrow-minded and an asshole sometimes, but not like that.

      “A mother who is completely controlled by my dad.”

      “Did the police do anything?”

      And that’s the point when the entire room changed, yet again.

      “Tell her what Reverend Hinton did,” Liam said bitterly.

      Shoulders slumping a bit, Sam seemed to need a moment to tell the next part. How much worse could it get?

      I glanced at his fingers and finally understood them.

      “After my dad started to hit me, I punched him back. Once.” He coughed. “And I missed. It was the first time I’d ever tried hitting back—“

      “He’d hit you before?”

      “Spare the rod, spoil the child.”

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “When I took a swing, he went into this super-charged, psychotic mode. Pinned me to the floor and held my hand. Snapped my index, middle and ring fingers on each hand like he was snapping summer beans from the garden.”

      I winced, imagining the crack of bone.

      “And then the rest of the beating. When he was done, he left me in a pile on the living room floor and took off his shirt. He reached for my broken left ring finger and yanked off my class ring. Then he slowly, systematically, scratched himself all over with it, leaving bloody trails.”

      “Why would he—?”

      “Because when Joe called the cops and they later interviewed him, he claimed I’d done that to him. That it was all a family affair and he’d prefer to keep it that way.”

      “The police believed him?”

      “Reverend Hinton would never hit his own child unless it was self defense,” Sam said in a sing-songy voice.

      “Oh, God.”

      “The fucker planned it,” Trevor said.

      “Dad would have made a great debater. Thinking eight steps ahead.”

      “That is so evil,” I gasped.

      “No. I’m the evil one. I didn’t honor my father by doing what he commanded.”

      Sam’s bitterness made me want to run away with him and just hold him for ten years.

      “That asshole,” Joe muttered.

      “You!” I whispered. “You saved him.”

      “Joe’s my messiah,” Sam said. “I accepted him as my personal savior.”

      “Ha ha,” Joe said, looking a bit sick.

      I planted a quick kiss on Sam’s cheek and looked into his soulful eyes. “Thank you. I didn’t know any of this.”

      “I know you didn’t. And I should have told you a very, very long time ago, Amy,” Sam said.

      “Why didn’t any of you tell?”

      Uncomfortable silence. Liam avoided my eyes.

      “There’s more?”

      “After Sam got out of the hospital, my mom offered to have him come live with us,” Trevor explained. “He was eighteen, so his parents couldn’t stop him. Sam’s dad convinced most of the town that Sam was this unstable, raging maniac who had abused his entire family and practically held them emotional hostage.”

      “Way to project.”

      “No kidding,” Trevor agreed. “Once Sam lived with us, Mom figured out damn fast that the problem wasn’t Sam. But she told us that most parents—including your mom—believed the stories.”

      Mom hadn’t said a word about it. And no one else had, either.

      “I live one town over from your district! Why didn’t I ever hear about this?”

      “Sam’s dad did a good job of keeping it quiet.”

      “C’mon. Gossip is an art form around here.”

      “So is emotional blackmail. Think about the shit my dad knows about a lot of people in town,” Sam answered.

      Evan. Did Reverend Hinton know about Evan? Was that why my mom would have kept the secret?

      “My mom,” I groaned.

      “What about her?”

      “I’ll bet that’s why I never heard. She wanted to keep Evan a secret.”

      “About his drinking?” Trevor asked.

      I snapped my head up like a puppet on a string being pulled by a master. “You know?”

      “I know he was a partier because I was, and he was at every big one.”

      All the shame I’d felt was gone. Evan’s and Mom’s choices were theirs. Not mine. Nothing they did reflected on me. Why had I worried so much?

      “Evan’s been in and out of rehab for years. Mom makes me keep it secret. Hell, I had to bail him out of jail. For drug felonies.” I looked at Darla.

      “Is that what happened that night?” Sam asked, looking between us.

      “When I said Amy had some business you didn’t need to know about? Yes,” Darla said.

      “Why didn’t you say anything to me, Liam?” I asked, the words making him flinch.

      Every set of eyes was on him, Sam’s unreadable, as Liam struggled for words. “I’ve asked myself that a lot over the years. Trust me – it’s not something I just blew off. Charlotte had just screwed me over – and I thought you already knew because your mom must know – and then....” He sighed and looked at me with a soulful, apologetic look. “I don’t know.”

      I took in half the air in the room with a long inhale, then slowly let it out as I said, “We really hold on to our parents’ secrets, don’t we? We’re trained from early childhood that their lies are some sort of objective reality, and that we have to follow the charade at all costs. And then we grow up and it’s like a demented sort of inheritance. An emotionally fucked up trust fund that just keeps on giving.”

      Five pairs of eyes bored into me.

      “Carry the secrets around like we invented them, but they aren’t ours. Never were.”

      Sam interrupted me and added, “And never will be again.”

      Sam

      “You guys have a lot to talk about,” Trevor said, clearing his throat. The others got the hint and trickled out, though Darla lingered and approached Amy.

      “If you need anything, just text me.”

      Amy nodded, and then Darla caught her eye with great intent. “And tell him, Amy,” she whispered. “Just tell him everything.”

      “Everything?” Amy asked, a weird look on her face.

      Darla seemed puzzled, then alarmed. “No, not about—” she waved her hands around her hips—“that!”

      What the hell were they talking about? Both looked at me, then each other, and shook their heads quickly. Darla shot out of the room like it was contaminated.

      “Something I need to know?” I asked.

      Amy snickered. “Someday. But it’s not as important as what we need to talk about now.”

      Tired of hiding, tired of not saying what needed to be said, tired of shutting down, I just decided that this was it—this was life. Our emotional reality had to be in sync and if I poured out my soul in the space between us and she didn’t like what she saw, then I would have to deal with that and move on.

      Because being true to myself hadn’t been a one-time event four and a half years ago. It was an ongoing, lifelong process that could only come through in daily decisions that added up to a life of being me.

      The real me.

      “Tell me what happened that day. When you went home,” Amy urged.

      “I just did.”

      “Not everything.” She reached out for my hand and caught my eyes. “You came in and filled in the blanks after Joe and Trevor told part of the story. I want to know it all. I have all the time in the world. Nothing is more important than this.”

      No one had ever asked me that. Not Joe, not Trevor, not their parents. They knew the barest of details and let me keep the rest quiet.

      “Joe dropped me off in the driveway. I walked in the front door and felt cold inside. Dead. Like I was preparing myself, for I knew what would happen.” I didn’t need to close my eyes to envision the scene.

      It was burned in my brain every second I lived.

      “Dad was there and he said, ‘Did you do it?’”

      All I could say was, “Fifth.”

      Amy winced and squeezed my hand.

      A deep breath in, then out, and I continued. “’Fourth?’ He screamed. ‘What happened?”

      “It was a runoff and I lost my debate. She won, so—”

      “‘SHE?’” he screamed. That’s when my mom came running in the room and looked at the two of us. The way she twisted her neck, how her eyes were so disappointed in me, and so afraid at the same time, it—it kicked something off in me. Triggered it. I don’t know.” My heart was slamming in my chest. Amy had to be able to hear it.

      “If it’s too much, you can just tell me later,” she said, a worried look on her face.

      “No. I want to tell it all.”

      She flinched.

      My voice came out more like a growl than I’d intended.

      I softened. “Because you’re the first person who has ever asked and you’re the only person who really should know.”

      Tears filled her eyes and she stayed quiet.

      “And then he screamed for a good two minutes about how I’d let a girl beat me.”

      Amy rolled her eyes and I felt a smile spread across my face.

      “That’s not the worst of it. He grabbed my arm—hard enough to leave a two-week bruise—and sputtered that I was a disappointment because I’d let a cu — a ’see you next Tuesday’ — beat me.”

      All Amy did was blink.

      “I’m sorry,” I sputtered, realizing how foolish it was to blurt that out. The image of Dad’s words and face was so branded in me, and it was that moment—that moment when he said that damn word—that changed my entire life.

      One word.

      One single word.

      “He said that?” she gasped.

      “Yes. Reverend Hinton called the girl I’d fallen in love with a cu —yes.”

      “See you next Tuesday,” she muttered.

      “No, he said the whole word,” I explained. “It set something off in me. No one calls you that and gets away with it.”

      She smiled, her lips shaking and eyes filled with tears.

      “No one, Amy. No one.” This time I didn’t try to keep the growl out of my voice. “Not even my father.”

      “Especially not my father.”

      Amy

      My apartment had been so crowded that the breath of all those occupants warmed the air still, even though it was just me and Sam now.

      Yet his story chilled me.

      The broken fingers, his father’s self-abuse to spin a story, the minister spewing words about me that were unspeakable—it all made me ache inside for poor Sam and all he’d endured.

      “Before we talk about anything else, let me say that when you saw me with that woman tonight, it wasn’t what you thought. I swear, Amy, she came on to me and her boyfriend shoved me against the wall and Liam saw it all—”

      “I believe you.”

      “You do?

      I love you. The text said I love you.

      “Why didn’t you trust me enough to tell me?” I asked.

      A kick to the stomach couldn’t have has as much impact as my words. His face screwed up in pain. “Because I’m stupid.”

      I shot him an oh, please look.

      “No, I really am. I can’t seem to get anything right with you.”

      “I don’t need everything to be right.” The air crackled with energy, sparks flying between us. “I need you to be real.”

      Placing his palms together, like a little kid praying, he put his hands in front of his lips and closed his eyes. Disconcerting, though—he was still wearing that damn cop uniform and it made the whole conversation tilt a bit, surreal and weird.

      “Ask away.”

      “The whole truth?”

      “Nothing but.”

      “Get ready for the cross examination of your life.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You’ve been completely on your own this entire time?”

      “Once I graduated high school, yes. I mean, the Connors and the Rosses have helped me here and there when I needed a place to crash, like for Spring Break, but otherwise...” His voice trailed off. He looked sick, like someone had gut punched him.

      I knew that feeling. Telling the truth when you’ve been taught to craft lies made you feel ill. Backwards and inside out it all was, but that’s reality when you’ve lived with parents whose sense of being revolves around convincing their kids that the surface lie matters more than the deep truth.

      “Why didn’t you call or text me? Or answer my emails?”

      “At first I just was injured and trying to figure out what to do. I lived in a constant state of panic, and I didn’t know how to talk to you. I had broken hands, no home, no money, and—I figured you would just reject me once the rumors got out that I was some maniac who attacked my dad, so....”

      A memory. Prom night. My mom saying it was a “good thing” after all that I didn’t end up with “someone like that.”

      Oh, God.

      She knew.

      Except she didn’t know. She knew the cover story and ran with it.

      “And then the one time I did call you, you didn’t call back.”

      “The one time what?”

      “I lost my phone service—Dad cut it off—and the only number I knew was your home number. So I called and your mom answered. She said she’d give you the message. And when you never called, I....” He shrugged.

      A vortex of disbelief surrounded me and began to spin, making the room off kilter.

      “My mom what?”

      His face changed, a resigned sigh pouring forth from that beautiful, soulful mouth. “She never told you, did she? I always wondered.”

      “Sam, if you had called I would have run the Ironman triathlon to get to a phone and call back if I’d known!”

      “All these years, I thought—” we said in unison.

      “So you didn’t?” we said again.

      Sam put his hands on my shoulders and bent down so we were eye to eye.

      “You wanted me after all?” he whispered.

      A huge lump in my throat made it impossible to answer. I just nodded.

      “Really?” Incredulity stretched his voice as if he were a teen again, a pained sound of longing in there.

      “God, Sam, yes.” A flash of prom night, crying in Liam’s arms, turning to him for comfort and love that was a pale substitute for what—it turned out—Sam wanted, too, made a giant ball of fury build inside me.

      Ready to be thrown straight at my mother.

      “Let me be clear,” I said, reaching for his face. My palms brushed against his strong jaw and the light stubble of a man’s beard. “I thought you were ignoring me and never wanted to see me again because of the debate. If I had known you called, I would have seen you. I loved you then,” I said, my voice breaking.

      And I love you now. The words were on my lips when he interrupted.

      “And Liam?” he asked.

      Closing my eyes, I swallowed hard. “What about Beth? And Brent? And other girls you’ve been with? What do our pasts have to do with now? When I am in bed, alone, and lonely, it’s you I think about. Every.Single.Moment. Our kisses, your touch, the way you made me feel—it’s made every sexual encounter I’ve had seem like child’s play. A kiss or a caress from you is one thousand times greater than making love with anyone else. It’s always been you.”

      A fierceness filled his eyes, his hands tightening on my shoulders. “It’s like you’re reading my heart,” he rasped. “I’ve tried so hard to get over you,” he added. “Tried to forget how you tapped into my core and made me feel whole. You got me, Amy. No one gets me.” He laughed bitterly. “No one. And now you’re telling me that I’ve spent more than four years thinking you rejected me and you’ve spent all these years thinking the same and we tried to fill the emptiness with other people.”

      Time stood still.

      We just stared into each other’s eyes, knowing.

      “I don’t care about who we’ve been with. I care only about who you’re going to be with for the rest of your life, Amy.”

      And then he was kissing me and once again, time tesseracted and folded, as if those years were blended into the present, as if we had been together forever and would be together forever.

      Just like that, the macrobeats and the microbeats lined up and the cacophony that plagued us both turned into a symphonic joy only we could hear.

      The rush of blood pounding through me, the softness of his lips on mine, the feel of his arms around me, tightening as his tongue explored, impassioned lips closing over my lower lip to play and connect—it all felt so natural.

      This was who I was. This was where I was meant to be. Sam was mine and I was his and my tiny apartment felt like the entire world as the rush of desire consumed us both. I reached for his shirt to take it off and —

      Couldn’t.

      My hands sought out the hem of his shirt, until I remembered he was still wearing his fake cop’s uniform. Reaching for the seams on either side of his neck, I pulled—hard—and his entire outfit peeled off in one strange tearing sound. He stood before me wearing only a lovely, very tight green G-string.

      “Occupational hazard,” he muttered, kissing me fiercely.

      “Let me get some ones to tuck in there.”

      He burst out laughing, lips against my cheek, and then our wobbly legs fought against us as we discarded the only remaining layer between our bodies, a frantic need for skin and heat and lust so great we both felt it take over the space between us as clothing was discarded, Sam’s hands on my waist as he peeled every boundary between us off and tossed it aside like it was nothing.

      We shimmered in the dark, the sliver of moon giving a gentle reminder of what light could do, the shadows and curves of our flesh like a sculptor’s relief map of sensuality. He looked so beautiful, and made me feel so real, our eyes locked, each second deepening the flow of love between us. Layer by layer, life as I knew it separated, replaced by a raw sense that awakened within.

      “Tell me what you want,” he whispered, a foot away from me, his eyes roaming over my exposed body the way I’d always wanted a man to see me.

      “I want you to love me as much as I love you.”

      “Too easy,” he murmured, moving fast, hot hands on my waist, lips on my shoulder, teasing out a shudder of desire and joy. “I’ve been doing that for years.”

      “Then show me how you love me,” I ventured, bold with him. His skin was so tantalizing, my curves against his hardness, our limbs and hands finding spaces and folds that fit together as if carved to interlock without fail.

      “Too easy, too,” he sighed, the sound turning guttural and primal in the back of his throat. My breath caught in my throat as his mouth found the hollow at my collarbone, his fingers stroking a nipple, the sensation filling me with a wet yearning that could only be filled by him.

      Now.

      It was finally perfect.

      Without words, we dropped to the bed, his hands exploring my body, my climax ready in anticipation of Sam’s attention. Greedy hands—mine—soaked his body in, the freedom to roam more sensual than the actual caresses, my mind unwinding and relenting, all fears and worries dashed away by access to this delightful play.

      A few kisses, wet and wild with the need to express years of want, and then his mouth traveled down my breasts, over my belly, and then exactly where I needed to be appreciated most.

      I stopped him with my hands against each side of his face, and he tipped his head up, eyes dark and filled with a timeless lust that seemed to be spun, wholesale, from the emotions that hovered in the air.

      “Thank you.” A tearful chuckle came out of me as he stroked my thigh, light traces on the inside making me shudder.

      “For what?”

      “For proving I wasn’t a fool for wanting you all these years, and for hoping that somehow this could be real.”

      Pulling up, he crawled over me, hovering with a hard, muscled ease. Heat escaped from his skin in waves, matching my own. “Let me show you how real we can be, Amy.” Bending down, he planted a sweet kiss on my mouth, changing to a luscious promise. And then—

      The rush of his tongue against my folds, the throb of my engorged lips and the raw intimacy pushed me to the edge too fast, so fast I couldn’t breathe, years coming out in seconds, my fingers buried in his hair as he pushed me into abandon so quickly it surprised us both. As another orgasm grabbed me and shook me I cried out his name, the word all I knew, my body ragged and worn by the time his tongue stopped playing the virtuoso performance.

      I reached for his hard self but his hand stopped me. “No. I need to be in you tonight. Deep in you. I want to touch the very core of you, Amy, and to watch your face as you come again, knowing you love me and I love you.”

      Desire rushed full force again, bursting through my soul. “I do love you.”

      “I love you, too.” The kiss was wet and lush, the taste of me on Sam’s tongue like a possession. Own me, I thought. Not in some obsessive way, but in a reciprocity and reveling in each other.

      I twisted and reached for my little end table, his hands all over my ass and breasts. Fumbling, I found my quarry and opened the foil wrapper, slowly rolling the condom over Sam’s pulsing cock.

      “Ah, God,” he groaned, and then he did something I never expected.

      Stretching out, he pulled me on top of him, guiding my hips into place so I perched above him. “I want to watch you in the moonlight,” he said as I dipped my head down to kiss him.

      “Ride me.”

      Sliding down over him was like coming to my real home, like finding my true core, as every connection of flesh with Sam strengthened me. The feel of him in me was so complete, and his hands filled with my breasts, the exotic, lavish touch more real than any reality I’d ever struggled to uphold.

      Urging me with his hips, I began to pull up, then plunge down, gasping as he thrust back. Sam took one hand and reached between us, finding my sensitive clit, and stroked it with lazy circles. I tightened and he groaned, so I pulled my muscles inward and the effect was like lightning.

      “That’s... incredible...” he said.

      “So is that,” I murmured, meaning his fingers, playing me with perfect rhythm as separate parts of my body tightened and loosened, limbs and core all pulsing in different combinations until I increased the speed of our movements, Sam’s urgency and powerful strokes making me shake, building a powerful pressure inside me I’d never felt before.

      “Oh, God!” I rasped. “What is this?”

      “Let it happen,” he said through gritted teeth, his own orgasm obviously close.

      And then.

      And then.

      I arched up, my body no longer mine, our bodies now a distinct entity, cleaved and welded together as one, the climax greater than any I’d ever experienced. Sam’s hoarse words matched my cries of ecstasy and I rode him with unbridled, unselfconscious bliss.

      Lost in every aspect of what our bodies and hearts and mouths and hands were doing right now, we existed solely to connect and bring pleasure to each other, the mounting pressure now released in a white-hot power that seemed otherworldly. Love, in flesh form, transported me, the rush of my hair against my back, the whisper of his fingertips at my breasts, the hot breath that danced between us all part of so many years, so many dreams.

      My fingers dug into his shoulders, my ass curled up, my body shook and wept until I collapsed on him, completely spent, my breathing labored and hard, hot air curling into his neck and hair as we both twitched and panted our way back to the pale imitation of life that others called “reality.”

      A kiss on my shoulder shook me out of my stupor. “Amy.”

      “What?”

      “I just love saying your name while I’m in you.”

      That made me laugh and that made him no longer be in me. We descended into a fit of giggles that took a very long time to control.

      “I love you. I love being able to say that,” I confessed.

      “I love you, too.” He kissed my shoulder. “And I love hearing you say it.”

      We rested in silence, staring at the ceiling, my breasts pressed into his ribs, one hand playing with the hair on his chest, his palm caressing my arm. The way our skin effortlessly molded together, like we were made to fit together, gave the moment a deeper meaning.

      “Amy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I ask you a question? Are we still being truthful?”

      “Of course. Always.” My fingers played with the little thatch of hair on his chest, the red a deep auburn.

      “Darla made a joke once about your hoo-ha.”

      I froze.

      “Something about a phone.” Warm palms roamed over my breasts, just touching for the sake of touch.

      “You know, Sam.” I cleared my throat. “Sometimes there can be too much truth in a relationship....”
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      Darla

      I couldn’t believe my eyes. My Aunt Josie had sent me the link with a cryptic comment: Don’t get bird flu.

      What the hell did that mean? I clicked and read:

      Naked Man Steals Chicken, Evades Police

      Hockenfield Times, May 3, 2013

      Hockenfield, Mass.

      By Janet Simkin

      Hockenfield Police Chief Bart Jansen has issued an alert for a white male, early twenties, with blond hair and blue eyes who stole a chicken from farmer Mike Lemper’s coop this morning at 2:33 a.m. The man is completely naked, and while unarmed, is considered a potential threat to public safety.

      “I heard rustling and figured it was a fox,” Lemper explained. “Instead, I got an eyeful. Naked guy, young, wearing a collar around his neck like a dog. And a guitar. Nothing else. He kept calling my laying hen ‘Mavis’ and hollered he was eloping with her.”

      After a brief scuffle, during which the chicken scratched him, Lemper let go. The man shouted, “I wasted my only answered prayer!” and fled.

      Lemper called 911 immediately, though the cruiser was delayed as the operator struggled to understand the nature of the call, but local police arrived within eleven minutes.

      Too late.

      “The suspect escaped on foot with the allegedly stolen chicken under his arm, headed for the Mass Pike,” said Jansen. "Concerned citizens with any information are advised to contact the Hockenfield Police at our non-emergency number at 413-555-1000, and travelers on I-90 or any other interstate should not, as always, pick up naked hitchhikers by the side of the road.”

      

      Bird flu. Haha. Motherclucker.

      Sitting here at the reception desk at work, I found myself wondering what I was supposed to do with that piece of information. Torture my boyfriend Trevor some more, sure—but, um… he stole Mavis?

      The man stole a chicken from a henhouse while naked and high, right before I met him seven months ago?

      Random Acts of Crazy indeed.

      It wasn’t just the name of Trevor and Joe’s band. Living out here in the Boston area meant seeing him and Joe plenty enough, even though everyone—Uncle Mike, Mama, hell, even Aunt Marlene, the resident slut of my hometown, Peters, Ohio (and it took a lot to earn that title, if you know what I mean…)—thought that moving out here meant I’d find myself chained to someone’s basement wall and erotically tortured within an inch of my life, then sold off into some underground of sexual slavery where cellulite was worshipped.

      Hey. Wait a minute. Maybe that would have been better than sitting here with a plastic-guarded letter opener, a pile of junk mail, and an anti-virus program malfunctioning on my new computer.

      Me, Joe, and Trevor had some talking to do.

      Tucking that into a dark corner of my mind to be dealt with later, I looked around the small office and marveled that I was getting paid to work somewhere that didn’t require a polyester vest and a pile of sawdust next to the mop bucket in case of vomiting customers (or their dogs). Office jobs that paid $40,000 per year just didn’t happen for people like me. What a life change these past few months.

      Picking Trevor up by the side of the road back in Ohio, naked as the day he was born except for the guitar he wore. Meeting his best friend, Joe, when Joe came to retrieve him, six hundred miles from their home in Massachusetts. Falling for them both. Moving to Cambridge. Starting my job at Good Things Come in Threes, the dating agency my aunt ran. Enrolling at Harvard.

      Harvard. I know!

      That one had been at Joe’s urging—he’d so carefully walked me through how to take courses at Harvard’s super-secret night school (super-secret to me, at least—Harvard letting me take a class seemed like inviting Kanye West to ghostwrite for Jonathan Franzen), and now here I was, taking an English course and a math class, all on account of my stupidity in picking up a naked dude wearing a guitar back home.

      If it weren’t for stupid choices, I wouldn’t have made any choices.

      That this one turned out so well was either dumb luck or divine interference, and I didn’t see the hand of God anywhere near these days, so I leaned on the lucky side. Maybe I was part Irish. I’d have to ask Mama the next time we talked, which would be tonight, because lately Mama was so lonely she glommed on to whatever I would give her in terms of attention.

      Hours alone now (what with Uncle Mike on the road) meant Mama had been doing double-time on entering online sweepstakes, and the result had been, well…

      I reached back and plucked the ass floss that passed for underwear out of my butt crack.

      Mama had won me a complete set of underwear from a rust-proofing company that sprayed chemical coatings on car undercarriages. The giveaway slogan was “Don’t Let Rust Destroy What You Love Down Below.”

      The g-strings had rust spots on the tiny little postage-stamp front cloth and made me feel like I was looking at a medical textbook full of pictures of STDs, but hey—free underwear, right?

      The guys hadn’t seen them yet, and I did a mental check to groom the lady parts, because right now my muff must look like a dandelion covered in a rust-coated muzzle.

      With a little pink tongue.

      Let’s swing away from that image, because once I start comparing my lady bits to things that require muzzles I need to question my own sanity. Or sex life.

      Or both.

      Leaving Ohio had been the ballsiest move ever. Took even more ovarian fortitude than picking up Trevor that night, all tan and blond and muscled and just plain old yum. Moving away took even more courage than giving in to what me, Trevor, and Joe had turned out to actually want that night at the bar, after Trevor sang me the new song he’d written, just for me. No other man in the band had written a song for their lady… love? Crush? Booty call? Eh. Call me whatever you want.

      Just sing to me. And about me. Because when a naked soul finds you, you find them right back.

      Abandoning every preconceived notion I had about who I was and what I would turn out to be was like killing a piece of myself off and hoping against hope that it would grow back better and stronger.

      I smiled.

      “It did,” I whispered to myself in the echo chamber of the quiet office.

      I caught a familiar set of golden-haired legs walking down the outside flight of stairs. Even through the thin sliver of window that slitted the main door, I could catch Jack’s approach.

      Jack. Deliverymen with hot legs were worth their weight in gold. Who else could make those brown shorts seem like something out of a Gap ad?

      And then there was that grin.

      “Hey, Darla,” he said as he smiled back. Surfer dude mixed with a hint of hot porno actor. He was a pre-orgasm on legs. Toned, tanned legs that a woman could imagine bent at the knee with his head between.

      “Jack!” I gasped, looking straight into his eyes, doing that fake control thing where you will your mind to stop imagining his face buried between your thighs as you hope what you’re thinking isn’t written in three-inch letters in permanent red marker all over your face.

      Even if it feels like it.

      “Hooked up any threesomes?” he asked, waggling thick brown eyebrows that slanted down just a touch at the edges of his eyes, giving him the perpetual look of a hot Jake Ryan from that Sixteen Candles movie Mama made me watch every time it was on TBS.

      “Nope,” I said, looking away, wondering if my chest were as flushed as it felt, like an Arizona forest fire combined with a Bessemer furnace. I worked here at my aunt’s company, a threesome dating service. Jack knew what we did because you can’t deliver packages to a business and not know.

      “I’m sure you will,” he crooned. “Something special came for you. Need your signature.”

      “Sure. I’ll take it.” Our fingertips brushed and it was like having a feather dragged across my clit.

      You’re probably wondering why I’m all drooly for Jack when I have rock-star gods I can fuck damn near any time I want, and I will join you in your confusion. Let’s sit at the bemused table for a round of what-the-fuck discussion. My best guess is that being turned on all the time by Trevor and Joe is like buying a white car.

      (Bear with me here. I do have a point).

      Until you own a white car, you don’t notice all the other white cars on the road. And then, suddenly, they’re everyfuckingwhere. Invading the streets. Your neighbors own one, your boss drives one, and the ubiquity of it makes you a little dizzy.

      Like Jack. Being with two hot guys made me see hot guys with more acuity, and that meant my clit was at a libido-induced buffet of scrumptious masculine brunch.

      With a big old side of sausage.

      “It’s for you,” Jack said. The nondescript envelope felt like a lead weight in my palm.

      “You said that.”

      “No. I mean for you. Darla Josephine Jennings. Certified, signature return, blah blah your firstborn baby and all that required. Not for Good Things Fuck in Threes.”

      The joke had gotten old by the third time he said it a month or so ago, but a reflexive return grin stretched my mouth, one side curved up.

      Oh, honey, if only you knew.

      And the man talked about babies, which were conceived by sex, which made me think about his penis and… shit. There went my clit.

      Squirming in my chair, I stood, hoping it wasn’t obvious. Damn, Trevor was about to get rode hard when I got home.

      “Me?” The package he handed over was your standard overnight mail envelope. Sure enough—my full name, with my title. “Operations Assistant.” Josie and Laura decided that was the best way to describe me.

      I recommended “Grunt” but they vetoed that one.

      “You.” He handed me a little plastic electronic machine thing with a stylus. I signed where he tapped.

      After ripping open the envelope, I found… another envelope. This one felt rich. Rich. The slide of the paper fiber against the pads of my fingers was so alien, as if there were materials on earth I didn’t know could be generated. The luxury spoke of a different world, far beyond the confines of my office, certainly way outta this world compared to my trailer back home.

      I wanted to lick the envelope just to know that some part of my DNA was on something so fine.

      Jack must have seen my tongue peek out between my lips as I brought the fine paper closer to my face, for a look of alarm scattered over his face.

      “Uh, wow. This is…”

      “Yeah.” He emitted a low whistle and shifted his hips. I almost sighed aloud. Goddammit, girl, my conscience hissed, aren’t your two hot bods enough?

      “Yes!” I exclaimed in answer. Jack looked ready to bolt. “Um, yes—it’s an interesting invitation.”

      “I hope the wedding’s fun,” he said politely, then beat it out of there like I was the skanky ho on the first episode of a new season of The Bachelor.

      Huh. It did look like a wedding invitation. And then my phone rang. The display said “Mama.”

      I answered, and before I could get a word in edgewise, Mama said, “Darla, do you like minty condoms?”

      “You mean, like as a late-night snack?” Because the thought of talking with Mama about Trevor and Joe’s penises encased in condoms that went inside me made a giant air horn blast off in my head.

      The throaty smoker’s laugh that greeted me was that of a stranger, not the soft, sad Mama who loved me. She sounded like a woman with a past, a woman with a sense of the sensual divine, and it made my head spin for a minute.

      “If you like to gobble ’em—”

      “Mama! That ain’t what I meant!” I groaned with horror. “Why are you asking me about condoms?”

      “You’re making Trevor wrap it, right?”

      Let’s stop here for a minute, because you know I’m with both Trevor and Joe, and I know I’m with both Trevor and Joe, and Uncle Mike is pretty fucking sure I’m with them both (though he’s still a bit weirded out that Trevor proposed to Mavis the Stolen Chicken while high as a kite and traveling naked), but Mama?

      No. Just… no.

      Mama can’t know I’m with them both, and that is a sore spot in my little sweet threesome.

      Then again, Joe hasn’t told his parents about me at all. At. All. Trevor’s mom has heard about me, though. But not the fact that Joe’s all naked and at attention in the room at the same time.

      We have a lot of invisible people getting up in each other’s nude skin.

      “Can we change the subject?” I asked archly, clearing my throat. “I am not pregnant and will not be pregnant, and why are you asking about minty condoms? And before you answer that, ewwwww. My vagina does not need to taste or smell like a cough drop.”

      “Taste?” Mama gasped.

      Time to turn the tables.

      “Are you calling to ask for advice? You find yourself a man?”

      Yeah. Right. Mama’s parts had been retired since my daddy died two decades ago. She was about as likely to go off and find a friend with benefits as I was to join Joe’s mom at her Pilates class.

      That same disconcerting laugh, deep and knowing, poured through the phone like a demon’s whisper. “No. But these romance writers are having all these giveaways now, and the sweepstakes forums are full of these contests. One of them includes a big win of mint condoms, and I wondered why any woman would want that inside her. Wouldn’t it feel like shoving a tube of Ben Gay inside your pink tunnel?”

      My mouth formed a giant O and I pulled the phone away from my ear as if it had transmogrified into Satan’s face. Who in the fuck was on the phone with me? Because it sure wasn’t my mama.

      “But… no… Mama… the… those are for the mouth.” Those last words poured out of me like vomit. Oh, God, I was going to throw up all over this beautiful linen envelope as I tried to explain oral sex condoms to a woman who had last had sex when the television show Full House was still in original episodes.

      “Why would someone need a condom for their mouth? Makes no sense—ohhhhhhhhhh.” Mama’s voice went down to a whisper. “For when you… oh.”

      Kill me now.

      “I guess mint would taste a hell of a lot better than spooge,” were the next words out of her mouth, and I swear if there’d been an old-fashioned letter opener on the desk, like in those Mad Men episodes Joe liked to watch, I’d have plunged it straight into my ear and pierced the drum, giving myself a homemade lobotomy or brainectomy or whatever so that I never had to properly comprehend my mother’s use of the word “spooge.”

      It took everything in me to tighten my core and force out the next words. “Mama, there isn’t a delivery truck about to deliver a pallet of mint condoms to Josie’s front yard, is there? Because we only just got rid of all that kitty litter two weeks ago, and if you expect me to use up an entire pallet of condoms, I’ll need a few lifetimes.”

      Silence.

      Aw, shit. “Mama?”

      She cleared her throat. “No. Nothing like that. But you will be getting two large packs of them and some, uh… hang on. Let me read the letter here.” Shuffling sounds came next, giving my heart a chance to resume its normal rate, and for my stomach to stop doing the two-step.

      “You win an assortment of sexual aids and lubrication devices, along with those condoms.”

      What in the hell is a lubrication device? The words came so close to flying out of my mouth, but if I had to hear the answer from my own mama’s lips I wouldn’t ever have sex again. Hell, I would take fishing line and a rusty nail and sew my pissflaps together at this rate.

      “Um… thanks?” I said.

      “Darla, I was trying to win the $250 gift card. It’s not my fault some of these writers give away these specialty prize packs. You also get an assortment of—oh.” The way her voice went quiet made me cringe.

      “I’ll just look at it all when it comes. You don’t have to detail it—”

      “Chocolate penises.”

      Bucket! I needed that pile of sawdust and a bucket for vomit emergencies at the gas station right now. I was going to be sick.

      “Well, thank you much, Mama. Now—can we change the subject to something that doesn’t involve procreation?”

      “No one’s saying anyone has to procreate. Just have the fun associated with—”

      “STOP! STOP IT! We are done with this topic! Thank you for the prize, but I need to be done before my vagina joins a convent in self-defense!”

      “My diabetes landed me in the hospital yesterday,” Mama blurted out over my little hissy fit.

      That stopped me mid-rant. “Hospital?” I rasped. “Oh, Mama, why didn’t you say somethin’?”

      “I am saying somethin’ now,” she said primly.

      “What happened?”

      The room suddenly looked foreign to me, all modern and freshly painted, with carpeting that had no stains, complete baseboards and real potted plants a service came and watered. The hues of the walls were designed to be soothing, but right now I was anything but serene.

      Mama was in crisis and I—I was here. Here. Hundreds of miles and a lifetime away.

      “It’s those test kits,” she said in a hushed voice. “My insurance don’t cover as much as it used to.”

      “And you’re not testing enough?” I couldn’t keep the exasperation out of my voice. She’d been like this when I lived at home, and there was nothing I could do about it sometimes. That woman was as stubborn as… well…

      Me.

      “You can buy your cigarettes but you can’t buy test strips?” I blurted out. I knew the words would make her righteously pissed at me, but I couldn’t help it. Hurt seeped through my statement because she should have told me. Should have asked for help. Should have turned to me, her only daughter—

      Who had left.

      Now guilt took over.

      “I quit, Darla.”

      Knock me over with a feather. “You quit smoking?”

      A triumphant tone popped into her voice, and it made my eyes go wide. “I am using the patch and it’s expensive, but I’m saving so much money. And Mike got me one of those electronic cigarettes. It’s helping.”

      “But the e-cigs have nicotine!”

      “Not the flavors I use. Cotton candy is my favorite.” She sounded like Buddy the Elf, her voice was so infused with pleasure.

      Mama quit. Mama quit smoking. I couldn’t imagine my own mother in my mind’s eye without a ciggy between her fingers, always searching for an ashtray to rest a lit one, or to flick ash.

      “And you still can’t manage the testing strips?”

      “It’s not just that. The machine died. Insurance…” She sighed. “And a pipe burst, and Mike’s not getting the miles he normally gets…”

      “Let me send you some money,” I said quickly. “Cash my checks.” Unlike Aunt Marlene bugging Josie constantly for money, my mama had never, ever asked. Wouldn’t take. Wouldn’t hear of it.

      “No!”

      Remember the stubborn part? I kept sending her checks, around a hundred dollars a month, but she just returned them. Uncashed.

      “Yes! If you’re gonna send me lubrication devices and condoms that taste like a breath mint, the least I can do is send you money to help save your life.”

      “Darla.” One word could bring tears to my eyes. It was the closest thing to “yes” she could manage.

      “Okay then, Mama, case closed.” My heart was breaking. “You safe? Jane still coming to help you?” My old high school friend was my mama’s home health aide.

      “Jane’s the one what got me to the hospital, Darla,” she said sadly, the spark in her voice now gone.

      “Then Jane deserves one of your winnings. She need some kitty litter?”

      The laugh we shared almost took the tears out of my eyes.

      Almost.

      Mama said her goodbyes and hung up, and it was like the earth had shifted direction.

      I could take a wild guess at how much money a broken pipe cost. What the trailer needed was an overhaul, all-new plumbing, and a new heating system. We plugged space heaters in and played the game of Pop Goes the Fuse Box every winter.

      Four figures, I guessed. Even my hundred-dollar checks wouldn’t help.

      Fuck.

      A deep sigh filled the room, and given that I was the only one in the room, it sounded like me. Confused. Confounded. My fingers brushed against the envelope on my desk.

      Breaking the seal seemed like a sacrilege, my fingers tracing the lines of the paper’s folds, the weave like linen in printed form.

      I smelled it, just to see if it smelled like fresh cash. That’s what it reminded me of.

      With a shaking finger, I slid the tip under the open corner and felt the tear of the envelope’s lip like I felt my own hymen breached back when I was a virgin.

      (Quit laughing. I was one once, too.)

      Then my eyes must have looked like Jack’s a minute ago as I drank in the words.

      Dear Ms. Jennings,

      You are cordially invited to join me…

      And then my phone started buzzing like mad.
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            Iron Crowne
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      Byron Crowne is a gentleman on the outside, and a pure savage on the inside.

      I detest him. I can't resist him.

      He’s awakened desires I didn’t know I had.

      When he touches me, I need to fight him . . . and I need him to win.

      Our one night stand bruises my skin and leaves dents in the walls, but the sheets aren't the only thing we shred that night.

      And suddenly, the stakes are higher than ever.

      

      Olivia Monroe lights a fire in me that died a long time ago.

      I’m a different man when I’m with her. I need to own her, take her, mark her as mine.

      Everything changes when she might be pregnant and for the first time in my life…I’m powerless against this stubborn, untamable woman.

      She’s the one in control and I have an impossible job: Prove I’m worthy to be a father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      I was on my back. My legs were spread, and my underpants were on a chair by the door. The lights had been dimmed. The crashing of ocean waves came from the speakers, and a mobile with seagulls spinning at the ends of the strings hung from the ceiling.

      A light rap at the door was followed by the sound of it opening and quickly closing.

      “Hello, Ms. Monroe,” Luciana said with her gravelly Spanish-accented voice.

      I raised my head enough to see her. She was in her fifties and wore teddy-bear scrubs that clashed with her seriousness.

      “Hey,” I said. “You got a haircut.”

      She put down a tray of instruments. “You like it?”

      “Love it.” I put my head back on the little paper-covered pillow. “It makes your eyes look huge.”

      “My son says I won’t attract a husband. I told him good. Men who say no to short hair before they even talk to you? Not my kind.”

      “They’re trouble.”

      “Exactly.” She sat on the stool at the foot of the table. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Fine.” The air conditioning went on, spinning the plastic seagulls. “Dr. Galang says everything looks good.”

      “Yes.” She snapped on her gloves. “Let’s see. Open up.”

      I hadn’t realized I’d been clamping my knees shut. I opened them with a cringe.

      Seagulls.

      The ocean.

      Wind in my face.

      Smell of salt water.

      “Just relax,” she said as if it was the easiest thing in the world.

      Luciana inserted something inside me. It didn’t hurt, but on the whole, I would have rather been on the beach.

      “How do you say?” She placed the syringe at the opening of my vagina. “Third time is lucky?”

      “Third time’s the charm.” My face tightened as she moved a tube through my cervix.

      Sand in my toes.

      The ocean at my ankles.

      “Try to relax.” The syringe entered.

      Breathe, breathe, breathe. Third time’s the charm.

      “Trying.”

      Laughter of children.

      Finding a whole shell in the sand.

      “What are you doing today?” she asked to distract me, as always, and as always, I took the hint and talked through the process.

      “After this, I have to go up to Bel-Air.”

      “Fancy.”

      “There’s a greedy developer building too close to a creek we’re trying to recategorize as a preserve. He’s from a rich family that has more money than God, and I’m going to beat him.”

      “I don’t think God is so interested in money. Or the winners.”

      “Probably. I’m just tired of seeing guys like that walk all over everyone.”

      “You got my landlord to fix the toilet with one letter.” Luciana removed the syringe and plopped it back on the tray. “You’ll get this one too.”

      Her landlord was a two-bit scumbag who’d never expected to hear from an actual lawyer. He’d been easy. Byron Crowne was another order of magnitude, but I took the vote of confidence in the spirit it was cast.

      “I will.”

      “Good.” Luciana pulled the blanket over my knees. “Think happy thoughts. Babies like it when mamas are calm.” She stood and picked up her tray.

      “I’m borderline serene. I’m feeling so tranquil I could fall asleep.” I closed my eyes to prove my point. “Actually, I’m thinking of taking a nap.”

      I was actually thinking about traffic to Bel-Air.

      “Sweet dreams.” The door clicked open, then closed.

      I was alone. Finally.

      Wind in my face.

      Smell of salt water.

      Traffic on the 10.

      Battling a man with infinite resources.

      Winning anyway.
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        * * *

      

      The first time I met Byron Crowne, he was breaking ground on the most disgusting, showy, look-how-big-my-dick-is spec house ever conceived. Ninety thousand square feet. Five pools. Thirty bathrooms. A moat. A literal moat. All of it was perched on the only Bel-Air hilltop with 360-degree views.

      He was known throughout Los Angeles as the King of the Spec. He bought premium property, tore down whatever was on it, and immediately petitioned city councils for environmental abatement so he didn’t have to do impact studies. He promised jobs, community input, and the actual moon. Then he did what every spec developer did—turned it around to sell at a huge markup.

      He was one of the scions of the Crowne Petroleum dynasty, but everyone said it wasn’t the money that got him past all the rules. It was his charm and cunning. Which was really about money because charm and cunning weren’t free.

      I’d never counted on how handsome he was.

      Dressed for a demolition site in boots and jeans, Mitch and I approached a group of people looking at plans on the hood of a truck.

      “Mr. Crowne,” I said over the roar of the yellow bulldozer pushing the detritus of the old house. The structure had been a scrapper from the minute it was listed, but that wasn’t the point. The offense came from what Crowne was trying to replace it with.

      Byron Crowne looked up, and the second his eyes locked on mine, I slowed my stride. Even in the rugged setting, his shirt was crisp and his tie was centered. He towered over the men he spoke with, commanding and confident, copper-highlighted brown hair flicking in the breeze. He was thirty-five, six-three, and broad-shouldered with green eyes that seemed slightly larger than expected. They gave the illusion of sincerity and trustworthiness, contrasted by the snide curve of his mouth. He was a mixed message. A loophole in a rock-solid contract. The coexistence of lies and truths.

      He was terrible. I knew that. But he’d cast a spell over me without saying a word.

      “Yes?” he said, glancing at Mitch, who stood behind me. The woman and two men he was speaking to parted like the Sea of Reeds.

      “My name is Olivia Monroe,” I said. “And I’m from the Environmental Protection Fund.”

      His eyebrows were full and manly, low over his eyes, and when one arched, the jade in his eyes shot from the shadows. His mouth crooked on the left when he smiled.

      “Nice to meet you.” He didn’t mean it.

      “It’s come to our attention that the northwest corner of your proposed structure encroaches on the proposed boundary of the Stone Canyon Creek Preserve.”

      “Creek?” He looked down the hill.

      The drought had left a dry ditch where the creek had been, but he didn’t comment on that. He didn’t need to.

      “Stone Canyon Creek is coming under review for wildlife protection by the Board of Supervisors. You can’t build on it without impact statements. Your permits are illegal.”

      “You’re a lawyer?”

      “Yes, and I—”

      “They’re making them more attractive every year, aren’t they?”

      He was trying to disarm me, and it would have worked on anyone else. I’d been brought up to take a compliment separate from inappropriate context.

      “We’re filing a temporary restraining order on your permits, and we’ll get it,” I said, chin high. “If you stop construction now, revise the footprint, and file the correct impact reports, you can avoid years in court, and you can still pitch it as bordering the preserve.”

      “I’ll have an expedited review through in a week.”

      “And I’ll stop it.”

      He laughed to himself and stepped closer to me. “Olivia Monroe. You’re related to Rhonda Monroe?”

      “She’s my mother.”

      “You have her eyes.”

      My mother had been a model, so the compliment wasn’t lost on me. No. The only thing lost was my senses. They were melting like an ice cube in the July sun, dripping into the well of my pelvis, where he was causing an inexplicable, unwanted arousal.

      “And you have the inappropriate sense of entitlement of every man who ever tried to stop me.”

      “Mister Crowne,” Mitch cut in, “we’re here to give you notice—”

      “Why are you here?” he asked, looking at me.

      The air between us warmed, expanding until it pressed against my chest.

      “To save both of us trouble.”

      “You’re clocking billable hours to protect a creek that doesn’t exist anymore. That flavor of trouble is pretty profitable for you.”

      “I’m not in it for the money, Mr. Crowne.” Somehow, I’d been cornered into defending myself when he was the one who should have been offering apologies and promising to rectify his wrongs.

      “I’m sure,” he said. “File your complaint. We’ll find out who should be issuing warnings.”

      Any response I made would have cemented my position as the underdog. The likely casualty of his dominance. David to his Goliath. I discarded them all and nodded once. “This courtesy won’t be repeated.”

      “‘Courtesy is only a thin veneer on the general selfishness.’” He quoted Balzac, looking me up and down.

      Even though the sun was hot, my skin felt chilled and exposed. People were looking, and I felt as if he’d stripped me bare with a few words.

      “Good day, Mr. Crowne.”

      “Ms. Monroe.”

      How could I walk away when I was locked in place by the way his attention made my mouth dry and my panties wet?

      A pressure on my elbow pulled me out of the moment. Mitch, letting me know it was time to go. I spun on the heel of my boot and walked back to the car. When I opened the door to get in, I saw Byron Crowne standing in the same spot with the sky as a background, watching me go.
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        * * *

      

      “‘Courtesy is only a thin veneer on the general selfishness,’” I said. “Does he even know what that means? And the way he questioned whether I was in it for the money. Ugh.”

      “Guys like him…” Brown coils of hair danced across Emilio’s forehead when he shook his head. He kept his blue eyes on the roux, his thin face turned down, tapered fingers handling the wooden spoon the way a conductor handles his baton. “They can’t understand that some things aren’t about money.”

      We were in his little one-bedroom bungalow in West Hollywood. His family had come from Naples two generations before. They spoke Italian in their house in Long Beach and kept up Catholic traditions. Yet they’d realized he was gay from a young age, embraced his boyfriends, and made no bones about loving him. Their only complaint was his lack of children, and we were working on that.

      “He has more than he can spend,” I said. “It’s about power. Dominance. Leaving his mark on the entire city.”

      The idea of it was ugly. Gross. Animalistic. Shameful.

      Emilio and I had met eight years before, when I was interning for the City of Los Angeles and his first restaurant had come under environmental scrutiny. He’d been more affable about it than Crowne. After he complied, he invited me in for a private dinner. That was when he discovered my special talent. I could taste what was hidden to most people.

      “And what are you in it for?” He scraped the roux into a saucepot.

      “The environment,” I said.

      “You’d do more for the environment if you took the bus to work,” he said.

      He was right. I cared about the environment, but I fought for it because it was where I’d landed and I was good at it. Passion was optional.

      “I recycle.”

      “Alert the media. We have an activist here.”

      “Are we arguing? Because I’m hungry enough to take your balls off.”

      His second restaurant was named after his grandmother, Amelia. It was opening soon. Most nights, he was there, perfecting the menu, and when he wasn’t, he cooked things for me to try. I loved it because my “supertasting” was unrelated to anything else in my life.

      “You need my balls.” He put down the pan and stirred what was in the pot. “Speaking of… how did it go this morning?”

      Emilio’s DNA had been in the syringe Luciana had administered. He was going to be the biological father of my child. Our agreement was cast in legalese and notarizations. He wasn’t interested in fatherhood any more than I was interested in having a partner in parenthood. He’d demanded unclehood, and that was something I could give him.

      “Uncomfortable, but…” I twisted two fingers and held them up. “Fingers crossed.”

      “Fingers crossed he looks like you.”

      “He?”

      “I’m avoiding saying ‘it.’ Can you grab me the cheese?”

      I slid off the barstool and got him the bowl of shredded cheese.

      “He thinks he’s unstoppable,” I said.

      “The baby? That’s a good sign, no?”

      “Crowne. The retrofit in Culver City was a joke, and the Board of Supervisors signed off on it like nothing mattered. So, Byron Crowne’s ego is propped up with another win.”

      “Ah,” Emilio said, stirring in the cheese. “It’s the winning.”

      “Yeah. He won because I wasn’t on the other side of the table. Again. It’s a sickening habit I’m going to break.”

      “You sure you’re not punching above your weight?”

      “You really don’t like your balls.”

      “I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

      “You won’t.”

      I’d never lost a case, and I was sure Byron Crowne wouldn’t be any different.

      But at night, under the covers, I let him win.

      In the dim zone between reality and dreams, where no one could see, I let him into a fantasy.

      I sat at a bar in a short silk dress I had in my closet. It was navy blue with cap sleeves and hugged my body just enough to confuse business and pleasure. I wore it to official functions with pearls and my red-soled stilettos, letting one dangle off my toes when I crossed my legs.

      Fantasy Byron sat on the next stool. Boldly, he put his hand on my knee, uncrossed it, and pushed my legs open. The shoe fell off. I tried to close my legs, but he was strong, and when he forced them open anyway, a shot of pleasure ran through my body. I let him push his hand under my skirt to my soaked panties and press his thumb against my clit as he said, “Courtesy once is courtesy enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      “Hold please,” my legal assistant, Amara, said into the phone as I approached her desk.

      “Good morning, Amara.”

      “Byron Crowne on four.”

      My fingers tingled to pick it up. Almost two weeks after our restraining order was filed, his dirt-moving machines were quiet. Our respective teams had motions flying back and forth. He had no reason to call me.

      “He wouldn’t say what it was about,” Amara added. “Should I tell him to call back?”

      “No. I’ll take it now.”

      I went into my tiny office and closed the door. My hand hovered over the flashing light for line four. I was still gripping my mail in the other hand as I breathed in confidence and exhaled the worry that he’d disarm me again.

      “Stop,” I whispered to myself, forcing the first nonsexual thing I could think of into my mind. The beach. The desk blotter. Cheese sauce. Sperm-filled syringes. I hit the button and picked up the receiver.

      “Ms. Monroe,” he said before I could utter a greeting.

      I’d expected his secretary, and his voice stunned me into silence. Without the background noise of the wind and the bulldozer, the sound of his voice was calibrated to cut right into the more guarded parts of me.

      “Ms. Monroe?”

      “Mr. Crowne,” I said with a tone so icy I sounded angry. I wasn’t. I was situated exactly between excitement and shock, with enough control to suppress both into clipped syllables.

      “I want to meet with you.”

      Not a question. A honey-dipped statement of desire meant to be immediately satisfied.

      “You have lawyers. Talk to them about the motion I just filed. Meeting with opposing counsel is completely inappropriate.”

      “Eight at the M Hotel bar.”

      As if he hadn’t even heard me. Not that I’d denied him. I needed to lead with something more definite. “Meeting you is inappropriate as I’m currently litigating against you.”

      Not to mention having to explain why I was out with such a despicable man. But there was no reason to get personal. Not yet.

      “And you can leave the lackey at the office.” He acted as if I hadn’t refused him.

      “Mitch Rowland?”

      “Whatever his name is.” In my mind, I could see him wave away the detail.

      In four lines, I’d exasperated him. He hadn’t counted on this phone call taking so long. I kind of enjoyed irritating him.

      “We have nothing to discuss in a hotel bar, Mr. Crowne.”

      “Ms. Monroe, you’re thirty-two years old. Now might be a good time to get over yourself.”

      His words snapped me out of the soft, lavender fog he’d led me into where my body tingled and my attention swirled around his voice even as I denied him what he wanted.

      “I’ll work on that.”

      I hung up before he could say another word.

      That felt good. Really good.

      Still standing at my desk, I pulled out the chair to start my day. The intercom beeped.

      “Yes, Amara?”

      “Mr. Crowne’s on three.”

      “Tell him I’m out.”

      “We’re in the conference room at eight thirty.”

      “On it.”

      I gathered my things and left my office before I surrendered to my weakness and picked up Byron Crowne’s call.
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        * * *

      

      “What did he want exactly?” Mitch asked, tapping the eraser side of his pencil on his legal pad. We were early for the meeting, so I’d told him about the call.

      “To meet me at a hotel bar.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “Do I joke?”

      “You do not.” He balanced the eraser on the yellow pad, slid his fingers down the pencil, and pivoted it at the end, then pressed the point to the paper, slid his fingers down the shaft, pivoted, and started the process over.

      “I have no clue what he wanted.”

      “At a hotel bar?” He tossed the pencil. “He wants to seduce you so he can build that monstrosity.”

      “I don’t think he’s that simple.”

      “You’re giving him a lot of credit.”

      “It’s a mistake to underestimate your opponent.”

      He nodded. That had been his handicap as a litigator. Losing his need to fight before he’d won. I fought to the end, never assuming the opposition was dead until I had their beating heart in my hand.

      “I should go with you,” Mitch said.

      “I didn’t say I was going.” I checked my watch. “He’ll tell me what he wants before it gets that far.”

      “You need to tell Kimberly. His attorneys. Everyone.”

      “I will.”

      “You should meet him. Let him make his move.”

      Our other lawyers filed in for the morning meeting. The conversation with Mitch was over for now.

      Entrapping Crowne wasn’t how I wanted to play it. I won by playing fair, and I won with my pride intact. If I met him in a hotel bar, I couldn’t guarantee I’d leave without doing something I’d regret the next morning.
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        * * *

      

      One line, like a pink middle finger in a sea of urine, telling me to fuck off.

      I put the piss stick in the garbage and got off the toilet.

      Dr. Galang would want a blood test, but it didn’t matter. One line was one line. The third time wasn’t the charm. It was just the third failure.

      I knew what I wanted, what I didn’t want, and what I needed.

      Babies had always melted my heart, but it wasn’t until my younger sister, Isabelle, had her first daughter that my confidence that it would happen for me eventually turned into a sense of urgency. I chalked it up to some biological affliction I should ignore, but when Shane and I had broken up, I couldn’t pretend it was just hormones anymore. My boyfriend of three years went off with an older woman, and I didn’t care. Not about him, his companionship, or the mere adequacy of his dick. I wasn’t disappointed that I wouldn’t have to listen to him snore for the rest of my life. I was crushed that I’d have to start over at thirty-one with a shrinking window of fertility.

      I didn’t need a man to love me, and I didn’t want a partner. My mother had done it alone, and I could too. I wanted a baby. Hopefully two. I wanted to love them with everything I had, raise them carefully. Give them tools to build their own lives. I wanted to keep them safe for as long as I could, then stand back to watch who they became.

      But. Again. One line.

      I knew this didn’t make me a failure as a woman. I was feminine and strong. Repeating that truth in my head over and over did nothing to shake the feeling that I was broken. Perfectly healthy by all medical measures but somehow malfunctioning in my most delicate places. I’d cast those places in iron to get through law school, through the assumptions that a woman wasn’t the right person to stand up against the powerful, through years of demeaning comments and sexual harassment.

      I’d locked my womanhood away. Now nothing gentle or vulnerable could get through.

      None of that was true, but it was, because when I tried to cry about it, I couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry I’m late,” Isabelle said when I saw her in the lobby of the Stock Hotel. “Leo couldn’t get Sarah down, and I had to jump in.”

      “It’s not a problem.” Wearing my navy silk dress and black stilettos as if I’d dressed for a fantasy that wouldn’t come true, we entered the elevator.

      “Do I look all right?” She had our father’s thick, dark hair and deep-set brown eyes and our mother’s long limbs. The plain, black dress and heels were fine, but her hair was falling out of her twist. She had on too much eyeshadow and not enough blush, as if she’d lost her sense of what she should look like when she went out.

      “You look great.”

      “It’s nice to get out.”

      “Mom does sponsorship to get you out of the house once a year.”

      The doors opened to the rooftop bar of the Stock Hotel, a showcase of colorful cushions, endangered wood, and conversation-appropriate music. I gave our names to the woman with the clipboard for the Mothers Against Gun Violence event.

      “How is Leo?” I refused a glass of champagne from a waiter’s tray. “Did he take his test yet?”

      Her husband was an interior decorator and studying for his architectural licensure test.

      “December. He studies all night. I figure I won’t get laid again until the night of the test.”

      “The Monroe beauties!” a man in his sixties said, holding his hand out to us.

      “Mr. Jebbet!” Isabelle cried.

      “Drake, please.” He kissed her cheek. “You’re not sixteen anymore.”

      Drake Jebbet had been a top photographer when our mother was working. He’d taken black-and-white pictures of us that still hung on Mom’s walls.

      As Isabelle answered questions about her children with delight, I happened to look over her shoulder at the bar.

      He was there.

      Byron Crowne. Alone in a custom-tailored tuxedo that he wore as if it wasn’t formal at all. He was looking at me while he tipped his scotch.

      Should I have acted surprised to see him? Or was he surprised to see me?

      “Can I get you a drink?” I asked Jebbet and Isabelle.

      He held up his Old Fashioned. “I’m good.”

      “I’m driving,” Isabelle replied.

      “Back in a bit.”

      Jebbet offered his arm to Isabelle. “Do you remember Veronica Bash? From Vogue?”

      I let him take my sister to have her own good time while I headed for Crowne, keeping my composure despite a banging heart and knees that suddenly had a hard time balancing on my heels.

      Deliberate steps. One foot in front of the other. Pearls rolling against my neck, silk swishing against my curves. Every place his eyes touched came awake under the heat of his attention.

      “Hello,” he said when I got there and leaned my hip against the stool next to him. “Have a seat.”

      “You always get your way, don’t you?”

      He smirked, leaning an elbow on the bar. “Not always.”

      “Really?” I hadn’t expected him to ever admit losing.

      “For instance, you’re still standing.”

      Without thinking, I slid onto the seat. Did I do it because I didn’t want to disappoint him or because I wanted to be right about him getting his way? Could both be true?

      “Don’t ask me for any specifics about the case,” I said, crossing my legs. “I can talk to you in public, but I’m not tanking my career for you.”

      “Fair enough. What would you like to talk about?”

      “What brings you to an event for a cause you don’t give a damn about?”

      “I could ask you the same question, or I could ask you what you’re drinking.”

      Admitting he didn’t give a damn was fair. Implying I didn’t was less so. Asking what I wanted to drink in the same sentence was just plain impressive.

      “Ginger ale with lime, please.”

      With barely a gesture, he called for the bartender, who bent across the bar to hear him because Byron Crowne didn’t raise his voice or lean over for any man. Only when I got my drink did he sit, and when I arched my foot to give him another inch of room, the heel of my shoe slid off and dangled from my toes.

      The fantasy began here, with his hand on my knee, uncrossing my legs and pushing them open so he could get his hand up my skirt to touch panties so wet I was sure they’d soaked through the silk of my dress.

      I didn’t know if I was fantasizing or playing out a scene that had already started.

      “This is an auspicious meeting,” he said, laying his right hand on my heel with tenderness, care, and even respect. My heart jumped when he touched me, but my arousal had a life of its own, demanding I stay still for him. “I owe you an explanation in person.”

      With a gentleness I never would have attributed to Byron Crowne, he took the heel of my shoe in his left hand and, with his right hand on the bridge, pushed my shoe back onto my foot with quiet strength and reverential confidence.

      “For what?” I asked, both shoes on and his hand still resting on my foot.

      His gaze met mine. Coupled with his strong hand lingering on my stockings, the entire fantasy played itself out with a new beginning.

      I added to the question to define the reality before me. “What do you owe me an explanation for?”

      His hands. He had to move them off my ankle before I exploded, but I didn’t want him to. Ever. And his eyes. He had to look away—but when he did, I would be utterly unmoored.

      “I owe you an explanation for what I’m going to have to do if you pursue this.” He leaned back, sliding his hands away, and reality reentered my consciousness like the curling smoke of an incoming cloud. “When you came to the job site to challenge me, I was glad. I don’t like things to be too easy. I work best in a fight. But see, the problem for the enemy—and I hate to think of such a beautiful creature as an enemy—the problem is…I always win. And not just win.”

      A battlefield burned in his eyes. It was terrifying.

      He was terrible. Everyone knew it. People knew who he was. I could be seen with him. He’d touched me. They’d seen, and they’d think I was weak and awestruck. They’d tsk and shake their heads.

      He’d drawn me in like a fish on a hook.

      Finally, he looked away to arc his fingers over his short glass of amber whiskey. The spell moved from his eyes to the articulation of his strong hands. I wanted to tear myself away so I’d know if anyone saw us. I could do damage control, except I couldn’t control myself. His hands were works of art as the fingers pivoted on the glass and lifted it to his face.

      “I will ruin you, Ms. Monroe.” He sipped, green eyes watching me over the rim, then placed the drink back on the bar in a languid arch. “I don’t want to, so since you gave me the courtesy of a warning, I’ll do the same for you.”

      “I thought courtesy was a thin veneer on selfishness.”

      “It is. If you don’t want to be destroyed, you’ll remove the obstacles to me developing the Bel-Air property.”

      The fantasy I’d built snapped like a twig underfoot. With each word he spoke, a sapling of rage grew in its place. “Is that a threat?”

      “The stock answer is that it’s a fact. Maybe it’s that. But it’s more. It’s a warning and also…” He took a chest-expanding breath with a look of regret and even powerlessness over who he was. It was the most tangible expression of his humanity I’d seen, and though my fury was still growing, I let him finish out of respect for it. “I have to offer a profound apology now, when I’m inclined to make it and you’re most likely to hear it.”

      I uncrossed my legs and pressed my knees together, leaning toward him so I didn’t have to raise my voice. “You’ve lost your mind if you think this will be that easy.”

      “That’s the point.”

      “That you’ve lost your mind?”

      “That I don’t like it easy.” He locked eyes with me again, but his gaze went deeper. He didn’t look at me but into me. “I understand now. You need the fight too.”

      I did. And it needed to be seen so there were no misunderstandings.

      “Let me warn you,” I said before taking a sip of my ginger ale. It chilled the heat in my chest. “As a courtesy. The EPF had a shit record before I came on. But now? Every arrogant asshole developer like you asks for permission, not forgiveness, because you won’t get it. They all thought they could buy a workaround, and every single one of them was forced, by me, to comply with the law. Sheikhs and Chinese businessmen. Corporations who tried to buy us off. And you? You’ll comply. Because I’m going to make your life a hell of lawsuits and neighborhood pushback. You’re going to be labeled a criminal and a failure. When I’m done with you, you’ll need my permission to dig a hole in your own backyard.”

      The winner walked away first, leaving their opponent staring at an empty chair, but his smirk held me there because it was the smile of a man who’d won. If I walked on that note, I’d be running away.

      “So, you’re in,” he said. “Despite what I just told you.”

      “Yes.”

      “I already knew you were worthy.” He tipped back the last of his drink before placing his glass exactly in the wet ring it had left on the bar. “You’re tough. Persistent. Smart. A little cunning.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “I did my homework. Have you done yours?”

      He pushed his glass across the bar, tracing a track of condensation, before leaving me there, staring at his empty barstool like a loser.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      Linda Lee wasn’t a bullshitter, but she had a gift for coming at people sideways, fooling them with direct talk and short sentences that gave them the impression that she didn’t have underlying motivations. She made and maintained relationships with people who knew people who knew people in an asymmetrical web of connections she kept in her head.

      This talent made her an excellent investigator. She worked mostly for journalists, cross-checking assumption against fact. I’d met her four years before, when she’d asked for a sit-down about the Gold Line extension impact statements, and I wound up telling her about the dynamics of my family. She countered with her own.

      We sat on a planter ledge outside my office building. We’d ordered from different food trucks. I had a Southern fried chicken salad, and she had a sausage on a stick. Her glasses were oversized black frames around prescription lenses that reduced the disarming sharpness of her brown eyes. Straight, black hair cascaded over each shoulder. She wore no makeup except carefully applied bright-red lipstick.

      “One hundred twenty-two properties in LA County alone,” Linda said, flipping through the notebook she’d laid between us. “No liens. No safety issues. Every complaint rectified on time. No debt he can’t manage. I mean, the Crownes, right?” She bit the tip of her sausage while holding a napkin against her chest to protect her black sweater.

      “Right. I know all that.”

      We spoke softly in the shade of an old ficus. The street was crowded with tourists and strangers, but you never knew who was around.

      “Engaged once. Samantha Bettencourt of the Grosse Pointe Bettencourts. The party was on the family yacht. It was insane. Justin Beckett and Brad Sinclair had a fistfight”

      “That party was five years ago.”

      “Six.” She blew on the sausage. “She died fourteen months after the announcement.”

      “How?”

      “Broken light in the pool. Electrocuted.”

      “Yikes.”

      “He hasn’t dated anyone since she died. Every socialite and actress in LA is trying to pin him down. But nothing. He’s seen alone or brings his sister to events.”

      “He’s been celibate for five years and change?”

      “Didn’t say that.” In three bites, she exposed half the stick, chewing with her hand over her mouth. I waited until she’d swallowed and touched the corners of her lips with her napkin. “He’s got a thing for normals.”

      “Normals?” I asked. She did have a way with words.

      “Women with regular jobs. Regular families. Not like him. Not even like you.”

      “Like me?”

      “You’re half in, half out. No?”

      She was right. Because of my mother, I knew plenty of people in what could have been called high society, but I didn’t really travel in those circles. Even in my private schools, the kids with Crowne-sized wealth usually hadn’t socialized with kids without it.

      So, I wasn’t his type. Good. That was actually helpful. Now maybe my desire would obey the scolding of my common sense.

      “Where does he meet the normals?”

      “He has a little house in Silver Lake. On Edgecliff Street. He goes to bars on the East Side… uses his real name but doesn’t say anything about his money. He spends a few weeks fucking them, and they go their separate ways. I found one woman in Frogtown. Waitress. Said it was the best week of her life but had no idea he wasn’t just a handsome stranger who didn’t want a commitment.”

      My brain lit up with an image. I was on my hands and knees, and he was behind me, shoving his cock in while yanking back my hair, growling, You want it like this.

      I had to take a breath and look away as a bolt of liquid heat shot from my spine to the throb between my legs. I stabbed my salad and ate it, chewing slowly.

      “So,” I said after swallowing, “these women are the only thing he doesn’t completely own or completely destroy.”

      My body wanted me to be one of those women. It wanted his fist closing around my hair and his hands moving it like a doll’s. It wanted him to helm the best week of its life, then walk away undestroyed and unowned.

      Linda slid the last of her sausage off the stick with her fingers and popped it in her mouth.

      “Point is,” she said as she pinched her napkin, “he’s completely undistracted from work. He’s got nothing else to do but fight you.”

      “And he loves a fight.”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that all you have?”

      “For now.” She closed her notebook. “Am I off the clock?”

      “Yes. How are you feeling?”

      “Only a tiny bit stressed that there might be sausage on my face.”

      I looked at her closely, already aware there wasn’t a speck of food on her cheek or lips, but she needed to know I wasn’t being casual about it. “You’re clean.”

      Until her shoulders relaxed and her chest expanded with a full, deep breath, I wouldn’t have noticed how tense she was. Her OCD might never be under control completely, but she managed her outward appearance beautifully.

      “Thank you.” She took off her glasses. “So… how bad do you want him?”

      “Who?” I knew exactly who she meant.

      “When I started talking about who Byron Crowne took home, you went blank.”

      I’d sent her to find out about his personal life, so she’d expected me to press for details and ask questions. Instead, I’d let my mind wander to places and pass locked gates I rarely opened in public. “I was paying attention.”

      I’d decided to deflect, but Linda Lee wasn’t the kind of conversationalist who got slapped off course. “You looked like you were watching a porno in your head.”

      Facts were facts.

      “He’s a nice-looking guy, and it’s been a while.” I snapped the top of my salad closed. “Which means nothing. I don’t need the complications.”

      “Okay.” She said it as if she wanted to believe me.

      She should have because I wasn’t lying. I was getting pregnant, and I didn’t need to start a thing with a guy who’d want to be the father. Especially not a guy who saw me as a conquest.

      You’re tough. Persistent. Smart. A little cunning.

      “How’s the babymaking going?” she asked, fishing a bottle of sanitizer out of her bag.

      “Nothing. Not this month.”

      “Ah, sorry about that.”

      “Linda,” I said.

      She squeezed a lump of gel into her palm. “Yeah?”

      “Byron said he’d done his homework on me. If you did research on me, what would you find?”

      She rubbed her hands together. “I don’t do opposition research on friends.”

      “Is that a policy?”

      “It’s the first time anyone’s asked. I don’t want it to be weird.”

      It was weird. It was weird to ask her, and it was weird to care what the subject of one of the many lawsuits I was heading knew about me.

      “Yeah. Never mind.”

      The EPF had already background-checked me. I was clean. What else mattered?

      I already knew you were worthy.

      Byron hadn’t said that as if my worthiness was based in my lawfulness. He’d sounded as if he’d noticed something no one else had. Something that made me less than clean yet more appealing. He could have been acting that way to scare me, or maybe dirtiness was what he enjoyed in an opponent.

      Maybe that was something Linda wouldn’t understand. Maybe it was something only a man like Byron could see.

      Standing on Wilshire Boulevard in a lunchtime crowd, waiting for Linda to touch everything in her bag to make sure it was there, I remembered his eyes seeing inside me, his gaze a physical presence. I heard his voice in my head.

      I see you.

      You are worthy.

      I will destroy you.
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        * * *

      

      My little two-bedroom house at the base of the Runyon Canyon was squeezed between apartment buildings, which made it cheap to buy and hard to sell. But I hadn’t bought it just to sell it. It was central to everything in the city, close to my mother, and it was all mine.

      Once the sun went down and the air cooled off, Runyon Canyon was the perfect place for a jog. The iron-gated trailhead with its blond stone pillars was only two blocks from my house. The hills were challenging but not brutal, and the streets were wide enough to avoid getting sideswiped around blind turns. The slivers of scenery were like little rewards for a jog well taken.

      I was the only jogger heading up toward Fire Road when a man blew past me on the left. With my earbuds in, I couldn’t hear the crickets or owls, and if there had been other runners that night, I wouldn’t have heard them coming up behind me. So, he took me by surprise.

      Using his speed as a benchmark, I picked up the pace, closing the gap between us. He was fast. I was faster, and if I wasn’t, I would be before we hit Clouds Rest.

      He was fit and had longer legs. His wet T-shirt stuck to the bulging muscles of his back as I came within reach. As if he could feel me behind him, he pumped faster. I chased, sweat pouring off me, using the energy I needed to complete the run.

      The dirt trail narrowed, twisting up the mountain. He was too far ahead to catch at this pace.

      I sprinted up the hill. The music in my earbuds couldn’t get past the whoosh of breath in my ears and the pounding of my heart.

      I had him. I could practically smell his sweat and adrenaline. He might keep running, but if I pushed, I’d beat him to the bench at Clouds Rest.

      “On your left,” I gasped when we were almost shoulder to shoulder, and I passed on the last few steps.

      I didn’t have to look at him as we reached the crest of the hill at the same time, because it didn’t matter who he was. It only mattered that I’d caught him.

      With his hand on the single lamppost, he looked at me and he barked out a laugh.

      After that, it mattered who he was, and the photo finish became wholly inadequate.

      With nothing left, I stopped at the top, pulling out my earbuds before leaning on the back of a wood plank bench with my hands on my knees, gulping breaths like a drowning woman.

      Byron’s tightly muscled legs were all I could see from my crouch. He was standing upright with his foot on a stone as if he’d been taking a moonlight stroll.

      “Fuck you,” I gasped.

      “Is that an invitation?”

      God damn his perfect body. He wasn’t even out of breath.

      Well, then I wasn’t either.

      I stood up and tried to get control of my body. Though I could slow the hard, fast gulps my lungs needed, my chest still heaved with the effort. The movement wasn’t lost on him. His gaze went to my breasts for a moment before finding my eyes again. Obviously he had his own control issues. Noted.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Having a run.”

      “You live in Holmby Hills.”

      He shrugged. “I live lots of places,” he said, indicating the stretch of the Los Angeles Basin beneath us. “I like the view here.”

      The sun had just set, leaving an orange glow at the horizon. A net of crisscrossing lines of light sectioned off the dark city. He stood in front of the bench with his hands on his hips. With no guardrail between the drop and the view, he looked like a sovereign lord surveying his kingdom. There was no question of his dominance over the city. No doubt in his stance that if he could see something, it could be his. He wasn’t defiant or insolent. His power was as much a fact as the radiance of the setting sun.

      I loathed his assumptions. I hated his unquestioning expectations. I despised the authority he carried. Was it his confidence that turned me on? Or the fact that I couldn’t stand him for it?

      “I’ll see you at the injunction hearing,” I said, turning to go down the hill.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To finish my run.”

      “Live a little, Olivia.” He crossed his arms and regarded my heaving chest once more. The moon and light pollution made the appreciation in his eyes just visible. “You beat me. You deserve the breather.”

      My bearing changed. I went from “jog down the hill” to “hear him out” with his simple false acquiescence. “It was a tie.”

      “Did you know they curved the 101 Freeway around Hollywood Presbyterian? They changed the whole route to avoid a church.”

      I stood next to him so I wouldn’t have to look at him. At five-ten, I usually felt tall enough to go toe-to-toe with any man, but Byron was six-three if he was an inch and I felt overwhelmed by the extra height.

      “And they bulldozed right through neighborhoods. Which cut them off and demolished millions in wealth equity.”

      “Tell me something,” he said. “What made the daughter of a model care about the environment so much?”

      “Children of models can’t care about the world?”

      “To be honest? They can, but it’s unusual when they could be modeling themselves.”

      I shouldn’t have been talking to him, much less allowing compliments, but there was no harm in a personal fact. Knowing my motivations changed nothing about the case.

      I stood next to him with my arms crossed, looking over the city. “You building that monstrosity in Bel-Air? I know what that’s about.”

      “Really?”

      “You want to make a mark on the world. Do something that no one’s done and slap your name on it. It’ll be there long after you’re dead. It’ll be the biggest, most expensive single-family house in the city for a long time.”

      “True.” He agreed as if he hadn’t considered his legacy before.

      “I want to make my mark by taking on guys like you. Every inch of land I save from you has my name on it.”

      “And you get a charge out of taking my name off it.” His eyes drifted to my shoulder.

      “You think it’s about you?”

      Just then, I felt a tickle on my arm. It wasn’t the breeze or a leaf blowing by. When I looked down to confirm, I saw huge spider legs and froze. I could identify a black widow, but this one was striped, brown, massive. My fear centers lit up, thoughtlessly releasing adrenaline that demanded I fight or run, and in the moment of decision between the two, I went as dead as a possum.

      Byron took the entire spider in his hand and casually threw it over the bluff.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped. “Thank you.”

      “You all right?” He laid his palm on the place where the spider had been.

      “Yeah. It was probably nothing, but—”

      “It was a recluse.”

      “It was huge.”

      He laughed. “No, it wasn’t.”

      His thumb stroked the skin of my arm. He shouldn’t have been doing that, but my body wasn’t interested in the shoulds and shouldn’ts of his touch.

      “It just surprised me.”

      “Some things are surprising to me too.” Pensively, he ran his fingertips over my bare arm.

      All I had to do was pull away, but his fingers were magnets pulling all my arousal to the trails of his skin on mine.

      “I can’t imagine you surprised by anything,” I said.

      “I bet you have some surprises in you.”

      His fingers drifted across my forearm, awakening new nerve endings. My eyelids fluttered involuntarily.

      He smirked, dropping his hand. With the connection broken, I snapped out of the trance and into shame for allowing him to touch me in the first place. My face got hot, and my chest thrummed with anxiety.

      “We shouldn’t be talking,” I said.

      “We’re in public,” he said, indicating the breadth of the city and its millions of inhabitants with one sweep of his arm. “We’re not talking specifics in your case against me.”

      The particularities of the moment were irrelevant.

      “I’m not going to be seduced,” I snapped, ready to leave it there until his smug look destroyed my common sense. “I’m not some Frogtown waitress.”

      He seemed unruffled by what I knew even as I wanted to swallow back the words.

      “No,” he said. “You’re not. I bet you come like one though.” In my shock, he had a moment to lean toward me, into the light where his eyes blazed green and his jaw looked sharp enough to cut deep. “I bet I can make you beg for it like a starving animal.”

      My mouth opened to respond, and the words on the tip of my tongue were, “Prove it.”

      No. I couldn’t. With his smirk and his arched brow, he was too powerful a temptation. I pressed the tip of my tongue to the back of my teeth and held the words there, squashing them between my pride and my professionalism. Nothing could come out. Neither a lie of denial nor an invitation I’d regret.

      The words were held back, but the force of the rejection was too strong for my will. It yanked me toward him as he thrust forward, smashing us together in a kiss that pushed and pulled at the same time. Fresh sweat and hot breaths, tongues that stabbed and twisted, hands clutching hair and fistfuls of damp cotton. He gripped my hip and hair, and I dug my fingers into the hard muscles of his arm as if I wanted to rip off his skin. We tore each other apart with that kiss, mindlessly surrendering to an embrace that shattered boundaries and drove a stake through the heart of caution.

      He shoved me away, leaving me gasping for that moment again.

      “I was right about you,” he said as if he’d bet I’d be compliant and was deciding on whether or not to take the prize.

      I couldn’t sign off on that, but with his taste on my tongue, I couldn’t deny it any more than I could resist him.

      There was only one thing to do.

      I turned tail and ran down the hill, yearning for him to follow and hoping he didn’t. I didn’t slow down to a jog until I realized he wasn’t behind me.

      When I closed my front door, I leaned against it as if blocking a savage army on the other side. But it was too late. His taste was still on my tongue, and the feel of his body was still in my grip. I’d let the savage in with me.

      I stripped down, exposing still-hard nipples and leaving soaked panties on the floor.

      Everything about that encounter had been inappropriate, especially the swollen throb of my clit and the dense lubrication of the tender flesh between my legs. I set the shower to cold and got in, but I didn’t make it two minutes with the washcloth over my breasts. I pinched a nipple through the rough fabric.

      …beg for it like a starving animal.

      As I pushed the washcloth inside my thighs and up to my pussy, I tried to imagine another man. An actor. A model. The guy who’d fixed my sink last week. But the harder I rubbed, the more they all had Byron’s face, and when they spoke—

      …beg for it.

      —they sounded like him as they hurt me and pleasured me with the ferocity of our kiss, stabbing me with their cocks as I begged for it harder. I surrendered to the force of my orgasm, dropping to my knees with Byron’s face and voice in my head.

      Breathless, I got a fresh washcloth and washed the fantasy off my body, convincing myself I didn’t want what Byron seemed to offer. I was a thirty-two-year-old woman. I’d had good sex my whole adult life without any of that nonsense. Shane and I had been together three years, and it was fine. Greg had been a little more experimental during the two years we dated. Also fine. More of that would be okay, and I didn’t need to lust after a man I despised to get it.

      I couldn’t run into him again. We couldn’t exchange words, personal or otherwise. The state bar had a grievance committee that existed to disbar lawyers like me for bullshit like this.

      Byron Crowne was an arrogant asshole. A manipulative creep with a mile-wide sense of entitlement. He was doing this on purpose.

      I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a single flirtation, much less another kiss. It had taken him fifteen minutes to overstep in a dozen ways and for me to invite him to do more.

      He was an awful human. Period. I was better than this.

      That was his appeal and the reason to resist him.

      Somehow, I had to win this lawsuit without having sex with Byron Crowne.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      If Dr. Galang had a desk, I’d never spoken to him across it. He met with patients in a small room with a single window. It had two comfortable chairs and a couch with matching damask upholstery, warm lighting from a tall lamp in the corner, landscape paintings, and plants everywhere. A table under the window had rows of pictures of him, his wife, and his four children. The room smelled of lavender and happiness.

      He was from Manila originally, but his accent had been rubbed away from decades in Cambridge and Los Angeles. In spite of his bald head and reading glasses, his age was impossible to assume, but I had to guess he was in his fifties or sixties. Old enough to be the best.

      He placed my file on the wooden table but didn’t open it. “So, no luck this month.”

      “No. I’ve been doing everything. Eating right. Exercising.”

      My legs were crossed, and my pump hung from the foot that dangled.

      Bad habit.

      I pushed the shoe back on, knowing I’d wiggle out of it when I wasn’t paying attention.

      “How are the fertility drugs affecting you?” he asked.

      “They’re fine.”

      “Mood swings? Cramps?”

      “Nothing. I mean, I’m always moody.”

      He chuckled. “This is the point where hope starts losing to frustration. It’s time for me to ask if you want to continue this journey.”

      “I do.”

      “Good. Good. Do you want to talk next steps?”

      “Yes.”

      “So.” He laid his hands on his knees. “It’s too soon to say the IUI isn’t working. I think two more rounds before IVF is the next option. You weren’t keen on it when we spoke last.”

      At the beginning, the idea of extracting an egg, mixing it with Emilio’s sperm in a petri dish, and implanting it seemed a bridge too far, but then I’d been full of hope that the simpler techniques would work. Before I’d invested so heavily in failing completely.

      “Is it me?” I asked. “Are my tubes bad? Is it my eggs?”

      “Your eggs are fine. And it’s too soon to start treating infertility. What I have seen…” He held up his finger. “As someone who’s been doing this a long time, sometimes the potential mother’s mindset is crucial.”

      “My mindset?”

      “Ms. Monroe,” he said with a voice of serious, personal compassion, “what do you do for fun?”

      “Fun? Like what?”

      “Do you have friends you see? A romantic partner in your life?”

      “I have friends.”

      “Is there any chance you could maybe take a vacation with them? Relax for a couple of weeks?”

      I hadn’t had a vacation in two years. I’d taken time off from work but usually spent it catching up on papers and amicus briefs I didn’t otherwise have time to go over. I considered it quite relaxing, but I knew Dr. Galang had something else in mind.

      “I have a lot going on,” I said.

      “In my experience, the body operates best when it’s given the message that there’s space in one’s life for a baby. We’re just animals. We’re descended from hunter-gatherers who spent all day worrying about food and shelter. Pregnancy and childbirth were life-threatening processes. If you keep telling your body that you’re busy, it’s going to react by making sure you survive.”

      “I’m not quitting my job.”

      He laughed. “Don’t do that, no, no. Just… whenever you can take it easy, take it easy. See your friends. If you can work less, work less. Have you tried meditation?”

      “It stresses me out.”

      He smiled as if he’d met women like me and he knew all the excuses. I felt like a hot cookie on a tray being slid onto a plate of dozens that looked and tasted exactly the same.

      “How do they do?” I asked him as if he could read my mind, then realized he couldn’t. “Women doing IUI who get stressed out doing meditation? How often do they get pregnant?”

      “I don’t have hard data. Anecdotally? We’re successful at about the same rate, but it takes longer.”

      “I’m patient,” I said, trying to convince myself as much as him.

      “Good. I want you to stay upbeat.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “And relax.”

      “I’ll relax like it’s my job.”
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        * * *

      

      Emilio took another sip of espresso.

      “I have never had coffee this good,” he said.

      “Told you.” Linda had traded her thick, black frames for thin wire ones and braided her hair. Her father’s Koreatown coffee shop was hidden in the corner of a strip mall. Linda had convinced Emilio to sample it for the new restaurant. It was the best coffee in Los Angeles and had such a crowd we three had to sit at the bar at seven in the morning.

      “Amelia needs it.” He often referred to his new restaurant as if it was actually his grandmother.

      “The trick to working with my dad is you wait a long time for him to come out of the back, then you let him do the talking.”

      “Got it.” He looked over the menu. “I want to try this Honduran pour-over.”

      “Me too,” I said.

      “I thought you were on one cup a day,” he said, ordering two from the barista.

      “The doctor said I should relax.” I shrugged. “This is me relaxing.”

      “You should take a jog instead. Make-out sessions are like opium.”

      “Uncle Daddy can shut up now,” I said, wishing I hadn’t told them about Byron and me kissing on Runyon Canyon.

      “He’s kind of right,” Linda added. “Sex releases all the good baby hormones.”

      “Stop.”

      They were making me think about him. The way he’d touched me as if he could—and would—tear me apart like a savage. The way I kept fantasizing about exactly that kind of scary, furious sex with him.

      “She’s just saying what the doctor wouldn’t,” Emilio said. “Sex is nature’s Disneyland, and damn I wish I had the time for it.”

      “I hate him.” They hadn’t said I should have sex with Byron in particular, but I was talking back the thoughts that considered it. “I’m sure he didn’t show up for a jog by chance. He thinks he’s so charming I’ll loosen my grip on his balls.”

      “Maybe he wants your grip on his balls.” Emilio nodded to the waiter when he delivered the pour-overs. “Not figuratively.”

      “Not interested.”

      “You kissed him last night because you weren’t interested?”

      “You want Byron Crowne,” Linda sang into her cup. She held a napkin against the bottom of it in case it dripped.

      “I do not.” The lady doth protest too much. Even when the lady was me. “That kiss could get me disbarred as it is. I’d be a laughingstock, and he’d be...” I paused, looking for the right insult.

      “…better than Tiny Tim?” Emilio finished.

      “He wasn’t tiny.”

      “Better than Pete the Screamer.”

      “Definitely better than Pete the Screamer.” I shuddered as I named him.

      They were harping on my few short-term boyfriends because they knew Crowne wouldn’t be any more than that.

      “Dad alert,” Linda said, pointing at her father emerging from the back.

      Brian Lee wore a straw fedora and horn-rimmed glasses. His tan from his trip to Guatemala was just fading. When he saw us, he made a beeline with one hand out. He laid it on Linda’s back and kissed her cheek.

      “Hello, sweetheart.” He reached out to hug me. “And Olivia. Nice to see you here.”

      “Where else would I go for the best?”

      “Nowhere! Best in town. You must be Emilio?” They shook hands. “Let me show you this Arabica I just brought back from Atitlan.”

      When they were out of earshot, Linda pushed away her mug. “I found out something else about Byron.”

      “What?” The hair on the back of my neck prickled.

      “I was doing some oppo for a client, and he came up. It wasn’t relevant to the job, so it’s not a breach, but as a friend…” She glanced at her dad and Emilio, then the door, and cleared her throat.

      “Tell me,” I begged.

      “His fiancée? Samantha Bettencourt?”

      “You told me what happened.”

      “She wasn’t wearing her engagement ring when she went swimming in the middle of the night. No one knew where it was. Turns out, the plumber found it in the drain catch under the house and hocked it. Three carats. Showed up in a pawn shop in Whittier. Hush-hush.”

      “So… they broke up before? And she didn’t tell anyone?”

      “No one told anyone. It would look bad. You know how those people are. They hire PR firms to manage their kids’ images the day they’re born. I mean, bad enough there was a broken light in a billionaire’s pool. But she was swimming at three in the morning, fully dressed.”

      “He killed her? Are you saying—?”

      “No, no. No evidence of that.” She wiped a brown ring off the counter with a napkin. “But it does raise questions. Don’t you think?”
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        * * *

      

      Samantha Bettencourt had thrown her ring down the toilet. Maybe it had slipped off her finger, but what were the odds? Slim. Real slim.

      If the PR was to be believed, she and Byron were the “perfect couple.” There had been no indication that they’d broken up prior to her death, but that didn’t mean anything. Linda was right. Families like the Bettencourts and Crownes tightly controlled their image. Nothing was reported that the family didn’t want everyone to know.

      The breakup would have made waves. Every woman in socialite circles would have gone on full alert if the oldest Crowne brother had become available.

      Which one had done the breaking up?

      I walked into my office, imagining scenarios. Infidelity. Commitment-phobia. Stupid, arrogant behavior on Byron’s part.

      By the time I got to Amara’s desk, I’d decided it was his fault because he was the most awful man ever to walk the earth. Then as I saw the vase of roses on her desk, I had to wonder why it mattered.

      “Who’s the lucky guy?” I said, indicating the two dozen roses. They weren’t a single color, but a motley selection of pink, red, white, and yellow.

      “You,” Amara said. “So. Who’s the lucky guy?”

      “No clue,” I lied, plucking the card from the clip. I had a clue.

      “Whoever he is, he’s indecisive.”

      “Not my type, then.” I slid the handwritten card out of the envelope.

      

      Dear Ms. Monroe,

      

      I hope you can accept my apology for last night. I was out of line.

      (I wasn’t sure of your favorite color, so I got all of them.)

      

      Byron

      

      Not exactly indecisive, but covering his bases.

      I bet I can make you beg for it like a starving animal.

      Out of line didn’t even begin to describe what had happened. Now there were witnesses and a paper trail. I was as responsible for the kiss as he was, but before that, he’d been disrespectful. Disgusting. Insolent. Egocentric. He’d treated me like a hill he wanted to climb, and I was no man’s mountain.

      I lifted the roses from the vase and dropped them in the garbage.

      “Well, then,” Amara said.

      “We’ll keep the vase.” The note went into the blue recycling bin.

      “You got it,” she replied as she picked up the phone. “Olivia Monroe’s desk.”

      I strode into my office. Forgiveness wasn’t my forte. Offering it would have given him an opening to shove the door open further, and he’d have taken it as a sign to stroll right in.

      “Olivia,” Amara called, “it’s Crowne.”

      Of course it was. He wasn’t going to give up. I should have known that.

      I stormed into my office and snapped up the phone, leaving the door open. “You’re fucking kid—”

      “Hold for Mr. Crowne,” a young woman’s voice said before the click.

      Crap. I’d cursed at his secretary. As much as I’d been righteous in my rage, I shouldn’t have directed it at her. By the time he picked up, I was cowed by my own behavior, which made me hate him even more.

      “Ms. Monroe,” he said. That voice. It existed on a dozen resonant wavelengths.

      “What do you want?” Still sharp. At least I wasn’t cursing.

      “I want to know if you read the note before you threw it out.”

      It was almost as if he knew me.

      “I did.” I held back a thank-you or offer of forgiveness.

      “Should I hang up?”

      Was he retreating? That wouldn’t do. I didn’t want him to run. I wanted him to fight until the bell rang even if I didn’t want him to get what he was fighting for.

      “Why?” I asked. “You’ll only stay on if I accept your apology?”

      He breathed a laugh. Either he thought I was funny, or he really expected forgiveness. “Which color rose do you prefer?”

      “What’s the difference?” I dropped into my chair.

      “So I know what to send next time.”

      “There’s not going to be a next time.”

      I could practically hear him smile in the pause that followed.

      “What did you do when you got home?” he asked as if he knew I’d abused a washcloth.

      “Went to bed.”

      “Do you want to know what I did? It made a mess.”

      “Let me ask you something. Do you do this shit to all the women lawyers you’re up against?”

      “Let me ask you something. Do your hands shake and does your breath get all heavy for every man you take to court?”

      “Only the ones I want to destroy.”

      “Good,” he said as if we’d decided something. “I only say this shit to women I want to destroy. But I don’t think we mean the same thing.”

      I knew what he meant. It was perfectly clear to my body, which redirected all its fluids to my panties.

      “Meet me tonight,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “Business.”

      “What business?”

      “You know exactly what business.”

      “You’re trying to get me disbarred because you’re scared of me.”

      He laughed. “I don’t want to talk about the case. I couldn’t care less about it.”

      “We have nothing else to discuss.”

      “The address is on the back of the card.”

      He did what I should have done the minute the conversation went off the rails.

      He hung up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      The fake-apology note I fished out of the recycling bin had a Silver Lake address on the back.

      Shocker.

      Obviously, I wasn’t going over there. I was going to stay home and work. Go over a Ninth-Circuit decision on the Endangered Species Act that had nothing to do with me. Maybe have a glass of wine before bed.

      I was home, in yoga pants and a beat-up T-shirt, with the court’s  opinion spread out on the kitchen counter because though Dr. Galang had told me to relax, he hadn’t dictated how. As I read the last of it, I considered going up to Silver Lake.

      Byron wanted something I was itching to deliver, and he knew I wanted him. I’d blown it, and I had to get control back. Avoiding him would make it worse. Getting in his face and telling him to suck a bag of dicks would put a stake in this once and for all.

      I went to the bedroom to change when I saw myself in the closet mirror.

      My blond hair was up in a sloppy ponytail, and the T-shirt was shapeless and unflattering. With my makeup washed away, I looked unremarkable. Maybe I didn’t have to change my clothes at all. The yoga pants would send the right signal—not interested in sex and not concerned with my business impression.

      I could have probably driven there, but parking in Silver Lake was a nightmare, so I called a car.

      In the back of the Uber, a block away from his little sex pad, I wavered.

      “Can you wait for me?” I asked the driver when she stopped on the quiet street.

      “I have another call,” she said, meeting my eyes in the mirror. “You going to be all right?”

      She was concerned in the way women are for other women.

      “I’m fine. I’ll just call another if I need it.”

      “Should I wait for you to get in?”

      The lights were on, and a black BMW was in the driveway. He was there. I wouldn’t be left alone on the porch.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Get your next ride.”

      Once I was past the front gate, she drove away. I was left with me and my stupid, reckless, hormone-driven choices.

      Don’t you dare blame the fertility drugs.

      The quaint little house, with its disarmingly soft lights and rosebushes, was designed to seem anodyne. As if nothing bad could happen there. A perfect property to bring strange women to. It worked like a charm on me, draining my resolve to tell him to fuck off face-to-face.

      My better self tried to get a foothold on my will. As I opened the front gate and stepped onto the front walk of the little house, my choice was made and my illusions fell away.

      Before I was all the way onto the porch, he opened the door. A short glass of scotch in each hand. A full day’s shadow on his cheeks. Suit trousers. Light blue shirt with two open buttons at the top, revealing just enough hair to make me imagine the rest of his body.

      I already knew he was gorgeous and erotically powerful, but it was the vulnerability of his bare feet that did me in. I felt too safe, and knowing that did nothing to rouse my defenses.

      “A peace offering,” he said as I approached, handing me a glass of scotch. “It’s a single malt from Japan.”

      I took it. “I don’t drink on school nights.”

      “Just a taste.” He held up his glass, and I clinked it.

      I took the tiniest of sips. Just a taste. To do otherwise would have appeared weak.

      He looked me up and down, from my Keds to my mess of a ponytail, with a slow deliberation that made me as self-conscious of the shoddiness of my outfit as the hungering of the body under it.

      “Problem?” I asked.

      “There’s a poetic symmetry to what you’re wearing.”

      He stepped out of the doorway to let me in.

      I made a quick inventory of the front room. Original art but no one flashy or famous. Expensive but nondescript furniture. A grand piano without personal photos on it. Understated for a man known to be showy with his wealth.

      “You play piano?” I asked after he closed the door behind me.

      “Yes.” He went to the sidebar to refill his drink. “But not in a long time. Here.” He held out his hand for my glass. “What did you think of it?”

      “A little charcoal. Sweet on the back. Hints of bell turmeric and cinnamon.”

      “That all?” He took my glass, brushing his finger against my thumb, leaving a trail of sensation on my skin like a boat leaving a flared wake in still water.

      “It tasted like a drive up Mulholland with the top down.”

      He stood there with his two glasses, silently waiting for me to explain what the hell I was talking about.

      I decided to elaborate instead. “At two in the morning on the Sunday of a holiday weekend, in November when the palm trees drop their seeds and one hits you in the cheek. It hurts, but you laugh anyway because everything is just fine and Tom Petty’s on the radio.”

      He smirked and laid my glass on a silver tray. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      “What did you mean about poetic symmetry?” I asked.

      “You were similarly dressed last night.”

      “I didn’t come here to kiss you.”

      He swirled his scotch. “Didn’t you?” He drained his glass and put it next to mine.

      “I didn’t.”

      “You came to tell me that in person?”

      “You didn’t seem to believe me over the phone.”

      He put his hands in his pockets, drawing my eyes to his belt and the tightness of his waist. I looked away too quickly.

      “What I believe is complicated,” he said. “Because you’re complicated.”

      “Flattery is such a blunt tool, Mr. Crowne.”

      “Call me Byron. Please.”

      “You can call me Ms. Monroe.”

      “See? Complicated. You come here looking like you rolled out of bed, then demand formality. It’s enticing. And that’s not flattery. It’s fact. So.” He crossed his arms and leaned on the piano. “Be here.”

      He turned and walked to the back of the house, flicking on a light to reveal an open kitchen so immaculate and free of pots or canisters I couldn’t imagine anything had been cooked in it.

      “Have you ever had snow tea?” he asked, pulling out a barstool from under the matte-black-topped island.

      “Yes.” I sat, and he navigated around the island. “That’s not a rhetorical question, right? You have some?”

      Snow tea was white lichen from tiny high-elevation regions in China. It had a light taste of grass and meadows that was more grounding than calming. Linda’s father had procured some for me, and I drank it at night when I couldn’t sleep.

      “If you want it,” he said, turning on the burner under the chrome teapot, “I’m making it.”

      “I’d love that.”

      How did he know?

      Of all the things to have in a kitchen that has so little.

      Careful.

      The package he pulled from the cabinet was half empty, suggesting he drank it here often.

      Or he could have dumped it.

      “What got you into snow tea?” I asked.

      “I did some overland travel in China.”

      “First class, I assume.”

      “You assume incorrectly, but we toss lowest and highest scores. I graduated from college without a plan, so my parents sent me to work in the Crowne office in Beijing. Took me a week to realize I didn’t know people and I never would from inside those walls. So, I loaded up a backpack with forty pounds of stuff, which I dumped thirty pounds of anyway. Took the busses and trains. Learned a little of the language. Tried not to get killed.”

      “How long did that last?”

      “Six months. Then I went back to all this.”

      The only red flag was how believable the story was.

      “Did you invite me here to impress me with your hot drink selection?”

      “You’re impressed? That was easy.”

      I neither confirmed nor denied to him what I could not confirm or deny to myself. I was firmly planted in the gray area between what I should and shouldn’t do.

      “We should talk,” he said. “Like adults.”

      “About?”

      “Are you always this coy?” He laid both hands on the counter, rugged fingers splayed to a size that could fist my biceps. “Or do you think the one who gets to the point first loses?”

      “Maybe.” I folded my fingers together like a good student.

      “Lawyers.” He shook his head. “My tongue can still taste the back of your throat. Do you want me to describe it?”

      “No.”

      “It tastes like a run up a mountain on a cool night to a view you can’t see in the dark but you know it’s there. All the way to the ocean. So close you can smell it and so far it’s silent.”

      The teapot hissed, shielding my reaction. He shut off the burner and reached up into a cabinet, then pulled down two identical glass mugs. The kitchen was more functional than it appeared.

      “You want to address what happened on Runyon,” I guessed.

      “Don’t you?”

      He laid the identical cups side by side and put equal amounts of tea powder in each while I tried to ignore the thrum of my heart.

      Ethically, I was supposed to disclose any personal relationship with a client or opposing counsel that might color my advocacy. But this incident with Byron Crowne? A man I professed was the gold standard in assholery? It was nothing. It had to be. I’d never be that much of a doormat.

      “And that brings us here,” he said, pouring hot water into the cups. “Not to what’s in the past, but what’s in the future.”

      He retrieved a silver spoon. I’d never thought stirring two mugs of tea could be manly, but his quick, decisive spins and single taps on the rims were utterly masculine. The way he picked up the cup by doming his hand over the top and pressing his fingertips to the hot glass so that I could take the handle suggested dominance over pain and control over the elements.

      “Thank you.” The burning sensation in the backs of my fingers confirmed the cup was scalding. I put it down slowly, trying to match his forbearance and barely succeeding.

      When I looked at him, he was watching me so closely I knew we were playing the same game.

      “The future,” I said, cupping my hand around the glass, ignoring the scorch on my palm.

      “Any time after this moment.” He took a big sip of tea. If the heat didn’t peel off the roof of his mouth, I’d eat my damn shoe. And yet he didn’t just take it as if it was lukewarm…he took another without even blowing on the top.

      “What do you have in mind?” I gripped the handle and took a sip. I could do this.

      “Fucking you.”

      I nearly spit the tea before it scalded me, but I held it, letting it blister the roof of my mouth as if he and I were being scored on our ability to hide pain.

      Of course, he hadn’t played fair. Dropping that bomb as I drank was cheating.

      I put down the cup, done with the pain game. “What?”

      “Did I misread you last night?”

      By all measures, he was asking me what I thought, but he was really telling me what he knew.

      “You’re not misreading.”

      He came around the island and sat on the stool next to me, legs spread as if he needed to take up as much space as possible. “Good.”

      “We kissed. We’re both adults. Of course you’d think that meant fucking was in the future.”

      “It’s not?” His eyebrows twitched upward in bemusement.

      “I hadn’t planned on it.”

      “Change the plan.”

      I had jurisdiction over my body. He was reminding me of that at the same time as he called me to be ruled by my basest desires.

      But he wasn’t reminding me. His tone wasn’t a gentle prod. It was a command, and I didn’t take orders.

      Usually.

      Especially from men.

      Generally.

      Because none of the men I’d known issued an order the way he did. His words were saturated with the historically proven knowledge that obedience followed them.

      “Why should I?”

      He considered his cup as if committing to his goal, then studied the way my finger tapped the counter as if choosing a strategy, then pondered my face as he decided on his tactic.

      “Because you’re wet already,” he said with a deep knowledge of what aroused women looked like. “Because you want what I can give you. Your head hasn’t even acknowledged it, but your body knows.”

      “That’s…” I was going to end with a denial, but my nipples were hard. “Not relevant. You and I don’t make sense.”

      “That’s correct.” He gulped tea. I left my cup on the counter, refusing the challenge. “We are a disaster. You despise me too much to want a relationship and just enough to turn you on. And from what I can tell, you don’t want to get involved enough to force an ethical quandary. So, if you agree in principle, I have a proposal.”

      Agreeing in principle meant revealing how badly my body ached for him.

      Disagreeing meant never satisfying that ache.

      “I agree in principle.”

      “My proposal is one night. One full night…”

      I could commit to that, and I was about to when he continued.

      “Where I own your body.”

      “Wait.”

      “You let me own you when we fuck. You come when I say. You obey me without hesitating. That’s what you want, and you know it.”

      My cheeks prickled, radiating the heat of my shame. “No, then.” I pushed my cup away. “It’s never been like that. I’ve had three long relationships and a couple of flings but never—”

      “Really enjoyed it.”

      I couldn’t hear another word out of him. It was all lies. Lies and stories to make himself feel powerful and me feel vulnerable.

      You mean turned on.

      “Be honest with me.” He abandoned his cup and stood. “Be honest with yourself. I’m not the only man you could fuck at any given moment. You could have your pick. So, why did you come here?”

      “I wanted to see the look on your face when I told you to fuck off.”

      “I’m right here.” He held out his arms as if asking for a blow to the chest. “Tell me.”

      As with his bare feet, the vulnerability of his posture drew me in. I obeyed him and did what I came to do at the same time.

      “Fuck off.”

      “Is that it?”

      “No.”

      “Give it to me, then.”

      Was he really asking for the depth of my disdain? To what end? His play didn’t matter. There was nothing more important in that moment than wiping that gorgeous grin off his perfect face.

      “You’re a scumbag from a family of scumbags. You think you can walk all over everything and everyone to get any trinket you want. You’re a selfish, egotistical, arrogant, worthless human being.”

      “You done?”

      “You’re manipulative, calculating, and foul. And you don’t even care. You lean into it because you have no moral compass.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Don’t pretend anything hurts you.”

      “Stop pretending everything you hate isn’t everything you want.”

      My answers fell somewhere between “wrong” and “I know you are, but what am I?” They were inadequate, and they were lies.

      Byron reached for me slowly, laying his hand on the back of my neck. I couldn’t breathe through the thrum of my veins.

      “You’re nothing but hunger,” he said. “Every time you talk. Every move. Every decision you make. Your need soaks through you. You think you have it under control, but all I see is how much you want everything you hate.”

      His hand tightened on the back of my neck. He was six inches away, and I wanted him. I’d told myself we wouldn’t talk specifics. That I’d stay inside ethical lines I thought were elastic but weren’t.

      I’d gotten in that Uber to have him.

      No. That was too simple. I’d come to give myself to him, but I couldn’t admit it.

      “You’re wrong,” I hissed, leaning into his body.

      “Want me to prove it?”

      “Do it.” I laid my hands on his chest and tightened my fingers on his shirt. “I dare you.”

      Our mouths crashed together, and he pushed me against the counter. My legs wrapped around him as he ground the shape of his hard cock against me. I pushed forward as if I could get him inside me through our clothes.

      He grabbed my ponytail and yanked it back, exposing my throat. “You want to fuck?”

      “Yes,” I squeaked.

      “You need the fight.” He lunged hard against me while pulling my hair. “You are a self-righteous.” He shoved harder with every pause. “Naïve. Little. Girl. And you’re out. Of. Your. Depth.”

      I was too close to orgasm to be angry at his words or to react with anything but a hard groan. My hands pulled apart, ripping his shirt open, reaching into the gap to feel his body in its raw humanness.

      “What do you want?” he growled.

      I feared I’d gone too far and put everything I’d ever wanted in danger. I had to seize enough control to draw a line. “I need…”

      “What?”

      “I need a condom.”

      He pulled my hair harder, pinning me as his other hand slid under my shirt and bra for a bare nipple. I put my hands behind me to keep from falling, leveraging myself against the countertop.

      “Beg for my cock, and I’ll wrap it before I fuck you.” He squeezed hard enough to hurt, and my hips bucked with pleasure.

      “Please,” I obeyed without thinking.

      He angled my head so I was looking right into his cold, green eyes. I didn’t care if he was a controlling asshole who got off on me begging.

      “Please. I want your cock in me so bad. Please.”

      He twisted my nipple and sucked a breath in when I moaned. “See how sweet you are now? How nice you beg?”

      “Please.”

      He picked up my mug. “Finish the tea.”

      The shape of his cock still rigid against the damp crotch of my sweatpants, he laid his hand on my throat and put the cup to my lips. When he tipped it into my mouth, it was cool enough to drink without burning my tongue.

      “Drink,” he whispered. “I want to feel you swallow.”

      The weight of his palm lay on my undulating throat, over the flow of sweet, tangy tea.

      “Aren’t you sexy?” He pressed his erection between my legs and poured tea into my mouth. “Aren’t you a good girl?”

      Involuntarily, I made a purring mmm in response, then gulped hard to be an even better girl. He was in command. Ten feet tall. King of Mount Olivia.

      “Your throat’s going to feel so tight around my cock.” He tightened his hand slightly. “Do you swallow, Olivia?” I couldn’t answer while he was pouring tea into me, but he didn’t want me to. “You will. You’ll take every drop in your throat. Every inch in your cunt. You’ll take my cock anywhere I put it, and you’ll come when I allow it. You’ll scream in pleasure, then beg for more.”

      He took his hand off my throat and put the empty cup to the side. Every moment was tightly controlled and deliberately paced to heighten my anticipation.

      But we needed to get one thing out of the way. I couldn’t relax until that was done.

      “I have a condom,” I said.

      He reacted by not reacting. When he was in control, nothing could surprise him.

      “We won’t need them.” He ran a finger along my collarbone, watching it trace a line across my skin.

      “That’s not negotiable.”

      His eyes met mine.

      “I’m not negotiating that.”

      Before I could push him off me or unwrap my legs from his waist, he pinned me to the counter.

      “We agreed to one night.” He gripped under my knees and lowered my feet to the floor. “Tonight’s half over.”

      He got back on the barstool. Even after I pulled my shirt down, I felt naked. Worse. He saw the throb between my legs, the untended ache he’d left me with in an act of cruel control.

      “This was a mistake.”

      “Olivia,” he whispered, offering nothing after except an expression that spoke volumes. He didn’t want me to leave, but no matter the reason, no was no.

      “You had consent,” I said. “Past that, I have nothing to offer you or your ego. I don’t come when called.”

      I brushed past him, through the living room, into the dark street where I didn’t have a car.

      Crap.

      I took my phone from my pocket, but as soon as it lit up, he was on the porch.

      “Let me call you a car,” he said as he came down the walk with shoes on his feet and his trousers tight at the crotch. The rod of his erection was clearly outlined when he was in the light.

      I couldn’t bear the sight of him or his lack of shame. He was a reminder of my weakness, the orgasm I’d begged for, the passion he’d cut off as if it was just another night in Silver Lake.

      “I have it.” I started walking.

      Across the street, a handful of young, bearded hipsters were hanging out on a porch, laughing and talking, while behind me, his gate clacked shut and his footsteps hurried to me.

      “This isn’t Bel-Air,” he said as he caught up.

      “I live in Hollywood, thank you.”

      “It’s not safe.”

      I stopped, spinning to face him. “No. Just no.”

      “Let me walk you to Sunset.”

      “Fuck off, Byron. I mean it.”

      “Hey!” a man’s voice came from across the street.

      We both turned. Two of the bearded hipsters were at the edge of their yard.

      “Dude!” said the taller one with a beard down to his chest. “Leave her alone.”

      “You need to mind your business,” Byron called, using the words of every abuser to ever live.

      “That’s not going help,” I said softly, then more loudly, “It’s okay. I’m fine.”

      The shorter guy, a Latino who was stocky with neglected muscle, handed his beer to Long Beard and crossed the street.

      “Ma’am,” he said when he was close, “I’m sorry, but that’s what my mom said for twenty years, and she wasn’t. So that’s on me.” He addressed Byron. “But this is on you. The lady told you to fuck off.”

      Byron seemed to assess the situation better after a moment of thought. He put his hands in his pockets. “I’ll be happy to fuck off once she’s safe in a car, not roaming the streets in a huff.”

      Stocky looked back at his friends, who had crossed to the curb, then at me. “Tell you what,” he said to me. “You call an Uber right here, and I’ll wait with you.”

      “And who are you?” Byron asked. “Who made you safe?”

      Stocky reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver badge. His name was Carlos Hernandez. Officer Carlos Hernandez.

      “The City of Los Angeles says I’m safe. So, I’ll tell you what.” He slid the badge back into his pants. “I’ll stand with her and wait. You sit right there on your porch and watch. And from now on…” He pointed at the house he’d come from and Byron’s modest sex pad. “I’ll be watching you. And you don’t want that.”

      Byron’s pause was loaded with the potential for a blowup. This house on Edgecliff wasn’t his primary residence. He had the money and power to take it or leave it. Or he could throw his weight around, which would turn me off more than any house he built.

      I found myself hoping he wouldn’t.

      “Of course not,” Byron replied.

      I expected a thinly veiled threat to follow. Some power play. A promise to throw some Crowne influence into the mix. But that was it. He didn’t play for a win. The hands in his pockets weren’t to give Officer Hernandez a false sense of security.

      I realized in the next second that his neighbors didn’t know he was a real-estate magnate from one of the richest families in the world and it was important to him that it stay that way.

      “You know what?” I said, opening my phone. “I’m going to call an Uber, and you guys can figure it out.”

      “Cool.” Hernandez crossed his thick arms and widened his stance. “You wanna step away please, sir?”

      The cop wasn’t messing around. He didn’t care that he’d taken as much of a win as Byron could offer. I glanced at the man whose fingers had just gauged the movement of my throat and saw a lion in a trap. Such a small thing, and he was struggling to keep his temper under wraps.

      “Two minutes,” I said, holding up the phone. “A red Kia. I’d like to be alone, if possible.”

      “You heard the lady.”

      “Thank you, officer,” I said. “But I’m feeling a little encroached right now. I’ll be right here until the car comes, but would you mind? Both of you? Just kinda going back into your corners?”

      Hernandez nodded first, taking a step back into the street.

      “I’ll be right on the porch,” Byron said.

      “Thank you,” I replied with a little smile meant to soothe him.

      “Good,” the cop said.

      “Thank you, officer. I was okay, but thank you for standing up for me.”

      “Cool.”

      Neither of them moved first. Jesus Christ. Men.

      “Okay,” I said. “On three. you both go. One-two-three-go.”

      They did. Byron went behind his front gate but didn’t get on the porch. Hernandez joined his buddies on the opposite curb. The car arrived ninety seconds later.

      Once I got in, I breathed.

      I’d seen Byron lose. I didn’t expect to ever see it again.

      At least I knew what was important to him. He’d take a defeat to protect his privacy.

      But as the car pulled up to my building, it occurred to me that Byron played the long game.

      Would he hold a grudge against his neighbor or let it go?

      The same could be asked of what had happened between him and me.

      Was his pursuit over?

      Or had it just begun?
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      The next morning, my pussy still screamed with dissatisfaction my fingers couldn’t cure. Not even twice. I blamed the fertility meds, the year-plus without sex, the time of the month. All of it was to block out the fact that I hadn’t felt so swollen with lust before I met Byron.

      I tried to concentrate on my work, but even as I worked my way through the third motion to compel some basic chain of title documents, the truth kept pushing through.

      My mother called. Perfect opportunity to think about anything else.

      “Hey,” I said. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine. I just had a guy come to look at the foundation.” She’d bought a house in the Hollywood Hills at the height of her career and hadn’t updated it since.

      “How much?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle, so I appreciate the offer you’re about to make, but I have it.”

      “Can you live there while they fix it?”

      “Not if I get the roof done at the same time. Isabelle already offered.”

      “Or you can stay with me.”

      “Thank you. I raised my daughters right. I’ll let you know, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “The Eclipse event is Sunday night,” she said. The show at the LA Mod happened once a year during a total solar eclipse somewhere in the world. It showcased new and emerging artists to the people who could afford to invest in them. People like the Crownes. “I can’t go, and it’s a lot of fun. Maybe you’ll see someone you know there?”

      The emotional openness that made her a terrific model made her terrible at dropping hints.

      “Who’s going that you want me to see?”

      I knew her as well as I knew myself. She was glad I’d asked.

      “Alan Barton,” she said as if she was dangling a carrot in front of a show horse. “Unless you bring a date, in which case—”

      “I haven’t had a crush on Alan since eleventh grade.”

      We weren’t Crowne rich. We weren’t even Barton rich. But my mother had managed her career and investments well, sending us to private schools so we’d learn to walk comfortably in the halls of power.

      “He just got divorced.” More lilting carrot voice.

      “That’s too bad,” I said. “She seemed all right.”

      “She is truly lovely.” Mom sighed. “But she couldn’t handle it.”

      Alan had ignored every high-society imperative and married a Nordstrom’s salesgirl from the shoe department. They’d seemed perfect, but the pressures and expectations of society life must have been a shock. Money cured a lot…but not everything.

      “Well,” I said, “that sucks.”

      “Will you go? I have to RSVP. It could be fun.”

      Relaxing was turning into a full-time job.

      “I’ll think about it. Maybe Isabelle can get away.”

      “Leo has study group that night.”

      “Ah.”

      “So. How are the treatments coming?” The question had a candy coating of upbeat life coach over a chewy, tiptoe-tentative core.

      “Trying again next week. I’ll call you when it sticks.”

      “You know what’s going to happen? You’re going to get pregnant the regular way. You’re going to meet a nice man and—”

      “Those are in short supply.”

      “Alan’s nice.”

      I sighed, trying to see the love and concern in her words instead of the overbearing prompts. She meant well. She’d had a lot of professional success and personal disappointment in her life, and she wanted an easier path for me. So did I, but I didn’t have any idea how to get there.
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        * * *

      

      The guests at the Eclipse worked hard to be photographed on their best sides while the art worked harder to be cutting edge. The black-tie guests discussed canvasses draped with black garbage bags and gray stucco (a statement about the environmental impact of housing), a molded Styrofoam tower shaped like a tree trunk (permanence and impermanence), a red room with shiny plastic orbs hanging from the ceiling (the bloodstream of consciousness), and a dark room showing a video of a man setting houses on fire.

      “You okay if I go talk to someone?” Linda whispered. “For work.”

      “Text me.”

      She moved away, revealing the tall, beautiful man in the dimness, and I froze. The proportions of his face and form electrified every nerve in my body, grabbing my attention with a reminder of his hand on my throat. My second reaction was fury. He had to be stalking me. Why else would he show up here? My next reaction was curiosity. Why?

      A moment after, my brain caught up to my body, pulling it back by the shirt before I flung questions and accusations at him.

      It wasn’t Byron.

      It was his brother Logan, the quiet Crowne who wasn’t photographed. He had a subtle power that echoed Byron’s, and I understood why rumor in social circles was that he was being groomed to take over the Crowne fortune.

      Note taken: Byron was brash and savage. Logan was understated but no less formidable. The sight of him gave me the same feeling of awe without the sexual arousal.

      I walked into the main gallery.

      “Olivia Monroe!” Alan Barton called as soon as my eyes adjusted.

      “Hey,” I said before kissing each of his cheeks. He was wearing a traditional tuxedo that made him seem taller than his five foot nine. But I was in heels, so the poor guy was stuck looking up at me.

      “You look amazing,” he said.

      “You too.”

      His dark-brown hair was brushed back, and his cheeks were shaved clean. He had the dimpled smile of an approachable heartthrob. Exactly the kind of sweet, unthreatening man I dated, back when I dated.

      “I haven’t seen you since… when?” he said, taking stock of me.

      “Three years ago, I think.” His wedding.

      He laughed, and I was reminded of the charm of his smile. “Right. That.”

      “How’s the world of international financial instruments?”

      “Full of scrappers and sharks. But I’m used to it.” He offered me his arm, and I took it. “Win some, lose some. We come out ahead in either case.”

      “Good attitude.”

      “I’m getting out of this birdcage,” he murmured as he guided me across the room for no real reason, then smiled at Lisa Guggenheim before keeping us moving. That was the trick to having a conversation. “Everyone’s in my business. Ruined my marriage.”

      “I heard,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too. I’m taking a spot on the London exchange.” He took a champagne flute from a waiter’s tray and handed it to me.

      “It’s ten times worse there.”

      “If you’re British,” Alan said, taking a glass for himself. “I’m just an American.” He held up his flute. “To social expectations.”

      I clicked and pretended to drink to that.

      “Fuck them all,” he said, waving his arm at the black-tie crowd.

      “When did you get so crude?” I nudged him.

      “Does it not work for me?”

      “Depends who you’re trying to work.”

      “What if I’m trying to work you?”

      In the moment he took to consider the effect of his admission and I took to ask myself if I wanted to be seduced, a flash went off. We both turned. An event photographer in a cheap tux jacket, black skirt, and pink bangs waved at us.

      “Sneaky,” Alan said to her, wagging his finger. “Take it properly.”

      He put his arm around me, and we faced the camera. The flash went off again, and she thanked us.

      The bell rang for the start of a performance piece in the west gallery.

      “I promised I’d see this,” Alan said. “Come with?”

      “I have to use the ladies’.”

      “All right. Find me though. I want to curse at you some more.”

      “Good. You need the practice.”

      I was looking at my phone on the way to the bathroom, which was why I crashed into a wall of tuxedo. “Excuse—”

      The suit was stuffed with sex and topped with emerald eyes that burned through me. Why did he always look so angry? And why did that turn me on? His gaze was unequivocal, unyielding, branding me with fury, and I met it with my own intensity. If he was the unstoppable force, I would be an unmovable object.

      “Me,” I finished but without apology. When he didn’t move, I repeated myself. “Excuse. Me.”

      “I wouldn’t have touched you if I knew you were looking for a man you could crush.”

      “Are we having the same conversation?”

      “Alan Barton is a weakling,” he said.

      My brow furrowed. What did he think he knew? And did he expect me to defend myself against it? I didn’t owe him an explanation. Not a word.

      He took out his phone and, with a single swipe, opened it to the event’s private website, where the subjects of the pictures had approval. Alan and I were smiling together in the moments after he’d admitted he was trying to charm me. We weren’t touching, but there was an intimacy that came with mutual vulnerability.

      “You’ve lost your mind,” I said.

      “Yes. I have,” he growled. “You want me to fight for you. That’s your game.”

      “Me? Mr. Not Now? Everything’s a game to…” I caught myself, glancing around to make sure no one could hear.

      The valets were gathered by the podium, and the concierge was behind the counter. The personal drivers in their black jackets huddled around an ashtray by their Bentleys and Rolls-Royces. The acoustics were too unpredictable.

      Reading my mind, Byron took my arm and pulled me back around the corner.

      “You’re impatient,” he hissed.

      “You can say no any time.” I jerked my arm from his grasp. “So can I.”

      “What about now?”

      “Now wha—”

      He cut me off with a kiss. A smashing, brutal, demanding kiss that I surrendered to as soon as I realized it was happening. He tasted of seltzer and lime and smelled of leather and fire. The heat melted my irritation into a gum-sized black spot in the floor. He held me up with his embrace, and I let him.

      A man can say a lot with a kiss, but the tongue twisting against mine and lips that locked on my mouth couldn’t explain why he hadn’t fucked me when I’d asked or why he came to the Eclipse show at all.

      “Tell me there’s not another man between us tonight,” he said between kisses.

      “There isn’t.” He sucked away the rest with his lips. I couldn’t leave it there. I had no idea what I was promising him. I pushed him away just hard enough to break the kiss without leaving his embrace. “Byron. There isn’t anyone. There isn’t an us either.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, tightening his jaw. “I can’t stop thinking about having you. You’re burning a path through my mind. Ever since I had you in the palm of my hand, it’s been you. I need to have a night with you before it’s all ash.”

      “I’m just a mountain you want to climb.”

      He kissed my neck, gently running his teeth along sensitive skin. I groaned with pleasure, clutching the shoulders of his jacket.

      “Let me climb it. Let me conquer you.”

      “We shouldn’t,” I said, but what I meant was, Give me a reason to say yes.

      “I keep a room at the Waldorf. Let me take you there. One night is tonight. Let me hear you come. Let me feel your legs around me. I want to see your eyes roll back with pleasure. I’ll kiss the rug burns on your knees. I’ll feed you strawberries and champagne after I fuck you, then I’ll fuck you again. I want to mark you with my teeth. I want to make your ass red and your cunt so sore you can’t walk without thinking of me. And then…”

      When he pulled back to look in my eyes, I was breathless and soaking wet.

      “Then when the soreness wears off, you forget. We both forget. We can hate each other again. We can be mortal enemies the rest of our lives. We’ll fight for what we want, and one of us will win.”

      His eyes were so close I saw through the arrogance to the rawest of human needs. Or maybe they were mirrors and I saw my own. He hadn’t given me a practical reason to say yes, but he’d given me plenty to agree to.

      “I’m confirming about the condoms,” I said. “I have them. You wear them. The second you argue about it, we’re done.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Good.”

      “Anything else?”

      “No.”

      “So, it’s a yes?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      He failed to hide his surprise. That was gratifying.

      “Let’s go now.”

      I texted Linda to let her know I was leaving.

      I shut the phone before she could ask for an explanation.
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        * * *

      

      Discernment is the enemy of delight. Pleasure and its pursuit take the shortcut around logic. Knowing better didn’t mean we did better.

      His driver was a ruddy-cheeked Asian man at least as tall as Byron, and he opened the back of the Bentley without judgment. Why I was expecting judgment was a mystery that could wait.

      “Thank you, Yusup.” Byron let me in the back first, then he spoke to Yusup for a moment before sliding in across from me.

      The door closed. The heavily tinted windows shrouded the night. We didn’t say a word as the car exited the lot. He set his feet wide and laid his hands on his knees, regarding every part of my body with utter seriousness. That was my moment to back out. Go back to the party.

      When the car made it to the street and the stern ardor of his face was lit in the intermittent pattern of the streetlights, I checked in with myself. I could stop it. I could still go back and make small talk with old friends. I could, but I didn’t want to. At all.

      “You ready?” he asked from the shadows.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m in charge. I think you’ll like it that way.”

      “I’ll let you know if I don’t.”

      “Open your legs.”

      His low, commanding voice wedged itself between my knees and pushed them apart as far as the skirt allowed.

      “Wider.”

      No one had ever spoken to me with the assumption that I’d obey. Especially not a lover, and I knew I didn’t want to ever live without it again.

      I pulled the skirt over the tops of my stockings and opened up until the air conditioning hit the wet crotch of my panties.

      “Good girl,” he said, making me gasp at the thought he was pleased. He smiled, leaning forward, and ran his hands inside the bare tops of my thighs. “What do you want tonight?”

      “Your cock.”

      “You sure?” He drew the backs of his fingers along the fabric of my lace underwear.

      “Yes. Please yes.”

      “Pick your butt up a little.”

      I did, and he hooked his fingers on the waistband of my underwear, pulling them down a few inches above midthigh. My open legs stretched the elastic lace to near breaking.

      “You want to come,” he said, laying his thumb on my clit.

      “Yes.”

      He pushed two fingers inside me and increased the pressure on my nub. “I want to possess you completely. For this night, I own your orgasms. You come when I say. You ask. You beg to give them to me.”

      “One night.” I managed to breathe out some sense as he rotated his thumb.

      “That’s all.”

      “Yes. Okay.”

      “You are so sexy. Your nipples are hard. Your breaths are coming with the same rhythm as my hand on your cunt. I could do whatever I wanted to you, and you’d beg me to keep going.”

      His attentions went from turn-on to tease, keeping me on one side of release.

      “Do it. Do whatever you want.”

      Leaving my panties stretched between them, he pushed my legs up and kneeled on the floor between them. He bit the tender insides of my thighs, sucking through his teeth until I gasped with pain.

      “Stop?” he asked, looking up at me.

      “No.” I surprised myself. He’d come close to breaking the skin. I shouldn’t have wanted more this badly. “Keep going.”

      He moved to the other thigh, biting and sucking one painful spot that was now connected to my pleasure by a thick electrical cable.

      “You like that,” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “I hope that’s not your first pleasant surprise.”

      Before I could reply, he ran his tongue along my seam, tickling the tip of my clit. The bite marks throbbed in a complementary pulse, rising to meet the arousal of my pussy as he gently wedged his fingers inside me.

      My hands gripping the back of his head, he spread my lips apart and flicked my nub, then sucked gently, before flicking again, playing my body like a game he’d mastered.

      I groaned, jerking into him. So close, I was so close. What was stopping me?

      “Count down from five,” Byron said from the other side of my closed eyelids. “On one, you may come.”

      He went down again, flicking and sucking in the same rhythm as if he didn’t need to wait for me to agree to his game.

      I might as well play.

      “Five.”

      Three fingers inside me.

      “Four.”

      His thumb, slick with my juices, slid to my asshole.

      “Three.”

      All sucking now.

      “Two.”

      Thumb pressed to my ass but not entering. The tingling sensation. The anticipation of a violation.

      “Oneeeeeee…” I exploded in a long nnn, body left behind as my consciousness disappeared into an ecstasy Byron elongated with the precise manipulation of his tongue.

      When I came around, I was gripping his scalp as if I wanted to take out the hair.

      “Sorry.” I let go.

      “Taste yourself.” He kissed me deeply, filling my mouth with the salty tartness of my pussy. The flavor was layered with brine and bitters and lost to the elusive mint taste of his tongue as it wore off.

      “Now you.” I reached for his belt.

      “No time,” he said without looking up to see where we were. “We’re here.”

      The car stopped under the warm lights of the Waldorf as if Byron had a direct line to his exact placement on the earth.

      I reached for my panties, but he stayed my hand. “Keep them down under the skirt.”

      He closed my knees and pulled my dress down with a smirk of delicious mischief as he sat back in his seat. I didn’t have a moment to object before the doorman opened the car. Byron got out, holding his hand to me to help me out of the back seat. Behind him, men in red jackets whistled for cabs, tourists milled about, and a klatch of girls looked at the city through their phones.

      Suddenly, the world had gone from deep shadows and dark, secret places to brightly lit and very public. I’d be seen pulling up my underwear.

      “Come,” Byron said.

      I took his hand and stood on the pavement. “This isn’t what we agreed to.”

      I struggled to mount the steps with my underwear sliding down to where my garters met the tops of my stockings. They wouldn’t fall farther, but they were restrictive and admittedly wet.

      “It was implied.” With my hand in his crooked arm, we walked the length of the crowded lobby. “And your hot little cunt needs some freedom, don’t you think?”

      Without the protection of the fabric, every step rubbed my legs against my swollen clit, and his expression told me he knew it.

      A red jacket opened the brass door of the private elevator. “Penthouse, Mr. Crowne?”

      “Please.”

      “The service you ordered is ready in your room.”

      “Good.”

      We got into the elevator, and the attendant pressed the button, staying in the car with us.

      “This isn’t making me not hate you,” I whispered.

      “But it’s making you want me.”

      “Fuck you,” I murmured.

      “It’ll be my pleasure.”

      The doors opened, and I had to take three little steps out. Byron opened the only door and guided me in, closing and locking it behind him. We stood on the marble, looking at each other, me with my panties down, him in a tuxedo. He opened his jacket button, exposing the enormous shape of his erection.

      Seeing other people had woken me from my sexual haze. I still wanted this, whatever this was, but being in public had shone light on the stretch of my life, and it didn’t include Byron Crowne.

      “Just one night,” I said.

      He yanked open his bowtie. “That’s all we need.” He shrugged out of his jacket. “Don’t you agree?”

      “I do.”

      He came behind me and methodically unhooked the fastening of my dress, then he pulled the zipper down, letting his fingers graze the length of my spine. He unhooked my bra. Slowly, he brushed the dress and bra off my shoulders and let it drop to the floor.

      “Look at yourself,” he said into my ear, reaching around me to turn my chin slightly, making me face a foyer mirror over a table.

      His gorgeous face was over my bare shoulder, my breasts were high and tight, and my thighs were still restricted. He unpinned my hair, letting it fall down my neck.

      “You’re so beautiful.” Wrapping his arms around me to cup my breasts from behind, he said, “Watching that beauty collapse when you come…” He closed his fingers on my nipples and pinched them. I leaned back into him, throwing my head against his shoulder in pleasure when his fingers were tight enough to hurt me. “It’s all I can think about. That moment when you go from beautiful to transcendent.”

      “Take it,” I groaned. “Take that moment. It’s yours.”

      In the mirror, I watched as his right hand released my breast and moved up under my chin, holding my jaw steady while his left slid down my torso to where my lowered panties exposed me. I edged my body upward and parted my legs so he could maneuver, and maneuver he did, pressing hard against my clit before flicking it.

      I uttered a long nnn between my teeth.

      “Open your eyes,” he said softly. “Watch yourself giving it to me.”

      I hadn’t even realized they were closed. His face was next to mine in the mirror, watching my reaction as he worked me, going from soft to hard and back again, taking the stimulation away long enough to make my brows knot with hunger.

      “Do you want to come?”

      “Yes.”

      “How badly?”

      In the mirror, with my body melting in his embrace, he wasn’t the man I wanted to destroy. He was the man who held my catharsis in his hands.

      “Bad. Please.”

      “Come for me.”

      Without stopping or teasing, he gave me my orgasm, holding me up when my knees buckled, keeping my face on his when my neck wanted to arch upward. His grip was a rein on the wild horse of my pleasure, and with that boundary secured, the release expanded in every other direction.

      When I was no more than twitching flesh, he let me lean on the hall table, head down, his arms around my waist. He kissed my back.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he said.

      I was brought back to the reality of who he was, what he’d done, and what I’d just allowed. More importantly, I realized what I was going to continue allowing for the rest of the night, and a part of me shrank back in stunned wonder. I overrode it and turned to face him.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      In response, he knelt in front of me and slid down my underpants and stockings. I leaned on the table when he reached my feet so I could step out of my shoes.

      “Don’t thank me until we’re done,” he said, standing in front of me.

      My eyes traced down the line of his jaw to his chin, then halfway down his chest where my view of his skin was cut off by a closed button.

      “Why am I naked and you’re not?” I asked, running my hand along the path of my gaze and pinching open his shirt buttons.

      “Are you always so impatient?” He opened his belt, then his pants.

      My touch followed down to the warm front of his briefs. “Only to pay a debt.”

      “Get on your knees and open your mouth.”

      I wanted to worship at his feet. Give myself to him. Fight as if I was yet to be conquered. Offer my body like a spoil of war.

      Kneeling before him, I stroked the enormous rod under the last piece of his clothing. He took out his cock, fisting it below the liquid-tipped crimson head, dark and swollen. It was a club. A cudgel. He was going to kill me with it, and I was going to surrender to it. I wanted to taste it on the broken battlefield of my will, subjugated and defiled like captured territory.

      He put his free hand on my jaw and forced my mouth open, looking down into me as if he could see the bottom of my soul. “I said to open your mouth.”

      “Sorry,” I said around his pressing fingers.

      “You want to taste forgiveness?” he said.

      “Yes.”

      I stuck out my tongue, and he laid the tip on it. He tasted of dried plums, salt, and fresh linen.

      “Take it,” he said, putting a hand behind my head. “All of it.”

      When he pushed me into him, I opened my throat and took him to where my tongue tasted bitter melon, breathing through my nose as he jerked forward harder on the next thrusts.

      “Jesus, Olivia.” He stopped and looked down at me.

      I pulled my mouth off him. “What?”

      “Fuck. How far can you take it?”

      “You said all of it.” I laid my hands on his thighs. “When I want to get good at something, I get good at it. You’re welcome, asshole.”

      Before he could reply, I took him all the way, leaving my nose pressed to his stomach because I had something to prove.

      So did he apparently. He jerked out with a gasp, eyes squeezed shut.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let me finish.”

      In his own way, he surrendered, letting me take him even as he set the rhythm, holding my head when he came down my throat. Forgiveness tasted like Callery blossoms, pennies, and bleach. It tasted like a sweet seed in a bitter fruit.

      When he was done, he helped me up.

      “Now,” I said after I’d swallowed everything, “you get to taste.”

      I jammed my tongue in his mouth before he could refuse and was pleasantly surprised at his acceptance.

      “I could fall asleep right now,” I said, so relaxed my eyes were drooping.

      “The penthouse has a perfectly serviceable bed.”

      He scooped me up under my shoulders and knees as if I were a bag of feathers and crossed the front room.

      He pushed the door open with his shoulder. The bright, moving lights of the city disappeared into the dark splotch of Bel-Air. By the bed, a champagne bucket and a bowl of fiercely red strawberries sat on a service cart. He laid me on the duvet and stood at the foot of the bed.

      “Olivia the Righteous. Champion of champions. Vanquisher of my resistance. Tell me what you want.”

      Vanquisher of my resistance.

      I got up on my elbows. I’d been so focused on my fight to refuse him that I hadn’t considered that he’d spent a moment struggling with his desires. More than the knowledge that he’d lost the same battle I had, the admission itself made me want him.

      “I want to fuck.”

      “Do you?”

      “Don’t make me fight for it, because I will.”

      He smiled and took off his shirt, throwing it on the floor.

      “I know.” He got a condom out of his pocket before tossing his pants over a chair. He stood at the bed’s edge with his enormous dick sheathed in a condom, ready for me.

      When he crawled onto the mattress, I opened for him with renewed hunger. We kissed, savoring every taste, every touch, until I reached between us for his cock and pushed my hips into it.

      “Please,” I whispered.

      “Please what?”

      “Please fuck me.”

      He groaned, and his hand joined mine, lining himself up and looking into my eyes.

      “Now.” The word was an impatient gasp.

      He entered me, stretching unused muscles and stimulating pleasure centers left unsatisfied in the front hall. With a grunt, he pushed himself deep and paused.

      “Yes,” I cried, clawing his back.

      He took me then, letting go of whatever had stayed him before. His release was like the detonation of a concrete wall, as if he’d been holding a grenade in his fist. His thrusts were powerful, unrestrained, unyielding. He took the soft parts of my body in his control with the ferocity of an animal. The power of him inside me accepted no less than utter surrender, and I gave it, letting pleasure wash over me with each drive forward.

      “By-Byron,” I squeaked. “I—”

      The rest was lost clamping down on a flood.

      “Come,” he said, pushing deep. “Give it to me.”

      I let go before he finished his sentence, giving him my howl of ecstasy, grasping the skin and muscle of his back. His balls pulsed against me as he came with a last thrust that was so deep it hurt, but so precise it caused a new wave of delirium.

      His lips were in the crook under my jaw when I opened my eyes, and the champagne and strawberries were in my view.

      “You killed me,” I said, turning back to him. “I’m fully dead. You can’t feed strawberries and champagne to a dead woman.”

      I expected a smile or a laugh. Maybe a promise that the right proportion of berries and bubbly, administered by an expert such as himself, was known to revive the deadest of the dead. But that was not what happened. His face went dark, rebuilding the concrete wall I’d imagined blowing a hole through.

      “Are you okay?” I asked when he got off me.

      “I’m fine.” He rubbed his face and stepped off the bed. “You can have some.” He pointed at the strawberries and champagne. “They’re for you. Obviously. I’m going to the bathroom for a second.”

      He closed the door behind him.

      You killed me. I’m fully dead.

      Well, that hadn’t been the right thing to say, and it was obvious I’d reminded him of Samantha at the wrong time.

      Partly, that was my fault. But not really. Because if he was still too raw about her, he had no business having sex with me or anyone.

      Or was I making up what had just happened? Overthinking it? Was I weaving a story that would make it easier to go back to hating him tomorrow?

      The shower went on.

      I got up and laid my hand on the bathroom door’s brass lever.

      Had he locked it?

      Did I want to know?

      What I wanted was irrelevant. What I needed was to know where I stood with him.

      Gently, I pushed down on the lever, and it stopped before the latch opened.

      It was locked.

      I was alone, on the other side of a locked door, naked from toes to tits with no armor but my ravaged skin. Exposed to the despicable man whose stabbing cock had broken down my defenses and made my pussy sore. I’d thought I had the upper hand, but that was a fool’s assumption. He’d been better positioned from the moment I got into his car.

      I found the second bathroom and cleaned up between my legs. My mascara was smudged, and my hair was a nest. As I rubbed under my eyes in an attempt to make myself presentable, the shower on the other side of the wall was turned off.

      I looked at myself in the mirror one last time.

      With furling nipples, my body said yes to the possibility of his hands and his cock. Just a few more times, maybe. Then Byron Crowne and Olivia Monroe would be back on opposite sides of the table, where we belonged.

      I could wait, just to see if I’d misinterpreted his coldness. Maybe his reaction wasn’t about Samantha, and maybe it wasn’t what had set him off. Or maybe he hadn’t been set off at all. Maybe we were good for another turn or two before the sun came up. We’d agreed to an entire night, not a fuck and a dodge out the door. There were so many things we hadn’t explored yet, and we had hours.

      And then, like a slow, thick leak, a trickle of fluid dropped inside my thigh.

      That shouldn’t be. I reached down and took some on my finger and recognized the texture and smell of it.

      It wasn’t my body’s response to the sex. It wasn’t mine at all.

      Still naked, I stormed to the other bathroom and pounded on the door. “Byron!”

      He opened the door, towel around his waist, hair and skin wet, eyes scanning my body as if he was considering another go at it.

      “The condom broke?”

      “It did. I was—”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Going to tell you as soon as I got out.”

      “What the fuck?” I didn’t realize I was shouting until I saw his reaction.

      “I didn’t realize until—”

      “I’m on fertility drugs! You piece of shit. I’m ovulating, and I’m on—”

      “Wait,” he barked. “You’re what?”

      I stormed to the outer room where the floor was littered with my clothes. I slid my dress over my head as I gave him an explanation I didn’t owe him. “I’m trying to have a baby. I’m getting intrauterine insemination, and the next one is tomorrow morning.”

      “Why did you insist on a condom then?”

      “I want a baby. But not yours.” I stuffed my hairpins and stockings in my bag. “Not some random guy I fucked for—”

      “I’m a random guy?”

      “Shut up. Just shut your fucking mouth. This isn’t a game. This is my life, and I don’t want you in it.”

      Period. Bottom line. Nonnegotiable.

      And now?

      Now I might be stuck with him forever. The thought of it opened my adrenal floodgates, giving me two options: fight or fly.

      Choosing flight, I opened the door and rushed into the little hallway. He followed in his towel.

      “Can you wait a second?” he said.

      I pushed the button. “No.”

      Then I waited. It wouldn’t be long. The elevator was exclusive to the penthouse, but I was stuck there. Every second would be torment while the DNA inside me would probably fight like hell to get to its destination.

      “Let me get this straight,” he said as if he could decorate the hallway with his perfect body until the towel dried and fell off. “You’re paying a doctor to put some stranger’s sperm in you.”

      “He’s not a stranger. Not that it’s your business. But it’s my friend, Emilio.” I pressed the button again, but it didn’t glow any brighter. “He’s just helping me out. He doesn’t want to raise a baby any more than I want a partner.”

      He scoffed. “I bet he wants to try the old-fashioned way.”

      “He’s gay,” I punched the button again. “So, you can put your jealousy, or whatever that is, back in the box it came in.”

      “Olivia,” he said with the tone of a hostage negotiator, “can you slow down for a minute?”

      “No. I feel trapped. So just back up.”

      He surprised me and backed up. The distance brought down the heat in my blood.

      “What are you going to do now?”

      He didn’t demand an answer or bark at me. It was just a question, and it was totally my decision. I hadn’t thought about it past getting away from him.

      The elevator doors slid open, revealing the same operator who had brought us up.

      “Going down, Mr. Crowne?”

      “I don’t know,” Byron said, looking at me.

      “Can you come back in two minutes?” I answered.

      “Of course.”

      The doors closed. Byron leaned on the penthouse’s open doorjamb, towel drooping below the groove of his Adonis belt.

      “I have options,” I said.

      “What are they?”

      “They’re not actually your concern.”

      “Agreed. But tell me anyway.”

      I sighed, looking at the space above where the picture railing met the wallpaper. There was an uneven notch on the wood. It had gotten brushed over when the molding was painted. Even here, in a hallway seen by the wealthiest guests of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in Beverly Hills, imperfections had to be made right.

      “One, I call off tomorrow’s insemination, spend two weeks praying I’m not having your baby.”

      He nodded, wearing an iron mask over his opinions.

      “Two,” I continued. “Go into Dr. Galang tomorrow. Get inseminated as usual. Wait until I know if I’m carrying one of two men’s babies, then spend nine months in misery, praying it’s not yours. Have a DNA test to find out if my prayers were answered.”

      “Which one is better?” he asked, jumping the gun.

      “Three. Call off tomorrow’s insemination and get Plan B. Morning-after pills. That’ll cut the whole thing off before it has a chance to fertilize. Start over next month.”

      “Wait.” He pushed himself off the jamb with his shoulder.

      “Byron.” I held out my hands to ward him off. Not just his physical presence, but his voice and his command. He’d soften me into considering what he wanted. I’d be lost.

      “Just…” he started as if he knew bossing me around would shut me down. “Please just—”

      “No. This is my life. Do you understand? My life.”

      The elevator opened.

      “Ma’am?” the operator asked.

      “Thank you.” I stepped inside, and Byron came to the edge of the doors.

      “Can you let me know?” he asked. “Can you just tell me what you do?”

      “Yes. I will.”

      The doors closed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      The drug store was big into tinctures and herbal remedies. The pharmacy in the back had a PA on staff who listened to my story and disappeared to get my pills. While I waited, I browsed homeopathic stress reducers and vitamins that promised peace. Turning the corner, I landed in a section that smelled of sweet powder and actually did offer a slice of harmony. On the bottom shelf, a box of breast pump attachments had a picture of a porcelain-skinned woman with a baby. The design was soothing shades of green and lavender. On the other side of the box, an African-American woman gazed down at her infant with a blaze of love in her eyes.

      Me, me.

      That could be me. I could direct all that love at my baby.

      “Ms. Monroe?” the pharmacist called from three rows away, her youthful voice reaching the right pitch to find me without shouting.

      I put the box back and went to the window. “That’s me.”

      “Have you used this medication before?” Her nametag said Jun.

      “Yeah. Long time ago.”

      After a breakup with my first college boyfriend, I got drunk and screwed a man whose name I couldn’t remember in a frat-house bathroom. The girls in my house said it would be a great rebound. It sucked. I didn’t have to do it twice to prove it.

      “So, you may experience some side effects,” Jun said, holding a lavender-and-green box with fine type printed all over. “Nausea, vomiting, headache. Menstrual bleeding may be accompanied by cramping.”

      My phone buzzed. Byron was texting while Jun explained the circumstances that should lead me to call my doctor.

      “Okay.” I held my hand out for the box.

      “Do you need a cup of water?”

      “Yes, please.”

      —What did you decide?—

      I read, then ignored Byron’s text until I’d finished signing the screen and paying.

      
        
        —Can’t talk. At the pharmacist—

      

      

      I sat on the chairs set up for customers waiting for their medicine and put my water cup on the table. I opened the box and slid out a tiny white pill encased in a plastic blister seal.

      —Did you take it?—

      —Can we talk before you do?—

      Though it was perfectly expected for a man to minimize what getting pregnant meant to a woman and suddenly, desperately, want whatever baby he’d seeded, I was shocked at his hesitancy. Two simple questions illustrated how powerless he felt.

      
        
        —It’s not going to change anything—

      

      

      —I know—

      —Can I call you?—

      I called him instead.

      “Hello,” I said, my voice low in the small space.

      “Where are you?”

      “The pharmacy.”

      “Did you…?”

      “Not yet.”

      I could hear him swallow but not much else. Outside the window, people hustled to work with their phones at their ears and coffee in their hands.

      “Can you talk me through this?” he asked finally.

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “What happens?”

      “I’m going to go to work feeling like shit, and I’m going to feel shitty all day.”

      “Not that.”

      “Thanks for your concern.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You want me to assure you of something?” I sniped. “You want to feel better? Like, that the egg isn’t fertilized and I’m not killing a precious Crowne embryo?”

      “No. I want you to tell me if this is going to keep you from succeeding next month.”

      Why should he care? It wasn’t his business. Not even a little.

      Not unless he actually cared about me, which was a possibility I hadn’t considered until that moment, and as much as I tried to dismiss it, I didn’t want to. If I chose to accept his care, I had to accept the fact that it comforted me.

      “Really?” I could barely hide my suspicion. “That’s what you need to talk about?”

      “Do I want you to do this? No, Olivia, I don’t. I could sit here and promise to send you all the money in the world and never get in the way, but that’s not going to move you, and to be frank, I’d never trust you again.”

      He was the most infuriating, inconsistent, contradictory man I’d ever met.

      “You’d never trust me?”

      “I’d never trust you are who you are. You don’t give up that easily. So, I’m not going to try to convince you. You want to go it alone, fine. Go it alone. What’s really bothering me is that you distrust me enough to not get what you want out of your own life.”

      A dust bunny was caught between the chair leg and the linoleum floor. It wasn’t until he was done that I realized I was staring at it with my hand over my mouth.

      “Olivia?”

      I was snapped from my reverie. “Yes.”

      “Yes, what? Is this going to keep you from having a baby later?”

      “I talked to my doctor. It’s fine. It’ll mess up this cycle. Maybe the next one. Not more.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” I repeated.

      “You left your underwear.”

      He wasn’t trying to be sexy, but the information was so small compared to the magnitude of what was going on that I wanted to choke him.

      “Is there something else we need to talk about?” I asked.

      “No,” he said. “Business as usual, then?”

      “Business as usual.”

      We hung up. I could hate him again. Go full fire-of-a-thousand-suns, et cetera, et cetera.

      No problem.

      The box had a window. The pills were blister-packed inside like babies in glass blankets.

      All I had to do was take them.

      Now.

      Before it was too late.

      Jun was at her computer. I put the box on the counter and reached across for the cup of water, tossing it back as if it was the last tequila shot before the bar closed.

      I’d made a decision, but I didn’t know why.
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        * * *

      

      “I thought you had a doctor’s appointment?” Amara asked as the elevator doors closed. We’d gotten on together, holding our coffee cups and staring at the lighted numbers.

      “Change of plans.”

      “Saw the pictures of the Eclipse thing though. Who’s the hot number?”

      The thought that somehow she’d found out about Byron stopped every mental process. I had to force myself not to freeze in my tracks.

      She couldn’t know. We hadn’t been photographed. And she knew what Byron looked like. She wouldn’t have to ask who he was.

      “Alan Barton?” I asked. The doors opened, and we stepped into the hall.

      “That’s the one.”

      My relief was deeply felt, but I watched it flood me as if I was standing outside myself with my arms crossed, shaking my head in disapproval. Why did you do something you don’t want anyone to know about?

      Guilt flooded where relief had been. Not that I’d hurt anyone, but that I’d put myself in a position where I could be hurt. The night with him needed to be secret or, as a matter of ethics, it needed to be disclosed to my team and the judge who got the case.

      “Conference room in five,” Martin said as he approached. “With Kimberly.”

      “Do you know what it’s about?”

      “Bel-Air, I think,” he replied.

      “I’ll grab your notes,” Amara said, dashing away.

      Martin and I walked down the hall.

      “We tried to call you last night,” he said as we entered the conference room. “Where were you?”

      “Sorry. I shut off the phone.”

      “Do you have a fever?” he asked as we sat. “Your face is red.”

      “Hello, hello!” Kimberly blew in like a plastic bag in a windstorm, wearing a suit jacket, matching trousers, and a blue tie. Though Kimberly was a feminine name, my boss preferred gender neutral pronouns. It had taken me a week to get used to it, but now I couldn’t think of them any other way.

      “You’re back just in time, Monroe.” They threw themselves into the chair at the head of the table. “Guess who I ran into at the gym this morning? Don’t bother. Betty Bellini, the Bellini side of Bellini and Jonson. Architects to the rich and environmentally careless. We were chatting in spin class, if you can call trying to talk while barely breathing a ‘chat,’ and she mentioned she was tired from spending all night at plan check. So, me, being curious but not wanting to alarm the woman during her cardio workout, I called my buddy Jason the building inspector, and guess who pulled new permits late yesterday and, color me shocked, got rush approval on a damn Sunday night? Don’t answer. Let me just bask in how impressed you are for a moment.”

      They could bask all they wanted. I knew the answer. Mitch and I were in the middle of litigating two dozen cases, but the timing of the revision was too much of a coincidence.

      “What were the changes?” I asked.

      “Placement of the electrical box and a one-foot shift on the west side of the footprint. And since the judge put a stay on the permit, not the property, he thinks he bought a one-way ticket to Doing-Whatever-the-Fuck-He-Wants-ville.”

      “We’ll file another injunction before he breaks ground,” I said.

      “Ground’s broken,” Kimberly said. “They started moving dirt this morning at 7:31, apparently.”

      I bolted upright as if my chair had caught fire. “I’m going over there.”

      Kimberly leaned back with fingers laced together over their abdomen. “Nope. I filed for an inspection confirming compliance, and Crowne filed for an independent auditor to monitor the site on his dime, which the judge won’t approve. Yes, it happened that fast.” Kimberly stood. “He’s not going to move a shoebox of dirt off that property without a proper accounting.”

      Kimberly was in a state of self-awe, and I should have been as well, but now there would be no hearing. We’d have to go to a full-blown trial.

      He’d made all these moves while holing me up in a hotel room. He must have had the revised plans already and probably had an independent auditor set up beforehand. All he had to do was show up at the Eclipse event and promise me a night of pleasure.

      I’d been played. I should have known better.

      Knowing what he was, I’d begged for it like a dog in heat.

      Begged.

      I was a loser. A lightweight.

      Chump. Patsy. Dupe. Stooge.

      Never again.

      Now this was war.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      I’d managed to get through the day without eating my own liver in rage. We did all the things we were supposed to do to get Byron to halt construction. None of them needed my anger, and none would work quickly enough. The permit signoff wasn’t a big deal. He didn’t know I’d undone those before, but he was about to find out.

      I could scrape out a win, as always, but I couldn’t shake my emotional uneasiness.

      The night was a lie. The gloaming at the horizon, the cooling fall air, the mating call of the crickets as I pulled up my street. All of it was a lie of peace and contentment.

      Byron Crowne playing me like a fiddle had been eating me hollow all day, and on what should have been a lovely drive home with the car top down, it got worse. Without the constant noise of tasks to do and people to talk to, that bitter, sticky rage and shame got bigger.

      My house didn’t have a gate in front. The front yard had a path right up to the front door, and the driveway was open to the usually quiet street. The apartment buildings on either side weren’t noisy most nights, and the busiest boulevard was two blocks away.

      I pulled in, put the convertible top up, and walked up to my front porch with my keyring on my finger, figuring I’d stew until I was too exhausted to sleep. I was so focused on my bitterness I didn’t see Byron on the porch swing until I turned the key.

      Then I gasped, dropped my bag and held my hands out to defend myself.

      “Whoa,” he said with a chuckle, as if I couldn’t hurt him.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to see if you were all right.” His tie was loosened, and his top shirt button undone, leading me to imagine the body underneath. The hardness under my fingers, the undulating muscles under the skin.

      “I’m fine.” I pushed the door open.

      “Were you sick today?”

      “Why?” I stopped myself. He didn’t know I hadn’t taken the pills. I didn’t want to tell him. He didn’t need another win over Team Olivia. “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t know.” He was serious. He didn’t know why he cared. What a dick.

      “I’m not sick,” I said. “So, you can go before I call the cops.”

      I waited at the door while he stood, buttoned his jacket, looked across the street as if he needed a moment to think, then looked back at me.

      “You look like you had a bad day.”

      “Yeah,” I said, dropping my bag inside the house while I still had a foot on the porch. “Today, I found out you distracted me while your people got a late-night signoff on new plans that are half a percent different. Nice play, Mr. Crowne.”

      He nodded. All the confirmation I needed was in that motion.

      “I enjoyed it very much,” he said, stepping forward, closer to both the stairs and me. He could have turned either way, but his body language committed to neither. “You did too.”

      “And now you’re on my porch.” I put both feet inside the house and crossed my arms. “What’s going on behind my back now?”

      “Nothing. I swear. This is strictly a personal visit.”

      “Pure concern for my health and well-being,” I scoffed.

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Why should I?”

      He faced fully in my direction. “I meant it when I said I couldn’t stop thinking about you. All day, I had to stop myself from calling to see how you were.”

      “That doesn’t make me like you.”

      “Believe me.” He came closer, leaving his toes on the porch side of the door. He looked down at me with a heat that burned through my clothes and snaked its way between my legs like a long, sparking fuse. “This obsession I have doesn’t mean I like you either.”

      “We agree, then.”

      “Oh, this? On this we are in total agreement. You’re an annoying, yipping little dog in a pen of Rottweilers.”

      His words were insulting, but his expression confirmed his metaphor. He looked at me like a starving animal, and under it, I shook with anticipation and loathing.

      “You going to fuck me or not?” I spat.

      “Can you?”

      “Can I?”

      He thought I’d taken the pills and had no idea what the effect was. Right.

      “You could,” I said. “Nothing stopping us. But last night’s over. We agreed.”

      “You trusted me to keep a promise?” he growled.

      I lost a piece of my mind, putting one hand on his chest and gripping a handful of jacket. “No. I didn’t.”

      In a heartbeat, we were kissing in my dark living room, door slamming behind us. He pushed me back, jamming his hand up my shirt as I slammed into a side table, knocking down a vase. I shoved him into the wall, rattling the picture over him, and yanked his belt out of the loops.

      “You got something planned while you fuck me this time?” I pulled the belt free of the buckle and landed a punishing kiss.

      “No.” He bit my lower lip and pulled my skirt up over my ass. “But you do.”

      He spun us around and back, tripping us both onto the couch, where he held me down with his hand on my chest. I grappled for his clothes with a violence I didn’t know I had in me. His jacket button broke away and clicked to the floor.

      “Maybe I do,” I said as if it mattered. As if I cared about anything but getting his cock inside me.

      He pushed my knees apart and grabbed the fabric of my pantyhose, shredding them. Without preamble or a shred of human decency, he shoved two fingers inside me, and I nearly came from the roughness of his touch, crying out with my eyes closed and my back arched. He took them out before the orgasm fully blossomed so he could take out his erection.

      Fisting it with his right hand, he leaned down and laid his left hand under my jaw, putting enough pressure on it to keep me from moving. “I’m going to wrap this up, and I’m going to fuck the yipping dog right out of you.”

      “No.”

      He froze, lessening the pressure on my throat.

      “You don’t have what it takes,” I added.

      Kneeling straight, he got a condom out of his jacket pocket before ripping off the jacket. He wrapped his cock, then pulled my legs up so I was bent at the waist with my underwear and shredded stockings stretched tight between my legs.

      “Take it, then.” In one hard thrust, he was inside me. In two, he was buried to the base.

      I twisted in pleasure, and he took me sideways, one leg over his hip and one under, ramming deep and hard as if he wanted to kill me with his cock.

      “That’s all you have?” I gasped.

      He growled, ripping my stockings apart, then my underwear, allowing him to spread my legs apart and push so deep his body rubbed my clit.

      “This better?” His question was a challenge. “Or like this?”

      He slammed in deeper than I thought possible, shifting against my throbbing core as if he was in a contest to get me off.

      “Should I let you come?”

      “I come when I want.” I reached between my legs, but he took my wrists and held them over my head.

      “What now, huh?” He gyrated deeply, gripping my wrists so hard the pain of my helplessness was exquisite. “What are you going to do now?”

      “Come when I… oh God. Faster.”

      He didn’t go faster. He didn’t slow down either. “Tell me how much you like it.”

      “Faster, asshole.”

      “How bad do you want me to make you come?”

      “Fuck you.” I wanted to slap him, but his hold on my hands was too strong. “Fuck you. I want to come. I need to. Make me come, you fuck. Give it to me harder. Make me come.”

      He leaned down and pushed my bra aside with his chin, then he put his mouth on the pliable flesh at the top of my breast. “You’re not ready.”

      “I am!”

      He sucked the skin of my breast, fucking harder as he sucked me into his teeth into a painful, delicious, agonizing bite that left no room for any other thoughts or sensations.

      As I came, he groaned through his teeth, sucking flesh as he exploded into me. My orgasm went on and on, taking hold of my thrashing body, which was held down by the wrist and tit.

      When he let go, the darkness in the room swam, and my anchor to the earth was my gulped breath and his softening cock inside me.

      “Olivia, one.” He kissed the spot he’d wounded with tenderness I hadn’t known he was capable of. “Pills, zero.”

      “I hate this,” I said.

      “You seemed to like it.”

      “Not that.”

      “What, then?”

      “I didn’t take the pills.”

      “You…” He straightened his arms, his face high enough to be illuminated by the streetlight through the window. “You what?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “So, what does that mean exactly?”

      “I’m not trying to trap you. It’s not that. I won’t—”

      “But you could get pregnant?”

      “From last night. Yes.”

      He stood up in the blue light of the night, dick hanging out, shirt half-undone and wrinkled at the tail.

      “And you want it?” He said it as if he couldn’t believe it. As if the whole conversation in the pharmacy hadn’t happened.

      “Well, yes. I mean, I’m pissed that it’s yours. Obviously.”

      “So, you didn’t get the IUI this morning?”

      “No. I was busy dealing with your backstabbing bullshit.” I sat up straight on the couch, naked in front of him, sore and messy, and regarded him standing there with his dick hanging out.

      His smirk and his regal bearing didn’t seem cultivated to intimidate, but as much a part of him as his green eyes.

      “But I wouldn’t have gone anyway,” I continued. “This way, if I am, then I know whose it is and how it happened. I don’t need the stress of waiting for the DNA.”

      He hadn’t moved since he stood, half-silhouetted in the darkness, the details of his face in blue shadow. He wasn’t sincere or trustworthy. Some manipulation was probably behind trying to convince me not to take the morning-after pills.

      “Did you change your mind?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “So, why are you standing there like you’re shocked?”

      “How long before you know?”

      “I usually take an early test, then the doctor confirms.”

      “I need a date.”

      Quelling enough annoyance to throw a shoe at him, I sucked in a breath so hard it was audible halfway across the room.

      “Please,” he added.

      “Two weeks. Next Sunday, earliest.”

      “I want to be there.”

      “Where? In the toilet when I piss on a stick?”

      He sat next to me in the dark, hands folded in his lap. The bite on my breast was throbbing, and my clothes were situated uncomfortably, but I didn’t move.

      “I know you hate me,” he said. “I know I stand for everything you despise in a person.”

      “What was the hint?”

      “But if we share a child…” He turned to face me, one green eye catching the light. “I don’t want you to feel that way.”

      “You promised you’d leave me alone.”

      “I will. If that’s what you want, I’ll disappear. You’ll never see me again. But what if you wanted me around for him? Wouldn’t that be better?”

      “What if the moon was made of green cheese?”

      “The bottom would fall out of the dairy market, and a child would have a father. Preferable, no?”

      I faced forward with a sigh. I didn’t want Byron to feel trapped, and he wasn’t. I was the one hemmed in on all sides.

      “What are you trying to manipulate me into?” I asked. “This isn’t some play to build that house, is it? Because if it is—”

      “My God, you think I’m some kind of monster?”

      “I’m not sure what I think right now.” Somewhere on the block, a car alarm showed off seven ways to shriek. “Have you heard of Francois Hollande?”

      “The director? French, right?”

      “He’s my father. If you were into obscure foreign films, you’d be oohing and aahing over what a ‘genius auteur’ he is. And even if you only cared about American movies, you’d be asking what he did after City in Thunder, but thankfully, you’re neither. Bursting people’s bubble is a pain in the ass.”

      The alarm died, and a mockingbird took up the call, whistling in seven melodies.

      “When he met my mother,” I continued, “she was a model, and of course she wanted to get into acting. I mean, she was twenty-three and not getting any younger. So, she meets my dad, and he’s famous in France. He was trying to get something going here that might make him some money. She auditions, and he gives her the lead in City in Thunder, to which you’re saying, ‘That was Ursula Rozen, who isn’t your mother,’ right?”

      “Right.”

      “Well, so of course they start sleeping together, and three months before shooting, he knocks her up with my sister. She can’t play the part pregnant. To which you’re saying, ‘It takes two,’ or ‘Why didn’t she use birth control?’ or some garbage I’m going to stop you from saying right now. Because when I asked my mother that, she shrugged and said they were out of condoms and he was really insistent. Insistent. Don’t speak. I don’t want you to tell me what that means to you, but it means something very definite to me. She lost the part, and more importantly, she stayed with him. She married him. Even after she found out he’d recast with Ursula Rozen weeks before he was ‘insistent.’ She still married him, and she stayed married when he knocked her up again with me two years later. This way, he didn’t have to cast her in Eastern Wind… which you never saw because by then my mother finally got smart. She hired a private investigator, found out he was fucking the wife of the studio head, and that finished him. Fatal blow. No movie. No friends. Done.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Slunk back to France. We haven’t heard from him since.”

      The mockingbird gave up and tweeted another melody.

      “How old were you?”

      I shrugged. My flashes of memory of the gray-haired man who talked funny: him standing over the stove with his hand over mine so he could guide the spoon around the corners of the pan, or reading a script by a window, or asking me to say the word squirrel over and over with his eyes on my mouth to figure out how the hell I made those sounds… None of that mattered.

      “So.” I stood so I could pull up my underwear and pull down my skirt. “I know what my mother put herself through when she should have known better. I’m not doing that. You might be manipulating me for some kind of financial gain, or you might not. The point isn’t that I don’t trust you, because that’s obvious. The point is that really…” Clothes back where they belonged, I crossed my arms. “Really… I don’t trust me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I’d met a lot of women in my life, but none who shapeshifted like Olivia Monroe. She’d started as a pawn in a game, shifted into a worthy opponent, then the object of my desire, and in the past few hours, between telling me she was trying to get pregnant and the moment she explained the holes in her trust, she’d become someone I wanted to care for.

      Now, standing before me in a dark room with her arms crossed, she’d shifted into a woman too complex to fathom. If there had been straight lines between what I wanted and what she wanted, I’d have known the play, but they were curved around themselves like a gold chain in the bottom of a drawer. I could easily discern the unknotted lengths of chain where I wanted to fuck her. But the rest was hopelessly tangled, and yanking too hard would break the whole thing.

      “I have an idea,” I said, giving myself a moment to change my mind by putting my dick back in my pants. “It’s the worst idea I ever had.” I zipped up.

      She reached under the table lamp to click it on, and I could finally see our surroundings.

      “Let’s hear it.” She sat on a white chair with blue flowers upholstered into the fabric. I recognized the pattern as a custom weave from Surya, and it didn’t match the couch, which looked as if it came from a dorm. The rug was a floral IKEA job, and the side table was a thirty-year-old rosewood Niemeyer. If the lamp was brighter, I’d probably see the same mix of high and low. Nonetheless, her cool beauty and the glow of her skin elevated everything in the room.

      “You don’t trust yourself with me.”

      “I’m not trying to stroke your ego.”

      “As a tactic, flattery is beneath you.”

      “But it’s not beneath you,” she said, acknowledging that I’d flattered her and that nothing I said would make her believe it wasn’t a tactic.

      “In the end, either you’re pregnant, or you aren’t. If you are, I’m going to keep my promise and leave you alone. But I don’t want to. I want to take care of it, and you, and be as much of a father as you’ll let me be. Which I understand you don’t want. You have a career; you have enough money to get by. You think I’m more trouble than I’m worth. I want to convince you otherwise. I’m not…” I held my hand up to stop her train of thought. “Not interviewing for the job of husband. That’s not in the cards. But I want you to see me as a father. I want you, in the ledger of your life, to see I can be in the plus column.”

      “What’s your deal?”

      “My deal?”

      She crossed her legs and leaned her elbow on the arm of the chair that was closer to me. “Why are you so intent on this?”

      That was as good a time as any to tell her the hard truth. It would make things easier later.

      “The odds of me ever loving a woman are nil,” I said. “Getting married is less than nil. I’m not husband material. However, that doesn’t mean I don’t want children. A family of my own.”

      “And I can give you a child without the hassle?”

      “The same thing you want.”

      She nodded with a cock to her head as if she might actually believe me. “We’ve fucked twice already, and this time, just now, it wasn’t carefully thought out. It was… I mean, for me it…” She held her tongue and looked down. Her eyelashes cast long shadows on her cheeks. “I don’t have great control around you, and I already said I don’t trust myself.”

      “I have control.”

      “You can’t control me.” Her blue eyes blazed as if she’d forgotten who called the shots when her legs were spread. The thought gave my balls a twinge.

      “Everything you hate about me as a partner isn’t going to change.”

      “But I’m supposed to embrace you as a family man?”

      “I think it’s worth a try. Listen, it’s Labor Day weekend. My family has a place up in Santa Barbara. Come up. We have a house. It’s—”

      “What are you going to tell them? I’m an egg bank, and you have a deposit maturing?”

      “There are enough bedrooms for me to bring a friend.”

      She scoffed and sat back in her chair with her face turned to the ceiling. “You don’t know people at all.”

      “It’s not about what they think. It’s about what you think.”

      “I think you’ve got some kind of hard-on for me and it’s scrambling your brain.”

      I laughed. She was right. She was a cord of desire running between my head and my dick. I’d never felt such a strong pull from a woman. Her scent, a soft lavender that sneaked up on the edges of my consciousness, was a narcotic lulling me into a haze of sexual need.

      But for all that, she knew the lesser truth. I wouldn’t confuse desire for love. Ever.

      Neither would she.

      “I have a hard-on for you,” I admitted. “Your body, your voice, the way you walk into a room makes me want to fuck you. But I’m not scrambled. I can’t love you or anyone. That’s not in the cards for me, and as far as I go, it’s not in the cards for you either. You won’t ever cross that line, because you despise me. You know I’m wrong for you. That’s why I trust you.”

      She regarded me, tenting her fingertips and tapping them as if giving rhythm to her thoughts. “This might work. Except the jealousy over Alan.”

      “I wanted you, and he was an unexpected obstacle.”

      “Will every man I meet be an obstacle?”

      She was thinking into the future, and she was right to. If there was a baby between us, we needed utter clarity for the long term.

      “As long as you and I are fucking, I offer exclusivity. And we’ll fuck until we’re bored. No hard feelings.”

      “Do you have any actual emotions?”

      “Not anymore. No.”

      She laughed and slid down in her seat. We had a deal, and with it, the possibility of her spreading her legs before dawn.

      But not quite.

      “I need to ask you something you’re sensitive about,” she said.

      “I know what this is.”

      There weren’t too many things anyone would suspect me of being sensitive about.

      “Samantha,” she confirmed. “Was it suicide?”

      I’d expected questions about my feelings, which ones had died and which were still hanging around. The death was a death, and few people asked anything past what had been announced. Years of walls built around the truth set my jaw against an answer.

      “Is this line of questioning a deal-breaker?” I asked.

      “You’ve delineated the exact ways I trust you and the exact ways I don’t,” she said. “But I have no idea of the lines around where you trust me.”

      I sat in a chair across from her shadowed shape, settling in. I had nothing to prove to her or anyone, but I wanted to fuck her more than I wanted to keep a secret. Or maybe I was a fool.

      Both could be true.

      “Early in the morning,” I said, “when everyone was asleep, she used a crowbar to break the pool light. Then she jumped in wearing her pajamas. She didn’t drown. It was electrocution.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Faster that way actually. Her parents didn’t want anyone to know. I honored their wishes and trust you will too.”

      With that, for reasons I couldn’t define, I’d widened the lines of trust by a mile and a half. Sam’s suicide was a source of shame for me, and this woman wasn’t close enough to me to know it. I waited to feel a stab of regret but didn’t.

      “I will,” she said with an emotionally flat seriousness that only increased the trust by another half a mile.

      “Thank you.”

      “Do you have any idea why she did it?”

      I knew I couldn’t tell her, but at the same time… I was compelled to.

      “We had a fight.” I tapped my knee. No more. We’d hit the line. “So. There you have it. Is that all?”

      “Are you okay about it?”

      “Am I fucked up if I say yes?”

      “You’re fucked up,” she said. “You are one fucked up son of a bitch. You’re hard as iron. Sometimes you’re hot. Sometimes you’re cold. But still cast iron through and through.”

      I stood, and she looked up at me with her legs crossed and her posture relaxed as if she had the upper hand.

      She did. She’d earned it, and if we were doing this thing, I needed to let her have moments of victory. I’d made the mistake of being too hard with a woman already, and I wouldn’t do it again.

      “You understand me, then.”

      “No.” Pushing herself up on the arms of the chair, she stood nose to nose with me, our bodies barely brushing against each other. The sharp smell of sex came from her. When she spoke, her breath fell on my lips, and I wanted to feel her from the inside one more time. “I don’t understand you. But I don’t need to.”

      “This, Olivia.” I kissed her. “This is why I trust you.”

      We were kissing again, and I was getting hard under the pants I’d just zipped up when she gently pushed me back.

      “Go,” she said. “Before we’re up all night.”

      With a little effort, I could have taken her. I could have persuaded her the orgasms would be worth the lost sleep, but I needed to convince her she could trust me.

      I plucked my jacket off the floor and got into it while she opened the front door.

      We kissed one last time, and I left.
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        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, surrounded by the humble silence of big, yellow earth-moving machines, I stood on what was truly the most perfect piece of land in Los Angeles. Ocean view to one side. City views in every other direction. On a clear day, you could see the future, and the sun was rising without a drop of marine layer between me and what I’d been convinced I’d never have.

      A spit-shined black Suburban crunched rocks and dirt under its tires as it rolled onto the lot. By the time I got close enough to hear the engine, it was turned off and Logan got out in a suit, tie, and shoes made for the office.

      “I told you to wear boots,” I said after a quick hug and a back slap.

      “I’m not staying long enough to step on a nail.”

      “It’s your foot.”

      “So,” he said, turning to catch all of the view. “This is it?”

      “This is it.”

      “Your choice for the One Big Thing.”

      “It is.”

      Until both our parents died, which wasn’t happening any time soon, each of us could request a family investment in what we called the One Big Thing. After that, we were limited by trust funds, which were ample enough to keep us in gold-plated dinnerware, golf club memberships, and my string of spec houses, but not nearly enough to fund a project of this size. It was planned that way to make sure we learned how to raise our own capital, avoid waste, and prioritize investments over wanton spending.

      “You had some environmentalists on you over the footprint?”

      “Fixed. We’re solid.”

      “Thank God,” Logan said. “Dad has regrets over Colton’s OBT.”

      “I’m not Colton.”

      Of the six of us, only my younger brother Colton had called in the OBT so far, taking it in cash when he turned twenty-one. He blew it in two years, setting the bad example we all strove to avoid.

      “No, you’re not. But when you decided not to run Crowne Industries, he got a little worried.”

      “Too much responsibility,” I replied. “Too many eyeballs in my business. You can have it.”

      Over the ridge, a cloud of dust was kicked up by the arriving crew.

      “Your loss,” Logan said. “It’s fun, you know.”

      “Sure. While we’re on the subject of fun…”

      “Were we?”

      “Labor Day weekend. Crownestead. You going?”

      When Mom’s hands had started tremoring constantly, our parents moved up to our summer house in Santa Barbara to live full-time.

      “Dad considers that a working holiday, so yes. Lyric will bring a dozen annoying friends; Colton may show up. Dante’s who knows where.”

      “And Liam?”

      “Playing daddy at Malin’s parents’.”

      “Ah.”

      “Why? No one to torment?”

      “Counting bedrooms.” A handful of trucks pulled in, and men in work clothes spilled out. “I’m bringing someone.”

      Logan was easy to read, and for him, I was too. The less I tried to say, the more information he’d get out of me.

      “What’s her name?” he asked.

      “Olivia. She’s a friend.”

      Logan could have said plenty. He could have teased or prodded, and after half a lifetime of living with him, I knew he wanted to. But he didn’t. He hadn’t given me a hard time about women since Samantha died.

      “You’d better get to work,” he said. “See you in Santa Barbara.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      After work, I went to Amelia’s to help Emilio with the menu. The construction team was putting up the custom lighting and art deco brass finishings when I arrived. An array of small plates was lined up along the bar.

      “What’s this one?” I asked as Emilio held up a wedge of bread with a clear gelatin wiggling on the edge.

      “Bone marrow with raspberry reduction.”

      He fed it to me. I chewed slowly.

      “Salty. Maybe too salty?”

      “More raspberry.” He made a note in a little book.

      “I wanted to tell you something,” I said.

      “You hate it? Just say so.”

      “No. Not that. About the IUI.”

      “Did my virility finally show up?”

      “No, I mean, I don’t know. I skipped this month.”

      “Second thoughts? Giving it a rest? Manuel!” he interrupted himself, shouting to the construction supervisor before rattling something off in Spanish.

      Manuel agreed, but si was all I understood.

      “Sorry.” He forked a ball of gnocchi. “Tell me if this is too meaty.”

      He fed it to me, and I took my time chewing.

      “Not. It’s good. Cloves?”

      “Yep.” Another note in his book. “Russel’s telling me I need a hamburger. I’m like, Jesus Christ, can we be the one place in LA without a twenty-two-dollar ground beef sandwich on the menu?”

      “About the baby thing?”

      “Yep.” He shifted the plates around.

      “Someone else…”

      He froze with a dish in each hand.

      “This cycle… someone else got in, I guess you’d say. It was the night before the IUI appointment, so I was ovulating. I didn’t want any confusion. So.”

      He put down the food. “Don’t tell me who.”

      “I can neither confirm nor deny.”

      “It was Byron Crowne,” he guessed as if he was stating a fact.

      “Confirmed.”

      “Girl.” Hector, the sous chef, delivered two steaming plates into Emilio’s hands and cleared the dirties. “You hate him.”

      “I do, but I think that kind of works in bed. It’s…”

      “Hot.” He put the new dishes on the bar in front of me.

      “So hot the condom broke. Are you mad? You can still be the world’s best uncle.”

      “It’s your body, baby. What did you tell him?”

      “Everything. I had to. Right? I mean, fair is fair. Then I was going to take the morning-after pill and call it a wash, but I couldn’t. I just… I want this too badly.”

      “And what about him?”

      I sighed. It was a short, complicated story he deserved to hear. “He’s down for it, but he wants to be involved.”

      “Uh-oh.”

      “He invited me to a family weekend in Santa Barbara. He thinks spending time with him will prove he’d be a decent father. This guy. Do you know what he was doing while we were in bed the other night?”

      “Hopefully not sleeping.”

      “He was backstabbing me. And I’m supposed to believe he’ll be Mr. Honesty from now on? How is a weekend at the beach going to change that?”

      “I hear his parents are nice.”

      “You hear…”

      His parents. He wanted me to meet his parents.

      “Olivia? What’s going on in your head?”

      “He’s so fucked up and so transparent. He’s trying to demonstrate that whatever I think of him, I’ll like his family.”

      “You might.” He pushed a glass of lemon water to me. “Cleanse your palette. The coniglio is subtle, and I don’t want you to miss the surprise.”

      I drank the cold, acidic water to prepare my palette for the rabbit stew.

      If I was ready to like his family, I was ready for just about anything.
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        * * *

      

      A Bentley came for me on Friday evening. He wasn’t in it. His driver, Yusup, whom I remembered from the Eclipse show, handed me a soft, white card in an envelope. “Byron Crowne” was embossed on the back flap. I opened it while he loaded my bag into the trunk.

      

      Dear Olivia,

      

      I’m sorry I can’t join you for the ride. I had to come up early to take care of some business. Yusup will do whatever you need to make your trip comfortable.

      I decided not to tell anyone in my family about the possible pregnancy. I don’t want them to get their hopes up. Hope you agree.

      

      —Byron

      

      I agreed. For two people who couldn’t stand each other, we saw eye-to-eye on a lot of things.

      “Ms. Monroe.” Yusup stood by the open door. “Do we need to stop anywhere before we go?”

      “No.” I got in, and he closed the door. The inside smelled of new leather and luxury.

      When he was settled in the driver’s seat, he turned to me. “There’s a window between us. Would you like some privacy?”

      “No, I’m good.”

      He nodded and pulled away. “There’s a console to your left if you want to listen to music or the news, water in the pouch in front. You can charge your phone if you like.”

      “What kind of music do you like?” I asked.

      “I’m a classic rock guy myself.”

      That sounded good. I scrolled through the stations until I found one playing Led Zeppelin.

      “What does Byron listen to?” I asked.

      “News, mostly. Stock tickers. Music tends to more lady rock.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Songwriters and their guitars. Liz Phair. Amy Winehouse. That kind of thing.”

      Surprising. I could barely imagine Byron enjoying music at all, much less songs with metaphor-heavy lyrics.

      “How long have you worked for Byron?”

      The car got on the 101 and sped up without a rumble or a change in the engine noise.

      “Going on six years. I sold him his first Bentley, then he hired me. He said he could tell I was ready to leave the dealership. Man oh man, he was right. And couldn’t beat the pay.”

      The tinted windows dimmed the passing night.

      “Did you know his fiancée?” I asked.

      “Nice lady. Terrible what happened.”

      “Yeah.”

      “He was busted up about it.”

      What did “busted up” mean for a man like Byron Crowne? Was he snippy? Angry? More stoic than ever?

      “I bet,” I said. “He’s a sensitive guy.”

      “Sure was.”

      Past tense? Was sensitive? Was the chauffeur referring to a specific incident in the past or his boss as he used to be? Before I could weasel my way into clarification, Yusup changed the subject.

      “You’re going to love the house,” he said. “Great pool. Right on the beach. They have a stable of rescued thoroughbred runts. Do you ride?”

      “A little in high school, but not competitively.”

      “Maybe he won’t try to race you, then.”

      I laughed. Even Byron’s driver knew he wanted to win at everything.
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        * * *

      

      Yusup and I braved the Friday night traffic with small talk and only one bathroom stop. His parents were Muslim Uighurs from Western China, and they had brought him and his sister to the United States when they were small. He wasn’t eager to tell me about the Chinese government’s unwanted attention to his people, but I pressed him. By the time we got to the Santa Barbara coast at nine thirty that night, I knew enough to be angry on his behalf.

      “The Crownes have done everything they could to get my grandmother over here,” Yusup said as the car turned up a small street dotted with houses set far behind wrought iron fences. “But China isn’t impressed with money or lawyers.”

      “What are they impressed with?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing, man. Ted Crowne had a refinery in Ningbo province. He threatened to close it unless China issued visas to her and anyone she wanted to bring. They called his bluff.”

      “So, he didn’t close it?” We drove up into the hills, through an iron gate with a crown in the center that opened as the car approached.

      “No, he closed it. China took it over like that.” He snapped his fingers. “They don’t like to lose. Not for one grandma or a hundred. But the Crownes are honorable. They’re people of their word. Ted apologized to me like he hadn’t lost millions on that refinery.”

      Yusup stopped the car at the top of the circular drive. The Spanish-style house looked modest from the front, lush with crawling, flowering vines and old trees that, come morning, would cast the yard in shade.

      Yusup turned to make eye contact as he put the car in park. “I hope I didn’t bring you down.”

      “Not at all. You made a boring ride very interesting.”

      Byron came out the front door wearing jeans and a deep-green, unbuttoned polo. He opened the back door for me while Yusup got my bag from the trunk.

      “How was your ride?” Byron asked, offering his hand. I took it and let him lift me out.

      “Fine. Yusup’s a great conversationalist.”

      “It’s the car salesman in him,” he announced as if it was a running joke between him and his driver. “Careful or he’ll sell you a Rolls.”

      “It’s the superior drive, if you ask me.” Yusup slammed the trunk closed. “Can I take this upstairs?”

      “I have it.” Byron took the bag. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you!” I called.

      Yusup waved and drove the car around the side of the house.

      “You tired?” Byron asked, leading me to the front door, then into a large entryway with warm stone floors and high ceilings with exposed beams.

      “Not really.”

      “Good. Everyone’s at the pool.”

      “A swim sounds nice.”

      “You can change in your room.” He held out his hand but dropped it before I could take it, as if thinking better of holding my hand. I’d never seen him so unsure of himself.

      I’d have to take it easy on him.

      He led me through a living room with a crackling fireplace and huge, open sliding doors that led to a patio, up a flight of wood stairs, looking back at me to talk. “My mother put you in the room over the pool. If Lyric and her friends stay up late back there, we can switch.”

      “I’m sure it’s fine.”

      The upper floor had two short hallways. Byron led me left and into my room, where he placed my bag on a bench at the foot of the bed. The doors opened onto a balcony with two chairs and a table with fresh flowers in the center. The bed was frothy with pure-white linens, the woods were stained clean gray, and the air was thick with ocean salt.

      I heard splashing and talking from below. In the moments of silence, the sound of crashing waves came through.

      He put his hands behind his back. “Will this be all right?”

      “It’s gorgeous.”

      “Good. Good. Bathroom through here.” He reached through an ajar door and flicked a switch, lighting up the pure-white porcelain of the sink. His biceps tensed as if it took all his strength to keep his hands behind him.

      “I should change,” I said.

      “My room is across the hall,” he said.

      “Is that a hint for later?”

      He smirked, and a touch of cockiness came back. “I don’t want to embarrass my family.” He let his hands drop to his sides.

      “Me neither.”

      “So, if I bend you over the bed right now, I can hold my hand over your mouth so they won’t hear you scream.”

      A vision of him holding me down and stifling my screams of pleasure shredded my maturity. I was ready to bend myself over the bed when a peal of young female laughter came from downstairs, saving me from temptation.

      “Byron?”

      “Olivia?” His voice was rough with desire.

      “Get out.”

      Judging from the tightness of his mouth, it took all his strength to leave.
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        * * *

      

      The bikini fit perfectly. If I was pregnant, it was too soon to start showing, but I still checked myself in the mirror to make sure, and I was still disappointed there was no change. I put on a robe and went downstairs, navigating poorly through a library and two living rooms before I found my way around to the back of the house.

      “You must be Olivia,” a woman in her sixties, with a short, gray pixie cut and a sheer robe over her bathing suit, called from the kitchen. She was pouring white wine into two glasses set on the stainless countertop. “I’m Doreen Crowne.”

      “Hi, Mrs.—”

      “Doreen, please.” She jammed the bottle into a bucket of ice to open her arms for me. The embrace was warm but not overly familiar.

      “Nice to meet you, Doreen.”

      “I hope you like Chablis.” She handed me a glass. “Kind of old school, but on a hot night, it’s perfect.”

      A potentially pregnant woman shouldn’t drink. I took the glass anyway. “Thank you.”

      “Come,” she said as she slid open the back door. “Everyone’s so excited to meet you!”

      I followed her out, hoping she was exaggerating.

      The turquoise pool was shaped like a bitmapped comma with a hot tub at the narrowest end. Two men sat at a table by themselves, speaking earnestly and quietly under an overhang of grape vine. The middle-aged man had to be Ted Crowne. Byron had his lips and his intensity. The younger man I recognized as Logan from the Eclipse show. On the left of the pool were empty banks of private couches. To the right were sun chairs occupied by four women in their twenties, huddling together over the glow of their phones. Directly forward there was nothing but blackness on the horizon, but in the morning, there would be an unobstructed view of the ocean.

      There were flowers and plants everywhere. Every corner had a potted mini-tree. Vines wound through the overhung eaves. As I let myself relax into the intimacy and warmth of the foliage and soft lighting, my eyes fell on the reason I was there.

      Byron stood at the edge of the pool, still fully dressed except for his bare toes curling around the curve of the tile. The underwater lights shimmered from beneath him, turning his expression from friendly, to lustful, to powerful, and back again.

      Which one was really him? Or had the rippling water exposed a complex reality?

      “You must be Olivia.” A man’s voice came from my right, but Byron’s lips hadn’t moved.

      “Yes,” I said in that general direction.

      Ted was standing to greet me, and Doreen led me over. A heat lamp flamed above us.

      “Olivia, this is Ted, Byron’s father.”

      We shook hands over the table, which was covered in papers and folders.

      “This is such a beautiful house,” I said.

      “Thank you,” he said. “When I inherited this place, it was falling down. Doreen brought it back to life.” He nodded to his wife with deep admiration.

      “Want to buy it?” Logan asked, closing his laptop before standing.

      “Logan,” Doreen scolded.

      “It’s a ridiculous expense.” He shook my hand. “Except when we have such lovely guests.”

      “We talked about this.” Byron’s voice was right behind me. He’d approached so quickly and quietly I jumped a little.

      “Did we?” Logan smirked, sitting and opening his laptop.

      “My brother’s a world-class flirt. Ignore him.”

      Byron eyed my wine glass suspiciously. I held onto it. He wasn’t the boss of me, and I didn’t have to prove I was keeping healthy. Not to him.

      “He was being friendly,” Doreen objected. “Which he should keep doing.”

      Doreen pushed the laptop closed.

      “Yeah,” Lyric said, walking over in a bikini top and a towel around her waist. Her damp hair hung loose to her waist, curling slightly as it dried. “Put that shit away, dude.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m Lyric. Nice to meet you.”

      Her hand was cool and damp from a recent swim.

      “Nice to meet you.”

      She pointed at her friends. “That’s Corinne, Kristy, and Karla.”

      Two of the three waved. The third didn’t look up from her phone.

      “I’m going in to get some chips. Want anything?” she asked me.

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Refill me, would you?” Logan pushed a short glass with ice on the bottom toward her. “The Macallan. Thanks.”

      “Basics get their own.” She strutted into the house with a defiant sway to her hips.

      “They wanted a girl,” Byron muttered.

      “You boys needed a sister,” Ted replied, then looked at his wife with a smirk that must have been patented for the Crowne gene pool. He pulled out a chair. “Sit, Olivia.”

      “I was thinking of jumping in first.” I put down my glass.

      “Go on,” Doreen said, sitting. “It’s perfect.”

      The diving board was on the side with the couch banks, and Byron followed me there.

      “Sorry about them,” he said.

      “Who?”

      “My family. We have a habit of inter-sibling harassment.”

      “I think it’s cute.” I slid out of the robe and dropped it on a lounger.

      “You’re trying to kill me in that bikini,” he murmured.

      I stepped up onto the diving board. “Death is too good for you.”

      Without hesitation, I dove headfirst into the cool shock of the water, letting the loud whoosh and gurgle turn into placid white noise. I let my mind relax and let my body go limp and passive so the air in my lungs and buoyancy could carry it to the surface. Thoughts floated away, and for a single moment, I didn’t want anything but the caress of the water.

      An underwater eruption yanked me out of my reverie, then hard hands gripped my arms and I was pulled upward, gasping for air not because I was out of breath, but because I was too stunned to hold it.

      “You’re okay?” Byron held me tightly, as if I’d sink like a stone without him. His brown hair was black with water and flattened to his face, and his lashes were stuck together. The polo was stuck to his chest, and water dripped from his lips. He was struggling to tread water.

      “Me? You could drown wearing jeans in the pool.”

      “Just… don’t do that.” He let go, looking away from me.

      “Do what?”

      I followed his gaze. Doreen was standing. Lyric was at the door with a bowl of chips in her hand. All her friends were on the edges of their chairs, ignoring their phones to stare at us. Logan remained seated, but Ted was on his feet.

      “You guys,” I said. “Really. I’m a California state bronze medalist. Freestyle.”

      Logan laughed and came to the edge closest to me, holding out his hand. The stairs were only halfway across the pool, but Logan’s intention was clear: prove competence. I swam toward him, leaving Byron behind.

      “It’s not you,” Logan said. “They’re worried Byron’s going to sink.”

      I locked wrists with him, and he pulled me out. Doreen brought me a huge striped towel and insisted on wrapping it around my shoulders.

      “He’s jumpy,” she said under her breath.

      Lyric brought the chips to her cohort, and they went back to their phones.

      Byron sloshed up the stairs, taking a few gallons in the heavy weaves of his clothes.

      “You’re a hero looking for a crisis,” Logan said, handing him a towel.

      “You’re the crisis.” Byron grabbed the towel, but Logan didn’t let it go.

      A tug-of-war ensued so quickly I almost missed Logan pulling the towel and ducking to get Byron over his shoulders to throw him back in. But Byron recovered enough to pull Logan in with him, and both of them landed in the water fully clothed.

      I laughed, and Byron seemed to forget himself long enough to lean on his brother’s shoulders to dunk him. Logan got out from under and tried to return the favor. They smiled and splashed, wrestling for dominance like two kittens in the same litter.

      Next to me, Doreen sighed. “They’ve been like that since they were kids.”

      “They’re cute.”

      “You haven’t touched your wine. Do you want to try another bottle?”

      “It’s late, and I think the long drive dehydrated me. I don’t want to get a headache.”

      “I have just the thing.”

      The pool’s surface slapped and swayed. Byron got out from under Logan and flipped his wet hair out of his eyes to look at me with a grin that was only possible on a face that was relaxed with a heart that was happy. I’d never seen him like that, and I took a moment to file the memory of it before following Doreen into the kitchen.

      “One of our cooks made us a lemonade,” she said, taking a glass pitcher from the huge refrigerator. When it closed, it looked like another cabinet. “Do you like ginger? She shaves a little in with lime zest, and it’s wonderful.”

      “Sure.”

      “So, you’re a swimmer?”

      “High school, so not really anymore. I just wanted Byron to stop thinking I’d drown.”

      She poured plopped ice from the bucket into two tall glasses. “He’s usually fine, but after he found Samantha…” She cringed. “Did he tell you that?”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “I shouldn’t have.”

      “Now I know not to play dead in the pool.”

      She poured the lemonade pensively. “It changed him.”

      “How?”

      I didn’t expect her to answer, but she must have made up her mind to do so in the time it took her to put the pitcher away.

      “He’s been a bit closed off since then. Tightly wound, if you know what I mean.”

      “I sure do.”

      “When I heard you were coming,” she handed me a glass,“I was so happy. He hasn’t mentioned a woman in five years.”

      “It’s not all that serious.” You might have a grandchild though.

      “Well, he brought you here. He must think very highly of you.”

      We can’t stand each other.

      She was prodding me because her son must have told her next to nothing about me or why I was there. I didn’t want to lie to such a kind, cordial person, but I couldn’t tell her the truth either.

      “Lemonade toast.” I lifted my glass. “To people we think highly of.”

      She clicked with me just as Lyric and all her friends came in, chatting and giggling. Behind them, the two sodden brothers talked at the edge of the pool with their father. Across the patio, Byron’s eyes met mine. Though he may have thought highly of me, he had raw, carnal hunger on his mind. He stripped me naked without laying a finger on me, and for the first time since we met, I forgot I hated him.
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        * * *

      

      Was it the magic of a healthy family that turned down the heat of my loathing? Over the kitchen counters and enough lemonade to send me to the bathroom twice, Doreen and Ted asked me about my life, my childhood, and my famous mother while Byron sat quietly. He interjected to wisecrack or ask a clarifying question he usually knew the answer to, but otherwise he left it to his parents to charm me until close to midnight, when Doreen rubbed her neck as if it ached.

      “Cinderella didn’t actually turn into a pumpkin at midnight,” Ted said, holding his hand out to his wife.

      “Her dress disappeared,” I added.

      “Well, I’d better get my wife to bed before then.”

      Doreen took his hand and stood. “Dancing with a prince can take it out of you.” With Ted helping her keep her balance, she leaned over to plant a kiss on my cheek. “It was great to meet you. Nellie will be here bright and early to make us breakfast.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Good night,” Ted said, leading Doreen out of the room slowly, as if she needed him to help her get there.

      I caught sight of Byron watching them go, and for the second time that night, I felt as though I was seeing a wistful expression I wasn’t meant to.

      “Is she all right?” I asked.

      “The Parkinson’s gets worse when she’s tired.”

      So many questions rushed to get through, and my manners were such a well-trained bodyguard that I froze with my lips parted.

      “Not hereditary,” Byron said as if he knew the most pressing question. “Not her case at least. We’ve all been checked out. My mother is the victim of a random environmental mutation.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s terrible.”

      “It is, but the medication helps, and she has my father, so it’s tolerable.”

      The sentiment behind his statement was the last thing I’d expected from Byron Crowne. He was a man who powered through life, not one who believed two people could find comfort in each other’s arms.

      “I’m wiped out.” I took my glass to the sink and turned on the faucet.

      “We have a staff to take care of that.”

      “My mother didn’t raise me to leave dishes.”

      From behind me, he turned off the water and took the glass from my hand. “Your mother raised you well. But our dirty dishes support a dozen people. Let them do their jobs.”

      I faced him, and he put his hands on the counter on either side of me. His hair had dried, but when I laid my hands on his waist, his shirt was damp and cool.

      “Fine,” I said. “You win.”

      “Get used to it.” He ran his nose along my cheek.

      “I’m really tired.”

      “How tired?”

      “Too tired for a visit tonight.”

      He pulled away just enough to let me see the flecks of his eyes. They weren’t green but a mix of blue and light brown. How had I not seen that before?

      “Is that your final word?”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes grew more distant as he leaned away. “Let me walk you up, then.”

      As he led me through the formal dining room, I stopped at a large painting. It was square, four feet by four feet, probably oil, rendered with traditional strokes. The scene was outdoors, bordered by large desert palms with a floor of California poppies. The eight members of the Crowne family sat on a blue checkered blanket facing the viewer. Ted and Doreen on either side but leaning toward each other. Doreen had a book on one knee and her arm around a toddler in a pink dress. A tear ran down the little girl’s cheek as if she’d just gotten over a tantrum. One boy of about seven or so had his hand on her shoulder, comforting her. Another boy, close in age, sat with his knees up, facing away from the rest of his family. I recognized green-eyed, early-teen Byron in his jeans and polo, but his hair was a mess and he was making rabbit ears behind his serious brother Logan’s back with one hand. With the other, it looked as though they were having a tug-of-war over a Lego build.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you with the smile,” I said.

      He scoffed. “The artist spent a month with us. She’s supposedly famous for capturing relationships. Personalities. That kind of thing.”

      “Who’s this?” I pointed at a stern-looking boy of about seven years standing behind Ted.

      “Liam. And this is Colton.” The boy had on a bright, mismatched outfit and held a donut in his hand. The other was behind his back. “He was about nine.”

      “Liked donuts, did he?”

      “He likes pleasure and detests hard work.”

      “A bacchanalian.”

      “She got him right. The rest of us, I don’t know.”

      Maybe he didn’t know. Maybe he was in denial or making sure he kept his mask on straight. I thought the artist had been onto something Byron didn’t want me to see.

      “Ready?” Byron said, heading for the stairs.

      I followed him to my bedroom door. “This is fun,” I said with my hand on the knob. “Thank you for inviting me.”

      “Good night.” He laid his hand on the doorknob to his room.

      “Good night.”

      We paused, and I considered a visit across the hall. But he broke the spell, opening his door first as if he was determined to respect my wish to sleep. I turned the knob. We went into our rooms at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      I left the curtains open, thinking they faced west and I’d be greeted by soft morning light. But they were south-facing enough to let the full blast of the sun edge onto my sleeping face.

      When I got out of the shower, I heard women talking and the sound of a broom on the hall floor. Outside, a man skimmed the pool, and another pruned the grape leaves.

      Lured by the smell of bacon, I went to the kitchen. A woman with a short, tight afro and navy apron had four pans going. Bacon, sausage, eggs, ham. She was shucking a watermelon that had given its life to participate in a bowl of fruit salad.

      “Hi,” I said. “You must be Nellie?”

      She glanced up from scooping poached eggs for only a moment. “I am.” Her accent had a Louisiana patois. “Can I make you an omlette?”

      “I can wait for the poached, if you don’t mind.”

      “I’ll make you some. Coffee’s up on the patio. The orange juice is fresh.”

      “Thank you.”

      A sideboard of food had been set up on the deck on the other side of the doors. No one seemed to be up except Logan, who scrolled through an iPad screen with a notebook in front of him. I got myself coffee and a croissant, then sat silently at the table so he could finish writing his notes.

      “Good morning,” he said. “Sleep all right?”

      “I did. Thank you.”

      He laid his pencil to the side, closed the book, and turned the iPad facedown. “So. Olivia Monroe. You look like your mother.”

      “That’s what I’m told.”

      “Have you done any modeling?”

      “My mother taught me that’s not a long-term plan.”

      A woman came out with a plate of poached eggs and toast, setting it before Logan. Another refilled his coffee.

      “Thank you,” he said to her before addressing me. “So, you went to Loyola Law. Why not Princeton?”

      Telling me what I already knew about myself must have been his way of telling me he’d looked into my background deeply enough to know which schools I’d turned down. If that was his game, I could play. I had nothing to hide.

      “They made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.” I took a sip of coffee, but it was too hot, and I cringed.

      He slashed an egg with the side of his fork, letting the yolk drip over his toast. “There’s a saying: if you want to know a woman, don’t look at what she accepts. Look at what she rejects.”

      “You can say the same for men.”

      He gave a short nod. “Maybe.” He put a piece of egg and toast in his mouth and paused to chew. “So, it was money?”

      “It gets cold in New Jersey,” I said. “I’m a thin-blooded California girl. And also, yes. Money. Loyola picking up the tab in a temperate climate was better than freezing my ass off for half tuition.”

      “Smart.”

      “You have me at a disadvantage,” I said. “I have no idea where you went.”

      “Stanford. Two years. Then I dropped out.”

      “Why?”

      The woman who had brought Logan’s eggs brought me a similar plate. I thanked her, and when she left, he answered.

      “There was only one thing in the world I ever wanted, and staying wasn’t going to get me any closer to it.”

      “Let me guess. The flying trapeze.”

      He laughed. “Not exactly. I wanted to run Crowne Industries, but my brother had three years on me. If I was going to catch up, I couldn’t waste any time learning the business. I figured he’d fight to the death for it.”

      “You won, I guess?”

      He shook his head and sliced his egg with a casual confidence. “He gave it up to do his own thing. The spec houses.”

      “He’s making a real success of it. This one he has going now is huge.”

      “And you’re invested in stopping him.” He isolated one piece and stabbed it. “You might win too.” He scraped the fork on his teeth.

      “I will win.”

      “Here’s the thing.” Logan laid down his fork. “You seem all right. But you have a conflict here. This friendship, or whatever you’re calling it, with my brother will get complicated no matter who wins. And my investment…our investment in Byron’s success is more than financial.”

      He left it there as if he’d given me enough information to infer where his interests and his brother’s parted ways. I picked up my coffee. It was cool enough to drink. I took a big swallow.

      “If he fails,” I said after my cup clicked in the porcelain saucer, “you’re back to competing for your job.”

      “Not much of a competition, but sure.” He gave a cocky shrug. Chatter and dishes clacking rose from the kitchen. “Let’s say… sure. I’m not in the mood to win a succession fight. The point is I don’t want to see him hurt by that or anything. Now, I’m not one to get between my brothers and the women they bring home, but in this case, I want you to know I’m not going to sit by and watch this turn ugly.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. What was in the water in the Crowne household that made these boys so primed for battle?

      “What turn ugly?” Byron’s voice came from the doorway to the kitchen. He wore running shoes and a sweaty T-shirt. He pulled it up, exposing his washboard stomach, and wiped his face with the hem.

      “Your fucking face,” Logan said.

      Byron didn’t believe him. I could read it like a well-lit billboard in the middle of the night.

      “Logan thinks the environmental lawsuit isn’t going away. He wants me to play nice.”

      Byron scoffed and poured a cup of coffee. “You don’t know her.” He sat next to me, stretching out as if the chair was a couch. “She plays to win.”

      “I play fair.” I pressed my fork into an egg until it bled onto the toast.

      “That’s good to know,” Logan said.

      “Do you ride?” Byron asked me. “Horses.”

      “When I was younger.”

      “We have a stable down the hill. I can have someone tack up for you. We can ride the trail to Royal Ridge and be back before it gets too hot.”

      “Sounds great.” I finally took a bite of my breakfast. It was delicious.

      When I glanced at Byron, he was gazing at me with a distrust I hadn’t seen since the day we met.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      Logan wasn’t to be trusted with Olivia. He wouldn’t try to fuck her, but he’d make it a point to work the angles so I’d be fucked. I was the only other man in the world who could run Crowne Industries, so I was the only one who put the fear of God into him. Fear was a bad decision-maker.

      “What the hell was that?” After a shower, I found him exactly where I expected. Working in the office, banging at his laptop as if he was pissing on his territory.

      “What was what?”

      I came around to his side of the desk and slapped his laptop closed. “I heard the whole thing.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” He leaned back and looked at me as if we were having a casual conversation. “Oh, wait. You wanted to see what she’d say. Am I right?”

      “I’m not discussing Olivia.”

      “Did her answer satisfy you?”

      The problem with my brother in any position of power was that he was too aboveboard for his own good. If he didn’t tell the full truth in words, I could easily read the entirety of his scheme on his face.

      “Leave her alone,” I said. “She’s not that important.”

      “Our mother thinks it’s serious with you two. Said she had the tingle as soon as she saw her.”

      “Jesus.” I fell into a chair.

      He’d taken the wind right out of me. My mother’s foolproof way of discerning a couple’s longevity struck the back of her neck. It hadn’t been wrong yet.

      “Yeah,” Logan said. “She even waved her fingers that way she does.”

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Good idea. She’s so excited she practically did a step dance. She thought, after Samantha, you’d never bring anyone around. But you go ahead and ruin her week. Tell her the tingle’s wrong. Promise her you’re going to mope around the rest of your life.”

      “Excuse me?” I snapped, and he swallowed hard, knowing he’d overstepped.

      “I’m sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

      “You’ve never lost anyone. I’d never wish it on you.”

      “I know. But—”

      “But?”

      “But it’s possible you’ve started to come out of grieving. It’s possible you’re vulnerable to a woman who’s looking to give herself an edge.”

      I laughed. I had to.

      He was right.

      If anyone would go to extraordinary lengths to gain an advantage, it was Olivia Monroe.

      And if there was any woman I trusted wasn’t doing exactly that, it was her.
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        * * *

      

      I found Olivia sitting on the couch with my mother, looking at photo albums. They were cooing at a picture of me at five wearing a Superman costume to the kindergarten Halloween party.

      “You were so cute!” Olivia exclaimed when she saw me.

      This whole huddled meetup… brought to you by the fucking tingle.

      “We should go.”

      “Wait!” Mom held up one hand and flipped through pages with the other. “This was the year after! He wouldn’t let us buy him a new one! And look how happy he was.”

      I knew the picture. Bigger me in the same costume. Belt too small. Little red underwear sagging at the crotch because I’d pulled at them all day, blissed out on being the same guy I’d been the year before. If I could have worn it a third year, I would have.

      “Do you still have it?” Olivia asked Mom.

      “I do.”

      “Okay,” I snapped. “Let’s not. Shall we?”

      “He wasn’t always such a stick in the mud,” my mother murmured to Olivia.

      “Courtney’s got the horses tacked,” I said.

      “Are you going to Dead Man’s Grove?” Mom closed the album. “Nellie can pack you a lunch.”

      “Oh, that name sounds…” Olivia didn’t finish the sentence. Her expression said it all.

      I explained. “If we’d ride down too close to dinner, our father would tell us if we didn’t get back in time, we were dead men. So.”

      “He never killed them, but there was this one time—”

      “We should go,” I interrupted my mother more sternly than intended. “Please.”

      “I’ll tell you later,” Mom whispered. “Funny story.”

      Olivia came toward me, and Mom tucked away the album with a satisfied smile.
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        * * *

      

      The trail to Dead Man’s Grove narrowed as it turned down the ridge, and I pulled Keats to a stop so Olivia could take the lead. Once she was settled in the saddle, she was a decent rider, letting her body sway and rock with Brontë’s gait the way she moved with mine when I fucked her.

      She waited for me around the turn, where the path widened, tall and straight in the saddle as if she were queen of all she surveyed, including me.

      I should have felt threatened. Instead, she lulled me into a sense of security I had to shake.

      “The horse’s names,” she said, then waited for me to walk astride. “Is it John Keats and Emily Brontë?”

      “Charlotte, actually.”

      “I ride corrected.”

      She smiled at me from her saddle, tightening a connection I’d been trying to deny. It was getting harder and harder to turn my back on the obvious.

      “My mother has a degree in English lit with a focus on poetry,” I said.

      “And you were named for Lord Byron?”

      “After Dante, my father put an end to naming children after poets. The horses weren’t so lucky.”

      “‘I want a hero:’” she quoted, “‘an uncommon want, when every year and month sends forth a new one.’”

      “Don Juan was a satire from the first line.”

      “Agreed,” she said. “There are no heroes.”

      She wasn’t protesting too much. She wasn’t irritated by the fact or crying out for change. She didn’t need a hero. She didn’t need to be saved. She was the champion of her own story, and she knew it. Olivia asked for nothing not because she feared she’d never get it, but because she was a master of creating her own truth.

      I didn’t want her or anyone. I was going to be alone the rest of my life. But she could tempt me, this magical creature who fought like a warrior and quoted poetry like an artist. This goddess who needed no one but chose me for now.

      I trusted her not to love me, but I was too trusting of myself. The ocean-scented air blew strands of gold from her ponytail and over her cheeks. With the trop-tropping of hooves and the lope and rock of the animals under us, I was lulled into flexibility. My thoughts came unbridled in loose, curling strands of gilded light. They were so absorbing I left the vault door open, forgot to check the lock on my heart.

      That moment was when my feelings of tenderness grew from my lust, but I was equally convinced the tenderness had been lying in wait. Like a seed with the potential for the entire tree inside it, it was always there, waiting for the water of her laughter and the sunlight in her eyes.

      “‘She walks in beauty,’” I said. “‘Like the night. Of cloudless climes starry skies; And all that’s best of dark and bright, Meet in her aspect and her eyes; Thus mellowed to the tender light, Which heaven to gaudy day denies.’”

      “You’ve impressed me.” She smiled, swaying with Brontë. “But it’s still satire.”

      “You obviously haven’t met you.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me as if I’d lost my mind.

      Maybe I had.

      “Over here,” I said, pointing toward a little picnic area surrounded by a log fence with piles to tie the horses. Colton had carved the words DEAD MEN TIE HERE with hacked triangulations where curves should have been.

      We kept the area grassy and clean, with a teak table and chairs in the center, next to a hundred-year-old ficus that kept the space in shade.

      I got off Keats, tied him, and tried to help her down, but she’d already slid off her saddle with competent grace, so I unpacked the leather saddlebags Nellie had filled with our lunch. Together, we laid out the crackers, cheese, and meats. Olivia cracked a little jar of jam and raised it to her nose.

      “Is this fig?” she asked.

      “No clue.”

      “I love fig jam.”

      She sat, and I straddled the bench facing her.

      “Let’s see.” I prepared her a cracker with brie and jam, then held it up.

      She took it in her mouth and rolled her eyes with a deep mmm. “It’s fig all right.”

      “Chalk another one up for the Crownes.”

      She laughed, snapping a piece of French bread in two.

      “I like your parents,” she said, wedging a slice of hard cheese between the crusts. “They’re nicer than I thought they’d be.”

      “How did you think they’d be?”

      “Aloof. Guarded, maybe.” I must have been easy to read, because she explained before I could ask. “My mom used to take me to these parties sometimes. She wanted me to meet people who could help me in my life, but they knew I wasn’t one of them. One of your crowd. So, it was a lot of them testing me. Like Bianca Papillion.” She held up her water with her pinkie in the air. “‘Darling, if you want to ski, it’s Zermatt or nothing.’”

      I laughed in recognition.

      “Maybe I’m exaggerating,” she added. “But not that much.”

      “You don’t really see it until you start working with people who need their jobs.” I fed her another cracker with brie and fig jam. Doing that little bit for her was a fleeting pleasure.

      “Are you happy?” she asked. “Is this what you hoped, inviting me here? If I could see you with your people, I’d be happy to raise a child with them around?”

      “Yes.” I looked away from the sharp edges of her blue eyes. “These people, as you say? They’re better than me.”

      I wasn’t baiting her. I didn’t want her to throw back an exhortation about my value, and to my relief, she didn’t.

      “You’re one of them.”

      “I haven’t been in a while.”

      The statement was made in a moment of weakness, and I instantly regretted opening the door to questions and stories.

      “Your mother told me you found Samantha.”

      “She must like you,” I said. “Do you like camembert?”

      “I do.” She popped a cornichon in her mouth, and I thought we’d passed the danger zone. But no. Olivia twisted the padlock as if she were a safecracker. “I’m sorry that happened.”

      Happened. Like a hurricane or an icy patch in the road that you didn’t see no matter how careful you were. As if my back had been turned just long enough to kill someone.

      My insides seized like wet concrete the instant it turned solid.

      What was I doing? Why was I looking at this woman with golden-haired beauty as if she was safe for me? This wasn’t allowed. She was strong, but she was human. If I let her in, loved her and asked her to love me back, she’d expose herself, and that would be the end of her.

      If I thought highly of her, the only thing to do was make sure she was protected from me.

      “Well, I’ll tell you a secret.” I cut a thick slice of meat as if its length offended me, then I ate it with a crust of bread, chewing as my mind searched for the coldest part of my heart. “I wanted out of that engagement. The whole thing was a trap, and she let me out of it. I wish I could repay her for the favor, but oh well.”

      “You can’t mean that.”

      Had I offended her? Shocked her? Made her take a step back? “Why shouldn’t I?”

      “It’s heartless.” Disgust framed her words. Perfect.

      She was perfect. I hadn’t realized how much. Leading her to judgment was intentional. All I had to do was nail it into place.

      “Good,” I said. “It won’t change your opinion of me. You’re the only one who knows better than to give me any credit. Hold on to that. I don’t want to lose any respect I have for you.”

      I assumed she’d pull away in aversion. Who wouldn’t?

      And all that’s best of dark and bright, Meet in her aspect and her eyes.

      Olivia didn’t run from fear. She sped to meet it.

      “Why this?” The wind blew a leaf into her hair. It stuck there, an imperfection in part that served to emphasize the perfection of the whole. “Why do you need me to hate you?”

      My hand rose to remove the flicking leaf, but I caught myself. “It’s better that way.”

      “You weren’t always like this.” She twisted to put her knee on the bench, denying me her profile and gifting me her full attention.

      “Like what? Honest?”

      “Mean. Broken. Self-loathing. No, this isn’t you. I saw the pictures from your childhood. You were a happy kid. I bet your mother doesn’t own a picture of you where you’re not smiling. And I’m not saying it matters to me one way or the other, because we’re not a permanent couple, but it’s a little frustrating watching you put on this performance.”

      “I’m not a performance. You’re seeing more of me than most people ever see.”

      “What changed?”

      “People don’t change. They get real.”

      “Nope.” She popped her P, daring me to argue my case.

      She could go to hell. I was trying to help her. I didn’t have to convince her of anything.

      Then I did anyway.

      “Look, sure, I was happy.” I shrugged. “I had a painless childhood. Everything I wanted. You know what that does to a person? It makes them too weak to handle the real world and too oblivious to know it. There’s nothing more precarious than being a snail without a shell.”

      “And now you have a shell?”

      All I had to do was nail her doubt over the places I was split, and it would all be fine. “So do you. Your shell’s thicker than mine, and it suits you. I’m glad you have yours. Now be glad I have mine.”

      Her mouth tightened, and her shoulders dropped. I’d hammered the last nail perfectly.

      “You’re a confusing person.” She folded a piece of wax paper over the camembert, then stood to clean up the rest of the food. “Just when I think I can know you, you push me away.”

      I grabbed her wrist. She stopped. Her forehead was tense and jaw was set.

      “They’re the same thing.”

      “Yeah.” She pulled her hand away and gathered bits of food as if the existence of an unwrapped lunch offended her. “You’re some unknowable entity. All alone forever. Boo-fucking-hoo.”

      She had it wrong. I didn’t want pity.

      “It’s not—”

      “Why do you want this child? Is it just another temporary obsession? You want to possess it until you get bored? The way you want to possess me?”

      “It’s different.”

      “How?” she asked the canopy with her paper-filled fists banging the table. “What’s the difference?”

      “Just… trust me. It’s different.”

      “No. You tell me. Now.”

      “Olivia. It’s just my problem, not yours.”

      She scoffed, and when she finally looked at me, her eyes were floodlights of defiance. “I can make this not your problem very easily.”

      The threat was unstated but clearly made. She had the baby, and she could do with it whatever she wanted. She had authority over me. The ultimate power.

      “Is this your game?” My question came out in a growl. “You’re going to hold that over my head?”

      “You bet I am.” She crunched empty paper into a ball and stuffed everything into the bag. “You’re the one playing a game. But for me, this is everything. It’s my life, and I will not trade it for an unknown. If I can’t sort out your motives? Motives I believe?” She flipped the top of the bag closed. “I will not hesitate to cut you out.”

      Snapping up the last of our lunch, she went to the horses with her hips swaying and her ponytail in tatters. The leaf that had stuck in her hair came loose and floated behind her.

      How much to tell? I asked myself as I chased after her.

      What does she need to hear? I asked as I grabbed her elbow.

      What do I need? I asked myself as she jerked away, so angry I thought she’d spit in my face.

      “I can’t love you,” I said. “If that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “Samantha was the last?”

      What was the proper response to that?

      I looked for doubt in her face, but there was none. Just cold, gray stone.

      “You want to know my last words to her?” I asked, erecting my own wall from the tiny bits of rubble she’d left me. “I told her I loved her.”

      Olivia’s eye twitched with a question she wanted to ask but wouldn’t.

      I answered it anyway. “She didn’t believe me.”

      She only offered a slight nod that made words redundant.

      Her nod said, I don’t blame her.

      That hurt. She’d aimed her arrow and hit the bullseye.

      “When I first saw you,” I said, “I wanted you. That’s the truth, but it wasn’t a big deal. I knew I’d have you. But up on the hill, when I found you jogging…and yes, I admit I looked for you because…”

      How much to tell?

      What do I need?

      All of it.

      “I wanted you, and seducing you would have made it harder for you to get in my way. I could soften you. Fuck you into a mistake. At the very least, you’d have to withdraw.”

      “So that was all fake?”

      “I warned you. At the Stock Hotel, I warned you.”

      “Let me repeat you back to you,” she said. “You lured me into sex with a total disregard for my feelings. You thought I was so weak you could fuck me into a mistake. You thought the fact that you gave me some vague warning at a party absolved you of guilt, and now you’re telling me this? Why? So I’ll forgive you?”

      “Yes, but… listen.” I felt as if I was chasing a leaf around a windy courtyard. “On Runyon. Talking to you. Just talking… I felt like I could listen to you forever, and it was dangerous. I shouldn’t want to talk to you. You’re the enemy. My job was to fuck you to destruction and leave you there.”

      “I wouldn’t have minded that.” She swung herself over the saddle, suddenly seven feet tall with the sun spotting through the ficus leaves behind her.

      “I couldn’t. We weren’t even done, and I was finding reasons to see you again. To be with you. Give you your abatement or whatever. I didn’t care. When you said you were dead—”

      “It was a joke.”

      “I know.” I laid a hand on her thigh and the other on Brontë’s neck to steady her. “I can’t get involved. I can’t. I’m not safe for you.”

      “But for a child, you are?”

      “Yes.”

      “What happened with Samantha?”

      The question was precision-timed to her calculation. She was fitting the pieces of my behavior to the scraps of my story.

      What does she need to hear?

      What do I need?

      “I was cruel,” I said. “I was cold. I treated her as if she didn’t matter. She was fragile, and I thought I could make her strong. But I didn’t. I never did, but I kept trying. We had a fight. She cursed me and called me a monster. I thought… if she was coming back at me, that meant she was getting tougher. I slept like a man content with a job well done. I slept so well that night I didn’t hear anything.”

      She waited as if she knew there was more.

      When it was clear I didn’t have the strength for another word, she finally spoke. “I don’t know whether to be sorry for you or frightened of you.”

      “Fear is your friend.”

      She took the reins. “We should get back.”

      She tugged the strap and turned Brontë away from me, walking in beauty. Like the night.
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        * * *

      

      We rode back in a silence I was grateful for. At the stables, we spoke in practicalities. Where to put the horses. Which stable hand would manage the brush-down.

      Lyric had gone back to Los Angeles with her friends. Logan made enough small talk to soften the hard edges we pointed at each other. My mother fussed over Olivia’s dinner preferences while my father made drinks she wouldn’t touch.

      The pressure of the passing hours increased over dinner, and the night signaled the inevitable rise of morning. It was unbearable. She felt it too. After my parents went to bed and my brother went to the office to prove he was worthy of his inheritance, Olivia went to the back patio and leaned her elbows on the railing, leaning into the black stretch of the invisible sea.

      She walks in beauty.

      “Beautywalker.” I stood beside her with a white paper bag in my hand.

      She smiled. “Lord Byron? What brings ye?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I get it. I mean, it was an asshole plan.”

      “I like to think it was an excuse to see you.”

      “Doesn’t matter really. I have to either forgive it or not. I’m not going to be your conscience. It’s not my job to needle you or nag you. I’m not getting any more information than what I have now. Either you’re going to run your life in a way that makes you a good example for the kid or not.”

      “I will be.” I fidgeted with the paper bag as if I could test whether or not I’d allow myself to drop it in the ravine. “I wish I could be more for you.”

      “I don’t know what I wish.”

      “I do. You said you could take a test tomorrow morning?”

      “I’ll do it when I get back on Monday.” She shrugged. “It can wait.”

      I handed her the bag.

      She opened it and peeked in, sighing before she crunched the top closed. “This is the most thoughtful gift ever.”

      “Figured you’d enjoy pissing on something I gave you.”

      She smiled, and though I’d caused it, I didn’t own it. Its light was directed inside her.

      “If this is positive…” She let the thought hang and started a new one. “Once I make a decision, I’m sticking to it.”

      “What if it’s negative?” I asked.

      “You can breathe a sigh of relief, and… for me?” She slapped my chest with the box. “I guess it’s just another month gone by.”

      “That what you want?”

      She thought for a moment, gaze cast to where the bag with the pregnancy test rested against my chest. “I have feelings I can’t explain to myself. But we… you and I… we’re too complicated.”

      “We are.”

      “I’m glad you agree.”

      “We only have until Monday morning,” I said. “Want to make the most of it?”

      She turned to face the canyon, letting the bag dangle from her fingers. “Visit me across the hall later.”
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          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      The ocean was half a mile away and a thousand feet below, but that night, with the back patio empty and all the goodnights said, the arrhythmic crashing of the waves ground down the edges of my anxiety.

      I was smooth and empty. I thought nothing. Not about the morning. Not about the piss stick on the vanity, nor the hum of it, nor the bleach-bright light it cast. Calling it an elephant in the room was an insult to its size, so I called it nothing. A plastic piece of nothing.

      One line is failure.

      Two is success.

      In a long T-shirt and underwear, I crawled under the fluffy duvet and closed my eyes to wait for Byron’s visit.

      If we hadn’t tied our relationship in knots by going from opponents to casual fuckbuddies directly to maybe-baby, what would we be? How would I feel about it?

      Bitter, maybe? Annoyed, probably. Resentful of my weakness with him. My submission to his commands would have eaten at me on one hand, and on the other, driven me into his bed as many times as I could bear. I hadn’t bedded that many men but enough to know no one could twist me into a pretzel and make me beg for more the way Byron did.

      He’d cut off the sex before I was done with him. He’d get bored or end it before his affection turned into a promise he couldn’t keep. I was sure of it. He would have done it to win the game and to ensure his heart remained locked tight against me.

      I’d know he was right. I would have been better off spending years trying to stop that ridiculous house, living my life, picking at him like a scab that forgot the source of its wound.

      One line is disappointment.

      Two lines is hope.

      I didn’t understand him, and I never would, but he was a complex taste I needed on my tongue again before it faded away. There was more to him than one mouthful could savor. His guilt was a bitter bite of humanity, and his poetry was a sweet aftertaste of expressive ambition.

      He hadn’t been acting, but I didn’t fool myself into thinking it mattered. We were incompatible. I had to stop turning it over in my head.

      Tomorrow.

      One line, you’re free.

      Two lines, he’s yours.

      Tomorrow, no matter what, I’d shut down this nonsense.

      But for that night, I’d succumb to every fantasy of us. The one where he was emotionally available and I was capable of giving up a piece of my sovereignty to a partner.

      Half-asleep, a rock worn smooth by the currents and the sand, I was unmoved by the cycles of life and death, inert and passive, until I was picked up and held. Gripped in a strong hand that sparked desire where there had been death, cognizance where there had been only drift, I was locked in my final form.

      “Shh,” he whispered in my ear. Behind me, with his chest pressed to my back and an arm under my neck, Byron held me tight. He smelled of the ocean. Salt and sand. Coconut oils and sweat. “Open your legs.”

      Would I ever be able to resist that command when it came from his mouth?

      Not that night. After eons of being thrown around, I was worn smooth and frictionless, parting my knees at his words. His fingers gently came from behind me, stroking inside my thighs.

      “Let me tell you a story.” He found where I was already wet for him.

      I groaned but wasn’t awake enough for words. I could only listen as he pulled off my underwear.

      “There once was a man whose life was a lie.” He worked on my clit from behind. “He had everything he ever wanted because he never wanted enough. When it was taken away, he promised himself he’d only live the truth. Which was he wanted to fight until he had won enough of what he wanted.”

      He circled my clit, gently coaxing it to attention. I spread my legs wider and bent my arm behind me, around his neck.

      “Then one day, a woman came to fight him, and he wanted her.”

      His fingers and my cunt shared the same warmth, the same rhythm. His hand was an extension of me as it flicked, circled, stretched me out as three digits entered me. My mouth opened to let out an involuntary cry, and he covered it with his free hand.

      “She was enough,” he said. “But he was too small to hold her.”

      I shook my head against his palm because he had it all wrong. He wasn’t small. He was locked up. There was a difference.

      “You want to come, Beauty?”

      With his hand slipping between my lips, I nodded.

      “Do you want me to fuck you?”

      I nodded again. His fingers teased me on the edge, and he pressed his mouth against the back of my neck. I knew what to expect, anticipating his bite. The painful erotic suck between his teeth, the spreading, agonizing pleasure as he marked me.

      “I have complete control of you. I can do this all night. You’ll cry for me to hurt you if I’ll only let you come. Right?” He moved his spit-covered hand away.

      “Please,” I said. “Fuck me all night but let me come now.”

      “You’re fucking starving for it. I’ve never wanted to possess a woman’s hunger the way I want yours.” He got out from behind me and kneeled between my legs. He’d gotten into bed naked, and his cock was thick and hard in his fist. “Pull your shirt up over your tits.”

      The command. The confidence of it. Tits became just another word. Not lascivious. Just a part of my body he had every right to see. I pulled the shirt over my hard nipples.

      “Right here.” He gently took a pinch of my breast. “This is mine.”

      Drifting down, he took the nipple between his fingers and pulled. I didn’t think I could get closer to orgasm without going over, but the pain he gave nudged me one step away, then two steps toward the edge.

      “Yes,” I whispered. “Take me. Please.”

      “How?” he teased, flicking my nipple. “Here?”

      “Yes.”

      He drifted down my stomach and shoved my legs apart, pulling the skin between my thighs apart to open my folds. He drew his fingers over my clit and inside me. “Here?”

      “Yes. Please.”

      Removing his wet fingers, he slid them behind, wetting the tightly closed virgin muscle. “What about here?”

      He pressed just his fingertip against the entrance, and a new pleasure center opened up. I bit back a scream of overwhelming pleasure and frustration. I never had anal sex before, but I’d give it to him.

      “Take it all,” I groaned, clutching for his chest.

      He took my hips and flipped me onto my hands and knees, then angled the head of his cock against my pussy.

      “I just needed to know you would.” His thumb found the same bit of breast flesh he’d claimed and pressed the bruise. “Whose is this?”

      “Yours.”

      He entered me deeply in three strokes, burying himself. I’d expected his delicious roughness, but he kept his hips still and kissed the soft muscle of my shoulder before sucking the skin through his teeth so hard I groaned with a pained pleasure. He pushed deep inside me, bending his body over mine to bite the base of my neck again. When he reached around me and touched my clit, the pain turned deliciously excruciating.

      When he pulled away, I squeaked and twisted to see him. For a moment, a line of spit connected his lower lip to where he’d marked me. He looked at the mark and groaned, gathering me in his arms. He kissed my face and neck, gently caressed my swollen nub, soothed me and surrounded me. We rolled and shifted, always connected, cocooned in a darkness far away from the consequences of our actions.

      I could be with this man. The one whose body perfectly fit around mine. The one with the tender words and soft lips. The purveyor of miracles and impossibilities made true.

      The man who made love to me that night lifted me up and made me capable of miracles. I could walk on water. Heal the sick. I could break physics and common sense with shattering, incredible acts that defied logic.

      If I could love him, I could do anything.

      One line or two, it didn’t matter. Together we were more miraculous than a white, plastic stick.

      I could love him.

      If I could do that, anything was possible.
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        * * *

      

      “Beautywalker?” he asked so softly he must have known I was half-asleep.

      I would have roused myself for a fourth time. “Hm?”

      “Tomorrow, if the test is positive…”

      I rolled over to see him. The moon was full on his face, and his eyes were black in the shadows.

      “I’ll have your baby.”

      “And?”

      “And?” I repeated.

      “I can’t give you anything,” he said. “Nothing besides money. But I have a lot to give a child.”

      “I know.” I caressed his cheek. “And you’d better. Daddy. I’m holding you to that.”

      His breath must have been holding him up, because when he exhaled in relief, he collapsed into an embrace of gratitude.
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      BYRON

      I reached for Olivia when she went to the bathroom, but she closed the door quietly behind her. I usually slept three hours a night, four if I’d had a woman with me the night before. But once Olivia had drifted off beside me, I listened to her breath for a while, watching her lashes flutter and her lips relax. The moonlight through the window shifted as the minutes passed, casting her face in a changing blue glow.

      And all that’s best of dark and bright, Meet in her aspect and her eyes; Thus mellowed to the tender light, Which heaven to gaudy day denies.

      I had intended to go back to my room, but I fell asleep and stayed that way for six full hours.

      We had a strategy to build the mansion in the Bel-Air hills. We were going to slash and burn every obstacle, spend every dollar, and take advantage of every loophole. The house was a statement piece meant to attract the richest of the rich from all over the world. I wouldn’t be stopped for any reason.

      But maybe it didn’t have to be that way. Maybe there were ways to get it done without keeping me at odds with the mother of my child. The case could reach beyond her pregnancy, and she shouldn’t be stressed. I had no heart to win a battle with her under these conditions. I wanted to see this over more than I wanted to see myself win.

      All this had occurred to me as I’d tried to keep my eyes open to watch how her face would change in the moonlight, and in the first moments of wakefulness, the decision had been made.

      What followed was a realization that it was morning.

      She was in the bathroom.

      I shot out of bed, still naked, and knocked gently on the door. “Olivia?”

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Did you—”

      “I did.”

      Silence followed. She’d been in there a full two minutes already.

      How long did the results take?

      “Beauty,” I said, laying my hand on the door.

      Nothing. With a gentle pressure, I pushed down the door’s lever to see if it was locked. It wasn’t, but I let it spring back up.

      “Olivia.”

      Still nothing.

      She heard me and was deliberately ignoring me. I should have been irritated. I should have made it clear that the silent treatment wasn’t going to fly, but I couldn’t work up annoyance when all I felt was a need to give her the time she wanted.

      “I’m here,” I said. “Right on the other side of the door. When you need me, just—”

      “Come in.”

      The bathroom was as big as any we had in the house, but I hadn’t felt its size until I saw her naked body crouched on the other side, small in the distance, knees up, back to the white tile wall, arms wrapped around her legs with her hands meeting in the middle. Between them, the white plastic stick I’d given her as a gift.

      Closing the door behind me to seal us against the outside world, I kneeled beside her.

      Her head was bent down, and I saw the splotchy stain of broken blood vessels and raw skin. That was me. I’d marked her in pain, and the feeling that it was for nothing stabbed me in the chest.

      “Well?” I asked.

      When she looked at me, her eyes were glazed with tears waiting to drop. “Have you ever wondered why there was something wrong with you?” She continued before I could say that yes, sometimes I did. “Like were you born broken? Or is there something you’re choosing? Your career. Your friends. Where you live. Or is it just who you are?”

      She blinked, and the tears fell in a rush. She looked at her hands. Her voice was wet and cracked. I had a compulsion to reach for her, but I knew more than I knew my own name that she didn’t want me to.

      “And you think, and you pray to God, telling him, promising, I’ll change. I’ll fix it. I’ll carve that part of myself out, and I swear I’ll burn it to the ground. I’ll do whatever I have to if you just tell me what? What is it about me that’s wrong? Where am I not worthy? But there’s no answer. There’s no end. It’s just this…” She hitched as she tossed the plastic stick away. “This constant wave of disappointment. Time after time. Like I can’t do anything right and I don’t know why. It’s like getting punched in the face, and I just keep going back because I don’t know how to stop.” She looked at me. “I don’t know if I can take it anymore, Byron. I don’t think I can.”

      She broke down into body-racking sobs and keened toward me. I took her in my arms and let our legs twine together on the cold tile floor. I kissed her head and stroked her hair. I didn’t tell her it wasn’t her fault. That she wasn’t a failure. That she could take it because she was strong, so strong, so very strong and so very worthy. My encouragement would have been puny against her despair. All I had for her was more comfort and patience than I thought I was capable of. I’d sit on the bathroom floor with her all day if I had to.

      I reached for the toilet paper, unspooling a length, gathering it into a handful, and giving her the end without ripping it away. She took the bloom of paper and wiped her face. Blew her nose. Still connected, the tube rattled on the spool when I pulled, giving her an endless supply that gathered at her feet like ocean foam.

      “Oh my God. Byron.” She double-hitched. “What are you doing?”

      “Making sure you have enough.”

      “But… trees.”

      “I’ll plant some for you. By that house we’re fighting over.”

      She leaned her head on my shoulder. “How many?”

      “How many do you want?”

      “More than the legal minimum.”

      “I’ll double it. Triple it. Big, shady trees.”

      “Okay.” She sniffed and took a clean handful from the floor to blow into. “I guess that’s fair.”

      “Something good can come from this.”

      She huffed a laugh. “You’re not the ‘glass half full’ type.”

      “I’m not the ‘glass half empty’ type either.”

      “No. I guess not. You’re more the type to drink the water while the rest of us argue.”

      “Only if I’m thirsty.” I kissed her head.

      The pregnancy test lay against the base of the sink, displaying its single pink line. She shouldn’t have to see that again. I let her go so I could toss it in the trash. I missed, and it clattered to the floor, lines down and out of sight.

      “Fuck that thing,” I said when I returned to her side.

      She sat straight against the wall, stringing toilet paper as if she were turning the pages of an old book. “Yeah. I’m done.”

      Was she done crying or done trying?

      “We can try again,” I suggested without thinking about the consequences. Only getting back to the hope I’d had a few hours ago. “I’m more fun than a turkey baster.”

      “I want…” She took my wrist, turning it to see my watch before letting it drop. “When can I go home?”

      We were supposed to have another night together and leave Monday morning. But she didn’t ask me when we planned on leaving. She asked when she could.

      “Yusup can be here in a few hours.”

      “How many hours?”

      Too many. Her mind was elsewhere, and no matter what I said, it would be too many.

      “I can have our helicopter here in an hour.”

      “That would be great.” She got her legs under her and stood naked over me. “I should shower.”

      Reaching up, I took her hand. “Shower after I take you to bed again.”

      “That’s a great offer.” She squeezed my hand and let it go. “But no. I can’t.”

      I stood and moved to kiss her. She turned, and my lips landed on her cheek.

      “I’ll see you downstairs,” she said.

      Like an obedient puppy who only wanted to please his master, I nodded in acquiescence and left, closing the door.

      I’d wanted to prove I was worthy, but I had no clue what I’d actually done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      Hope was a disease. Hope was a veil that distorted how you saw reality. Hope was a wrecking ball smashing your control to bits. Hope was a siren singing from a faraway rock, calling you from safe shores to brave swelling seas and unbeatable foes only to disappear once you reached it.

      Hope was cruel. Hope laughed as you stood on the lonely rock, wounded from battle, starving, staring at nothing… only to start singing her invitation again from the same shore you left.

      I’d gone to Santa Barbara because of a broken condom. A mistake. An accident. I was sitting next to a man I’d forgotten to detest on a helicopter home because I’d let myself hope that bargains could be made from mishaps and that my deals with chance had the power of tort law behind them. As if the universe obeyed habeus corpus and not lorem ipsum.

      Life would go on. I was wiser. Older. I’d looked in the face of my utter idiocy, fallen for the idea that good sex was a miracle that made sense of the impossible, and woken up with a hard slap to the face. So what if I could love him? Why wasn’t I asking if it was what I wanted? Why wasn’t I asking if I should?

      Byron was no less beautiful with his voice drowned out by the pounding blades. His blue-and-gold eyes weren’t cutting or monstrous anymore. He hadn’t changed. I knew that. I’d let the veil of hope come between myself and his reality. I’d let it change what I saw, but I was onto that game. I was smarter than that. I knew when I was being lied to, and hope was—if nothing else—a liar.

      When I got home, I could reassess what I wanted and whether or not I could get it. Coldly. Without distraction.

      All I had to do was get there. Hold my breath, my thoughts, and my emotions until I was home and alone.

      Over the California coast and the line of traffic on the 101, Byron reached for my hands. They were clutching the headset controls. He switched the channel, then switched his own to match.

      “The pilots can’t hear us.” His voice was in my head.

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” I smiled at him and turned back to the coastline below.

      “Beauty?”

      “You don’t have to call me that anymore.” I watched the jagged lines of ocean foam write their endless story onto the beachfront.

      “I want to see you again.”

      Byron wanted something. Bully for him and the veil he’d put over my eyes.

      “You’ll see me. In court.”

      I’d thought he was going to leave me alone, but he was only pausing long enough to lull me into thinking he’d heard me.

      “I think we’re better together.”

      Byron Crowne wants, and Byron Crowne thinks. Gold star for Byron Crowne.

      “Let the judge decide.”

      “Olivia. Look at me.”

      I didn’t have to turn around just because he asked. I had my own mind. It was a jumbled mess of shattered, mismatched pieces, but it was mine.

      “Please,” he said, crawling through the spaces between confusion and determination.

      I turned my head but left my body shifted toward the window. The sunlight chased every shadow from his face as if nothing was hidden.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m serious. I want you.”

      His declaration echoed in the hollow tin cavity of my heart and died into silence as if it had never been uttered.

      “I know.”

      I turned away and said nothing more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      The negative test had shut her down. Or maybe breaking in front of me had done it. I couldn’t begin to fathom why she’d gone so cold so quickly. I was never a student of human nature and had never cared to be. But as she offered me her cheek when we parted, I wished I was.

      If I knew why she felt this way, I could fix it. If I could fix it, I could have her.

      But either she didn’t want it fixed, or she didn’t want me to help her.

      My impotence over the situation curled around itself into a hot ball of rage. It didn’t have a name, but I recognized it. It was the frustration I’d felt with Samantha when someone pushed her around and she let them. Her sister, who plied her for money and favors. Her mother, who told her to get a bigger diamond on the engagement ring she loved. I never knew if she threw it in the toilet as a message to me or her family, and that pissed me off too.

      If I’d listened, maybe I’d know. If I hadn’t failed at knowing her, the whole thing could have been avoided. Then she was gone, and it was too late.

      Helpless anger turned inward. That was the name of the heat in my heart. Reasonable thought could barely get past it, but a thread got through. A single question.

      Why do you care?

      Olivia wasn’t supposed to get pregnant with my child in the first place. Why did it matter if she wasn’t? I didn’t need to start a family. It wasn’t an immediate goal or even a long-term consideration.

      So, why did I care?

      Naked and shaking in the penthouse of the Waldorf Astoria, with my thick seed dripping down her leg, she’d pointed at me and told me she was on fertility meds.

      Something had changed with those words. Why had it changed? Why had I gone from no to yes to need in the blink of an eye? How did I get from living an organized life to this fucking mess of unexplainable, confused cravings?

      Hope. It had been a crazy hope that my failures could be made right. That I could have the things I’d denied myself for years, and she was the only woman I’d trust to get me there.

      She was clarity and desire and the only one with the strength to change me. The only one I wanted to make happy.

      She was hope.

      The day darkened, and I knew the mark I’d left on the base of her neck was fading. She’d be clear of me when it did. Nothing would connect us. Nothing would remind her that she was mine. I’d be invisible to her except for one thing—the conflict that had brought her into my orbit in the first place.

      I wanted to own her, and that was going to take subtle work. I had to give her what she didn’t know she wanted…and exactly what she’d asked for.

      On Tuesday, I went into my office gunning for a fight. If Olivia needed a struggle, she was going to get it, because I needed to be present in her life. Even as an opponent. Even as a thorn in her side. Her case against me was all I had, and if it ended, win or lose, without her at my side, I’d know it was truly hopeless. I’d go on as before, but somehow chastened like a dog trying to get the food on the counter one too many times.

      “Set up an appointment with Janet,” I told my assistant, Clarissa. “Today. We’re going into offense on the Bel-Air house.”

      “Yes, sir.” She made a note in her iPad, long, red fingernails clicking on the glass.

      “Tell her we’re filing motions challenging the EPF’s standing.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Bellini. Get her or Jonson in here with the drawings. We’re adding another floor. A fucking tower.”

      Click, click, click. “Got it. You have an appointment with Logan in ten minutes.”

      “I’ll meet him in the conference room.”

      By the time I got there, Logan was already sitting at the head of the table as if he was in his own damn office.

      “Nice of you to show,” he said.

      I looked at my watch as I sat. Sixty seconds late. Nothing like getting scolded by your younger brother when you already felt as if you’d been through a wood chipper. “We could have met at Crownestead.”

      “Didn’t want you mixing business with pleasure.”

      “So, what is it?”

      “Right.” He straightened his posture and put his elbows on the table, hands folded as if he wasn’t always businesslike. “About the One Big Thing. Dad has some concerns.”

      “Of course he does.”

      “Have you and Olivia disclosed her contacts with you without counsel present?”

      “I initiated them.”

      “How cute you think that matters. Her name’s on the pleadings, dumbass. And you’re riding down to Dead Man like… what the fuck? How stupid are you? How bad does she want to beat you?”

      “She’s taking a risk.”

      “So are you! She can claim sexual harassment after they fucking disbar her. What are you thinking?”

      I tapped my finger on the shiny surface of the wood, leaving a matte oval behind. Disclosing the truth was more difficult than any disclosure filing.

      “There is no relationship.” I flicked away an unidentifiable speck.

      “Says who?”

      “Olivia.”

      “Because she doesn’t want her license?”

      “No. Because she doesn’t want me. Anything else you want to pry into? Time and place of the last time I jerked off?”

      “No, no.”

      “I was fifteen. In Como. Natalia Vinerelli took her top off, and I ran to the pool house.”

      “Byron. Stop. What happened?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Personally or professionally?”

      “Yes.”

      He sighed and sat back with his hands on his knees. “Here’s what it is: Dad’s ready to write the check, and you know it comes with no questions asked. Wipe your ass with it. He doesn’t care. But he… We want you to be sure this is the best use of it. If the build’s in trouble and there are conflicts, it could take decades to sort out. You’ve waited this long for your OBT. Why not use it for a sure thing?”

      “This is a sure thing.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Good.”

      I was about to stand when my little brother opened his mouth again. Jesus, this kid was drunk with power.

      “Why is it complicated?” he asked.

      “I’ll have Clarissa write you a memo.”

      “Can you forget all this?” He waved at the office, the stretch of the city out the window, the sky and the stars behind it. “Tell me as your brother?”

      “No,” I said. “I can’t forget any of it. It’s hanging over me. Everything. And I couldn’t figure out how to shake it loose until her. The problem is me. I’m what’s hanging over me.”

      His fingers tapped a rhythm on his knee. This was all too vague and abstract for him. If he couldn’t read it as if it was an entry in a profit and loss statement, it didn’t count.

      “We had a night together,” I said. “We thought she might be pregnant.”

      He stopped tapping.

      “Turns out she’s not,” I continued. “So, she’s done with me.”

      “And you? You done with her?”

      “No.”

      “No. Okay.” He looked out the window as if Los Angeles had the answers. Maybe it did, because he turned back to me resolutely. “Be careful. Just be careful. You have a way of battering down a door when you could just knock.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      The Tuesday morning after I returned from Santa Barbara, I got a last-minute appointment to see Dr. Galang. I didn’t know what I wanted to express to him because neither my disappointment nor Byron’s derailing of the medical process was in his purview, but I promised to keep it short.

      After the mandatory blood and urine degradations, I was sent to the little room where he met patients. The early-morning light was unforgiving. Everything seemed more worn at the edges. I noticed chips in the wood stain of the side tables. The pilling in the upholstery where the doctor sat. The tissue box on the center table had a fluffed white flower of paper jutting from the top slit, indicating a military-grade readiness to absorb sadness. The box was different. Blue last time. Brown now. Someone had done a lot of crying in here.

      My legs were crossed, and my shoe dangled from a toe.

      Byron had slid my shoe back on at some event eons ago. His hands had lingered on my ankle. He’d turned my bad habit into tenderness.

      “Don’t,” I whispered to the empty room and jammed my heel into the shoe.

      When I moved, the bruise at the back of my neck protested. The muscles had broken down under Byron’s attention. Before my mind got rid of him, my body had to flush him away.

      He’d be gone with the pounding of the ticking clock.

      The door opened, and Dr. Galang appeared with his wire-framed reading glasses on his bald head. He smelled more heavily of aftershave than in the afternoons, and his eyes were—as usual—bright with hope.

      I used to hang on to his positive energy. Now it was a reminder that I’d been fooled into believing the impossible.

      He sat in his usual spot and put my file on the table. “Ms. Monroe, how are you feeling?”

      “Fine, I guess.”

      “You took my advice.” He pointed at me with a smile. “Did you go away for the long weekend? You’ve been relaxing. I can see it.”

      Though he was right about the weekend, I wouldn’t have called myself calm. “I did go away.”

      He spread his legs and opened my file, flipping through pages with tiny print and tight, illegible notes in blue ballpoint. “Nice time?”

      “Yes. I wanted to discuss how we’re proceeding.”

      “Ah!” He jabbed a slip of paper the size of a supermarket receipt stapled to a larger printout. “This.” He tapped it again even harder. “We did a different panel this time and dingaling! You have an irregularity in your blood. Very unexpected but not unheard of. The hormones. The hormones are everything.”

      He acted as if he’d made some kind of breakthrough, and I was huddled so deep in a corner I wondered if he was talking about someone else.

      “Dr. Galang. I came to tell you I don’t want to anymore.”

      He looked at me over his wire frames. “No? You don’t want a baby?”

      “No, I want… I still want a baby. But this disappointment every month? It’s hard on me. I need a break.”

      A deep-throated hum came from his closed lips. “Yes. Understandable.”

      “I used to be excited every time I took a test, and now? I dread it.”

      “Well,” he put his hands on his knees. “It’s your decision. There’s one more packet with us, and you have up to a year to implant.”

      “Thank you.” I uncrossed my legs and put my bag in my lap.

      “You’ll have to restart the fertility drugs from the beginning.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But at least we’ll know which drugs.” He closed the folder.

      “Wait. What?”

      “We’ll give you a different protocol.”

      “Why?”

      “You have a hormone in your blood usually found in women who have been nursing. Because you never bore children, we didn’t test for it. This was my mistake.”

      “And the hormone? What does it do?”

      “Keeps you from having babies too close together.”

      “You mean… it prevented me from getting pregnant?”

      “Yes.”

      “And… you can fix it?”

      “There’s a drug that will correct it prior to implantation. I’ll write it up for you, if you want? Take them or don’t. Just let us know.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Okay. Do that.”
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        * * *

      

      Time was a zero-sum game.

      There were no extra resources of time. No surprise seconds hiding in the couch cushions. No accrued interest. Investments of time didn’t pay returns in more time. When the clock stopped ticking, time hadn’t stopped or folded. It wasn’t a gift. The battery had died.

      I could admit I liked Byron. I desired him. He wanted me. I had no problem with my feelings. I wasn’t even ashamed of them. I knew things about him no one else did. The more I understood him, the more beautiful I found him, and no one else had to like it. But understanding him meant I knew what kind of time suck he was.

      After I left the doctor’s office, I drove on the 101 with the top down, doing the math in my head for the hundredth time.

      I was almost thirty-three.

      Assume success with Byron.

      Give him a year to remove his head from his ass.

      Almost thirty-four.

      Give us a year to get married, if we were speedy.

      Almost thirty-five.

      Assume we tried for a family right away.

      Give us a year to get me knocked up.

      Almost thirty-six.

      Nine months of pregnancy.

      Second child, with decent spacing.

      Probably thirty-nine.

      An astronomical number of things had to go right to give me two children before forty.

      But what if he didn’t come around? What if he wasn’t temporarily emotionally unavailable but permanently closed off? What if it wasn’t that he couldn’t love anyone but that he couldn’t love me?

      I was almost thirty-three.

      Assume failure with Byron.

      It would take a year—minimum—to realize he was never going to commit.

      Almost thirty-four.

      Get back to Dr. Galang. Luck hadn’t factored in in the past and shouldn’t be added as a variable in the future.

      So, calculate a year of attempts.

      Almost thirty-five.

      Nine months of pregnancy.

      At the outside, with padding, thirty-six.

      Second child, with decent spacing.

      Again, thirty-nine.

      It was a wash. Just looking at the math, failure with Byron was preferable.

      Time didn’t rush forward, nor was it a horror movie door at the end of a hall stretching out like temporal taffy. Time was a steady march forward, and my calculations were a prayer I recited to a god I couldn’t control.
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        * * *

      

      “So, I might be back to plan A, maybe,” I shouted over the banging pots and chattering chefs as I followed Emilio along the length of the kitchen. The opening was in eight days, and the full staff worked to perfect the process and the food.

      “I can’t believe Byron’s swimmers couldn’t make it just out of ambition or spite.”

      “Turns out I was slippery. They have enough for one more try with yours. I might use it. Or maybe not. Is that okay?”

      “Mi spunk es su spunk,” he said, leaning over a woman with blond bangs peeking from her red bandana so he could dip a spoon into a pot of boiling bouillabaisse. “Do what you want. When I come in a cup for a girl, it’s out of respect for her decisions.” He held up the spoon. “Taste.”

      I took the stew, rolling it around my mouth. “It’s a little flat on the back.”

      “That is not what she said,” Emilio responded before sharing solutions with the chef. “Come.”

      He pulled me into his office and closed the door. The room was smaller than a Hollywood closet. The chair had been rolled in from someone’s curbside trash. The desk had only fit after he’d sawed six inches off one end. Invoices and business cards were tacked to a corkboard with multicolored pushpins. An ineffective air conditioner droned in the only window, which had looked out onto the dumpsters before it had been covered with cardboard and the cracks sealed around the unit with gray goop.

      I sat on his desk, and he lowered himself onto his creaky rescued chair.

      “I’ve been busy,” he said. “And I’ve been neglecting my supertaster.”

      “Your supertaster doesn’t need upkeep. I see you in here, running around, and I think, ‘He’s getting his dreams.’ I’ll never begrudge you.”

      “But your dreams?”

      The concrete floor was cracked in the shape of Ohio.

      “They’re a little busted up, but they’ll get over it.”

      “You need me to give you more of what I got?”

      “I don’t know if I want to put you through that.”

      “I’m going to jerk off anyway. Might as well be for a good cause.”

      “I don’t know what I want right now.”

      “That’s not like you.” There was a light rap on the door. “What?”

      A muffled voice came from the other side. “Floor staff wants you to look at the table setting.”

      “Five!” he shouted before addressing me more gently. “I want to spend five minutes not talking about this opening. I make a hundred decisions a day, and I can’t tell if they’re good anymore. People are going to show up to the opening, and I’m going to be running around with googly eyes and my tongue lolling out. I’m leaving here in a straitjacket if I don’t get five. Fucking. Minutes.”

      “You should…” I stopped myself from saying relax or adding the usuals.

      Meditate.

      Try yoga.

      Get your mind off it.

      I was becoming that person.

      “I hear not thinking about problems solves them,” I said snidely. “You could take a bath.”

      “I don’t like getting prune fingers.” He took an envelope from his desk drawer and rapped it on the heel of his hand. “Tell me about not knowing what you want for five minutes. Please.”

      “I had this idea that it would all be so easy if there was a man. A daddy. A husband even. We could order a family, three kids and a dog, like it was on GrubHub or something. And when I knew the guy part was never going to happen, I figured, okay, so I don’t get to do it the easy way. I still need to eat… and I can figure it out. It’s still not impossible.”

      “Like ordering for pickup.”

      “Or making it my damn self. Right? But I keep burning dinner, and I’m at the end of my rope when Byron shows up. He’s handsome and terrible, and he’s got this soft underside that’s really appealing. He wants kids, and when I was over the shock of the condom breaking… a voice inside me said, ‘Maybe I’ll get a shot at the easy way.’ I pretended I didn’t hear it, but it was there.” I shook my head, looking at my palms in my lap “I hate admitting I thought that.”

      “It’s normal to want things to be easy.”

      “And now, I feel shitty that I’m not pregnant, but add to it that I feel like I got dumped.”

      His brows twisted into a knot at the top of his nose. “What did he say to you?”

      “He wants me.”

      “Why do you have a puss on? I thought you liked him.”

      “I do. I did. I don’t know. He just hit us with a ton of motions and new drawings. Now I think I couldn’t tell up from down when it was wall-to-wall baby junk. He’s the same. I’m the same. I should just leave it like it should have been in the first place.”

      “You just have to stop thinking about it,” he joked.

      I laughed a little at the impossibility and ubiquity of the advice.

      Emilio gave me the envelope. The restaurant logo was embossed on the back with pinkish gold leaf. My name was written on the front with quill and India ink.

      “You know I’m coming,” I said without opening the invitation.

      “But you don’t know what I wrote in yours.”

      “Fine.” I peeled back the seal and slid out the white card. A thin slice of camphor wood with foil lettering detailed the event. It was beautifully designed, sparse, thoughtful, and modern. “How much did these cost?”

      “More than the menus.”

      “Worth it.”

      On the top flap of the paper card, Emilio had written a note in felt-tip pen.

      

      Supertaster,

      

      I’ll never forget those nights I blindfolded you and made you taste different pear hybrids.

      Or the times you brought me lunch at La Ragazza Bella because I couldn’t stand eating my own food.

      Or when you got your mother to front me ten grand for that food truck.

      Never forget that you’re my best friend and muse. You’ve got the Einstein of palates.

      I’ve never been alone, even when we didn’t hang out for months… You were always there. Everything that’s ever gone right for me has been because you helped me.

      

      —Chef Emilio Spaghetti-O

      

      PS: If our baby has your talent, I’m hiring them before kindergarten ruins their taste buds with cheese sticks and bagged carrots.

      

      “You earned everything you’re getting,” I said, closing the card.

      “You—”

      A knock on the door interrupted. “Emilio?”

      “All right!” He stood and took my chin in his tapered fingers. “No matter what happens, you’re not alone.”

      “Thank you.” I was cut off by insistent knocking.

      “I’m coming already!” he shouted.

      “Try to relax,” I said, knowing it was dumb advice he didn’t know how to take any more than I did.

      “Sure.” He opened the door. “If you can’t take a bath for you, take one for me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I wouldn’t insult Olivia by pulling punches. That would imply she couldn’t handle my best effort or didn’t want to. It was no better than letting a child win a game of chess because they were too fragile to lose, and she wasn’t fragile. Not even a little. She needed the fight.

      Had she smiled at the slew of offenses I’d lobbed? Nodded in recognition? Was she angry? And did that make her wet?

      It was late. The office was quiet. I was going through the architectural drawings, looking for ways to make the Bel-Air house even more ambitious, when Clarissa rapped softly on the doorjamb.

      “Mr. Crowne?”

      “You’re here late.”

      “I had to take care of some invoicing. This came for you.”

      She handed me a small manila envelope with my name written below the seal. I recognized the handwriting.

      “Thank you. You should go home. The invoices can wait.”

      “I will. You should go home too.”

      “Close the door behind you.” I went behind my desk.

      She nodded and left, clicking the glass door closed. When she disappeared down the hall, I opened my father’s envelope, pressed the sides, and slid the contents onto my glass desk.

      The check. My inheritance. The One Big Thing every Crowne heir was entitled to.

      It came with a note.

      

      Dear Byron,

      

      Wiring this seemed impersonal. I wanted you to have something you could hold in your hands.

      Logan has already expressed my concerns to you. In case he waxed dramatic about my thoughts, my apprehension is minor. You’ve made your own way. You’ve built a solid, separate business. I trust you know what you need.

      I understand the six of you call my gift the OBT. One Big Thing.

      The fact that you are only the second of the six to call in this chit makes me think OBT stands for Offer Blocked Today. Your mother thinks it speaks to your ability to discern a need from a want. Optimism Bides Time is what she calls it.

      Frost wrote about two roads diverging and the choice between them. By waiting, you choose the road less taken. I am proud of you for this and a long list of things. Enumerating them will embarrass you, so I won’t, but suffice to say your boldness with this project takes up a space, and the way you’ve handled yourself after Samantha is another.

      

      I stopped reading for a moment. He had no idea how I’d handled myself. I hadn’t told him or anyone except Olivia about my guilt or my fear that I’d push someone to suicide again. He and Mom had seen an appropriate measure of grief. They’d seen Samantha’s mother blame me and had countered it so stridently I had to pretend I believed them.

      

      Which brings me to the next embarrassing point of pride on the list. Thank you for bringing Olivia around this past weekend.

      

      That explained it. He was proud that I was moving on.

      Was I? And was I moving on with Olivia? We’d been cornered, so we’d made the best of it for the weekend. Until the sun shone through her hair as we rode to Dead Man’s Grove, she had been a practical consideration.

      Grief and guilt were mine. One fed the other. Letting go of grief made the guilt scream over my inhuman ability to do so. Forgiving myself made grief remind me, steadily and quietly, that I was a dangerous man who could hurt someone again.

      

      It was good to see you interested in someone, especially someone so lovely. She reminded me of your mother when we first met. I had her completely charmed—in the bag, if we’re talking man-to-man. But she made it clear she wasn’t taking any of my shit. A rare combination not every man wants. A partner like that is worth it. Trust me. My marriage was the kindest decision your mother ever made.

      

      I wish you the very best, son.

      

      —Dad

      

      Dropping the note, I picked up the check. Eight figures. Enough to build a palace. I was pouring the foundation of a fortune with my name on it. Something of my own to leave for my children.

      I laughed softly at myself and dropped into my chair.

      The office was too quiet this late. No one was buzzing me with a distraction. Only the breathy hum of the air conditioning kept me company.

      Two roads diverged in a wood… And I’d tried to pave a new one down the middle.

      It had all seemed so easy. Have a child without the lie of a wife I couldn’t love. That ripped condom had been a gift. All I’d had to do was convince Olivia that my lucky break was hers too.

      Why couldn’t a lucky break be planned?

      We liked fucking each other. Why not save her the humiliation of the turkey-baster treatments?

      The air conditioner shut down, exhaling for a few seconds before falling to silence. I couldn’t move. If I got up, something precious would break. Something I’d earned. A gift I hadn’t asked for, hidden inside a modest box and wrapped in a satin bow.

      What was it? If I moved, what would I lose but a moment of peace? The singular contentment of a path cut down the center?

      All I needed was Olivia to walk the road with me, which meant breaking through the wall between us. What if I took my brother’s advice and knocked on the door?

      The calm of the room shifted around me and formed itself into action.

      I called her from the office phone.

      “Hello?” she answered with a question as if she didn’t know who it was.

      “It’s Byron.”

      Her breath. Water dripping. The air whipping around the chasm between us.

      “I didn’t recognize the number,” she said.

      “I’m calling from my office.”

      “Nice play.”

      “It wasn’t a play. It was just the closest phone.”

      “I believe you.”

      “Would you have picked up if you’d known it was me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I can hang up and call again from my cell. You’ll see my name and decide yes or no.”

      “No, it’s okay.” The sound of rippling water came through. “We’ll pretend I decided yes.”

      That made me unreasonably, disproportionately happy. “Are you taking a bath?”

      “Yeah. It’s supposed to be relaxing, but—”

      “But then I called?”

      I gave her an opportunity to tell me to fuck off. I had to know if she’d answered my knock or if she was looking through the peephole before she chased me away.

      “But it’s never as relaxing as it is wet and boring,” she said.

      Didn’t express regret that I’d reached out to her. She didn’t take the bait. She’d opened the door when I’d knocked, but there was another door behind it.

      Might as well knock on that one too.

      “You know what I hear is relaxing?” I said.

      “Meditation?”

      “Me driving over there and making you come until you collapse.”

      “For a guy named after a poet, you have an unpoetic way with words.”

      “It’s modernist verse.”

      She laughed. “I’m sorry about how I acted. I think I put a lot into that pregnancy, and it was like…” She sighed. Water sloshed when she moved. “It was like pin the tail on the donkey. They blindfold you and spin you around, and you’re so disoriented and dizzy you pin the tail on the birthday cake.”

      “That really happened, didn’t it?” I put my feet on the desk.

      “Totally. It was a mess.”

      “How old were you?”

      “Eight. I was convinced I was going to nail it. But I had chocolate frosting up to my elbow. Anthony Rubino said I looked like I’d had my arm up the dog’s butt. Everyone laughed. I was so mad I cried. And we didn’t even have a dog.”

      “I’m trying hard not to laugh.”

      “You’re doing a shitty job. I can hear your brain.”

      “At least I know what to expect. If you’re disoriented now, next step is you’ll be angry enough to cry.”

      “I did that already,” she said softly, falling into a heavy pause.

      She had. On the bathroom floor at my parents’ house, she’d expelled more tears than I’d thought the human body could hold. I let her own the silence.

      “What do you need, Olivia?”

      “I just… I need some time to be normal. Like, doing what I know how to do. The usual. Eating. Sleeping. Accessorizing. Taking on assholes like you.”

      “You don’t know how to take on an asshole like me.”

      “You definitely are an original,” she replied. “You made me stay in here until I got pruney.” The water lapped on the sides of the tub, protesting her perfection stepping out of it. “I must like you.”

      “It’s taking every effort in my body to stay in this chair.”

      “Don’t chase. Please.”

      I heard the bar rattle as she removed the towel, then the rustle of terrycloth running over every inch of her skin. My dick swelled thinking about it.

      “I don’t want to chase you,” I said. “I want to catch you. There’s a difference.”

      “If you caught me, what would you do with me?”

      “Get you pregnant.” I waited for the suggestion to land.

      “You’re a scary guy sometimes,” she replied finally.

      “What scares you? That you’re naked right now and I have a hard-on?”

      “No, that you might actually be a devoted person.” The bed creaked. “With a really big, hot hard-on.”

      “You’re on the bed.”

      “You.” She elongated the last vowel as if she needed a moment to think. “You’re at the office.”

      “You’re on your back.”

      She paused, then the mattress springs squeaked as if she’d rolled onto her back.

      Was compliance consent?

      “Olivia?”

      “Go ahead. I just… I may be confused about what I want, but my body isn’t.”

      “No?”

      “It wants you, and it won’t shut up about it.”

      Lazily, I pulled my belt from the loop. “You pull your knees up and wide, exposing your pretty cunt.”

      “Oh.”

      “What?”

      “Yes. You pull your dick out. It’s huge, Byron. It’s so hard you can barely get it free.”

      Getting it free was the easy part. Keeping it from exploding was a different matter. “You pinch your nipple.”

      “There’s a drop on your tip. You rub it off.”

      Using my precum as lubricant, I rubbed the head.

      “You’re touching yourself,” I said, giving her a moment before continuing. “You’re wet and swollen. Two fingers slide right inside you. You pull them out because you want to add another. Three fingers. Deep, Beauty. You can’t get them deep enough, but you try.”

      She groaned.

      “Put me on speaker,” I commanded. The sound changed. Her obedience increased the throb in my dick. I almost came in my hand. “Crouch. Get on the balls of your feet. God, I want to be there. I’m so hard for you.”

      “You’re here. Between my feet.”

      She had me talking right up to her cunt.

      “Three fingers. Fuck yourself with them. Hard. Like I’m pounding you. Bury me in you. Let me see your dirty fucking soul.”

      “God, Byron. I—” Her sentence disappeared into a grunt.

      “Push deep and use your thumb on your clit.” I slowed down before I unloaded. “Do you want to come?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want things to be normal. Fucking you is what I want to be normal. My cock deep inside your throat, your cunt, your ass. Your screams when you beg me to stop because you can’t take coming anymore. My mark all over your body. Inside and out.”

      “Can I come?”

      I didn’t answer. The thought of writing on her inside and out nearly pushed me over the edge, and she must have heard it.

      “Byron,” she said. “Lord Byron. Come in me. Stain me.”

      “With me now…” was all the permission I could get out.

      I knew from her groans that we came together. I was so focused on the aural connection I didn’t realize my eyes had been closed until I opened them.

      “Hey?” she said. “You there?”

      “Still here.” I snapped a couple of tissues out of the box and cleaned up.

      “What are we doing?”

      We were having phone sex, but I knew what she meant.

      “I have a proposal.” I went into the bathroom to wash my hands. The mirror was kind. Handsome enough guy. Well put together. Business. I could do some business here.

      “Go on.”

      “I think we’re sexually compatible.”

      “What clued you in?”

      I smiled as I dried my hands. She was all right. “I’d like to keep fucking you. Generally, I’m not interested in getting attached. Romantically.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “We’re friends,” I said. “You still want a baby. Let me give you one.”

      I stood in the middle of my office bathroom. Everything stopped but my watch, ticking away as my mind shuffled my feelings like a deck of cards.

      “So, I stop the insemination.”

      “Yes.”

      “And we’re friends who are trying to have a baby together.”

      “What do you say?”

      Her sheets rustled, and her breath came in a sigh. “I think I need to think about it.”

      “It’s a good offer. But you’ll have to stop hating me.”

      “Also workable. I think I’m starting to kind of like you.”

      I knew she liked me, but hearing it made all the difference.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      We’d talked through his ride home. The last thing I remembered before I fell asleep was him taking off his shoes.

      I told him about Isabelle and how much my sister loved being taken to parties with our mother. How beautiful she was. How she’d lit up the screen when she acted as a child. How she met her husband at a Getty Gala and gave it all up when she had her first difficult pregnancy. How I adored her children.

      He told me about his battles with Logan to take over the business and how he let go of the idea after Samantha died. He’d needed to cut weight or sink. I respected his ability to see what he needed to do for his own mental health, and I perceived how much it hurt him.

      I didn’t remember hanging up. The phone lay on the pillow next to me with a dead battery. All the things we’d said to each other were latent in there, but the effects of them were alive in me. The depth of Byron’s regrets hadn’t surprised me or sowed doubt about his truthfulness. In itself, that was astonishing.

      Two months earlier, I wouldn’t have believed he cared about anything but money and power.

      Now I could add family to the list, and that changed everything.

      Hope was a liar, but its stories were too sexy to ignore.

      Byron instead of Emilio. A more precise round of fertility meds and a more enjoyable insemination method made the trade off a no-brainer.

      The only hang-up was that Byron wanted to be involved with the baby but not with me. If he got bored of me while I developed feelings for him, I would get hurt.

      So, I wouldn’t develop feelings.

      Except that it was too late for that, wasn’t it?

      Rubbing shampoo into my scalp didn’t loosen the knot of questions surrounding my emotional vulnerability. Neither did eating, accessorizing, or getting out the door to take on Assholes of America, Inc.

      I still didn’t know what to do about Byron Crowne, but I knew two things:

      What he wasn’t and how I felt about him.

      One. He was not one hundred percent asshole.

      Two. I was falling for him.

      I added one.

      Three. I was going to get hurt.

      The obvious next step was to tell him there was no deal. It was the only way to protect my heart.

      Or I could demand a real relationship, and he’d say no.

      And if he said yes, I’d disclose to Kimberly and the judge and everyone would wonder if I’d lost my fucking mind. Then he’d break my heart.

      So, the deal was on.

      My heart for a baby.
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        * * *

      

      My mother had bought the house high in the Hollywood Hills when it was possible to do so for a few hundred thousand dollars you might not ever make again. She’d been pregnant and wise, putting her and Francois’s Los Angeles residence under her name for tax purposes while he bought their apartment in Paris. When he left her, the house’s value had doubled, but the deed was already in her name.

      The house was up a curved single-lane road so poorly maintained my little convertible rocked as it rolled. I turned onto the short drive next to a small house no one would have looked twice at, parking behind a Nissan crossover with a yellow “Baby on Board” sign suction-cupped to the back window.

      This would be fine. I felt a happy tug just knowing the kids were around.

      Grabbing two bags of toys guaranteed to piss off my sister, I got out of the car as Mom opened the front door, wearing a hot-pink muumuu with a gold belt and a necklace made of rocks. Whenever I went too long without seeing her, I had to catch myself for a moment. She was somehow transcendent. Her smile was a perfectly symmetrical crescent under a patrician nose thousands of women wasted good money trying to emulate. Her neck was long and thin, accentuating a square jawbone that would have been too masculine on another woman’s head.

      “Oliveeeahhh!” She came to me with her arms out, gray-streaked blond hair flying, crossing the front yard in three steps. She was almost six feet tall, and when she hugged me, she was thread and I was a spool.

      “Do you know what I found out on Google?” she asked as we walked to the front door. Her feet were bare, and though she’d found time to coordinate her outfit, she hadn’t bothered with makeup.

      “Anything you wanted?”

      “You live five miles away as the crow flies.”

      “I try to visit—”

      “No, no. I mean I should visit more. I get so isolated up here. I’ve been thinking—”

      “Auntie Livie!” Ronnie dropped a Lifesaver-shaped cookie and pattered across the living room in a more-or-less-straight line, a foodish substance matted on the bulldozer printed on his shirt.

      I picked him up. “Hey, Ronron!”

      “What you bring me?”

      “Bring you?” I pretended I didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “How many?”

      “Well, how old are you?”

      “Four and half! I get four and half things.”

      “No halves.” I held up two bags by the handles. “Yellow one is yours.”

      He took it, and I let him go before I scanned the room for his eight-year-old sister. The trick of the house was its modesty on the street side. The back side crawled down the hillside, leaving verandas on all three stories with clear views of the horizon and the pool jutting out into empty space.

      I was taking too long to find Sarah, and she let me know by clearing her throat before dodging behind the couch. She giggled.

      “Where’s Sarah?” I asked, looking everywhere but at where she was.

      She cackled as I passed her and squealed when I spun around and scooped her up. Her body was small for her age, but her personality was as massive as her will. She wiggled out of my arms almost immediately.

      “She doesn’t hug anymore,” her mother’s voice came from behind me. My sister was wiping out a bowl with a dish towel. “It’s undignified. Like hiding when someone comes in.”

      “No.” Sarah crossed her arms and shook her head so hard her straight, brown hair fanned. “Hiding is funny.”

      “Nice to see you.” I hugged Isabelle.

      Ronnie had dumped the four Matchbox cars on the floor and was making short work of the packaging.

      “You didn’t bring her any slime, did you?” Isabelle pointed at the purple bag I had left, wrinkling her nose. “It gets in the carpet.”

      “Keychains,” I whispered.

      “Okay.”

      I crouched and held the bag out to Sarah. “This is for you, missy.”

      She took it. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I hung back while my niece peeked in the bag at the eight sparkly, shiny blinking-light gewgaws.

      She pulled out a rainbow-maned unicorn bedazzled with plastic stones, letting the rest of the bag drop. “Esme has this one on her backpack!”

      Before I could ask who Esme was or what was so special about her bag, Sarah ran into me, wrapping her arms around my neck and bouncing with the joyful ferocity of a jackhammer. She smelled like playtime sweat and carrot sticks dipped in hummus, and her gratitude for a simple thing created the torque that spun the earth around the sun.

      I was the thread, and she was the spool.

      I wanted this.

      More than anything, I still wanted this.
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        * * *

      

      “So, he’s home studying. I lost that one.” Isabelle flipped the burger container closed. “But I kind of won it.”

      The sun was setting. The takeout was mostly eaten. The children were playing in the shallow end of the pool.

      “I never understood this decision,” I said. “Overall, it’s crazy to me. Nothing against Leo.”

      “Bullshit,” Isabelle muttered into her drink.

      “Seriously. I mean it. He’s fine. I’m looking at you.”

      “You have that tone, Olivia,” Mom scolded. “This isn’t a courtroom.”

      “You quit acting to have kids,” I said. “And now that they’re both in school and you can make an audition once in a while, he decides to change careers and you just say, ‘Okay, whatever you want, honey. I didn’t want my own life anyway’?”

      “Ugh.” She threw back her head. “Why are you like this?”

      “Not a doormat?”

      “Hey!” Isabelle snapped straight. “Not cool.”

      “Let’s clean up first.” Mom led by example, balling up napkins and gathering containers.

      I decided not to follow her lead. I wasn’t letting my sister off the hook. “We just keep letting men do this shit.”

      “He’s doing what’s best for everyone.”

      “I get that,” I said. “I get architecture’s more stable than acting. That’s why I’m not riding him. I’m riding you. You need to take care of yourself. What you need is important.”

      “Sorry.” Isabelle took a chunk of ice in her teeth and tucked it in her cheek. “We can’t all be self-propelled power bitches on a mission.” She crunched the ice and tried to stare me down.

      “Mom,” I said when the screen door opened, “tell her what you gave up for Francois.”

      “She’s heard the same stories you have.”

      “She’s doing the same thing.”

      Mom sighed and collected more stuff.

      “Same. Thing.” Twice, I pressed my finger to the table until the first knuckle bent.

      “So?” My sister’s monosyllabic defiance was a shadow of what she was likely to get from her daughter in a few years.

      “So, why would you repeat Mom’s misery?”

      Isabelle was working on an answer when our mother’s voice cut in.

      “I wouldn’t say I was miserable.”

      “Yes,” I said. “Yes, you were.”

      “No. Actually…” She gave up on cleaning and sat across from us. “Actually, I was relieved.”

      Next to me, ice clicked down the length of a paper cup as Isabelle loaded it into her mouth.

      “Relieved how?” I asked.

      “Acting was harder than it looked.”

      “You were good, Ma. Your audition reel—”

      “Oh, I had talent. But your father always said an artist needs two of three things to be successful.” She counted on her thin fingers. “Talent. Opportunity. Drive.”

      “You had talent and opportunity.”

      “But not drive,” she added.

      “Talent and opportunity. That’s two out of three.”

      Next to me, ice was crushed between my sister’s teeth.

      “Your father was wrong. He was a first-class chauvinist pig, and he was dead wrong most of the time. There’s no acting without drive. I needed that time with him to figure out what to replace it with.”

      “Badass,” Isabelle said, then tipped the rest of the ice into her mouth.

      “You spent all that time with him knowing you’d leave him?”

      “Our past paid for my future.”

      “Bang.” My sister plopped down the cup. “Future first.”

      “No,” I waved my hands as if mosquitoes filled the air. “No, you’re both insane. Dad was terrible! And you!” I pointed at Isabelle. “You love Leo!”

      “I do. The math is the same.”

      “But you’re giving up your future.”

      “Are you joking? Olivia. Wake up. I’m too old already. It’s over.”

      Balloons blew up inside my ears, muffling her words in the pressure, as if I was taking a supersonic elevator to the four-hundredth floor.

      “Stop,” I said, barely hearing myself. “I can’t.”

      “Those kids are the future,” my sister said from the other side of the balloon.

      My bag was on the couch. Shoes by the door. Car in the driveway. Full tank of gas.

      “I have to go.”

      But Isabelle wasn’t done. “What do you think it is when you have a baby?”

      “You don’t become a nonperson!” My shout popped the pressure in my head. “You’re a beautiful, talented woman with drive. And if you continue like this, you’re setting a shitty example for her!” My arm shot straight out toward her daughter, who was jaw-dropped and wide-eyed at her potty-mouthed aunt.

      “Oopsie,” Sarah said.

      “I think that’s just about enough,” Mom said.

      “Forget it, baby,” Isabelle said. “Aunt Livie’s not feeling good.”

      “I’m feeling fine. Just sick of this. Sick of how we play by the rules and they bend them and find loopholes. And we’re supposed to smile and bend and twist to keep up until we don’t even recognize ourselves anymore. Then suddenly, when our asses are in our faces, they pull a single lawful move and we snap. But they point to page 456 of the rulebook and say, ‘Well, it’s right here, ma’am. You woulda won if you’d played fair.’”

      “Are we still talking about my husband?”

      “No. Yes. I’m just… I’m frustrated. With him. With you.” I pointed at Mom. “With you too. I mean, you won that thing with Dad, but you’re acting like setting it up was a cakewalk. So now this one,” I moved my pointing finger to my sister. “She’s thinking she can pull off giving up her career for her kids and be happy with the guy.”

      “I will.”

      “She won’t,” Mom contradicted.

      “What?” Isabelle cried.

      “Told you.”

      “Hush!” One syllable from Mom turned me into a child. “Both of you.”

      Now we were both in time-out.

      “I have an announcement.” She crossed her legs. Her sandal dangled from her toe. “I’m selling this house.”

      “What?” my sister and I said in the same way, at the same time.

      “It’s worth five million dollars.” Mom braced her hands on the arms of her chair. “And I won’t have to update a thing.”

      “Where are you going to go?” I asked. The idea of my mother living anywhere besides that house was surreal.

      “I’m just one person.” She swung the sandal, then let it slide back down onto her foot. “I don’t need four thousand square feet I can’t be bothered keeping up. I’m going to get an apartment and travel. The market’s right to sell. Then I can give you girls a… sum.”

      “What kind of sum?” Isabelle asked.

      “Hopefully a million each. It’s Los Angeles, so you’re not rich, but…” She tipped her chin toward Isabelle. “If you play your cards right and cut out the vacations, you should be able to pursue acting before the Rolex boys decide you’re dried up.”

      “Wow, Ma,” she said.

      “I don’t want it,” I cut in. “Give mine to Isabelle.”

      “You’ll take it, Olivia,” Mom said.

      “This is your house.”

      I said it was her house, but I meant it was my house. And by “my house,” I meant my home. My unique childhood. My nine-year-old self falling asleep in the broom closet so I could hear a late-night dinner conversation between a diplomat and a duchess. My time being photographed by the best in the world not because I was beautiful, but because I was interesting. I had only been a kid, but Mom never treated us like kids. We were part of her life and her community. She kept us safe and let us do the rest.

      I’d never found that again. I’d been adrift since, and now she was taking it away.

      Isabelle sat motionless with one knee on her seat, ice chewed away, her expression locked in the middle distance as if she was calculating either how far the money would get her or whether it was worth it to take it as the price of accepting the loss.

      “No,” I said. “I won’t let you.”

      “Let it go, sweetie.”

      “I can’t bear someone else living here.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that.”

      “I’ll buy it,” I continued as if I had that kind of money. “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Come on, Olivia. You can’t compete with the developers who want it.”

      “I… what?”

      “I haven’t renovated a thing since I bought it in 1989. They’ll pay full value just for the land.”

      I was horrified. “You can’t sell to a developer.”

      “Why not? My realtor says they’ll offer cash. They just have to sort out some new erosion control requirements.”

      “No. No. Sell to someone. Sell to a person. Don’t sell to those backstabbing, slimy cretins. They’ll tear it down and build a crackerbox corner to corner. They’re disgusting, awful… They’ll hurt you. Do you understand? They hurt everything they touch, and they lie. They’ll lie to get what they want, and you can’t give them this house.”

      “I’m not giving—”

      “This is not fair!” I slammed my hand on the table. I hadn’t realized how noisy the kids’ playing was until they went silent.

      “Olivia?” Isabelle said timidly.

      My phone went off like an alarm.

      “Nothing,” I said, turning the glass up to see Emilio’s name. “It’s nothing. Give me a minute.”

      Answering the phone, I went inside.

      “Hi,” I said, closing the door so I could pace across the living room without being heard.

      “Oh my God, what happened?” By the background noise of shouts and clangs, I knew he was in the kitchen.

      I stepped on something that crunched. Half a Lifesaver-shaped cookie exploded into crumbs. “Nothing. Why?”

      “You stuck on the 405 or something?”

      “I’m at my mother’s house.” I ripped a paper towel off the roll. “She’s selling it. I’m annoyed at her. Not you.”

      On the way to the crumb pile, I kicked a Matchbox car. It spun out and smacked against the far wall, near where—at some point—a crack in the paint that I’d always imagined looked like a lightning bolt had turned into a fissure.

      When I was little, I’d put my dollhouse against that wall and pretended the family inside was safe during a thunderstorm. The family lived, but time had broken the lightning.

      “I have to ask you something,” Emilio said, snapping me out of the imaginary rain. “Russell’s PR got some Instagram influencers on the invite list. Including but not limited to Lyric Crowne. Four million followers. She posted about Bistro Bungalow, and it went wild. So…”

      “I met her.” I gathered the crumbs in the paper towel, which was physically impossible to do efficiently. “She seems like a normal person? I don’t have any deeper intel.”

      “Okay, fine. Good. Okay.” A pot banged behind him.

      “You’re going to be fine.” I stuffed the paper towel and crumbs in the trash. “I’m serious.”

      “I know. But she put up a shot of the Bistro Bungalow burger, and that’s what went crazy. I don’t know if I should put a burger on the menu. Maybe a special for the night?”

      He was a wreck. He needed to relax, and the last thing he needed to hear was that he needed to relax.

      “Emilio Spaghetti-O,” I said. “Listen to me. Listen to every word. You know who you are and what you want. You know how to get it. Stay on track. Between now and the opening, you’re going to focus on what you can control. You’re going to keep your eyes on the work, put one foot in front of the other, and move forward. You’re not going to borrow trouble. Do you hear?”

      “I hear you.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Stop worrying.”

      “The work, Emilio. Stay with the work.”

      “I knew I called you for a reason. Okay. I have to go.”

      “Go. Bye.”

      I hung up. My family was on the other side of the sliding glass doors. The kids were playing again, and Mom and Isabelle were talking. I was in the kitchen, the sun angling into the house with the day’s last gasps of light.

      Stay with the work.

      The house was a part of me, but it wasn’t my work. It was my mother’s.

      If I was going to take my own advice, I’d have to do what needed doing and stop letting my heart borrow trouble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      The OBT check was on my dresser, folded into four sections like a receipt I’d forgotten to give to my bookkeeper.

      It was supposed to go to my accounts manager. Why had I placed my father’s note in a wooden box and let the check sit in limbo? I’d wanted the money—needed it to do things that would attract buyers who could afford the most luxurious house in Bel-Air.

      And yet, there it sat while I plowed through my own investment, making the thing bigger.

      When it had been assumed I would take over Crowne Industries, my entitlement to the One Big Thing was tied to that. It was an ace waiting to be played, and I was eager to show it. I sought out acquisitions, but none of them was the exact right size or shape for the company I was learning to run. There was no point in asking for it if I wasn’t going to make the most of it.

      Samantha had talked about that money as if it was for spending. A house. A boat. How far it would go before it ran out.

      Old money wasn’t always deep money. Old money got lazy, and though it might take a few generations for it to catch up to the times, finite was finite. I hadn’t known the Bettencourts were broke, but once her father told me, I knew why and how it had remained a secret. The family lived for their image and brand presentation.

      My fiancée hadn’t been like that. Not completely. She’d never bought it as reality, but she’d craved harmony, so she played along while it all tore her apart. Keeping up. Presenting the best face. Lying to her friends. Making sure she was photographed at the most exclusive events because it kept her parents from fighting.

      She hadn’t cared for it. Had hated it. Felt used and objectified. But she kept on, the little trouper. When she took it out on me, I didn’t care. I loved her, and I was strong enough to take whatever she needed to give me because she wasn’t strong enough to direct it where it belonged.

      So, on the days it was my fault, she accused me of stalling the wedding. She wanted to get married now. Tomorrow. Yesterday. City Hall. Elope. Just get it done so she wouldn’t have to worry anymore. I could save her from her mother, who was planning to divest assets for a huge wedding on a yacht they couldn’t pay off.

      Sometimes, in the quiet parts of the night, I looked for ways I’d failed her.

      I wondered if asking for my family’s gift would have saved her life or postponed the inevitable. I tried to remember what I was feeling or thinking when I’d uttered the last words I’d ever say to her. How stricken she’d looked. Face drained of blood. Mouth open.

      Eyes afire, she’d asked me why I was marrying her.

      As I emptied my pockets on my dresser, I bounced the question back to her.

      Why do you think?

      Wallet. Car key fob. Handkerchief.

      Answer me, Byron!

      I’d been doing the same thing. Emptying the day from my pockets.

      I’d sighed. Maybe it was the sigh that did it. I’d just gotten back from a trip to Saudi. I was tired and as lazy as old money. If I told her I loved her in twenty-five words or more, she’d be soothed. That was what she wanted. Some form of overblown bad poetry so she’d know that between us, it wasn’t all for show.

      Knowing what she wanted wasn’t good enough anymore.

      I didn’t know what she needed.

      I gave her the truth, which was short, direct, and to the point.

      Because I love you.

      She’d acted as if I’d slapped her.

      I should have used more words. I shouldn’t have acted bored or placed the punctuation where it would sound like an accusation.

      She left the room. When I didn’t see her for the rest of the night, I was relieved. In the morning, after sleeping off the jet lag, I’d deal with my beloved.

      Which I did.

      And I swore I’d never tell another woman I loved them, because I was a monster and my love had killed her.

      Knowing my logic was faulty did nothing to change it. Everyone was safe as long as I remained on the other side of my reasoning. The words were on lockdown, and that was that.

      I opened the check. Everything over that number. Or nothing over that number.

      I’d never know. But some phase of my life was ending, and another was beginning. If the check had four or six fewer zeroes, it would still have lifted a weight off me.

      After propping the check like a tower on its folded corners, I opened the drawer under it and tipped it in, imagining a pillar of blocks falling.

      On top of my things sat Olivia’s stretched underwear from our night at the Waldorf. The night she’d stormed out with my seed dripping between her legs, terrified that I’d be the father of a child she wanted so badly.

      I balled them in my fist and sniffed them like the filthy pig Samantha had thought I was. Then I sniffed again. Pure fucking Eau de Pussy d’Olivia. The cotton was dry but soaked through with the smell of her. That was mine. I’d made her this wet, and I’d do it again.

      I put the underwear in my pocket and went to the kitchen. My refrigerator opened on two sides. A vertical glass window between them exhibited everything my sommelier had left to chill in case of guests.

      The Dom Perignon popped and fizzed in the crystal flute. It was cold and bubbly in my throat, and I didn’t give a shit that I was alone. I drained the flute and pushed it away, taking the bottle by the neck so I could drink right from the source.

      “I love you” was out, but you know what wasn’t?

      Share this bottle with me.

      Come to me.

      I’m obsessed with you.

      I trust you.

      I own you.

      Be with me.

      Don’t get pregnant without me.

      Another gulp of champagne turned into three. Flavia had left dinner, but I didn’t want it. She could take it home to her kids. I took a swig and texted Olivia.

      
        
        —You never answered me—

        —It’s been a week—

      

      

      —I’m sorry. I needed to think.—

      A hand coursed through the miasma I’d created for myself and slapped sense into me. These things needed to be said in person by a man who was stable and sober.

      But still… the monumental strength it had taken to leave her alone to think was being dissolved in champagne. Now I had her on the other side. I could influence her across distance. Soak another pair of underwear.

      
        
        —And?—

      

      

      —And we should talk in person—

      
        
        —Where are you?—

      

      

      —Work, no thanks to you—

      For better or worse, she was thinking about me.

      
        
        —What time are you getting off?—

      

      

      She called, and I picked up.

      “I’ll come get you,” I said, dispensing with the greetings. “Whatever time.”

      “Late. I don’t know.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      Her answer was a sigh of resignation.

      “Please.” I was begging. I was a pathetic beggar, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Don’t come here,” she said. “Meet me at the Broken Stem. On Olympic.”

      “When?”

      “Ten.”

      I looked at my watch. I could get sober enough to drive in four hours, but I’d never be sober enough to hear her say no. “Done.”

      “See you there. I have to go.”

      We hung up. The screen flipped back to our texts. I typed out a string of filth that would keep me on her mind, but it wasn’t going to convince her of anything except that I was a pushy asshole. I put the phone down next to her stretched ball of dried-juice underwear. My mind hiccupped on what she was wearing and what was under it. How sexy it would be if she stripped down to something that would reveal the marks I’d left on her.

      I opened my laptop and searched for something to ruin.
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        * * *

      

      I parked in the back and entered through a door with Broken Stem stenciled in white. The back hall had bathrooms, a closed office door, and an ajar door that said EMPLOYEES ONLY. She had me meet her in a dump. Did that mean yes or no? Was it a sign of what I could expect?

      Past a black velvet curtain, I entered the bar. The place was dark, with candles every two inches across the bar, making it look as if a coven of witches had decorated for a ceremony. The logo made it clear that Broken Stem referred to a wine glass, because all the glasses were tulip-shaped and stemless with divots for thumbs. Mine was filled with club soda.

      It wasn’t crowded, so I had a direct visual line to the front door. When she came in, the fan above blasted to control the temperature, blowing her hair everywhere. It calmed, falling over her shoulders when she stepped out of the squall, which was the moment she saw me.

      “Hey.” She slid onto the stool next to mine. Her black skirt matched her jacket, and her blouse was a silver satin thin enough to mold around hard nipples.

      “Thank you for meeting me.”

      “Only fair. I can’t keep you in suspense forever.”

      When the bartender approached, she ordered a ginger ale, then crossed her legs and faced me. Her skirt slid above her knee, and her shoe dangled off her toes.

      “So, you decided,” I said as the soda gun hissed.

      “I have.”

      She waited until her ginger ale landed in front of her and the bartender left. In the eternity of those seconds—and not for the first time, I considered what I’d do if she declined. I got my pitch together as if she was a recalcitrant architect or a buyer who hemmed and hawed over another ten thousand square feet.

      “I’m listening.” Over her calf and down to the heel, I stroked the silk of her stockings.

      “When you say you can’t love me, I believe you. You don’t want a commitment. I believe that too.”

      “Good.” I pushed her shoe back onto her foot.

      “But I’m afraid.” She drank a bit of her ginger ale and put it back carefully in the same crescent of condensation. “I know you think I’m too strong to break. But I do have a heart. I can love someone. That means I can get hurt.”

      I watched my hand as it ran over her heel and up her calf. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you want. I can love you. I can try not to, but I’m pretty sure I’m already halfway there.”

      I tore my eyes away from her leg and looked at her face. Flickering candles changed the light, but her expression was steady.

      “I’m not worth it,” I said.

      “Women love unworthy men all the time.”

      “True.”

      “And you’re worthy. If we’re doing this, you have to stop saying stuff like that.”

      Abruptly, my hands stopped moving. “Are we—”

      “Yes.” She slid her hand into mine and uncrossed her legs, leaning forward so she could speak quietly and still fill my world. “I think no matter what, even if I’m hurt, I can maintain a friendship. But I want you to understand what a gamble this is for me. Long game? It’s worth the potential upside. But in the short term, it’s a big risk.”

      She said it as if it was a challenge. She was daring me to keep her from falling in love and daring me to hurt her at the same time.

      Neither would happen. I couldn’t see the future, but she had a limited count of possibilities.

      “When do we start?” I pushed my hand between her knees and up until I was blocked at the spot where her thighs met like an inverted fork in the road.

      “I’m ovulating in thirteen days, give or take.”

      “What if you want to fuck tonight?”

      The idea of getting inside her without a condom, skin to skin, truly joined, was a drug I had to take again.

      “My period’s finishing up. I won’t get pregnant.”

      “You want to, then.”

      “I know.”

      “Relax your legs.”

      She did it, letting my hand travel another few inches. My lips brushed her throat, and her breath came in damp gasps. I was urgently hard for her. A glass broke somewhere outside the dome of our attention.

      We were in public. There were more than emotional risks between us.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I whispered. “We’ll seal this deal quick.”

      When I felt her nod, I got up, straightened my jacket, and walked out the way I came in. I was thinking of taking her in the car, but on the way, I found a closet door still ajar.

      Olivia came through the curtain, all poise and leg, blond hair pushed off her shoulders, a golden idol ready to worship.

      When I pulled her into the darkness of the closet and snapped the lock, she started to say something. I took her mouth with mine, pushing her hard against the wall. She gasped, and something clattered.

      “You and me,” I said, pulling up her tight skirt. “Nothing between us.”

      “Yes.”

      I felt her reach for my fly in the dark.

      “Now.” I was growling like an animal.

      “Now.” She squeaked like a wheel.

      I pushed her hands off my zipper so I could shred her stockings and underpants. Owning her mouth with my tongue and shoving my fingers inside her, I filled her wherever I could reach until my cock felt as if it would break from envy.

      “You ready?” I asked, releasing my erection. “Skin to skin.”

      She hitched one leg over my hip, and I held it there, under the knee so I could line the bare head of my dick against her.

      “Go,” she said. “Do it now.”

      She was soaked. Ready. I pushed inside her. Two strokes deep. Three to the balls. She was fucking silk wrapping around me. This was it. This was exactly what I wanted. Fucking her. Pinning her down. Taking her fully. Feeling the pulse of her cunt when she was close to coming for me.

      “Say my name,” I demanded.

      “Lord Byron.”

      “Say it.” I laid my hand on her throat to feel how it sounded.

      “Lord Byron, I’m going to—”

      I put my mouth on hers, pushing against her nub with the base of my cock, feeling the rumble of her throat as she came and the tremble of her lips on mine.

      When she was done, I pulled back. “I’m going to come inside you.”

      “Yes. Come inside me.”

      “You’re mine, Olivia. After I come in you. You’re mine.”

      I exploded, writing my name so deeply inside her she’d never erase it. I etched myself there so completely she’d never forget me, even after my cold heart forgot her or her warm heart decided it had no room for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      After taking me against a broom closet wall, Byron reluctantly took me to my car. He wanted to keep me up all night, and if my sex drive had been in charge, I would have let him.

      But thankfully my brain was driving the bus. We’d agreed to create a life without falling in love. By maintaining some control, I was keeping the second part of the deal. I had to draw the lines between us, or he would tear me apart.

      His full-frontal attack on the environment kept me working late. I trudged up my front steps, sick and tired of trying to figure out his strategy without telling my team I knew more about him than they’d be comfortable with.

      A night of making small talk at Emilio’s opening was just what I needed.

      I picked up my mail. Garbage mostly. One padded manila envelope with something soft inside had been wedged behind the screen door. Figuring it was a dress I’d ordered, I tucked the package under my arm with the letters and went inside.

      Junk, junk. I opened and scanned a bill, leaving the dress unopened. I checked the clock. I had to get moving.

      But maybe I’d wear the dress.

      I opened the manila envelope and shouldn’t have been shocked that there was no dress inside. I laid the clear plastic bags on the kitchen counter. One had a white envelope inside. I opened that first. The lace underwear I’d worn to the Eclipse show fell out.

      “Oh, fuck you, Byron.”

      The envelope had Olivia written on it in script. A blue foil crown was embossed at the point of the back flap. Ripping it open as if I wanted to shred the entire thing, I pulled out a card of expensive stock with the same blue crown in the center, as if that was all anyone would need to know who it was from.

      The fact that it really was all I needed annoyed me. I poured another glass of wine before I read his tight cursive while standing at the kitchen counter.

      

      Dear Olivia,

      

      You left these at the Waldorf.

      

      They’re quite stretched. Though I’m sure they would look stunning tying your wrists behind your back, they’re now unworthy of you. I took it upon myself to choose something satin to replace them. I’m afraid my imagination got carried away. I had to get you the entire set. Please accept it as an apology for ruining your lace pair.

      

      I know we had a limited-time arrangement. I think, based on subsequent conversations, we both agree the original deal has now proven to be wholly inadequate. I need to touch you again. I need to taste your sweet cunt and get inside you. I need to claim a part of your body.

      

      Soon, Beauty.

      

      Byron

      

      Oh, my poor underpants. Not the ones on the counter, but the ones I was wearing. They were soaked, damn him. The flow had started as I read about his touch and increased to a flood with him claiming my body.

      I ripped open the bag and poured the contents onto the counter.

      He’d said they were satin, and they definitely were, but the black silk was sewn into half-inch-wide straps with gold fittings. I separated the black stockings and pulled the rest apart, laying it out so I could puzzle over how it worked.

      It didn’t take long.

      The neck strap connected to three others that went under the rib cage, supporting the cups in a way that looked uncomfortable and very hot. The panties were a triangle of satin with straps around the hips that could be removed by unsnapping the gold clasps that matched the garter.

      He hadn’t sent underwear he’d imagined me wearing. He’d sent gear to fuck me in, and my pussy was clenching to use it when he texted.

      —Did you get my gift?—

      
        
        —Is it for me or you?—

      

      

      
        
        —I’ll send Yusup for you now,

        and we can find out tonight—

      

      

      
        
        —I can’t. I have a thing—

      

      

      My phone rang. Byron, of course.

      “What thing?” he asked.

      “Emilio’s opening his restaurant tonight.”

      A pause as he fingered through the files in his mind. “Is he the one who was trying to get you pregnant?”

      “He’s a dear friend. And yes. I can’t miss this.” I stopped myself. I was about to offer something I hadn’t thought about hard enough.

      There were no fast answers, and my body was making urgent, immediate demands.

      “I’ll be ready for you next week.” That seemed ages away. “When I’m ovulating. I’ll wear it then.”

      “No. You wear it for me tonight.”

      “Byron.” I fingered the gold clasp between the bra cups. “I can’t skip this.”

      “Don’t skip it. Go. Wear it underneath. I’ll know you’re thinking of me.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Your dress should be modest. Cover everything.”

      This was new but not unexpected. He was jealous of men’s eyes, and I had to put my foot down before that got out of hand.

      “I’ll wear what I want, Lord Byron.” My nickname didn’t soften my scolding.

      “You will. Always. But for tonight… imagine this…” His voice dropped as if we were naked together. “What you present to the world tonight is chaste and businesslike. Underneath it, I’m touching you, and you can’t show it. No one can tell how turned on that makes you. No one knows I’m wrapped around your cunt.”

      “You’re filthy,” I said like the compliment it was.

      “I’ll take that in the spirit you meant it.”

      “Okay,” I said, scooping up the lingerie. “I’ll play. But this can’t turn into you telling me how to dress.”

      “Have fun tonight.”

      I could practically hear his smile over the phone, and rather than feeling as if I’d acquiesced, pleasing him felt like a win.
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        * * *

      

      When I’d been to Amelia’s before, the house lights had been on and the room had been populated with construction workers and staff. The music had been boomboxed Spanish-language standards that echoed off the exposed brick walls.

      The Uber stopped in front of a completely different place. The glass doors facing the street were open, and the bar crowd spilled out. Waitstaff bustled around candlelit tables surrounded by people in comfortable chairs.

      “This it?” the driver asked.

      “Yup.”

      “Looks like a happening place.”

      “Fingers crossed.”

      I got out, balancing on my favorite pair of black stilettos. Byron’s lingerie would have shown through anything tight or flimsy, so I’d chosen a sleeveless sweater dress with a high neck and a flowing skirt that landed right above my knees. The garter hid well above the hemline, and the straps under my ribcage were invisibly tight. The sex under my dress was a secret between Byron and me, and—besides the thought of his touch—it was the most arousing thing imaginable.

      He had a talent for the filthy, and he knew exactly how to use it.

      I showed my invitation to the maître d’ and went to the bar. It was crowded with people wanting to try the food and wanting to be seen.

      Linda was at the bar, chatting with a man in his twenties. I hung back, watching her listen attentively, scanning his face for subtle clues and contradictions, then smiling so genuinely I couldn’t imagine anyone holding back. I’d seen her work before. It was always a sight.

      When she caught sight of me, she held her arm for me and excused herself.

      “You came!” I kissed her cheek, and she turned into the woman I knew. No less charming but ten times more real.

      “Dad asked me to watch everyone who got coffee. Make sure they like it so he can micromanage in the back.”

      “I’m glad you’re here. I love this.” I indicated her shiny, pale-blue trench dress with a plunging neckline. “It’s not black.”

      “I’m nervous,” she said in a low voice. “There’s red wine everywhere, and I almost bumped into a food tray.”

      “I’ll keep my eye out.”

      The actor-handsome bartender recognized me and started pouring red wine.

      I held my hand for him to stop. “Chardonnay, please. The Alexander.”

      He nodded and switched.

      “Everyone’s here,” Linda said, nudging her chin toward a dark-haired young woman in a shape-skimming yellow satin dress. “Mandy Bettencourt flew in from the Paris shows.”

      Samantha Bettencourt’s younger sister was a fashion designer. Her clothes were bank-breakingly expensive, critically loved, and hard to find.

      “That’s very yellow,” I murmured into my glass.

      “Yeah, hey, I have to tell you something.”

      “Yeah?”

      “There’s gossip.”

      Linda didn’t gossip idly. She didn’t tell me anything that I didn’t need to know.

      “About?” I asked.

      “You.”

      “Me?”

      She leaned up to whisper in my ear, “And Byron Crowne.”

      The lingerie seemed to tighten around me to squeeze all the blood to my face. “Who said?”

      Not that it mattered. People knew. I was in bed with a man known as dishonest and cruelly arrogant. One I’d pledged to take down. It shouldn’t have mattered, but it did, and my heart fell into my garter.

      “Carolyn Harkness. She’s been trying to get set up with him for a year.”

      “How…”

      A man in a black suit bumped Linda, and she gasped, holding her wine away from her dress.

      “So sorry,” he said.

      “Alan!” I exclaimed, thankful for the change in subject.

      “Olivia!” We double-kissed. “That’s twice in a month. People are going to start talking.”

      People were always talking. Maybe this was a good way to dissemble.

      I introduced him to Linda, laying my hand on his shoulder as we chatted about nothing. The art deco brass plates. The flower arrangements. I talked up my favorite dishes, and Alan laid his hand on my back to get me out of the way of a rushing waiter.

      When I tucked my clutch under my arm, I felt my phone buzzing inside it.

      I checked.

      Byron. His third call.

      Stepping back, I answered with my finger pressing my other ear closed against the noise. “What?”

      “Olivia.” He was on the street somewhere. I could hear the whoosh of cars passing and brakes squeaking.

      “It’s a bad time.”

      “Is it?”

      I found a spot by the front windows. “It’s loud, and I’m in the middle of a conversation.”

      “Are you wearing it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Prove it.”

      “I’m not texting pictures of myself in a bathroom mirror.”

      “Pull up your dress so I can see the tops of the garter belt.”

      I looked around the room. Tall men. Men in suits and sweatshirts. Men with short hair and long. None of them were Byron.

      “Where are you?” An ambulance screeched through traffic at the corner.

      “Where I can see you in the middle of a conversation.”

      Through the phone, the same ambulance made him hard to hear. I faced the window again and found him standing across the street, in the middle of the sidewalk, with his phone to his ear.

      He was the still point inside a whirl of pedestrians. They moved around him as if he was the north side of a magnet, and he attracted me as if I was south. Without thinking, I put my hand on the glass.

      “Now,” he said. “Prove it. Show me that you’re wearing what I sent you.”

      “No.”

      “I think, down deep where your hunger meets your heart, you want to be dominated. You want to submit your pleasure to me. So… show me.”

      The flash of sensation tingled between my thighs with such power my eyelids fluttered. His voice was a sparking fuse that ended between my legs.

      “I hate you,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      I took my hand off the glass as if it had gotten too hot. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      “My sister couldn’t make it. She gave me her invitation. Out of respect for you, I’m standing across the street.”

      “And telling me what to do.”

      “I’m going to come in there and lay my hand on your back. I’m going to kiss your face twice and tell you how nice you look tonight.”

      “No!”

      “I won’t be talking about your dress. But what’s under it.”

      “It’s not appropriate. I’m lead counsel in a case against you. And people know, Byron. I don’t know how, but they’re talking.”

      That gave him pause. He got into the driver’s side of a black Jaguar that was parked in front of him. The background noise from his side cut out.

      “Stay there,” he said, starting the car.

      “Stop!”

      But he was gone.

      What was he thinking? Was he going to come to the most important night of Emilio’s life and demand answers?

      No. He wasn’t. Not if I could help it.

      I went outside calmly, as if I needed a little air, and strode to the corner opposite of the one Byron had stood on. The voices and music faded into the distance, and I slowed my step.

      “I told you to stay there,” Byron said. “You’re a moving target.”

      How had he known I was moving?

      “Olivia!” Alan’s voice came from behind me.

      I turned. He was three steps away, and the Jaguar was rolling slowly at his back.

      “Alan, hey.” I hung up and waited for him.

      “Are you all right?” he asked as he caught up.

      “Yeah, I’m… just getting a little air.”

      “You turned and left so quickly I thought I’d missed talking to you.”

      “No, I—”

      “I just figured I could get a redo on eleventh grade.”

      The Jaguar stopped right behind him.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I wanted another chance to ask you out. On a date. Coffee, maybe. Or dinner’s better, but whatever you want.”

      Alan, with his sweet smile and humble manner, would never hurt me if he could help it. He’d always keep me seventy to seventy-five percent satisfied, and that just wasn’t enough anymore.

      “I can’t.” I smiled to soften my words.

      Alan’s self-effacing charms would have been what I found most attractive about him, but on that night, he played a distant second to the commanding, filthy, arrogant asshole waiting for me.

      “Oh,” he said. “Okay. Uh. It’s me? Or a bad time?”

      “I’m seeing someone.”

      “Huh.” He put his hands in his pockets. “I heard that, but I didn’t believe it. Not that you’d be seeing someone but specifically that it was—”

      “So, you know him?”

      “By reputation. Anyway, I thought there was no way you’d be with a guy like Crowne.”

      The Jaguar was still waiting. Inside it sat a man I was about to deny by my silence and whom I wanted to join in that car. His body was ecstasy, and a warm glow showed under the locked door of his heart.

      “We should get back,” I said, taking my eyes from the Jag.

      Alan offered me his arm. I turned so we could head back to the restaurant. I glanced over my shoulder for the Jaguar, but it was gone.

      There were plenty of desirable things about Byron, but if he was angry about me talking to Alan, I would have to draw another line.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      Alan Barton.

      I knew him from around. He was from eastside circles. Studio City and Pasadena private schools. Fewer generations of wealth. More dependent on the Hollywood system. They didn’t come to LA for the weather, and they didn’t stay because they wanted to.

      I was pushing through the foot traffic across the street from Amelia’s when I saw her in the restaurant. Alan put his hand on Olivia’s back.

      It was only a moment, and knowing he didn’t know she was mine did nothing to smother the screaming rage in my guts. Her relaxed chatter. Her smile. Her comfort in the space she occupied calmed me.

      I didn’t know him well, but I knew he was safe. He wouldn’t press himself on her. He wouldn’t touch what was mine unless she invited him to, because what was mine to own was really hers to give.

      She wouldn’t. She was trustworthy.

      I’d come to the opening to surprise her. Maybe get under her dress to see myself strapped to her body. I hadn’t come expecting to make decisions about trust or commitments, but I had to turn on a dime as if I’d been handed a rival take-it-or-leave-it cash offer half an hour before the deal closed.

      Handling such an offer would have been easier than processing my trust through clogged emotional pipes. My throat backed up with the difference between what I felt and what I knew. Who I was and who she was. What I wanted and what I needed.

      The smartest thing I ever did was leave before she saw me.

      It was also the hardest.

      I pulled my car out of the lot, intending to go home, but I couldn’t. I was stuck on a restaurant-lined street with a thousand others. She was within reach, and I trusted her, but I couldn’t drive away. She had me.

      I parked on the corner and got out. Started across the street, walked back to the car. Paced on a sidewalk crowded with people on date nights and dinner outings. Felt comfort for a moment that she wore my gift against her body, then dismissed the comfort in favor of a demand.

      I called her until she picked up.

      “What?”

      Impatient. Yet the sound of her voice was comforting.

      “Olivia.” I saw the top of her head through the crowd, and when it shifted, parts of her body were visible.

      “It’s a bad time.”

      “Is it?”

      She came to the front windows where I could see her.

      “It’s loud, and I’m in the middle of a conversation.”

      “Are you wearing it?”

      “Yes.”

      Thank God. An irrational, unexplainable relief flooded me, and with it, a need for visual confirmation broke the dam. “Prove it.”

      “I’m not texting pictures of myself in a bathroom mirror.”

      “Pull up your dress so I can see the tops of the garter belt.”

      An ambulance whipped by me and passed the restaurant. She’d hear it. My cover was blown. She spotted me, eyes meeting across the night.

      She put her hand on the glass, and I felt our bond in that moment.

      “Show me that you’re wearing what I sent you,” I said.

      “No.”

      No. Flat no. Her refusal didn’t piss me off, but I wanted to punish her in a way we’d both find pleasurable. Because she’d want me to. I’d ask, of course. I’d lay out the rules. We’d discuss. And in the end, I was sure she’d learn strategic refusals and I’d give her tactical, consented consequences.

      You can get that anywhere.

      I could. I had been. But Olivia was different.

      What if she loves you? What if she wants you to say it?

      She wouldn’t love me. She hated me.

      “I think,” I said, “down deep where your hunger meets your heart, you want to be dominated. You want to submit your pleasure to me. So… show me.”

      “I hate you,” she murmured.

      “I know.”

      She took her hand off the glass, but the connection wasn’t broken.

      We wrangled a little about where I belonged and whether or not she would show me what she was wearing underneath the dress. I was going to let her go with a reminder that we’d see each other soon, and when we did, she was going to come at my discretion. Her eyelids would flutter, and her cheeks would get hot. Under her dress, she’d soak the panties I’d bought her.

      Instead, she told me that people knew.

      I didn’t care, but she did. Her voice broke a little when she told me. She cared about secrecy for reasons I understood but, at that moment, didn’t care about.

      As I got in the car to get her, all I could think about was how she felt and how I could fix it. She’d told me to stop, but she’d walked out to meet me on the opposite corner where we wouldn’t be seen. She wanted my help. Needed it.

      Then, Boy Scout Barton.

      The car windows were up, leaving Olivia and Alan darkened by tinted glass.

      He caught up to her. They spoke. I hung back and waited like a fucking ghoul, getting pissed that I had to wait for her to finish talking to a man who was neither a threat to me nor a danger to her.

      It was the anger that tipped me off.

      Because why?

      Why?

      Olivia was talking to an old friend, and I was an uninvited interloper hanging around them.

      For what? So she could soothe me?

      Jesus Christ, was I a baby?

      This wasn’t the action of a man who’d just tried to prove he was worthy of being a father.

      As I put the car in drive, Olivia looked at me with a longing that matched my own. Her expression stayed with me as I turned the corner. And another. And a third, until I was back in front of the restaurant.

      I’d stay still for three minutes. If she wanted me, she’d look for me, and if she looked, she’d find me. Let her decide to come to me if she wanted.

      If she didn’t come out, I’d go home and nurse the bruised ego she hated me for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      Emilio exited the kitchen, showing his face for the first time, fifteen minutes after Alan and I returned from the street. The chime of silverware hitting glasses filled the air, and he got on a chair.

      “I want to thank you all so much for coming!” Emilio said. “Sharing my grandmother’s recipes with you is a dream come true for me.”

      My back was to the front windows, but something made me look around. A deep pull of not just my gaze, but my heart.

      “I have so many people to thank! So, first, the man with the money…”

      The Jaguar was idling at the curb as everyone clapped for Russell.

      When I turned back around, all eyes were on Emilio.

      “Somehow, I attracted the most professional staff in Los Angeles and…”

      The car sat there. No one was looking. Emilio was going to mention me, and when he did, everyone would turn around. If he mentioned me last, everyone would look at me, and my opportunity to slip out without being seen would be gone.

      “…but there’s one person I don’t do anything without. One person with a secret talent I’m about to disclose. She’s mine, people, so…”

      I backed out the door and dashed into the street, where I got in the passenger side of the Jag. When I shut the door, I ducked before everyone at the opening could look for me.

      The car coasted away, and I erupted in a belly laugh of relief. All my nerves spilled out, and when Byron laughed too, all my worries about him followed. We laughed for blocks until he stopped the car and I sat up straight.

      In Los Angeles, it wasn’t uncommon to start in a fancy restaurant district Downtown and, with a few turns, end up on a dark street lined with closed warehouses. But without seeing the slight transitions, it was a little jarring.

      Byron shut off the car and put his hands at the base of the wheel.

      “Did you bring me here to murder me?” I asked.

      “Destroying you was my intention.”

      I wanted to be destroyed. The underwear pressed against my pussy, and the harder I breathed, the tighter the straps around my rib cage felt.

      “But?” I continued his thought for him.

      “But.” He draped his arm over the back of the seat, facing me. “I owe you an apology.”

      I let my expression ask why. Casually, he drew his fingertips over the curve of my ear.

      “I came here because I wanted to. It’s not a risk for me, but it was for you. I wasn’t thinking about you or what you wanted.” He moved his hand back to the seat as if he didn’t want to distract me with his touch. “I’m sorry.”

      He seemed honestly regretful. I was sure he was capable of guilt. That had been clear in Santa Barbara. But his regret in the car wasn’t tinged with anger or self-loathing.

      Was this Byron? Or some sort of impostor?

      “Why the change of heart?”

      He shrugged, wiping an imagined smudge from the steering wheel. “This and that.”

      “Start with either one.”

      He balled his hand into a fist and tapped the wheel with it. “Alan. Fucking Alan Barton talking to you.” He gestured in a circle as if blah-blahing the whole thing. “And I got mad and jealous and wanted to write my name all over you in ballpoint pen.” He looked out the window, then down at my lap. “Then he caught up to you on the street… and he was concerned. I could see it on his face, and we all know Alan’s a Boy Scout. Right? And I’m thinking of ways to kill him because he’s considering you first, but then…” He shot out a little laugh at his own thoughts. “Then I thought, ‘How come I’m not concerned?’ and like this…” He snapped his fingers. “I realized he wasn’t the problem. You aren’t the problem. The only problem on that street corner was me. You said you were going out without me, but I showed up anyway.”

      “Man.” I put my elbow on the door and held my head up with two fingers. “This is…” I rubbed my eyes. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      He stroked the back of my neck. “Forgive and fuck. In that order.”

      I scoffed, dropping my hands into my lap.

      “No. I mean, you just… What are we doing? You and me. What the fuck are we doing?” I twisted to face him. “We’re going to get involved. We are getting involved, right here. Right now. And this is the worst time for me to start a thing. The worst. We’re making the riskiest decisions two people can make, and we’re making them like we’re plastic pieces on a board. Like it’s win or lose and nothing in between. And you’re impossible. You keep…” I balled my fists. “You keep pushing me and pushing me.”

      “Into what?”

      “Into loving you!”

      Shit.

      “Forget it,” I said. “I don’t mean it. I’m on these new fertility drugs, and they’re making me emotional.”

      I played it off, and I read him like a book as he made a conscious decision to believe me. Thank God.

      “I am pushing you. But not into that,” he said.

      “Into what?”

      “This case, unjustified as it is…”

      “Totally justified.”

      “It’s not going to go on forever.”

      What was he implying? If he’d stopped throwing up baseless motions and new drawings, it could have been closed in a week, but strategic adjustments based on a personal relationship weren’t on the table.

      “We can’t discuss that here,” I said. “You play to win. I play to win. No side deals.”

      “No side deals except the deal to get you pregnant.”

      “We shouldn’t see each other unless I’m dropping eggs. We’re complicated enough. I can’t commit, and you won’t. But,” I took his hand and squeezed it, “here I am, letting you push me.”

      He stroked the side of my hand with his thumb. The skin crackled and hummed. “You need me to do what, then?”

      I needed him to stop being a better man than I gave him credit for. I needed him to be a hateful partner and a good father. That was too much to ask of anyone. It was too specific, and it would be asking him to be inauthentic.

      “I’m trying to keep you at arm’s length,” I said. “I wish that wasn’t so hard.”

      “It’s easy. You don’t want someone telling you what to do. You want complete independence. I’d limit that. Any partner would. Even little Alan would. That’s the way it works. The only way out of it for you is what we agreed to.”

      “This underwear wasn’t on the list.”

      He laid one hand on the back of my neck, leaning in put the other inside my knee. “We’re making the most of it.” He slid his hand under my skirt, and I gasped as my body melted into his touch. “Because I’m not a medical instrument in a doctor’s office. Your whole body is with me. You’re receptive. It relaxes you to know I’m there. Deny it and I’ll jerk off into a cup for you.”

      “That’s not the point.” Even as I tried to force my mind away from the way he touched me, my legs relaxed to allow him farther up my skirt.

      “It is the point. It’s exactly the point. Your body wants to take me. When I touch you, everything inside you reacts, and all I can think about is driving myself deeper than any plastic tube can go.”

      “That wears off,” I told myself more than I told him. Because he knew it. He was right. This heat would wear off, and we’d hopefully be colleagues in parenting.

      “Exactly. Now. Spread your legs.” When I did it, he pushed deeper, just barely touching the damp fabric of the underwear he’d bought me. “Good girl.”

      My throat let out a hum of satisfaction.

      “Pull up your dress for me.”

      I exposed my legs and the satin-covered triangle joining them. When he saw the black satin and the gold clasp that released the crotch of the panties, he sucked in a breath.

      This was the confirmation he’d asked for. My legs opened even farther because I knew it would please him.

      “It’s going to be hard to be friends,” he said, lightly brushing his fingernails against the fabric covering me where I was wet and vulnerable. The taunting sensation was deliciously unbearable. “What do you think that’s going to be like?”

      “Not like this.”

      He undid the clasp, exposing my wet folds to him. “Or this.” He slid two fingers inside me, and my hips rose to meet them. “Friends don’t fingerfuck their friends.”

      “No, they…” He rubbed my clit with his thumb, and my sentence broke down into a meaningless vowel.

      “What did you say?” he purred into my ear and pulled the neck of my dress aside.

      “They don’t.”

      “Don’t what?” His thumb was making me tighten around his fingers. His lips found the base of my neck.

      “Fingerfuck in the… car. God, Byron. Lord Byron.”

      “Friends don’t call each other Lord. They don’t spread their legs to come in their friend’s hand.” He nipped the base of my neck. “Friends don’t mark friends.”

      “We’re not friends. Not yet.”

      “Good.”

      “Yes.”

      “Come, Beauty.”

      As I exploded in a clenched, twisting mass of pleasure, he bit my neck, sucking to a pain that tied itself to the orgasm, stretching its limits so thin I thought I would lose consciousness.

      He let the neck of my dress go before removing his fingers.

      “Thank you,” I said between gasps.

      He smiled and unlooped his belt. “Now…”

      My phone rang.

      “… you’re going to…”

      Riiing

      “… leave some of that lipstick…”

      Riiing

      “… on my cock. That is really distracting.”

      “Hang on.” I opened my bag to shut off my phone. It was Linda. I could call her back later.

      But when I declined the call, the home screen was covered with her texts.

      
        
        —Olivia—

        —Where are you?—

        —I’m in the bathroom. Can u come?—

        —Please Olivia where are you I’m

        stuck in the ladies room and there are o

        nly two stalls where are you there’s a

        stain on my dress and I need you to

        get the spare—

        —Olivia???—

      

      

      Byron was looking over my shoulder, pulling back my dress to run circles around the mark on my neck. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m sorry, but…” I held up the phone. “I have to go back.”

      He didn’t hesitate long. Just enough time to put my neckline back in place and drape my skirt over my thighs.

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated, texting Linda back.

      “Don’t be.” He started the car. “That’s what friends are for.”

      His smirk and the twitch in his eyebrows should have shaken me like a thunderclap on a clear day.

      He was being genuine.

      Sincerity was the last thing I’d ever expected from him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I suggested we park around the corner from Amelia’s so we wouldn’t be seen, but she didn’t care.

      “She’s upset, and the more upset she gets, the more she won’t let anyone help her. Park there!”

      I swung into the spot and let the car idle.

      “You have to come in with me.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it!” She got out and slammed the door.

      I shut off the engine and caught up to her in the middle of the street. Cars stopped for us, but it was close.

      “There’s a crosswalk right there,” I objected, jogging to catch up.

      “This is faster.” The restaurant was just around a corner. “She has a thing with food and stains and people seeing. Especially her father, who’s in the back. So, I’m going to stay with her while you get her change of clothes.” She turned to face me. “She’s a very functional person otherwise.”

      The block was lined with crowded open-front restaurants, and it was dinnertime. We either blended in or made a spectacle. There was no way to know.

      “Olivia, you didn’t want anyone to see us together.”

      “I know.” For a moment, she seemed tormented, scanning the street for prying eyes. It was probably too late. “It’s just… You’re right. I don’t know what to do. The only other person she trusts is Emilio, and I’m not ruining his night. But I need someone to go to her car.”

      “Go around back,” I suggested. “I’ll meet you outside the bathroom.”

      “Yes. Okay. Yes. Thank you.”

      She strode in the opposite direction, as if she knew exactly where she was going, and disappeared around a corner into a narrow alley. My blood was flooded with the pull to follow her and make sure she was safe. The area had turned upscale, but Downtown was still Downtown. The seedy underbelly lived and breathed.

      Don’t. Just do what you said you would.

      Dinnertime on Restaurant Row. There were people everywhere. Employees and staff would be in the alley and the kitchens.

      I swallowed my instinct and went into Amelia’s. The crowd had thinned, but I still had to push through without making eye contact. As I got to a short, carpeted hall with two doors, she entered from the other side.

      “Stay here,” she said before disappearing behind the ladies’ room door.

      I waited, standing in an empty hallway like an attendant after she’d spoken to me in a way no one else dared… without a question mark at the end or the possibility that I wouldn’t obey. I could have gotten riled about disrespect. Made plans to punish her insolence. Instead, I found myself pleased.

      She trusted me.

      Being liked was fine. Being desired wasn’t unusual.

      But being trusted by her was something new between us.

      I’d planted my flag at the top of the tallest mountain, overlooking the landscape of our relationship, way out to the farthest horizon, and from that most distant place, where the future met the present, a sliver of our last conversation called to me.

      You keep pushing me and pushing me.

      Into what?

      Into loving you!

      On that mountain peak, where trust was a height I’d never expected to reach, I squinted for the sight of friendship at the horizon—and it was there and everywhere in between. It was the fields and the fog. The welcoming clouds and the scribbles of green getting smaller in the distance. It was part of the landscape, not a goal. Not as far as she was concerned.

      I’d sworn off love because I’d botched it so spectacularly that my failure had destroyed the object of it.

      The ladies’ room door opened, and Samantha came out in a long, yellow dress, snapping into my thoughts like a puzzle piece.

      “Byron,” she said with her hand out.

      It wasn’t Samantha. It was her sister. Mandy. Right.

      I shook the shit out of my head before I took her hand and kissed her cheek.

      “I didn’t know you were here,” she said.

      What God had declined to give my fiancée in shallow social confidence he gave to her sister twice.

      “I came late. How have you been?”

      “Very well. I released the new collection in Paris, and it’s been simply explosive.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “You should come around more.” She tapped my chest with her clutch. “I miss that serious face.”

      “Thank you.” I said, surprised. The Bettencourts had made a public show of amnesty and a private show of rage and vilification toward me. “I’ll try.”

      “I don’t blame you for not.” She lowered her voice. “My mother was an utter bitch. But, Sam… I loved her so much.”

      “So did I.”

      “She was so sensitive. A raw nerve, you know?”

      “Yes.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” She laughed at herself. “Of course, you know that. I’m sorry. My therapist had to tell me that for six months before it got through.”

      “Why would you blame yourself?”

      “Oh my God.” Mandy rolled her eyes. “That day? Nightmare. She borrowed a pair of jeans that were too big for me, and they were small on her. She freaked out about being a size ten, and I said, ‘So lose weight,’ like it was nothing and then… well. It was terrible. You know how she was.” She waved it away, then delicately rubbed the inside of her eye before the tear fell.

      “I do.”

      “I know it wasn’t my fault but…” She cleared her throat. “Anyway. I heard about your new project! In Bel-Air? Sounds so exciting!”

      She wanted—needed—to talk about superficial things. My pitch was on the tip of my tongue when Olivia came out of the bathroom. I expected her to pass us so she could deny we were connected, but she came right up to us.

      “Olivia,” I said, “this is Mandy Bettencourt.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Olivia said.

      “Pleasure.” Mandy directed her attention to me. “I should get back.”

      “Sure,” I said, but when she turned away, I had one more thing to say. “Mandy? Thank you.”

      “Don’t be a stranger.” She gave me a wave and a smile.

      Then I gave Olivia my full attention. “What do you need?”

      She pressed a key into my hand. “Her car’s parked in front of LA Bistro. Black Mini Cooper. License plate ends in 349. Brown leather bag in the trunk. Text me when you’re here.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “One more thing.” She bit her lip. “I have to stay with her. It’s fine. She’ll be fine, but I need to drive her home, and I might stay with her. So, I can’t… I need you to get the bag and go.”

      “Not a problem.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      I took her chin in my fingers and tilted her head up to see the outline of the distant horizon in her eyes. “Don’t be.”

      She kissed my lips quickly and disappeared behind the door.

      I could love this woman. I just didn’t know how to tell her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      Once Linda had on her spare outfit, the anxiety attack subsided. By the time I drove her to her apartment, she seemed back to her old self, but she asked if I’d stay. The fear of another attack could make her nervous enough to bring on another.

      Her spotless one-bedroom was in a U-shaped stucco complex with parking underneath. She’d pulled up the carpets and laid seamless linoleum flooring because it scrubbed easier, and she left the table surfaces free of knickknacks because having them placed perfectly was one less thing to think about.

      “Esther’s going to have a field day,” she said, taking off her shoes as she invoked her therapist.

      “She’s got to earn her keep.” I put my bag under the hall table and kicked off my shoes, lining them up next to Linda’s.

      “Do you think anyone saw?” She pulled out the trench dress and looked at the tiny spot of wine someone near her had spilled next to the chest pocket. “The stain?”

      “No way.” I actually had no way of knowing, but being anything short of completely definitive wasn’t what she needed.

      “I don’t know what made me wear this color.”

      “It’s pretty.”

      “Such an idiot.” She balled it up and stuffed it deep in the garbage.

      “We can hold a crucifixion tomorrow.”

      “Shut up.”

      “At noon.” I sat on the couch while she went into the open kitchen.

      “Fine, just don’t get blood on my shirt. Do you want water or something? I have ginger ale.”

      “That would be nice.”

      “Thank Byron for going to get my bag,” she said with her head in the fridge.

      “I will.”

      “Did you tell him why?” She came out with two green cans. “Ice?”

      “I kind of had to. And yes, please.”

      She pulled out an ice tray and twisted it. “I hate that.” She plucked out cubes and dropped them into two glasses. “I get anxious, then I’m ashamed of that, then I’m ashamed of my shame. Which is shameful. It’s a funhouse mirror of humiliation.”

      “Yeah.”

      “My therapist says all I have to do is break one link in the chain.” She cracked a can. “Find the weakest one and break it. Like it’s so easy.”

      “You’re not embarrassed in front of me. Maybe that’s your link?”

      Linda poured the ginger ale, waited for the fizz to die in both glasses, then topped them up without answering, as if she needed to take that time to think.

      “Esther’s wondered that too.” She handed me a glass and sat on a chair. “Like, why you?”

      “Why me?”

      “You weren’t around when the thing happened.”

      The thing was in sixth grade at her strict Catholic school. Linda had gotten her period early and unexpectedly during church service. She wasn’t allowed to leave until mass was over. So, she’d had to sit in a constant flow for half an hour before methodically lining up with everyone else to go out.

      The teachers had been cruel. The kids took cues from them.

      “You’ll figure it—”

      “Esther asked if you have shame too,” Linda interrupted, staring into her glass. “She thinks I can sense it and that’s why I respond to you.”

      “Huh. That’s—”

      “She thinks if I ask you, it might be a link, but—”

      “Wait—”

      “I don’t want to, and I told her that, because I wouldn’t want anyone asking me. So, forget it. Just forget it. Do you want more ice? I have plenty.”

      “No ice, and yes,” I said, shutting down a desire to tell her that shame was the human condition. First, because she didn’t need to hear that, and second, because it was a platitude I didn’t really believe.

      “Really?”

      I sighed, reaching for a coaster.

      Looking this in the face was something I’d avoided and brushed aside. Linda couldn’t do that for herself, and she needed me to.

      “My thing’s not as clear-cut as yours.” I placed my glass in the exact center of the cork coaster. “And I’m not sure it even makes sense, but if it’ll help you to talk about it…”

      “You don’t have to, but—”

      “Okay.” I slapped my knees. “So. Alviro. The musician.”

      “The asshole you dated for five minutes?”

      “Right.” God. What was I about to say? “Well. It was more like five months. But I didn’t tell you because… he had a reputation. Asshole. Like you said. But he had this thing he did when we were in bed, which was…” I cleared my throat. “Assholeish. He was rough, and…”

      “Oh—”

      “And I liked it.”

      “Ah.”

      “And so… you know my father was a terrible person to my mother. And I always told myself I wouldn’t let anyone treat me like that, ever. But there I was, doing the thing with Alviro. So, I told him I wanted us to be secret so it wouldn’t disrupt study group. Which was eighty percent bullshit.” The ginger ale steadily bubbled, releasing its fizz into the air. “But every day I’d think people knew I was with a man as bad as my father. I was convinced they were looking at me and laughing, and it made me… I made me… I humiliated myself. Like I was going to repeat what had happened to my mother and I should be ashamed of repeating the cycle.” A drop of condensation dripped down the glass and darkened the cork underneath. “So, I thought the only way to beat it was to stick with passive-aggressive guys like Shane. Which didn’t work because I have no patience for it and what I wanted was still there, and I was… I am… I’m still ashamed of it.”

      I picked up my glass and sat back. Linda’s feet were curled under her.

      “And so, Byron’s passive-aggressive?”

      “Nope. Just aggressive.”

      She drank her ginger ale and put it on her coaster. “And that’s okay?”

      “Yes. No. But yes. Maybe. Anyway. It’s not a long-term thing, so it doesn’t have to be okay. But I… We’re trying to get me pregnant.”

      “Really?”

      “Might work better than the doctor visits.”

      There was no way Linda could have missed the way my face came alive with prickly heat, and like a gift to me, she said the exact right thing. “I hope it works.”

      “Me too.”

      We sat in silence with our cold drinks. I didn’t know what Linda was thinking, but my mind was cleansed and acerbic. I could be myself and break the cycle with my children. Lacing together my history and fixations with words had sharpened the lines between what my mind knew and what my heart wanted.

      King of the Assholes.

      Surprisingly decent yet an emotionally unavailable and complex human. Byron Crowne.

      He wasn’t the king of anything except me.
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        * * *

      

      Byron called that morning, but I texted back that I couldn’t talk.

      My better self always knew I shouldn’t care what people thought of me, but the fact had never seeped into my convictions until the night before, when I’d made them porous by being seen with him.

      I didn’t have a map for what had changed inside me or what hadn’t changed about Byron. There was no chart for all the ways this could go.

      Maybe he’d just been a catalyst in my life. Maybe he was there to teach me a lesson and move on.

      But when I imagined giving him up, my heart tightened into a fist.

      “Kimberly needs you,” Amara said when I passed the copy room.

      “What do they want?”

      “They didn’t say except I’m not invited. It’s just you.”

      She raised a penciled black eyebrow, layering the request with meaning I could read like my own shorthand. Amara went everywhere with me as a witness and second set of ears. To disinvite her made the meeting utterly confidential.

      I stood next to her, watching the sliver of light under the feeder move back and forth.

      “Are these the Romaneski briefs?” I asked over the hiss-click of the machine, then lowered my voice to drown the question in the din so only Amara could hear. “Did they say why you have to sit out?”

      “No idea. They’ve been on the phone all morning, but that’s whatever.”

      “All right. Thanks.”

      When I got to Kimberly’s office, they pointed at the couches in the corner as their call finished. I sat, gazing out the window. I had to make the right decision about Byron. Whatever this was, I’d deal with it, then call him. He’d want to meet. I’d have to refuse unless I wanted to end up in bed with him. Which I did, but I didn’t.

      Kimberly hung up and stood, buttoning their jacket. “So,” they said, walking over. “A Crowne-sized donation to the judge’s campaign fund means our motion to stay construction’s going to be rejected.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “Nope.” They sat across from me. “A cartoonishly bold move but not a joke.”

      “What about an emergency writ?”

      “For what emergency? But in other news, I just tipped the LA Times.”

      “Great idea.”

      “And that means you need to withdraw and pray there’s no ethics complaint outta the judge.”

      “What?” My spine went straight, and I shifted to the edge of the seat. “Why?”

      “Why,” Kimberly replied without a question. “Let’s see. You’re having a relationship with the developer we’re suing?”

      I had to bite my lips to keep from speaking before I processed what was just said and what wasn’t.

      They said you’re fucking Byron Crowne.

      Did Kimberly know? Or was it a guess? Was my boss trying to tease out an admission or waiting until I lied to drop proof? And how did they find out? When? Was it one of the staff in Santa Barbara? The elevator guy at the Waldorf?

      Who had seen us last night, besides everyone?

      Too many seconds had passed cataloguing moments Byron and I were in public.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      Nothing if you didn’t count the baby that wasn’t, the half promises, or the contingency plans. The days we’d planned to screw until we shook hands and relegated ourselves to platonic parenthood.

      “Okay, so let me get this straight. You contacted an opposing party who was repeatedly represented by counsel. Which on its own could get you sanctioned. You went to bed with him while the case was pending, but you didn’t disclose it to me or opposing counsel. Now I’m supposed to let you talk to reporters? Whose job it is to dig up whatever they can about whomever, and when they find out, are under no ethical or legal obligations to pretend they don’t know. Sure. I’ll let them jump down your throat and rearrange your internal organs. You’re right. It’s fine. Not like it’s my job to protect you or anything.”

      “I don’t need protection.”

      “Yes, Olivia, it’s all about you.”

      My goose was cooked, as the saying went. I’d lost a battle I hadn’t even known I was fighting but one I should have seen coming.

      “I should have told you,” I said.

      “That is correct. And I can tell you now, like I got a looking glass right to the future, that you’re never going to hold back a meeting—casual, accidental, or otherwise—that can hurt this organization again.”

      They were right. Shamefully, I’d been so focused on myself I’d lost sight of the bigger picture. In more ways than one, I didn’t know who I was anymore.

      “Right.” I stood. “I withdraw. But I need to stay on as a consultant.”

      “Why?”

      They’d asked a simple, one-word question that had a million answers. I wanted to see what happened in real time. I wanted to finish what I’d started. I wanted to be there the moment one of us lost the lawsuit and won our choice to be together or not.

      “This case relates to Haldor v. City of LA, which I litigated. I can be of use.”

      “Fine.” Kimberly went behind her desk. “But you are not to advise in strategic decisions. Contact with the team assigned to this case goes through me. You will have no contact with opposing counsel. Not a paralegal. Not the bathroom lady at any of their gyms. Don’t make me fire you.”

      That was it. We were done here except for the one important thing Kimberly might tell me now and never again.

      “Who told you? Was it the Bettencourts?”

      “No. Crowne’s people brought it in yesterday afternoon. I waited for you to come clean, and you didn’t. Then the LA Times started sniffing around. So…” They spread their hands in defenselessness. “Here we are.”

      Here we were. The mark on my neck throbbed from betrayal. “Thank you.”

      I left the office, taking confident steps to the bathroom, where I locked myself in a stall with my back to the wall.

      That. Fucking. Asshole.

      For a silver-spoon-fed rich boy raised in an ivory tower, Crowne was a scrappy fighter. He hadn’t beaten me with dirty backroom dealing, but with upfront, ethical behavior I should have exhibited.

      The ringer on my phone echoed on the tile walls.

      Byron.

      Maybe he wasn’t the shitty one. Maybe I was.

      He’d exposed how alike we were, and I despised him for it.

      I stared the screen, where his name boiled a bitterness on the back of my tongue.

      Now was my chance to tell him to fuck off. He wasn’t worthy. He was shit.

      My finger hovered over the green button that would accept his call.

      I couldn’t do it. He’d have an explanation. I needed a piece of my anger to turn outward, or I’d burn myself so hard I’d turn to carbon. I’d humiliated myself in front of him, and now I was humiliated in front of my colleagues because of him.

      This is on you.

      You didn’t walk away.

      You let yourself be seen last night.

      I was enraged at myself, but he’d betrayed me.

      I hung on to that and rejected his call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I had a fraught relationship with patience. With building permits, legal actions, and architects, I had infinite amounts of it.

      With Olivia’s habit of rejecting my calls… less so.

      “Mr. Crowne?” Clarissa peeked into my office. “Logan on two.”

      “Thanks.” I picked up the phone. “I’m busy.”

      “Heads up,” Logan said. “PR got a call from the LA Times about some campaign contributions.”

      “They’re trying to do a rectal. Don’t spread your cheeks open.”

      “Thanks for the image.” Street noise rose from his side, and a car door was closed. “And you’re welcome.”

      “For?”

      “For plugging your ass.”

      He’d entered a building. Echoes. Marble. Must have been Crowne HQ.

      “How?”

      “We’d already disclosed your relationship with Olivia. She’s been removed from the case.”

      I rubbed my eyes so hard I saw stars. “You inch-dicked little shitstain.”

      “Truth is the best protection. When—not if, but when—the LA Times finds out… you won’t have to explain anything, and neither will Olivia. So. Done. All good. You can bring her around anytime now.”

      All good. Olivia wasn’t fighting me anymore, which took the air right out of the balloon.

      “Is that it, Logan? Or is there more I should kill you over?”

      “Not before lunch.”

      He beat me to hanging up.

      What now? What the fuck now?

      My palatial office was a tiny prison, and my suit was a straitjacket.

      She’d think I’d disclosed and hadn’t told her last night.

      I had to move. Stretch. My thoughts came in questions with the rat-a-tat speed of a machine gun, and I made my feet on the stairs match their cadence.

      She didn’t answer when I called the first time.

      Did she think I’d push a disclosure without telling her first?

      I knew what a colossal asshole I could be, but she didn’t.

      Or maybe she did.

      How much had I hung on her opinion of me?

      She didn’t answer when I called the second time. Or the tenth.

      This I didn’t know how to manage. Samantha hadn’t iced me out. She’d breathed hot fire and put me out with her tears. I had her down to a science. She’d never turned her back on me like this. Not until her last hours, leaving me upstairs while she…

      Why wasn’t she picking up?

      At least… just to yell, berate, argue, or apologize.

      Nothing. As if this was all nothing.

      Fuck my chest for hurting. It was something.

      And if it was nothing, then fuck her.

      Unless that was her strategy?

      To float facedown in the swimming pool so I’d try to resuscitate her? So I’d nearly dive in to my death before realizing the lights were out? So I’d panic in the ten seconds it took to find the circuit breakers, then in the next minute when I didn’t know if the electrical current had killed her or rendered her unconscious enough to drown her?

      Was she laughing at the kisses I thought would save her? Or the wet pajama pants sticking to my balls while I held her?

      Did none of that prove I loved her?

      Did this mean I was supposed to prove something?

      Was she waiting for me to act? Put my open mouth on hers to breathe in life that was gone?

      Take the chance that this time it was different?

      The panic grew from the same place as my denials, my lust for penance, and my hopes. The only thing that would quiet it was seeing her. Talking to her. Asking what the fuck she was thinking by not talking to me.

      The stoplight turned green, and I had no clear recollection of deciding to get in my car.

      A horn honked behind me. I passed through the intersection.

      No, I remembered. It was fine. I was fine.

      Her block was so quiet an ambulance was audible from half a mile away. Her car was in the driveway, and on the second floor, a light was on.

      She was home. Good. All I had to do was get out and demand answers. But knowing she was all right, alive, and just angry at me had quelled the visions of that morning when I found Samantha. They hadn’t been that insistent in a long time, and never had they been so real.

      I was losing my mind.

      The upstairs light went out, and another window on the side of the house lit up.

      Boundaries were important to her. Maybe I needed to draw some.

      
        
        —Don’t answer this now—

        —If I don’t hear from you in three

        hours, I’ll assume it’s off—

      

      

      I put the phone down and drove home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      My plan to call Byron and talk honestly went right out the window. So mature of me. Straight-Shootin’ Monroe tripped on her spurs and wound up all akimbo in the center of town.

      Over the next three hours, I went from mad he didn’t tell me what he’d done, to vengeful, all the way to grief-stricken over the pregnancy that wasn’t, and back again multiple times a minute.

      I tried to tell myself everything was fine, but I wasn’t used to being outmaneuvered so succinctly. I felt like a different person. Every time one of my coworkers looked at me, I was sure they saw someone different than they had before Byron. I didn’t assume they pitied me. Nor did I think they’d succumbed to schadenfreude. But I’d gone from royalty to commoner in a snap of Byron Crowne’s fingers, changing all my good work to hollow gestures.

      I couldn’t sleep, thinking about how I’d submitted to him. How he’d dominated me in ways I hadn’t seen coming. I could barely eat, knowing I’d let him own me, how much I’d wanted to give myself to him, and how much I wanted to do it again.

      Every day, a sticky bitterness grew in my chest, transformed from disappointment in myself to anger at him to something cold and brittle I couldn’t define or ignore.

      Home alone, I’d stepped into sweats and socks as if it wasn’t now or never. He’d drawn the line at three hours, and as little as I thought of him, I couldn’t ignore the fairness of the timeline.

      The sun was going to set soon.

      Tick tock. Time was doing its thing with or without me.

      I texted him.

      
        
        —I’m here—

      

      

      No dots. No answer. I threw the phone on the couch and went to the kitchen for water, drank it, rinsed the glass, and came back to a screen full of nothing.

      My house was too quiet. Too small and empty. The world outside seemed intent on driving me out and right to the source of my frustration. The apartment building to the north was gearing up for a party. A car alarm from the building’s lot to the south made me jump out of my skin. It was as if the ground under me had shifted and I couldn’t get my balance back.

      Then he texted.

      —I’m home waiting for you—

      I tapped out a strict aphorism of disgust, then a missive about emotional treachery.

      Then I erased it.

      Then I checked myself in the mirror, put on my shoes, and got in my car with a sense of relief that even though I didn’t know what I was doing, I would by morning.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On the way to Byron’s house, one thing became clear.

      This was a mistake. A life-fucking, humiliating, regret-inducing mistake.

      And I knew another thing too.

      I couldn’t wait to make it. I’d wanted this fuckup for days.

      With the top down and fully visible to every security camera, I drove up to the gate of Byron Crowne’s estate, ready to lash into him. I buzzed the keypad and looked right into the camera, daring the person on the other end to recognize me. My tight-lipped face showed up on the little screen, no less cold for the warm light of sunset.

      Nothing happened.

      I buzzed again, and before I had my finger off the button, the gate clacked and rumbled open. At the end of a long, tree-lined driveway was a one-story ranch with windows for walls. I could see through the front to the back, where a patio overlooked the valley.

      He stood just outside the front door with his hands in his pockets as though he owned the world and had plans for the universe.

      The gate clapped shut behind me. No backing out now.

      I took my sweet time on the full length of the driveway so he could fucking wait for me to get there. When I stopped the car, he didn’t move, and I didn’t rush to turn off the engine. Tugging the emergency brake. Checking my lipstick. Picking up my bag. Getting out. Walking up to him until I could smell his cologne.

      His house, as I could see through the window behind him, was spotless and impeccably modern. The piano had pictures standing on the cover like rectangular soldiers. The concrete-floored front patio roof was held by white plaster pillars. The burgundy couch was indented where a man would sit as a habit, and the table in front of it was worn where he’d put his feet up.

      “Welcome,” Byron said, green eyes blazing in the setting sun.

      “You won.”

      “I did?”

      Was he being serious? Did he think I didn’t know?

      “I recused myself, thanks to you. The fight goes on, but you beat me.” I clapped once, then again, slowly applauding his tactical mastery. I continued as he took a step closer.

      “That’s enough,” he said. Sex dripped off him. He stank of orgasms and risk.

      Clap. “Not until I get an encore.” Clap. “Again.” Clap. “Beat me again.” Clap. “Show me what a man you are.” Clap.

      He took my wrists so quickly I gasped, and a wave of arousal I didn’t have time to resist shot down my spine.

      “You want to play,” he hissed. “But you don’t know how to lose.”

      “You don’t know how to win.”

      “Obviously I do.”

      I shoved him away with all my strength, and though he let go, he stayed close enough to stick his fucking finger in my face.

      “If you’d picked up the goddamn phone, you’d know it wasn’t me. It was Logan. He disclosed to protect both of us. But you shut me out. You. Shut. Me. Out.”

      I slapped his accusing finger away. “Take a fucking hint, Byron.”

      “You’re here. In front of my house. Is that a hint?”

      His face was like a movie screen replaying every moment of our nights together. Every slap on my ass and every tug on my hair. He was remembering the moments he’d owned me and comparing them to the tricked and disgraced woman standing in front of him.

      “Yeah. What are you going to do about it?

      “You have five seconds to turn your ass around and get back in that car.”

      This fucker was the worst human being I had ever met, and though my mind was defiant, my body was turning white-hot and pliable under his gaze. “Or what?”

      “Or you’re getting what you came here for.”

      “Which is?”

      “Five.”

      “Oh, you mean you think we’re going to fuck?”

      “I’m going to punish you.”

      He saw it. He saw it all. He read my horror and my arousal. My dare and my fear. It all said yes. I was a Rosetta stone of emotional languages.

      “What?” I tried to confirm, but he’d said all he was going to.

      “Four.”

      “You’re full of it.” I crossed my arms.

      His pecs were twitching, and his neck was tight. He was a coil of pent-up rage twisted around a shaft of potential ecstasy. He was angry bones and hungry flesh. “Three. Drive away, Olivia.”

      He was all those things, and I was the uncomfortable, twisting hand that tightened the coil. I was the constricting tendons pulling anger and lust together. I didn’t wonder why I wanted him or whether it was good for me. I just did.

      “Make me.”

      “Two.”

      “Do it.” My lips moved, but my voice failed.

      “If I say one, I’m taking that as a yes.”

      We stared each other down. I’d come to tell him I knew he’d betrayed me, and his actions were over the line. I never wanted to see him again. He was wrong for me. Wrong in spirit and mind. He was everything I hated. I was going to say all those things and yet…

      “Did you forget how to count?” I challenged him.

      …yet, not yet.

      “Don’t test me.”

      “Say. One.” I swallowed. “Lord. Byron.”

      My hips were made of raw, molten heat. When his lips moved, my knees went weak with anticipation.

      “One.”

      I didn’t make a move toward the car. If the top had been down and the skies opened to buckets of rain, I wouldn’t have even looked at it.

      He took me by the throat and pushed me against the pillar that supported the roof over the patio, holding me in place without cutting off air. Like a rattlesnake striking, he kissed me with raw savagery. Not a kiss of tenderness or even passion, but ownership, running along the deepest places of a mouth that was his property, corner to corner, crevice to crevice. He was tasting what was his, and I gave myself fully because the gentleman was the source of my doubts but the animal was the supplier of my lust. Between them, I was pulled apart. Exposed as human, failing, broken, and weak, I let him do what he wanted with what he found. His tongue stole my regrets and dealt them back to my desire at a profit.

      “You should have withdrawn weeks ago,” he said through his teeth, yanking my pants down with his free hand.

      “Yes.”

      “Why didn’t you?” My pants were halfway down my thighs when he pulled my shirt and bra up to expose my pebble-hard nipples.

      “I’m bad.” The words dropped out of me, carrying armloads of anxiety. “So bad.”

      At the setting of the sun, the lights flicked on.

      “Why didn’t you?” He tightened his grip on my neck ever so slightly, and though I wanted him to hurt me with that hand, I needed to tell him.

      “I was ashamed.”

      “Of fucking someone you were suing?”

      Unable to lie and unable to speak the truth, I shook my head as much as I could in his grip.

      “Ashamed of what, Beauty?” he asked through his teeth, making a curse of his nickname.

      “Of you.”

      His face softened into tenderness. I wasn’t ready for that. It wasn’t what he’d promised.

      I clamped my jaw and pushed him.

      His expression went hard again, but with a devilish approval. He yanked me forward and turned me to bend me over the railing around the patio with my ass up and my breasts hanging on the other side. I looked over my shoulder to see him towering above me, running a hand over my body with dominant satisfaction. Seeing me watching, he grabbed a handful of my hair and made me face forward.

      Front yard. His hand on my back. Rosebushes. Between my thighs. Darkening sky.

      He slapped my ass so hard it burned. My legs kicked in the confines of the half-down pants, and my hands clutched the rail.

      “Fuck you,” I gasped.

      He pulled my hair back and leaned down to growl close to my face. “Shut up and take it.”

      He hit me again, then on the other cheek again and again before sliding his hand between, and I squeaked when I nearly came.

      “Little wet here.”

      “So?”

      He chuckled and pulled my pants all the way down, then took them off with my shoes. When he stood, he kicked my legs open. “You want another chance to leave? Walk back to your car and drive home?”

      “Why? Is that all you have?”

      “No.” When he stroked my bottom, it hurt like hell and flooded my body with heaven. “We’re not done. On the couch.”

      By my hair, he threw me onto my back and bent my legs to either side.

      He slapped the backs and insides of my thighs over and over, punctuating every few with probing fingers that made me bend my pussy into him before he started again. The sting was maddening, and the humiliation was infuriating as I took the gradually more painful blows.

      I was beyond words. In tears. Aroused beyond measure. Just a fleshy mass of obedience, looking up at the painted wood slats of his patio roof.

      “Relax,” he said, stroking inside my thighs… and I did.

      I let it all go. The stress. The grudges. The fight. Whatever it was, I tucked it into bed, turned out the light, and closed the door.

      I relaxed.

      He slapped my pussy twice, so fast it created a single sky-breaking orgasm. Pleasure transformed from the pain, and I went outside myself. I’d given it all up. My very self.

      “Beautywalker?” he said from another galaxy.

      “Lord Byron.” My lips were spitty, and my tongue was thick.

      A moth bounced against the light for the temporary satisfaction of feeling its heat.

      My hands went for his waist, curling into the space between his pants and his skin, and pushed down.

      “Give me this,” I said, reaching down to the damp heat of his cock.

      “You sure? It’s been a lot.”

      He’d won, and it made me want him more. I wanted to rip the price tag off myself and give my body for free, without reservation, in a state of utter submission, as if I had no needs or desires outside his. As if I was a toy he owned.

      “I’ll beg,” I said.

      He didn’t make me beg. He didn’t make me do anything. I was in a state of looseness, emptiness, and yet somehow unsatisfied. When he kneeled between my legs and put my hand on his cock so I could feel how bare it was, the dissatisfaction became a need with a name. When he slowly entered me, I said that name.

      “Lord Byron.”

      He filled me, and I understood the inadequacy of the orgasm I’d had seconds ago. It had been an overture. A store sample in a little paper cup. A movie trailer that seemed to tell the whole story but didn’t come close to the depth of the film.

      I lost myself in the swirl of him, lifted into the mindless heights of ecstasy.

      “Say my name,” he growled.

      “Byron. Lord Byron. My Lord.”

      “Fuck. Yes.”

      “My…” Words left me.

      “This is… mine.” He jammed himself deep, shuddering inside me.

      We lay panting together as I became slowly more aware of my senses. The crickets. The breeze. A rustle in the rosebushes. The moth’s slap-slap as it chased a frustrating, inborn desire that would be thwarted until it burned alive. I opened my eyes to watch it chase the uncatchable.

      There were two moths now.

      At least they had company.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      Behind a hedge, set back two hundred feet, with the staff gone for the night, I’d forgotten we were outside until the breeze cooled the sweat on my back everywhere except where she’d scratched me.

      When I picked up my head, she was watching the moths batter themselves against the porch light.

      “I need to get you inside.” I pulled myself off her, but she didn’t move. Her limbs were flaccid, and I could feel the effort it took her to keep her eyes open.

      “Were you always like that?” she asked.

      “Like what?”

      The bump in her throat moved as she swallowed, then she smiled a little as if she’d told herself a good joke. “Lord of precise pain.”

      “No.” I sat up and thought better of my answer. “Yes, but no.”

      “Explain.” Her request was no more than a breath of submission.

      “Let me get you inside first.” I wedged my arms under her and lifted her.

      When she rested her head on my shoulder, I wasn’t her conqueror. I wasn’t victorious. Her surrender wasn’t the prize for a game well played.

      She was heavy. Not her body, which was but wasn’t.

      The gift she’d given me didn’t shine like a trophy. I didn’t feel like a better, bigger man when she let me possess her. I was insignificant against the weight of it. I was a man on a string, and she was a pin I’d tied myself to. I’d fight it. That I knew. I could circle and circle, but she’d be the center point until she set me loose and I spun away into nothingness.

      I laid her on my bed and turned on the lamp.

      “My clothes are outside,” she said.

      “Don’t worry about it.” I sat on the edge of the mattress. “Turn over so I can see what I did here.”

      With a sigh, she rolled over. I put a pillow under her belly and inspected the bright pink of her ass.

      “How does it feel?” I asked.

      “Burns.” She hugged a pillow under her cheek, her gaze glinting through a fall of hair.

      “Have you been spanked like that before?” I pushed her hair away from her eyes.

      “Someone tried once.”

      “Did he live?” My hand ran over the length of her back. I couldn’t stop touching her.

      “I asked him to do it. But he didn’t want to really. So, it was just me wishing I hadn’t asked.”

      “I wanted to,” I said.

      “I got that.”

      “Stay here.”

      “Yes, Lord.” She smirked.

      I hesitated, enjoying the nickname but unsure of exactly what she meant, then I got aloe gel from the bathroom cabinet. Sitting on the edge of the mattress, I squeezed a pile into my palm, then flattened it between my hands to warm it.

      “I used to think it was anger. You know, this urge to hit someone? What else could it be? I was in therapy for my ‘unexpressed rage.’ It was useless.”

      She hummed some sort of agreement or sympathy. I spread the aloe on her bottom. It tightened in protest.

      “Relax,” I whispered. “Breathe.”

      She inhaled deeply. Her muscles loosened.

      “After Samantha died…” My hand stopped moving for a moment. Why was I still lying? “After she took her own life, I knew what real anger was. I was a monster. I was mad at myself, at her, everything. Therapy was a bust… so I found an outlet.”

      “Random women in Silver Lake,” she said with the side of her mouth not smashed against the pillow.

      “Not random. Friends of friends who liked getting what I had to give.” The aloe was gone, but I kept massaging her ass anyway, appreciating the way my fingers made divots in the raised skin. I wanted to tell her things I hadn’t told anyone. Things I hadn’t even thought of in years. I didn’t know where to start, nor could I calculate where it would end. “This is going to sting tomorrow. Think of me when it does.”

      “Yes, Lord Byron.”

      “No one’s ever called me that.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Very.”

      “The lack of imagination is shocking.”

      Her yawn was so relaxed I smiled with a deep satisfaction.

      In the time I’d been fucking women who wanted their asses raw, I’d heard a lot about how they felt sleepy and drained after an encounter. How they needed to be cared for and tended to. But little had been said about the soreness of the dominant partner’s palms or the feelings of tenderness and appreciation. They were as overwhelming as a drug I knew would wear off.

      With Olivia, I was again overcome, but the attack on my senses went deeper. The doubt at the bottom of my heart had been scraped, and the wisdom of experience washed away.

      With a hand slick with aloe, I teased her pussy and worked back to her ass, teasing the place that would seal my ownership of her.

      We were in that bed for a single goal that tight little hole wouldn’t achieve.

      But I had to.

      Like an animal with no sense, just needs, I had to plant myself everywhere inside her.

      This was how a smart man turned stupid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      I was droopy and passive, fully awake but relaxed to the point of listlessness, letting his hands course over my raw ass and between my legs, then my ass cheeks, until he found the opening. It loosened for him, and I groaned.

      For a moment, he froze, then he spread my cheeks apart, exposing a place no one had seen. Still spreading me open, he ran a finger across it, then circled, stimulating the muscle and nerves.

      “How does that feel?” he asked.

      I looked at him over my shoulder. He didn’t look back. His gaze was fixed on my most private place, and instead of being ashamed, I was aroused.

      “Good.”

      He looked up at me before bending his face toward it. His tongue, warm and wet, ran along the awakened nerves, loosening what he teased. Blood flowed between my legs, and I came alive again, ready for his dick.

      He got up on his knees.

      “What if I did this?” he said, pushing the tip of his finger into my ass.

      I sucked air through my teeth. “Good.”

      With his free hand, he squeezed a line of aloe onto me. “Or this.”

      He went deeper and pulled out. The sensation was unusual, enormous, stirring. When he pushed back in, he used the tips of two fingers.

      “I want to fuck you here,” he said.

      That wouldn’t get me pregnant. My asshole was outside the scope of the deal.

      But everything about this was outside the scope of the deal.

      “It’ll hurt,” I said because fuck the deal.

      “Does this hurt?” He buried two fingers in me, stretching me in the most pleasurable way. I groaned and stiffened with arousal.

      “No.” I pushed my hips against his hand. “But your dick’s huge.”

      “It’ll only hurt for a second if I do it right.” He bent over me to whisper in my ear, “And I will.”

      Still inside me, he turned me to my back, opening my legs. His dick was a deep-red rod, and right before he dipped his face between my legs, his expression was hunger. His tongue flicked my clit as his fingers fucked and stretched me, binding two places that hadn’t been bound before.

      I clutched his hair as he brought me to the edge, then he put a third finger inside. The shot of pain racked my body but was pulled back by the very beginnings of an orgasm.

      “Let me take your beautiful ass,” he said. “Tell me to stop if you need to. But you won’t. You’ll come harder than you’ve ever come before.”

      “Yes,” I agreed through my teeth. “Do it.”

      “Good.” He gave my nub a couple of flicks of reward. “You’re so good.”

      When his fingers came out, I felt an uncomfortable openness. He squeezed more aloe on it and touched the widening circle with careful attention, then he shifted me to my side and got behind me, lifting my top leg high.

      “Slow. I’ll go slow. Just relax.” His head pressed against my ass, slowly stretching it as he breathed against the back of my neck.

      “Ow,” I said when the pain pinched.

      He touched my clit, and the pleasure joined the hurt in a coupling only he could make. “Push out like you’re fighting.”

      It didn’t make sense, but I obeyed him, and when I did, my ass opened for him. Inch by inch, he worked his way in, and the pain never turned to agony. It disappeared like my inhibition.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m all the way in your ass,” he said. Every word was arousing.

      “Fuck it,” I squeaked.

      He pulled out only to drive in again, pushing deep against my raw bottom while tweaking and rubbing my clit.

      I’d never felt so fully owned, so defiled and worshipped. So abused and cared for. So much freedom held down in a man’s arms.

      The orgasm was shattering enough to break bones, stop hearts, and cause madness. My senses shut down, and my consciousness left my body. I was watching myself go rigid, hearing myself scream, feeling the pulse of his cock as he came in my ass as if I was sitting a foot away.

      “Byron,” I said in a gasp after he jerked his hips for the last time.

      “Thank you,” he replied, gently pulling out, leaving the muscle with a strange openness. “You’re perfect.” He kissed my shoulder.

      I rolled onto my back, and he crawled on top of me to kiss my face and neck over and over. I held his face, caressing his cheeks with my thumbs, but no touch could have made me feel closer to him than I did right then.

      “How was it?” he asked.

      “Perfect.” I wanted to learn every crease in his face. Count his eyelashes. Memorize the crest and slope of this nose. Understand how the blue-and-amber flecks in his eyes made green.

      “How do you feel?” he asked with lips too beautiful to fathom.

      I was so drunk on sex, so overdosed on intimacy, that I didn’t hear the question as a mental and physical health check. I heard open interest in the state of my heart.

      “Lord Byron,” I said with sincere reverence, “I think I love you.”

      My mistake was immediately clear in the suddenly cold cast of his face. His reaction sobered me up like a B12 shot.

      I should have just told him I was a dead woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I was trying to understand what it meant to possess a woman whose life was independent from mine.

      Because I owned her. That much was true. My bones knew it with the same certainty that they knew they had to fight gravity from below. What I’d put inside her could never be erased. My ownership was written in her cells, and yet I didn’t have—nor would I ever have—control over her. The facts weren’t in question. Only what it all meant for me to have to ask a woman I owned how she felt because I didn’t know and I needed to. What it meant to anticipate the answer. To have to sort out whether she was minimizing discomfort, then respect the fact that she wanted to for her own reasons.

      Maybe in the post-orgasmic bliss, I’d assumed a permanence that wasn’t there, but I was sure that given a moment or a lifetime, I could figure out how independence was possible with someone who was physically part of me. The fact that I couldn’t read her mind or completely understand her heart seemed impossible when I felt so close to her.

      Why did we pursue connection when the real miracle was the tenacity of separateness?

      “Lord Byron.” My name in her mouth was a familiar and unique song. The words that followed were a shock to my nervous system. “I think I love you.”

      The first time she’d said it, my first reaction had been disbelief, like seeing a cheap, plastic Halloween spider. You knew it wasn’t real before your fear centers could tell you otherwise.

      But in my bed, with her nakedness under me, the spider was real, and it was poisonous.

      My first reaction was to remove it, but I couldn’t.

      She was the spider.

      I was the spider.

      Together, we were a deadly thing I couldn’t get off. It was stuck on the cold slickness of her blue-white skin. The chlorine smell that came out of her mouth when I pumped her chest. The dead bee trapped in her hair when I held her dead body.

      No.

      It’s nothing.

      No.

      “It’s nothing.” My thoughts thrust against me so strongly the words came out of my mouth.

      Of all the things I would have chosen to reply with to deny or distract from what she’d said, “it’s nothing” wasn’t even on the list.

      “I have to pee,” she said, shoving me off her.

      “I didn’t mean that,” I said.

      “I know.” Naked, proud, standing tall, she swung her hand across the space between us as if showing me how very real it was. “It’s fine. I know the rules.”

      She closed the bathroom door behind her. I got into a pair of sweats and washed my hands in the hall bathroom. When I came out, she was looking down the length of the hall.

      “Where are my clothes?”

      “The patio.”

      “Right.” She cocked her pointer finger.

      “I’ll get th—”

      She was already headed down the stairs.

      “Wait.” My most commanding, calm, forceful voice didn’t even slow her down.

      I chased, catching her outside, where she was picking up her pants. She shook them out by the waistband until the legs were right-side out.

      “Olivia, listen.”

      “Shut up, Byron. Don’t speak.” One leg in. Once she was dressed, she’d be gone.

      “I have feelings for you,” I said.

      “My problem isn’t with you. It’s with me.” She jammed her foot into the other pant leg as if she wanted to punish it. “You are who you are, and you told me straight out. There’s nothing. Period.”

      “There is something.” I got her shirt from under a chair as if helping her get dressed would stop the clock from ticking. “There is. I’ve never let a woman inside this house. I’ve never—”

      “Do you understand that I’ll never stay in the lines?” She snapped the shirt from me and threw it on a chair so she could retrieve her bra. “This is who I am. My mind knows the boundaries, but my heart’s hell-bent on jumping fences.”

      She looked away as she unraveled her bra.

      “I’m thirty-two years old,” she said as she looped her arms through it. “I know myself and what I feel. I can’t pretend otherwise. I’m in love with you, and I won’t lie about it anymore.”

      She reached behind her back to fasten the hooks.

      “Turn around.” I reached for her. “Let me—”

      “Don’t touch me.”

      I was left with empty hands while she hooked herself.

      “I want you.” The words felt new on my lips because they were true in a different way.

      She shoved her arms into her sleeves. “I know. That changes nothing.”

      She buttoned faster than I’d thought possible. Once her shoes were on, she was gone, and that would be it. I’d lose the chance to convince her to her face. I saw the shoes by the patio rail, one sitting upright with an open mouth, the other tipped to the side. I got between her and the shoes.

      “Beautywalker.”

      She spotted the shoes behind me and crossed her arms. “Please, Byron.”

      “Listen to me. I’ve never met anyone like you. I was dead inside. I was chasing meaningless objects and trying to force some kind of order in my life just so I’d feel something again. But I didn’t. None of it worked. I forgot why I was doing it. I forgot what it was like to feel anything. I was made of dry sticks and gunpowder. You were the spark I was waiting for. You set me on fire.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I was trying to possess you, but all this time, you owned me. We walked the earth as two separate people, but I was yours and you were mine.”

      “Do you love me?” she asked. “Can you? Ever? Do you need more time? Just tell me, is this a waste? Is it just about the baby, or can it… will it ever be more for you?”

      “Come inside. Please. Let’s talk.”

      I reached for her, but she pulled away.

      “Just tell me. Yes or no?”

      It was so close to what Samantha had said to me that night that I nearly choked.

      And my answer had been wrong.

      My answer had killed her. How could I say it again?

      “Why are these words so important? Do you want me to recite it from a script? Write you a fucking note? Here. I have an idea. We’ll have a lawyer draw up a contract. We’ll outline the exact meaning of every word and why it changes anything.”

      “It changes everything.”

      “How? We agreed to a baby together. Period.”

      “You don’t get it.” She unfurled her arms to point at me with stiff accusation. “I love you, you shithead. I need to be loved back.”

      “You’re mine. That’s the end of it. It’s more than we agreed to, and it’s the end.” I slashed the air at the invisible boundary.

      “It’s not enough. I want a family with someone who loves me. I’m sorry I changed my mind. I’m sorry if that breaks our agreement. But I sold myself short. I don’t want to settle anymore. I want it all, and I want it with you.”

      “You can’t have it all.”

      “Yes, I can.”

      “Not with me.”

      The finality of those three words was harder than I’d expected. Even before the last syllable left my lips, regret got in line to follow, making a little nn of denial at the end. But my fear held the rest back.

      She pointed at my feet. “My shoes.”

      “Olivia, listen. Don’t go.”

      She picked up her bag, and with bare feet on the gravel, she walked onto the driveway. After scooping up her shoes, I ran to her, catching up as she opened the car door.

      “You mean something to me,” I said, handing over her shoes.

      “Get a puppy.” She tossed them in the passenger side and got behind the wheel.

      “I don’t want a puppy.” I was growling, and that wasn’t going to work. I breathed. “I want you. All of you. Your fight. Your laugh. Your body. The moments in between that hold it all together. They’re mine. They’ve always been mine.”

      She started the car. The open-door alarm beeped. “That’s not love.”

      “So what?”

      She tried to close the door, but I held it open.

      “Let go,” she said calmly, “before I take your fucking arm off.”

      I let go.

      “Don’t call me,” she said, grasping the handle. “I mean it.”

      She slammed the door and clicked the locks, then drove away without looking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      When I got far enough away from Byron’s house, I put the top down, thinking the wind would blow the shit out of my head. But it didn’t because my mind was already as clear as the cloudless night above me.

      I pulled into my driveway and sat there, looking out the windshield. When the engine clicked into silence and the headlights blinked off, I stayed under the starry sky. I was afraid to move. Afraid to tempt time into going forward, even though—with or without me—it continued its cruel march.

      If I couldn’t have all of Byron, I’d break under the weight of the pieces he couldn’t give me. My body throbbed for him. I was sore, raw, tender, and hurt in places no one could see. He’d done this to me because I’d needed him to.

      The wounds would heal, but who would open them again?

      Only him.

      I loved him.

      He couldn’t love me back. He wanted to. His pleas had been strained with his desire to give me what I needed, but he couldn’t. He’d stayed honest. I respected that. Even loved it. But I couldn’t live with it.

      Sitting in my car with the crickets and night birds making their mating calls, I created a new reality without Byron Crowne.

      Time was a zero-sum game.

      Time was heartless but consistent.

      Time would never change, even if, in the course of its cruel passage, I did.
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        * * *

      

      Though time is linear, life is not. It curves, and if you let it arc long enough without reversing course, it will come full circle. For me, the ends met at a place of wisdom. I wanted the same things I’d always wanted, but this time I knew that I was settling for less than everything.

      Life sucks, then you die knowing you reached for the stars but your arms were only long enough for the moon. In the end, it was what you got, and what you got had to be enough.

      In the hall, on my way to meet Dr. Galang, I caught Luciana coming out of an exam room with a familiar tray.

      “Olivia, nice to see you again. How are you?”

      “Good. Hey.” I furrowed my brow when I caught a glimpse of something sparkly on her finger. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “Si.” She held out her hand so I could see her diamond ring.

      “Congratulations! Who’s the lucky guy?”

      “My next-door neighbor for a long time now. Name is Andy. It was so fast.”

      “I know. Wow.”

      “I always thought he was cute and nice, you know, but he said when I cut my hair, it was like pow for him.”

      “Pow, huh? Was it pow for you?”

      “The next morning it was.” She gave me a knowing look, and I laughed.

      “Does your son like him?”

      “He’s said, ‘Thank God, Mama. Finally.’”

      “I’m so happy for you.”

      “Thank you. Okay, don’t keep the doctor waiting. Go.” She shooed me toward Dr. Galang’s little couch room.

      He was already there. I sat across from him.

      “Sorry,” I said, knowing he kept a tight clock.

      “Ms. Monroe.” He slapped his knees and launched right into it without the niceties. “Says here you’ve been consistent with your fertility boosters?”

      “I have.”

      “And you want another insemination?”

      “I do.”

      “Good, good. Based on the calendar, you should be back here in two days.”

      That was our court date in the Crowne case. I had to go. He couldn’t think I was avoiding finishing this.

      “I’m busy then.”

      “Your body sets the date. If you want to wait until next cycle, that’s fine.”

      “No,” I shot back. “No more cycles. It’s good.”

      “Excellent.” He waved his pen at me, smiling. “I make no guarantees, but the new hormone regimen could make the difference.”

      I had a feeling he was right. This one had a better chance of sticking.

      Success would be as hard to deal with as failure, and seeing Byron in court right before—even from the gallery—would make it harder. But I wouldn’t miss it.

      I said goodbye to the doctor and went to the front to make my appointment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      Jan Jonson was the more talkative side of Bellini and Jonson and pitched the revisions as if he’d made earth-shattering discoveries about space when, in fact, he’d done more or less what I’d asked him to do. But I let him walk me from one end of the property to the other, along colored strings tied to wooden stakes, to compare the new boundaries to the old, until we were back at our trucks.

      “Do you want us to expedite through plan check?” he asked, rolling up the drawings. The wind blew his long hair all over the place. He never buttoned his sports coat so he could show off his trendy belt. That had never annoyed me before.

      “After the court date. We’ll win, then we can do whatever we want.”

      “Cool, cool, man.”

      I wasn’t a cool, man kind of guy. Either I hadn’t known that about myself before, or I’d expected him to know it from the beginning. I’d hired him because he was a hot name, but that day, I was convinced they were giving out architecture licenses by mail order.

      “Hey, so, if you have anything else going on…”

      “Not at the moment.” I held out my hand.

      He took it, and we shook. With relief, I thought that was the end of it.

      “Okay, hey,” he said. “Wanted to mention. I got a buzz on this property up Mulholland. Sweet, sweet views. Totally in your wheelhouse.”

      “The Georgina tract.”

      “Bang!” He snapped his fingers and turned them into a pointer. “That’s the one.”

      “I saw it.” I looked at my watch as if the time mattered. “I have an appointment.”

      Get the fuck away from me.

      He took the hint and, with another handshake and a few more cools, drove down the hill. When he was past the gate, I believed he was gone, and I was alone on the barren hill.

      Alone was what I’d chosen. Alone was what I deserved. What I could manage. What I was built for. It was fine. Just fine. I could accept being alone. Power through missing her. Come out the other side a new man.

      The wind shook the string lines of the building’s footprint. I walked along them, comparing the new to the old, imagining the money and prestige that would come with making this house a reality.

      Had I ever imagined anyone would actually live here?

      I looked over the view into the ravine and over the next crest of hills to the fuzzy gray line of ocean and imagined a tall structure behind me.

      Through all the CGI videos and 3D renderings, had any of it made me feel as if I was actually standing between a cliff and a thirty-foot wall with only five feet between them? In my passion to create the biggest house legally possible, I’d thrown proportion out the window.

      We’d created a trailer with a man driving a Ferrari over a bridge to what passed for a front door. He was met by his butler, and as he passed through his palace, he passed women reading, women sunbathing, women lounging. They all looked at him as if he were a king, but he kept his eyes forward.

      Was that why I was building this house? So I could be some kind of king who couldn’t connect with the people around me?

      The late afternoon wind whipped up dirt. A shard of pebble that would have been innocuous underfoot pelted my cheek.

      I’d carefully targeted the market for the house. It was meant as a fourth or fifth property in a portfolio. It was a showpiece, not a primary residence.

      Because… who would live here? Wake up in the morning? Make love at night? Have family over? Raise children?

      No one. The scale of it was perfect for a guy with a two-inch dick and a colossal fear of rejection.

      It’s too big.

      So what?

      So. Fucking. What.

      It’ll be an empty shell.

      I didn’t give a shit about that or anything anymore.

      I walked back to my car.

      Bringing the footprint down by half would still leave me with a huge structure and room for a tennis court or ten. It would comply with the most rigid environmental standards. I could get that fucking monkey off my back.

      No court date.

      Avoid seeing Olivia on the opposite side of a fight.

      Maybe.

      I’d have to concede. I’d never be able to spin it as a win.

      I shut the car door, sealing myself from the wind.

      Could it work? Could I take a loss for the good of the project?

      A fine layer of dirt covered the windshield, clouding everything in front of me. I was in stasis with an idea I hadn’t let myself have. It had been fermenting in the back of my mind, and I hadn’t dared pop the cork until I was in the front seat of my car, considering a surrender.

      Olivia wasn’t leading the case against me, but she’d be there, watching.

      I’d known that from the beginning, of course. I knew I’d see her in court before she drove through my gate to my house that night, and I knew it when she drove away.

      But I hadn’t realized that when looking to the future, that date was a blinking light. I’d stuck a pin in it, and from that pin, I’d hung a measure of anticipation and every last hope. If I pulled the pin, they’d all drop.

      As they should.

      As she’d asked.

      Cancel it all.

      Give her what she needs.

      Save yourself.

      The sand crackled against the windows. My throat turned dry and abrasive, as if a Santa Ana wind was inside me, kicking up detritus down to the bedrock.

      I wasn’t the man I thought I was.

      The winner. The king. The top dog.

      Maybe I’d never been that guy.
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        * * *

      

      It was night by the time I got to Santa Barbara, and I looked as if I’d walked the entire ninety-five miles. My tie was undone, and my jacket was in a pile in the back seat. My cuffs were open and shoved up my arms. I hadn’t shaved in a day or run my fingers through my hair since the wind got control of it in Bel-Air.

      “Byron!” My mother’s voice greeted me as if she hadn’t seen me in years. She gestured urgently and stepped aside. “Come in, come in!”

      She couldn’t wait to see me. She had no idea what I wanted and didn’t care if I bore gifts or needed wounds tended—as long as she could be a part my life.

      She loved me, and if I wasn’t worth another single human’s love, I was worth hers.

      “Mom,” I said, still outside. “I think I fucked up.”
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        * * *

      

      Once we were settled on the back patio with the still waters of the pool glowing blue and her favorite tea in front of us, I told my mother what had happened with Olivia. I didn’t ask how she was or hold back. She loved me, and she wanted me to lean on her.

      I explained the court action, the date, and my expectations. I blew through our deal to get pregnant and how it ended. I described the difference between winning and losing and asked her which she thought I should choose.

      But Mom wasn’t interested in winners and losers.

      “Do you love her?”

      I rubbed my temple, turning to the side to hide my face.

      “Byron,” she scolded, “did you not know that was the point?”

      “Sure. But the point isn’t the point.”

      She sipped warm tea through a straw. The medication kept her hands still enough for a teacup, but it worked better on some days than others.

      “You were the one who always kept your brothers out past dinner, you know. There’s a habit you boys have of blaming malfeasance on Dante and mischief on Colton. But that one, that was you. Boy number one. It was your responsibility to get the horses back and brushed. But you always tried to squeeze in one more game of whatever you were playing. You always won, but you had to keep winning until it got dark and you were all in trouble. You, my oldest baby… you were the dead man.”

      By incremental avoidance, my whole body faced the pool.

      “And you just smiled through it all.” She laughed. “You were just happy. Who could be mad at Byron? You were impossible to punish. And then… she came.”

      I turned to her as she laid her straw on her lower lip.

      “Samantha?” I asked.

      “I don’t like to speak ill.” She plucked the straw out of the cup and laid it aside. “She needed help, but… well, then the Bettencourts would’ve had to admit they weren’t perfect. And that was right out, so… you just… you tried to help. She drained all the smiles out of you.” Mom held up her hand before I could object. “She got the worst of it. She didn’t do anything intentionally. Samantha was a good person. She did the best with what God gave her, but you haven’t been the same since.”

      “Thanks for the talk, Mom.”

      The pool filter shut off. I hadn’t realized it had been humming so loudly until it did and the ocean and its birds became audible.

      “Do you love her?”

      “Yes,” I said without thinking, then reacted with surprise when I heard myself.

      The pool rippled in the silence that followed, and the webs of blue light grew wider as the water stilled.

      “Yes.” I turned back to my mother. “I do love her.”

      “The tingle’s never wrong.”

      “I love her.” I said the words normal speed but rolled them around my mouth. Felt the rattle of the opening vowel, the pinch of my teeth on my tongue with the first sounds of love, the soft breath passing my lips for her.

      “So,” my mother said, “what are you going to do about it?”

      On the tabletop, I drew an invisible five-sided shape. A house fit for a family.

      I tapped the center of it.

      “I’m going to win.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      I could barely sleep. Never in my life had I ever been so eager to lose. Never had I seen the upside of a loss or anticipated surrender with such excitement. On the drive home, I drafted my concession in my head.

      Your Honor, we’ve decided to comply with all present and pending environmental regulations. We’re redrawing plans and will be submitting them for approval before continuing.

      I told no one. Not my lawyers. Not my assistant. Not Logan. Not a whisper that could find Olivia’s ears. I wanted to own her surprise completely.

      Your Honor, my life’s work has brought me no joy. I’ve had a rush of sanity that the shape and size of this house must conform to. I’ve asked counsel for a stay until I can have someone draw it with this new vision.

      Olivia would be in the back benches, behind me. I wouldn’t be able to see her reaction.

      She’d get it. She’d understand that the size of the house was only the most obvious part of the story. The rest couldn’t be said to her without embarrassing her in front of a judge and her colleagues. Without speaking to her directly, I had to imply that there were underlying reasons why I was giving up. That I’d been putting myself into something that would never fill me the way she did. That because of her, I was ready to change. That winning her love was worth losing.

      Your Honor, I’ve fought hard for the privilege of building the biggest house in Los Angeles and in the process… enriched half a dozen lawyers (pause for laughter). However, I’ve had a change of heart. Let someone else build the biggest. I’m going to build a house someone falls in love with.

      Then maybe I’d look around to her. Just for a moment.

      And she would be surprised.

      Or smiling with her hands clenched to her chest.

      Or wiping a tear.

      Biting her lower lip.

      Covering her mouth.

      Studiously ignoring me.

      I ran them all as I worked on our legal defense as if I wasn’t going to sabotage it like a toddler erecting a tower of blocks so he could knock it down for the laughs.

      Your Honor, I’ve reprioritized my goals.

      And then, exactly on time, it was morning.

      I put on a suit and tie, shaved, brushed my hair, and when I was at my very best for her, I went to the courthouse.
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        * * *

      

      Yusup’s gift was his ability to intuit traffic and avoid it, getting us Downtown at rush hour even though Gregory, one of my lawyers, had been five minutes late. Flanked by Gregory and the rest of the legal team I was about to shock, I walked across the park. The morning was perfect. Clear sky. Light breeze.

      I scanned the faces walking into the courthouse with us, the people in line at security, the crowd outside the elevators. She wasn’t there.

      “We’re not late,” I murmured as the elevator rose.

      “No,” Gregory said. “Close though. Sorry.”

      “Not a problem.”

      I still hadn’t decided exactly what to say after Your Honor. I needed to get my eyes on her first. Even if she flipped me the bird and sent me a note saying she hated my guts, I was making the statement. The words would change based on how she reacted but not the outcome.

      I’d changed because of her, and I was committed to that evolution even if I’d lost her in the process.

      The elevator doors opened, and we piled out.

      At the end of the hall, a group waited outside the wooden double doors. The senior legal counsel for the Environmental Protection Fund dressed like a man but had a woman’s name. Her lapdog, Mitch, was an egg-shaped man in an ill-fitting suit and an Hermès tie.

      I recognized a handful of local reporters by their studious attention to everything and the spiral notebooks that made the press badges redundant.

      Olivia wasn’t talking to them. She wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

      I looked at my watch. Two minutes.

      She wouldn’t be late, and neither would the judge.

      “Mr. Crowne,” the woman in the suit said just as I remembered her name.

      “Ms. Tamarin.”

      “Mx.”

      “Thank you,” I said, making a mental note.

      A blond woman in a suit turned the corner, heels clicking. Not Olivia, but she’d directed my attention toward the bathroom.

      “Pleasure. I just want to remind you that we can still settle this without wasting time in a courtroom.”

      We could. In fact, I was going to do her one better, but where was Olivia? Asking would have been inappropriate.

      “We’re committed to following the law,” Gregory said. “And…”

      Gregory went on as I’d paid him to do, but I couldn’t keep my eyes off the hall. If she’d been in the bathroom, she’d have been out by now. Wouldn’t she? Did I have time to check?

      The double wooden doors slapped open. A bailiff a couple of inches taller than me stood in the center of the doorway.

      “Environmental Protection Fund vs. Crowne Properties,” the bailiff said.

      “At least we agree on something,” Tamarin said, entering the flow of traffic into the courtroom.

      I didn’t know what she and Gregory agreed on, because my lawyers joined the flow, and I was expected to fall in line. I stopped right outside.

      “Give me a minute,” I said, gesturing down the hall.

      “Forty-five seconds, Mr. Crowne.” Gregory pointed at the clock above the door as if highlighting the dead-serious matter of punctuality.

      I did everything but run down the hall. Big steps. No delay turning the corner. Two doors with big, blue circles and white silhouettes. I pushed the lady and peeked inside.

      A woman with a rolling cart of files was washing her hands.

      “Olivia!” I called.

      “Sir,” she said sternly, making eye contact in the mirror.

      “Olivia!”

      “The court doors opened.” She pumped the towel dispenser. “No one’s here.”

      I walked in, and she brushed past me with her cart behind her. I looked under stall doors.

      God damn. Where was she? Where the fuck was she?

      An ebony-skinned woman I recognized as Olivia’s legal assistant rushed out of the last stall.

      “Uh…” she said when she saw me.

      “Where’s Olivia?”

      She hesitated, then went to a sink to wash her hands.

      “Please,” I said. “I mean her no harm. I just… Why isn’t she here?”

      “She had a doctor’s appointment.”

      “What kind of doctor?”

      She shook the water off her hands. “Back up.”

      I moved out of her way. She ran down the hall to make it back in time. I was right behind her without a second to spare.

      The gallery was half-empty, but the chairs on the left side of the room were all taken with her colleagues. The judge was a woman in her sixties with blond, shoulder-length hair and reading glasses she could easily deliver a death glare over.

      Besides her, all eyes were on me standing between the two tables as I calculated the days since our broken condom. She’d had an insemination appointment the next day.

      I didn’t like the number I came up with.

      What was the doctor’s name? She’d said it.

      This was now. No time for drama.

      “Your Honor,” I said, “I want—”

      “Can you identify yourself, sir?” she said.

      Galang. His name was Galang.

      “I’m Byron Crowne, the owner—”

      “Your Honor.” Gregory stood. “Mr. Crowne—”

      “Sit down, Gregory,” I said.

      “You should sit with your counsel, Mr. Crowne,” the judge said. “Then we can get started.”

      “I have something to say first.”

      “Wait your turn. My courtroom isn’t a theater.”

      “Yes. I know, but…” I took a breath. “Your Honor—”

      “I will hold you in contempt if you don’t sit down.”

      They’d take me away and hold me for a few hours. By the time I paid my way out, it would be too late.

      “Your Honor, I’m dropping this matter with the intention of complying fully.”

      Gasps from the left met groans from my lawyers on the right.

      “And you need to turn my courtroom into a circus to do that?”

      “Please. I have an emergency that can’t wait.”

      She took her glasses off to get the full measure of me. “What kind of emergency?”

      “Personal,” I said. “It’s my family.”

      She put her glasses back on and looked at the papers in front of her.

      “Byron!” Gregory said in a cross between a shout and a whisper. “What the—”

      “It’s over,” I said. “I’ll fill you in later.”

      “All right,” the judge said. “Counsel will confer in the jury room. We will reconvene and put the final agreements on the record.”

      The room burst into murmurs.

      I spun around and out the doors to beat the crowd and the questions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      I’d left the house early because I had to keep moving or drown in doubt. At a table in the cheap cafe on the first floor of Dr. Galang’s office building, I watched the traffic on Sunset. The building was twenty-four stories of medical offices. Tables and chairs were gathered around a fountain out front. Executives from the surrounding talent agencies scurried across the street and through the lobby for a quick coffee. The city kept moving. Only I was still.

      Eight in the morning. The courtroom doors were opening.

      Byron was there. He was probably looking for me. Maybe wondering where I was. Probably relieved he didn’t have to look me in the eye.

      I’d made the right decision. I wouldn’t have been able to bear seeing him right before the insemination. He was the dream of having it all, and that had slipped through my fingers. Seeing him would have made me want to catch some part of it. In his green eyes and steady, commanding voice, I’d have lost my will to refuse to settle. I’d let the clock tick down for months, grasping for a love that was always out of my reach. I couldn’t do that to myself. I didn’t deserve a lifetime of disappointment.

      Eight fifteen.

      Motions to dismiss. Rejections of same. Opening statements. Kimberly was an absolute genius and would add some obvious-seeming twist of logic his team would scramble to meet.

      Eight thirty. My coffee was cold. The traffic on Sunset was at its peak, and I was already late. I tossed my cup into the trash and took the door to the lobby.

      The elevators were across the sun-drenched space. A wall of glass looked out onto the fountain in front of the building, and I took a moment to glance at it as I made my way past. A black Bentley drove up onto the sidewalk as if that was perfectly legal and slowed.

      When I saw the driver, my skin tingled with recognition.

      Before the car was fully stopped or I was in control of my shock, the back door flew open.

      “Byron?” I whispered to myself as he bounded up the steps, unbuttoned jacket flying.

      The Bentley moved off the sidewalk, and the man I couldn’t bear to hope to ever see again opened the glass doors, gaze darting all over the lobby before landing on me.

      The tingle had dissolved into pure energy, leaving me in a state of numb focus on the narrow space between Byron and me. I couldn’t break it to go to him, nor to run away. My will to do anything at all was preoccupied with adjusting to this man coexisting in the same space.

      He buttoned his jacket and closed the distance between us. My pupils tightened on him, and everything around us went dark except the light in his eyes. Just before his lips moved to speak, I remembered why I was there and what he’d refused me.

      Everything.

      “What are you doing here? Did you win?”

      “Maybe.” He paused, holding back a smile. “I took a loss.”

      “What?”

      “I’m changing the house. For you.”

      The world, with its bright lights and sounds, flooded back.

      Was that why he was here?

      “You think this was about a house?”

      “No.” He smiled at his own folly and opened his arm toward the café I’d left. “Can we talk? I want to start over. Just—”

      “I’m late for an appointment.” I tore myself away and walked toward the elevators.

      “No.” He got in front of me. “Listen. I know why you’re going up there.”

      “And?”

      “And don’t. Please.”

      “Byron. What do you want out of me? I’m just trying to live the life I want.”

      “I know.” His fingers curled with the tension of holding back one thing to say another thing he couldn’t.

      “You don’t want to be a part of it. You can’t be what I need. Okay, fine. Just get out of my way.”

      I went past him, but he shifted until he was blocking me again. People were watching. He was going to make a scene.

      “I’m going to be late,” I said through my teeth.

      “Don’t do this. Please. I’ll go insane. I’ll lose my mind. When I think of another man’s child inside you, even though he’s a good man, a friend to you, a great uncle—I’m not insulting him, but just… He’s not me.” His pleas dropped in volume and grew in intensity, and I changed my posture before some well-meaning person called security. “Someone else writing himself inside your body… Olivia, it drives me to a despair I can’t fight. Not disappointment, but misery.”

      “You don’t want what I need.”

      “It’s not about what I want anymore. I’m a foolish, conceited man. Whatever fate gave me, whatever the advantages, it didn’t give me the sense to see my own heart. But I can’t unsee it now. I can’t cling to my idea about myself while you live in the world. I can’t. Please. Let me look into a child’s eyes and see both of us there. I’ll do whatever you want. Whatever. You. Want.”

      “I can’t…” I said before shutting down out of self-preservation. I couldn’t ask for it. I couldn’t reach for everything and come up short again. My face crumpled, and a tear fell onto my cheek. I wiped it with the back of my hand.

      “I can.” He took my biceps in his hands and bent to eye level. “I love you, Olivia.”

      I must have misheard him. “You what?”

      “I. Love. You. I swear it. God help me, I love you so much I’m more alive. I’m happy when I’m near you. I love you selfishly, jealously… I love you so completely I can’t deny it anymore. Not for another second. You’ve written your name inside me. Please… Olivia.” He closed his eyes. “Please say you still love me.”

      When he opened them, I saw him through a cloud of tears, and when I blinked, they dropped like rain.

      “I’d say…” I couldn’t finish past the hitch in my breath. He handed me a handkerchief. “I’d say this is a game you’re playing because you’re a possessive, hateful asshole.”

      “I am.”

      “But you’re not a liar.”

      “Not today.”

      I balled up the damp handkerchief and looked away from him to the people moving in and out, the fountain in the front, the sun crawling higher in the sky, and the clock behind the security counter, its hands moving ever forward.

      Putting my eyes back on Byron, who hadn’t moved in the passing seconds, I took a deep breath. “Some things change. But I love you and I always will.”

      The joy in his smile flashed, and for a moment, he was the happy boy in the painting.

      He kissed me, and I closed my eyes to taste all the layers of his happiness, knowing that I’d see it again, over and over, for the rest of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue 1

          

          BYRON

        

      

    

    
      She waddled.

      Olivia pacing the Crownestead garden with her phone stuck to her ear was the cutest fucking thing I’d ever seen in my life. I couldn’t take my eyes off the way she walked as if her hip joints were coming unglued… until a volleyball smacked my head so hard I saw stars.

      “Hey!” Olivia shouted.

      “I’m fine!” I said when the grass took on a normal hue and the sun didn’t look like a hole in a cardboard box.

      “Logan!” she shouted, pointing her phone at him like an accusing finger, undeterred by my fineness or anything else. “You did it on purpose.”

      She was due in a few weeks and a little… on edge.

      “I did not,” he said from the other side of the net.

      He most certainly had done it on purpose.

      “Forget it.” I snapped up the ball. “I’m fine.”

      “Not like I hit any vital organs.” Logan shrugged.

      I tossed him the ball, but even pregnant, Olivia appeared out of thin air and grabbed it mid-arc and waddled back to me.

      “Did he concuss you?” she asked, touching the red spot.

      “There’s not even a bump.”

      “You should lie down.”

      I didn’t need to lie down. I needed one more point to crush the insect on the other side of the court. Except he wasn’t there anymore. “Where’s that little turd?”

      “Talking to your father.” She tilted her chin at the glass door, which was open so Ted and Logan could talk. “You win.”

      “Excellent.” I kissed her. “You had lemonade.” I kissed her again to get another snap of Nellie’s ginger lemonade.

      “Yes.” She put her arms around my neck, and I put my hands on her waist, pressing her belly to mine.

      “What did your mother say?”

      “She’s not cutting you a deal on the house.”

      “But I’m a developer with an all-cash offer.”

      “One of many.”

      I felt an urgent shift against my stomach. The baby kicking.

      “He’s getting impatient,” I said between lemon-drop kisses. “Trying to beat the clock.”

      “Trying to get you to close on that monstrosity in Bel-Air.”

      The monstrosity didn’t live up to the hype. A scant thirty-four thousand square feet with gardens, a hedge maze, and specially cordoned off where the creek’s boundary fell, it was even modest.

      Eleven months after changing the plans and one week left to completion, I already had offers on it. Once it was done, sold, and off my plate, Olivia and I were getting secretly and quietly married. Then we’d have our son.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Logan cried, “she doesn’t need to be resuscitated.”

      I ignored him to kiss her, imagining all the ways I’d own her body when it was healed. I enjoyed being gentle with her, but we both craved our old selves.

      “Byron,” my father’s voice followed, and I pulled away from Olivia long enough to look over at him. “Come join us in my office.”

      “Better go,” she said. “Before we start something you can’t finish the way we want.”

      We parted, and I jogged to the house.
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        * * *

      

      Ted Crowne kept an office at Crownestead. It was more of a sitting room overlooking the side yard, but he still oversaw Crowne Industries operations and needed to sit behind a desk sometimes.

      Logan sat across from him, and I sat in the chair next to him. Outside, Olivia and Mom drank lemonade. My mother was comfortable enough around Olivia to drink through a straw as they watched the sun set.

      “What’s this about?” I asked. Our father hadn’t called an across-the-desk meeting in years. Not since I’d abdicated my succession rights.

      “Fucked if I know.”

      Dad shut the sliding wooden door and moved behind his desk. “Gentlemen.” Dad hitched up his trousers before sitting. “So, your mother is getting worse. This was completely expected. It’s a degenerative disease. You boys don’t have to look like I slapped you.”

      “Shouldn’t Dante and Colton be here?” Logan asked. “What about Lyric?”

      “All of us have an interest,” I added. Intentionally or not, Logan always forgot Liam.

      “This is business,” Dad said. “Which means it’s you two.”

      “Then why’s this guy here?” Logan jerked his thumb in my direction.

      “Logan’s shutting up now so you can finish.”

      “Thank you.” Dad directed his gratitude at Logan. “She’s getting the best care available. We’re moving a staff in. But…” He tapped his fingertips against one another. “She needs me. More of me, more of the time. And I need her.”

      The energy that came off Logan could have lit up a city, but when I glanced at him, he was all business. Good for him.

      “So, first things first, we’re moving out of Crownestead and back down to Los Angeles.”

      “Why?” Logan objected. “Mom loves it here.”

      “She wants to be near her children, and whatever she wants, she gets. She has a property in mind. She saw the house. It’s wheelchair accessible—when it comes to that. I suggest… both of you… to not try to talk her out of it.”

      “Fine,” Logan said.

      “Where is it?” I asked so I could gauge the neighborhood, the price, and the best way to make it perfect for her.

      “Bel-Air,” Dad said.

      “Great,” I said like a fucking idiot. “The neighborhood council loves me now. I need to see it sooner rather than later.”

      “Jesus,” Logan said under his breath.

      Dad leveled his gaze at me, and for a moment, I felt as if everyone knew Colton’s missing Range Rover was at the bottom of the lake except for me. Again.

      “You built it, son.”

      “Ah, Dad…”

      “It’s perfect.”

      “I didn’t have you in mind when I started it.”

      “You didn’t when you finished it either. Don’t worry, we’ll pay market unless we’re outbid. Then we’ll match it.”

      “No bidding, Dad. If Mom wants it, it’s hers.”

      “Are you serious?” Logan said. “The OBT goes to some environmental fund, and now you’re paying market for the house it was supposed to build?”

      I hadn’t needed the money to make the house smaller, nor would I ever need it. I had everything I’d ever wanted.

      “What’s the difference?” Dad asked.

      “We’re not negotiating? Just, ‘Here… Take it’? It should go to Crowne for cost.”

      “Mind your business, twerp.”

      “Exactly.” Logan jammed his finger in my direction. “It’s business. This business. Which is my business. Dad—”

      “And there’s something else,” Dad said. “If you two can get your thumbs out of each other’s eyes for a minute, I’ll tell you.”

      We took a breath.

      “Logan.” Dad looked at his second son. “Your mother and I talked about this… God, if I could count the hours we talked. We’ve watched you work yourself ragged to prove you can manage an international company the size of Crowne. But every time I ask you what you want out of your life—just a month ago was the last time—you say you want what your mother and I have.”

      “I do. You guys are perfect. So?”

      “How are you going to get it like this? Twenty-two-hour days. Constant travel. The last time you socialized, it was to practice Cantonese.”

      “You managed.”

      “We were stupid. We got married at eighteen, before Uncle Jerry died. Before I knew it would be mine. You’re running into a lonely life like a starving man chasing a sandwich.”

      “You’re telling me to date? Dad. Come on.”

      “I’m telling you to get married.”

      “What?” Logan sat straight up with his hands leveraged against the arm rests as if he were preparing to launch.

      “Dad?” I said incredulously. “Are you serious?”

      Our father laid his hands flat on the blotter. “Your mother and I don’t care how much money you make in a lifetime. Or how much you grow the business. She said, and I quote, ‘I will die weeping if the room dims before my babies find their happiness.’ Which isn’t her best bit of verse—”

      “Just get married?” Logan interrupted. “Should I pick a girl off the street? Hire someone? What even is this?”

      I held my hand in front of Logan’s chest as if he were in the passenger seat and I was coming to a screeching halt. “Dad, is this even legal? What did Joe say?”

      “The board follows my lead,” Dad sat back in his chair. “And management is contingent on my approval. I don’t have to put my children in charge, you know.”

      “What if I’m like this asshole?” Logan jerked his thumb at me. “I’ll be dead before I’m married.”

      “He has a point,” I added.

      “The fact that Byron’s happy has changed the whole equation for us. So, you can blame him for what I’m about to offer, but it’s not negotiable.”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” But Logan didn’t move. He sat at attention with his foot shaking in pent-up frustration.

      Dad said, “Effective immediately, I’m resigning as CEO of Crowne Industries so I can spend more time with my ailing wife. I’ll maintain a controlling interest in voting shares, but I’ll otherwise take on an advisory role from my new home in Bel-Air.”

      “Who’s running it, Dad?” Logan growled.

      “Byron.”

      “What?” Logan snapped.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I held out my hands to slow this fucking freight train down to the sound barrier.

      My brother looked as baffled as I was. “Why?”

      Dad leaned up and folded his hands on the desk. “Byron, you were raised to do this. You’re more experienced, and with what’s coming…” He jerked his chin toward Mom and Olivia at the table outside. “You’ve become a serious, capable, and thoughtful man.”

      “I don’t want it.”

      “That’s the point. You’re the only one who can do it well and easily give it up when Logan gets settled.”

      “Married,” said Logan. “You mean married.”

      “Joe says you haven’t bought another property. Correct?”

      I’d lost interest in putting my name all over the city. Pissing in every corner, as Olivia would say. I’d finished the builds I had going, was managing the properties I’d decided to keep, and now I spent my days and nights enjoying her and the anticipation of our son. “Correct.”

      “Will you do it?”

      “If I don’t?”

      “Yes or no.”

      He was depending on me. Without my agreement, he’d either have to place someone over Logan—someone who wouldn’t step down without a fight—or stay on and lose time with Mom.

      “Yes,” I said. “I got it.”

      My brother looked at the ceiling. I knew he felt betrayed by both of us.

      “So. Logan.” Our father leaned toward his second son. “Go out. Have fun. Meet people. Learn what you can from Byron.”

      “How long?” Logan’s expression was pitch black.

      “If you’re not married by your fortieth birthday, we’ll revisit.” Dad put his hands on the desk and stood. “Meeting adjourned.”
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          OLIVIA

        

      

    

    
      In the dark and quiet of the night, I was on my back with my knees up, watching the ceiling fan rotate. Byron was curled up next to me with his hand on our son’s kicking pulse, finishing a story.

      “And then he stood up and said, ‘Meeting adjourned,’ and walked out.”

      “Wow.”

      “Logan just sat there staring straight ahead.”

      I faced him. “You’re not going to do it, are you? Run the whole thing? I mean, you just said you would so your brother could keep the job. Right?”

      He shrugged.

      “Byron Crowne!”

      “What? I know how.” He rolled onto his back and laid his wrist on his forehead. It was his turn to watch the fan. “It’s just hiring the right people and delegating. Half of that’s done already.”

      “No, I mean you’re not actually going to support this medieval requirement that he get married?”

      “Is that what you meant?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, you wouldn’t mind if I did?”

      “What? Run the company?”

      “You’ve been working all this time. I’ve been slacking off, and I need… something.”

      “A life?”

      “You’re my life, Beauty.”

      “Lord Byron.” I rolled onto my side and draped my arm over his chest, feeling the muscle under his T-shirt. “You are a clever, brave, and dangerously handsome individual. A man like you shouldn’t be locked up. You need to do things. Take on projects. Fight hard and win big.”

      He stroked my arm absently, and I wove my legs in his.

      “Then I just give it up when Logan turns forty or gets a wife?”

      “Yep.” I ran my hand over his torso. I was huge and cumbersome, but I wanted him. My body flipped like a switch as if I wasn’t already pregnant.

      “Surrender,” he said.

      “You get used to it.” A trickle of moisture ran from between my legs to the back of my thigh.

      “Just… here you go. Take it all…”

      “Byron?”

      “Yes?” He kissed my forehead.

      “I think my water broke.”

      ***

      We had the obstetrician on the phone as we piled into the Bentley. He’d started out calmly telling us we could make it back to LA with hours to spare but seemed less convinced as the contractions got closer. By the time we pulled into Sequoia, he was barking out instructions as he muscled toward the car.

      We held it together long enough to get to delivery.

      It was all a blur after that. I was a rag doll made for poking, carrying, and feeding ice. The pain was behind the epidural, but I was tired… so tired. Pushing took so much strength. More than I had on a good day. I wept with exhaustion, and still, for the hundredth time, they made me push one more time.

      And like that, through the noise of the machines and the men and women talking, there was an earth-shattering cry of frustration and rage from a set of tiny new lungs.

      “Hey.” Byron’s face blocked the light, and his mask moved when he spoke. “You did it.”

      “I did it,” I repeated mindlessly.

      “You were amazing.”

      “I was…” The fugue was lifting into stark awareness. “Where is he?”

      “Doctor’s checking him out.”

      “Want to see.” I took Byron by the neck of his scrubs and clenched the fabric in my fist. “Now. I want him now.”

      “Hang on.” He moved, letting the bright light hit my face.

      I opened my fist and closed my eyes. “Byron. Where are you?”

      The light was blocked again, and I opened my eyes to find him there. He laid a weight on my chest, and I wrapped my arms around my son. I burst into tears again, not with exhaustion but gratitude.

      This warm little baby, smelling of soft biscuits and vanilla milk, was everything I’d ever wanted, and the man standing over me with a smile under the blue mask was everything I’d been afraid to hope for.

      I’d been given more than I’d ever dared to fight for.

      I had it all.
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        * * *
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            Crowne of Lies

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan Crowne needs one year from Ella.

      Twelve months living in his house, holding his hand, wearing his ring on her finger, and in exchange, she’ll get her father’s company in the divorce settlement.

      They have one year to convince his skeptical parents that they’re happily in love, and he’s settled enough to run Crowne Industries.

      Ella wants the company badly enough to live with a man who will never love her. She’ll sleep in his room and kiss him for show.

      Her heart may melt whenever he’s around, and his touch may ignite a fire inside her, but surrender will break her heart.

      She’s sure she can last a year without giving him her body.

      She’s wrong.
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            Crowne of Lies Excerpt

          

          LOGAN

        

      

    

    
      “I think we should win,” Byron said. “That’s what I think.”

      The conference room we’d occupied for the past four hours still smelled of dinner, and the halls outside it were quiet. The head of supply and the VP of operations were catching my brother up on shit he would have known if he’d been around.

      “There’s no point to winning the contract if we overpay for it,” I said.

      “We can make money back,” Byron said as if there was nothing more obvious. “Losing damages our reputation. Forever. You want to risk that for a few pennies on the dollar?”

      This fucking guy. He couldn’t read an EPS report or between the lines of an MD&A, but here he was tossing numbers around as if he were on a Mardi Gras float.

      My phone rang. Mandy.

      “I think we should pick this up in the morning,” I said, standing.

      The operations VP closed his folder.

      I slid into the hall, whispering, “Well?”

      “You owe me,” Mandy said.

      “She in?”

      “Open to the idea. It’s going to cost you.”

      “How much?” I closed the door to my office.

      “A strategic buyout of her father’s company.”

      “I need you to be more specific. This WalMart or the corner store?”

      “If I tell you who she is, you’re on for a meeting. Okay?”

      The interior walls of my office were glass, and I watched Byron walk down the hall with the VP, talking like a man making a point. Probably selling him on spending a few more pennies on the dollar.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “The company is Basile Papillion.”

      “Ella,” I said without hesitation.

      “I knew you’d remember. See? It was meant to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Ella Papillion.

      What did I remember?

      Cute. Very cute, actually. Smart. Dead mother. The age difference was a joke now, but at the time, she’d seemed too young to touch.

      I remembered her alongside Millie, my senior year girlfriend and director of the school theater production. Her costumer had been a sophomore, still been young enough to be called a prodigy, pins in her mouth, hunched over a sewing machine or sketching so quickly my girlfriend hardly had to finish a sentence.

      Cooper Santon was supposed to be investigating the rest, but I couldn’t wait. I had Mandy arrange a meeting for the next evening. Ella insisted on her place. I was already halfway across Beverly before Cooper called. I pulled over to take it.

      “You have five minutes,” I said when I picked up.

      “You didn’t give me a lot of time.”

      “Fast, cheap, and good, Coop. You get two out of three in life and I didn’t bother with cheap. So tell me what I paid for.”

      “Okay. Ella Papillion. She still works at her father’s company. Lives on—”

      “Highland Ave. I know.”

      “It’s not zoned for a residential lease.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Like I said, I didn’t have a lot of time.”

      “Yes, you said that.”

      “There aren’t any liens against her.” He rattled off the relevant facts. “No drug arrests. No mental health issues I can see. And—you said this was important, so I made sure before I called—the internet’s clean. No bad publicity with her name on it.”

      “No drug arrests.”

      “Right.”

      “The specificity is weighing on me, Coop.”

      “That’s what you asked about. Specifically.”

      “Has she broken any laws that matter?”

      “She was into graffiti as a kid. Got picked up for vandalism and trespass in 2007. Pled and took the fine. Then again in 2008. Community service picking up garbage on the side of the 101.”

      That was after I knew her. She’d left Wildwood School a few months before I graduated, leaving Millie without spring production costumes. Must have had a few downhill years after her father got remarried.

      All of that was a long time ago. I had a few hours to decide if I could live with it.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Do you have an opinion? A gut reaction?”

      “Depends what you want with her. Would I date her? Yeah.”

      “Would you marry her?”

      “If I loved her. Wouldn’t give her my bank account numbers right off.”

      “Thanks, Coop.”

      We hung up and I pulled back onto Beverly with a few minutes to ask myself how desperate I really was. How important was getting married? How much time did I have before Byron wedged himself in so deep I couldn’t get rid of him? Every day for six months, he’d gotten more comfortable. He kept his woman happy, played around on the floor with his son, and ran a multinational business with me. Every day, he proved he could handle Crowne and a personal life without breaking a sweat, and every day I wasn’t married, I proved I couldn’t.

      My father held the keys. He was in charge of succession and wanted a Crowne to run the business. It had always been Byron, until his first fiancée committed suicide and he left to flip real estate. Then my father turned to me, and I jumped in with an exhilaration I’d never felt before, working at his side for six years until he decided I wasn’t happy enough.

      Byron was winning. He thought everything was about winning, but it wasn’t. It was about getting in the ring and staying on your feet for every round. Beaten bloody, aching from the battle, ears ringing so loudly you could barely hear the last bell—that was the point.

      Born two and a half years apart, we’d spent one season in the same Little League division, but on different teams. He hated baseball, and I figured he stayed in another year just to play against me. He pitched. I hit. And when our teams met in the playoffs, the fucker beaned me cold. Swore he didn’t do it on purpose. Maybe he hadn’t. But I’d be damned if I was going to let a pinch runner take that base. Damned if I wasn’t going to steal a second and drag my ass up to the plate in the next inning.

      I was a hitter. I knew where to put the ball. And when he sent an off-speed pitch I saw coming a mile away, I sent it right to his fat fucking head. He dodged but couldn’t catch it, and I got to second.

      It was the last time he let a man on base, but I stole third and made it home on a sac fly. It was the last run we needed to win, so fuck him. When we got home, he apologized and I slept like a concussed baby for fourteen hours.

      For him, anything less than total domination was a loss.

      I was more surgical. I wanted what I wanted. He could have the rest.

      And I wanted Crowne. I didn’t want to lie to get it, but I had to, and I had to lie now or let Byron take everything.

      The address on Highland was in a semi-industrial zone on a block of converted warehouses built when the neighborhood was one big storage unit for Hollywood studios. Most had been turned into restaurants and furniture stores. Ella Papillion’s sat between two galleries and had a billboard on the roof. The barred steel door and small window in front had been integrated into a graffiti-style mural that said BREAK SHIT.

      Not a great sign.

      My family would have to be convinced I’d marry into a message like that.

      I turned around the corner and found the back alley. Two cars were parked behind her building. An El Camino that had been dark blue when it came off the factory floor, but was now a cool gray, and a new black Toyota Camry.

      I pulled my BMW into the last available space and got out, then went up the concrete steps to the metal door, which was ajar. I pushed it open. “Hello?”

      The space stretched to the front of the building. Clean white wall on one side. Fucking mess of small, stacked canvases on the other, along with shelves of paint, brushes, a slop sink, a drafting table, and a mismatched couch and chairs that looked as if they’d been dragged in from the street.

      The white wall had a single, seven-foot-high, five-foot-wide blank canvas on it. The fluorescent light made it seem to glow.

      A door in the back of the white side opened, and Ella stepped through. “Hey, Logan.”

      Not the same girl. First off, she was pierced. Nose. Ears all the way around. Her wavy black hair was pinned to the top of her head, and her eyes seemed to be a paler brown. Almost amber. The freckles I remembered from high school had paled, making her seem sexy instead of young. She wore a black choker and a sleeveless Star Wars T-shirt that hugged her curves. The ripped jeans sitting low on her waist were painted, patched with contrasting thread, and wide on the bottom in a way that was out of style, but somehow right with the red cowboy boots.

      “Ella,” I said. “Nice to see you again.”

      “You too.”

      She was looking at me the same way I looked at her. Taking stock of my face, my suit, with her thumbs hooked in her belt loops, ringed fingers tapping her hips.

      Bit of a challenge, this one. Maybe I’d make a deal with her. Maybe I wouldn’t. But no matter what my decision was, I wanted her to agree to the proposal. I wanted her to want it as desperately as I needed it.

      I said, “You look good.”

      “Let’s not start with bullshit, okay?”

      Before I could answer, a man came from the same door. Six-three. Built. Dressed for business and looking right through me.

      “Logan Crowne,” Ella said. “This is my friend, Amilcar Wilton.”

      We shook hands and I wondered if the El Camino was his. That would be a kind of relief.

      “Good to meet you,” he said.

      “Same.”

      He turned to Ella and nodded. “I’m out.”

      “Yeah?” she answered as if he’d said more than two innocuous words.

      “Yeah.” He kissed her cheek, and though she and I hadn’t agreed to a damn thing, my blood ran a little hotter and my hands tightened into fists as if she was already mine.

      “Okay,” she said. “I’ll call you later.”

      “See you,” Amilcar said to me as he passed.

      Behind me, the door closed and we were alone.

      “Cool place,” I said.

      “Thanks. You want to sit?”

      “Before I get comfortable, Mandy said you were single. That meant unattached. Completely unattached.”

      Outside, a car started in the back alley. It wasn’t the rumble of an El Camino, but the whirr of a new Camry.

      “You mean Amilcar?” she said, eyebrows raised. “No, no. He’s a friend. A good friend, but you know… just a friend.”

      “Ah. Right. Just checking.”

      “Full disclosure. I wanted him here to meet you. He’s a first impressionist. It’s like a gift. One look and he knows.”

      Every person who knew about what I was trying to arrange was a potential leak, and if my family found out, I could kiss Crowne goodbye. I didn’t know this Amilcar person well enough to trust him.

      “You told him?” I asked.

      “I said you and I are dating, if that’s okay.”

      “And he gets an impression of everyone you date?”

      “I wanted to make sure you’re not just trying to get laid.”

      “I don’t need to go to this much trouble to get laid.”

      “Or maybe you’re a serial killer.”

      “I didn’t kill Millie. We just broke up.”

      She laughed.

      “Sit.” She indicated a worn couch and two chairs around a chest that served as a coffee table. “I’ve got a pot of water boiling. Or soda. I have Sprite. But…” She looked me up and down again, and I squinted at her as if that would help me discern what she was seeing. “I can get you a glass of milk if you want that.”

      Milk?

      “Whatever you’re having.”

      I’d be fucked before I let her get milk out of the fridge just for me, because even though it didn’t matter what she thought of me as a man, I cared.

      
        
        Get CROWNE OF LIES today!
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      Monica insists she’s not submissive. Jonathan Drazen is going to prove otherwise, but he might fall in love doing it.
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      Margie Drazen has a story and it’s going to blow your mind.
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      This is the space where I acknowledge my failings and apologize for any instance where you said, “Nope.” I encourage you to contact me with errors you’ve noticed. If you have experience on the subject (you are a medical professional or patient, lawyer or developer), I will make every effort to correct the text.

      I’m not a lawyer, but Jean Siska is. Her help with this book cannot be overstated. If it seems like I know what I’m talking about, it’s because she does. I did contract the calendar for this sort of legal action because I needed to. If you find other inaccuracies, don’t call Jean. That’s me.

      The timeline. Shoot. Me. Now. I’m not a fertility doctor, nor have I ever been a patient of one. Not that it matters, because if you take the Clomid through days three and seven without a trigger shot, you get your IUI on days ten to sixteen, which is staggeringly unhelpful. With a trigger shot means there’s a two-day window where your eggs will drop, which is less staggering but still not helpful. I need rules. I need to fill out a calendar. But the human body isn’t into accuracy, nor is the medical profession.

      So, I did what I always do. I researched the hell out of the thing and fudged the text, because in weighing the emotional trajectory against factual accuracy, emotions win every time… as long as they don’t take readers out of the story or put Olivia in the doctor’s office constantly.

      For those of you who have undergone these treatments, you are goddesses and paragons of patience. You have my utmost respect. This process is not for the weak.

      Thank you to my Facebook fan group for keeping my head above water during a difficult year. You’ll never know what you did for me and I hope I can repay you with more books in less time.

      You really should preorder Logan’s book right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The V Card

          

          Lauren Blakely & Lili Valente

        

      

    

    
      When you think about how easy it is to lose keys, phones, sunglasses, and your dignity on social media, you might figure it'd be a cinch for me to ditch my V Card.

      You'd be wrong.

      At 25, I run a successful business, live in a fantastic apartment, and have fabulous friends to go out with any night of the week. And yet I'm still a card-carrying member of a club I don't want to belong to anymore. Good thing I know just the man for the deflowering job—my brother’s business partner and best friend.

      Graham is charming, smart, and, I’m told, oh-so-skilled in the sack. As long as I keep my eyes on the prize, there’s no way this pluck-the-flower project could possibly complicate matters.
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        * * *

      

      Work and pleasure. As the CEO of a fast-growing company, I've been enjoying both to the fullest. What do I do when the board throws me for an unexpected loop so I can keep my business in my hands? I enlist the help of my best friend's little sister since she holds a big stake in the company. But then I learn there's another big stake she wants.

      The one between my legs.

      I can do this. Seven nights to teach her everything I know in the bedroom. There's no way I'll fall for her, even though she’s earning top grades in every single sinfully sexy lesson. And turns out I’m learning something too. The trouble is I don’t have the answer key to what to do when I fall hard for her.

      And that throws a whole new hitch in my plans.
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      Graham

      

      Julie Andrews twirls in a field of flowers, her arms spread wide like she’s going to hug the world, while the Alps rise majestically behind her.

      “That’s the one.” I point to the light-blue T-shirt with the caption—Look at all the fucks I give!—scrawled in cursive above the famous image from The Sound of Music.

      It’s the perfect T-shirt for CJ.

      One, she loves musicals.

      Two, I’m always telling her she needs to give far fewer fucks. Shake off the little things. Don’t sweat the small stuff.

      Hell, look at me. I give so few fucks I’m practically a Zen master.

      Although, for the record, the fucks I do give result in pure pleasure for the giver and the receiver.

      “Would you like me to model that for you?”

      I blink up at the unexpected offer. The curvy saleswoman bats her eyelashes suggestively. “It looks like it might be just my size,” she says, those baby blues drifting down to where she wants me to look.

      Holy hell. That’s an eyeful. But of course, I’m only noticing her impressive rack because I want to get a look at her name tag. Ahem . . .

      Olive.

      I scrub a hand across my jaw. Damn, this shirt would look excellent on Olive.

      Just have her try it on, the naughty devil on my shoulder whispers, determined to knock me off the wagon.

      But that’s not happening. Not today, or any day in the near future.

      I fish a fifty from my wallet and set it on the counter, calling on my best Bruce Willis in Die Hard 2. Just the fax, ma’am. Damn, he was cool in that film. In every film.

      “Just the shirt, ma’am,” I say, flashing her a lopsided grin that has, admittedly, been known to melt panties.

      “Ma’am?” She giggles. “You’re making me feel old.”

      I swallow the teasing response on the tip of my tongue and slam on the charm brakes. Must. Stop. Flirting. I’m on the straight and narrow now. No distractions. Just laser-focus, like Bruce Willis disarming terrorists and saving Christmas.

      “And can you wrap it up, please?” I ask, since CJ deserves the best. I can’t just waltz into brunch, ask her to pretty please with sugar on top help me save my company, and hand her a T-shirt in a plastic bag. Pfft.

      The least I can do is gift wrap my request. Besides, I pride myself on excellence in gift-giving.

      I check the scores for the Portland Badgers, my favorite hockey team, as busty Olive who I’m not going to hit on—not going to hit on, not going to hit on—wraps soft pink paper around the shirt, tying it with a silky white bow before slipping it into a pink gift bag. Perfect for a woman like CJ. Pink is her color.

      I thank Olive and head out of the boutique, the midmorning sun of a gorgeous spring day in Manhattan shining brightly above.

      My driver, Gary, waits for me at the curb of this cobbled street in the Village, and I remind myself to give him an even bigger tip, since he never idles. The dude always turns off the engine while he waits for me, treating the earth right.

      That’s worth every penny of a tip.

      Another thing worth every penny is having a town car at my disposal.

      New York can suck it without a driver.

      I can’t believe there was a day when I didn’t have this. Growing up with jack shit, my shoes held together by duct tape, I was lucky to have bus fare. I won’t ever forget how lucky I am to have all this now, and to take care of my family, too, so their shoes are whatever kind they want.

      I slide onto the cool leather seat, and my phone dings with a note from my good friend Luna, thanking me for recommending she see the newest Zach Galifianakis flick. Apparently, she laughed all the way through. I’m sending a quick you’re always welcome, when another text lands. This one is from Lucy.

      My shoulders tense, and I tell Gary to head to Ruby’s Kitchen on the Upper West Side, a farm-to-table place that has the best eggs in the city.

      “Of course, Graham. Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “I did. A perfect gift for CJ.” A smile crosses my lips as I think of CJ and her nerdy addiction to novelty T-shirts, but the grin erases itself when I glance back down at my phone.

      Lucy. Lush, but loony Lucy.

      I really should block her number.

      But if I did that, she would show up on my doorstep, crazy leaking out of every pore, and I would need a damned crowbar to pry her off of me. Briefly, I wonder what Bruce’s John McClane would do in a situation like this, but then decide he wouldn’t let it happen in the first place.

      Just the fax, ma’am, and yippee-ki-yay-motherfucker.

      

      Lucy: Hey there, G-Man. What are you up to?

      

      I roll my eyes at the nickname I can’t stomach then fire off a quick reply.

      Busy.

      Nothing shuts down a textual flirt attempt like a one-word reply. I’ll just keep Die Harding it through the day, like John McClane would if he were the badass CEO of a sexy-as-sin lingerie company.

      I delete the text and shove the phone into the pocket of my jeans.

      Ex-girlfriends have a way of coming out of the woodwork at the least opportune times, proving my long-standing belief that any relationship that lasts for more than a few weeks is a Big Mistake. Gigantic with a capital G.

      Lucy, for all her sexy curves, filthy mouth, and willingness to tackle any challenge in the book on exotic sex positions, is proving to be the biggest mistake of them all.

      The trouble is, I’ve always been a sucker for the crazy ones. They’re just really good in bed.

      Okay, fine, that’s a lie.

      I’m a sucker for all the ladies. Blond, brunette, redhead. Crazy, sane, smart. I love women. We’ve had a solid mutual appreciation society going on for years.

      Until Lucy came along, and the focus-sucking vortex of her growing obsession with me served as a stark reminder that I don’t have time for distractions in any shape or form. I don’t have a minute to spare on a romantic relationship. Not with my business at stake. My industry is in a massive state of flux, and I need to concentrate on keeping the company train rattling along at full speed.

      That’s why I’m seeing CJ.

      She’s my secret weapon, the key to making sure Adored moves in the right direction, despite the suitors waiting in the wings for my baby, doing their best to tempt my shareholders.

      Absently, I run my hand over the silky bow, frowning as my fingers slide across a card. Plucking it from the bag, I turn it over—In case you change your mind about wanting more than the shirt.

      I smirk. So Olive found a way to get her number into my hands after all.

      But I'm a good boy and have been since things ended with Lucy a few months ago.

      A very good boy, who has no use for a beautiful woman’s phone number.

      Though a quickie would take my mind off of this upcoming board meeting, and Olive did seem like the kind of woman who would be fine with a one-night stand—flirty, but not raring to sink her claws into me . . .

      I grab my phone again and tap out a message to Olive.

      

      Graham: Anything in particular you think would change my mind?

      

      Almost immediately, my phone pings again.

      My eyes practically pop out of my head when I open the multimedia message. Olive is one bold woman. One bold, busty woman.

      I blow out a long stream of air, reminding myself I need to stay strong.

      I type out a reply.

      

      Graham: Sorry, Olive. I sent that message as a mistake.

      

      Before I can hit send, though, she replies again.

      With a dozen smiley panda emoticons.

      I groan, sliding a hand over my face.

      Emoticons. Why did it have to be emoticons? Is it possible for anyone these days to communicate without a stupid smiley face?

      My phone dings once more.

      A winking emoticon.

      Then a red-thong-wearing emoticon.

      And finally, a unicorn jumping over an eggplant.

      Fuck. This is what happens when I let myself even think about stepping off the straight, narrow, and celibate path.

      

      Graham: Sorry, Olive. I’m not the eggplant you’re looking for. I need to delete your number.

      

      Then I do.

      I draw a deep breath and recommit myself to my one-step program.

      The first and only step is this: Resist engaging with the female of the species.

      Resist at any cost.
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      Graham

      

      Skyscrapers slide by as the town car weaves its way up the avenue toward the Upper West Side. As Midtown’s high-rises give way to brownstones and brick residential buildings, I recover my center and my focus.

      Thankfully, I won’t have to worry about Project Resistance with CJ.

      CJ is like a little sister to me. Since her brother passed away, I’ve stepped into the protector role Sean filled so well. The past two years without my best friend and business partner haven’t been easy, but being there for CJ has given me something to do, assuaging my anger and sadness. Every time I get pissed that a texting driver took my friend away, I think of something nice to do for CJ. It’s a coping mechanism that works, and it’s a hell of a lot less complicated than a booty call to the woman of the moment.

      Gary pulls up outside Ruby’s Kitchen, where CJ is already waiting on the curb, and my stress level drops another degree. She wears a sunshine-colored dress with strappy sandals and a jacket slung over her arm. Her chestnut hair curls softly in the spring breeze, and her nose is buried in her e-reader, as usual. The woman is an unrepentant bookworm, obsessed with horror novels that are every bit as scary as she is sweet.

      “Weirdo,” I mutter affectionately as I savor the sight of her, one of the few people in the world I can trust not to make life unnecessarily complicated. CJ shuts the cover on her e-reader as I swing out of the car.

      “And he appears.” She taps her foot playfully as I join her on the sidewalk. She tosses her dark hair off her shoulders as her face melts into that kid-in-a-candy-shop grin she’s never outgrown.

      That’s one of the many things I adore about her. Her absolute fucking sweetness.

      “I’ve been known to make appearances from time to time.” I lean in to give her a chaste kiss on the cheek, enjoying the familiar jasmine scent of her hair.

      “I’m assuming your tardiness means you had a most excellent night,” she says, raising her eyebrows.

      That’s the thing about girls who have known you for more than a decade. They’re well aware of your foibles and shortcomings, your strengths and your weaknesses.

      “No way.” I hold up two fingers. “Scout’s honor. I was a good boy last night. I was only late because I saw something in a shop window I couldn’t resist.” I hold out the gift bag. “For you.”

      “Oh, stop,” she says, smacking my chest. “You’re making it impossible for me to be mad at you.”

      I smile. “You weren’t mad at me, anyway. I gave you an excuse to read for an extra ten minutes.”

      “You speak the truth.” She smirks as she reaches inside the bag with a soft coo at the sight of the paper. “Oh, it’s beautiful.”

      Laughing, I say, “It’s just wrapping paper.”

      She looks up and stares pointedly at me. “It’s not just wrapping paper. It’s a sign of thoughtfulness. The last guy I went on a date with brought me a candle his mother gave him three Christmases ago, said I’d look great by candlelight, and suggested we skip the movie and go get naked at his place.”

      I recoil. “What?”

      “Little did he know that if he had wrapped that candle, I might have said yes,” she says, a twinkle of mischief in her big brown eyes.

      Red billows from my ears. Smoke comes out my eyes. The thought of CJ going home with this candle asshole boils my blood.

      “You’re joking,” I grit out.

      She cracks up and points at me. “Gotcha. Anyway. It’s incredibly sweet of you to bring me a gift.” She opens the bag, handing me the paper as she unfolds the shirt and laughs. “Graham, thank you! This is adorable. And way too naughty for casual Friday.”

      “Good thing there’s life outside the office. For some of us, anyway.”

      “Hey, I’m out of the office now, aren’t I?” She tucks her tee back in the bag, and nods toward the restaurant. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” I say, my smile fading as I follow her to the hostess stand and then on through the throng of late-brunch-eaters to a table in the back courtyard.

      As we settle in, the busboy brings the waters, and I cut to the chase. “So, I hate to crash the Sunday Funday vibe, but I invited you to brunch with an ulterior motive. I need a favor.”

      She spreads her napkin on her lap with a raised brow. “What kind of favor?”

      “I need you at next Monday’s board meeting. As you know, we lost an important account last month when Beaux Rêves in Paris went with a cheaper option. Obviously, they aren’t our only account, not by a long shot. But given how volatile the industry has been lately, I need to make it crystal clear to the shareholders that selling isn’t the right path. With the number of mergers and acquisitions going on, they’re seeing dollar signs, but quick money isn’t the answer. That’s where you come in.”

      “You want them to hear from me because of my shares?” she asks, her brow furrowing. “We don’t have anything close to a majority.”

      Though CJ inherited Sean’s share of the business when he passed away, that’s not why I need her at the meeting. CJ has a way of putting people at ease, of winning their trust and confidence. She’s a successful business owner in her own right—her accessories company Love Cycle Creations is growing by leaps and bounds every year. Plus, she was courted early on by an accessories conglomerate and she declined—totally the right call, as her company is now a rising star in her field.

      I nod. “Of course, but that’s not the only reason. I need to convince them that now is not the time to explore getting into bed with a huge multinational retailer. And to do that, it’ll help to hear from someone with an insider’s stock holdings and an outsider’s perspective. I want them to hear from you in particular since you went through something so similar with Love Cycle.”

      “On a much smaller scale, though. My company is tiny compared to Adored.”

      “Size doesn't matter.” I pause to wiggle an eyebrow for effect. “Well, in this case.”

      A faint blush spreads on her cheeks. “You and the innuendo.”

      “I do love innuendo. I also love Adored. That’s why I want to keep it the way it is—growing, profitable, and independent. I don’t want it swallowed whole by some faceless corporate giant.” A smile teases her lips for a moment then disappears. I can’t read her at all, so I’m on the edge of my seat, waiting for an answer. “Please, CJ,” I add when she stays silent for a long beat. “I need you.”

      “You need me,” she echoes, her brow smoothing as she sighs. She takes a drink of water, sets down her glass, and runs the tip of her tongue across her lips.

      I watch her tongue move, wondering why I’ve never noticed how amazing her mouth is. She has the bee-stung lips of a cover girl, in a shade of pink so deep it brings to mind flushed, hot, intimate things.

      Things I shouldn’t be thinking of in her presence.

      In anyone’s presence.

      Resist, man, resist . . .

      Finally, just as I’m gearing up to beg, she looks up, a mysterious smile curving her lips. “I know exactly what you need, Graham.”

      Damn, that sounded . . . naughty.

      I reach for my water glass, needing something to cool me down since innocent words from a woman I’ve known forever are sending my thoughts straight into the gutter.

      “But before I agree to your request,” she adds, her fingers drumming lightly on the white tablecloth, “I need something from you too. Something I’ve been thinking long and hard about. Very long. And very hard.” Her eyes meet mine, trouble flickering in her gaze.

      Glass halfway to my lips, I freeze.

      Christ. Who the hell is this sexy-as-sin woman, and what has she done with CJ?
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      CJ

      

      Are you really going to do this? Really? For real? A voice inside my head keeps squeaking, but I ignore that wimpy coward because this is GO time.

      This is the real deal.

      This is do-or-die.

      The stars are aligning, and the universe has given me the big thumbs-up for Operation V Card. You might not think it would be that hard for a reasonably attractive woman who isn’t overly needy, smelly, or allergic to showers to lose her virginity, but you’d be wrong. I’ve been trying to get rid of this albatross hanging around my neck for years, but I’m looking down the barrel of age twenty-six with no acceptable de-flower-er in sight.

      At least, not until now . . .

      Now, Graham needs something from me—something that I’m happy to give because I’ve always believed in his vision for his company—and I need something from him. Things couldn’t be going more perfectly if I’d scripted this brunch chat.

      And sure, it’s going to be weird, but it’s always been weird between Graham and me. Graham, who I’ve lusted after since before I really knew what lust was. Even when I first laid eyes on him, back when he was seventeen and Sean’s best friend, he was all man—broad shoulders, narrow waist, stubble-lined jaw, and a deep, husky voice that sent shivers down my spine. He ignited all my preteen fantasies. I daydreamed about Graham giving me my first kiss behind the pool house almost as often as I daydreamed about winning a road race cycling medal at the Summer Olympics.

      At eleven, kisses and personal achievements comfortably coexist. At twenty-five, it’s so much harder, especially in a city like New York, where everyone under the age of thirty is obsessed with success.

      Professional success, not personal relationship success. No one wants to fall in love before thirty-five anymore, and even sex is something guys seem to want to pick up at a drive-through window. Or, better yet, have delivered by an Uber driver—sex and a side of cheesy fries from the diner down the block, please and thank you.

      If I wait around to find the perfect guy on a dating app or at happy hour in the Meatpacking District, I’m going to be the world’s oldest living virgin, and that is not a title I’m interested in holding.

      Yes. All in. No backing out now. I flip my hair over my shoulder and straighten my spine. Graham’s gaze flicks down to my chest before darting just as quickly back to my eyes.

      Oh my God, Graham just looked at my boobs! Aha! This is going to work! It’s really going to work! Thank you, sexy yellow dress!

      But when he speaks, his voice is cooler than it was before. “Oh, yeah? What exactly have you been thinking long and hard about, Ceej?”

      I take a deep breath, blurting it out before I lose my courage, “I’ve been thinking about asking you to teach me things. Personal things.”

      He stares blankly, and for a moment I’m not sure he heard me. He brings his water to his lips and drinks again. “Teach you personal things like . . .?”

      I sit tall, even as I twist my cloth napkin in circles in my lap. “You might think it’s easy to date in this city, but it’s not. At all.”

      “Oh, I know it’s not easy.” Graham rolls his eyes, proving he at least sort of gets where I’m coming from. “It’s a minefield out there.”

      “Yes, it is!” I agree, nodding a little too fast. “A minefield, and I know I’m going to step on a bomb sooner or later. But I don’t want to step on just any bomb, you know what I mean? I want it to be a nice bomb. A, um . . . skilled bomb, who knows how to bomb effectively.”

      The metaphor isn’t working. Graham looks more confused with every passing moment, and the waiter is circling behind him like a bird of prey ready to swoop down and snatch our menus, and this opportunity, from my hands.

      I have to act now, before it’s too late.

      “This is the thing.” I lift my hands, fingers spread wide, showing him I have nothing to hide. I’m putting it all out there and hoping he’ll have mercy on me. “When Dad moved to Greece with Betty after I finished college, Sean was so hyper protective that men were too scared to set foot on my doorstep. No lie. And then Sean died, and I was so sad I didn’t care about dating for a long time.”

      Graham’s gaze softens. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want you to be sorry. I just want . . .” I swallow hard. “I want to move on. I want to be a normal twenty-five-year-old woman, but I feel like I’m so far behind I’ll never catch up, you know? I’m drowning in all the things I don’t know. So I just need . . . I need you to teach me about . . . about . . .”

      About sex! Just say it, CJ!

      Sex, intercourse, coitus, banging, the horizontal hula, the bow-chicka-wow-wow.

      Woodenly, I erupt with, “Nookie.”

      Graham stares at me, his eyes wide and unreadable for one beat—two, three—while my heart crawls into my throat and puffs up like a blowfish.

      Oh God, I’ve ruined everything. He’s going to tell me I’m insane. He’s going to tell me that the thought of me in a sexual situation makes him nauseous, and I’m going to feel like a fool for every single flirty thing I said to him. I never should have led with the long and hard bit. I shouldn’t have tried to make this funny or cute—I should have just laid out my proposal with a calm voice and a level head, ensuring I could walk away with my chin up if he said “no, thanks.”

      I expect him to bolt for the door any second.

      Instead, he puts his glass down, hitting the edge of the table and sloshing water onto the gravel beside us, earning a dirty look from the busgirl tidying up at a nearby table.

      He clears his throat as he rights the glass, pulling at the collar of his shirt. “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “I said ‘nookie,’” I repeat, my cheeks still burning. “But, you know, use your own word. I’m open.”

      “You’re open,” he echoes, still sounding vaguely strangled, though he’s unbuttoned the top button on his shirt. “Open to what exactly?”

      “Graham, I’m twenty-five, and I spend most nights at home watching television or at the gym riding a bike that’s going nowhere,” I confess, embarrassed, though this isn’t news to him. He knows I’m practically a nun. He teases me about it often enough. “I want more than that. I want an adult relationship, but other adults don’t want me.”

      “You’re crazy. I—”

      “I’m not crazy. I’m inexperienced, and the real grown-ups can sense that, and it scares them away. That leaves me with the weird candle guys and the losers looking for a meaningless hookup.” He starts to interrupt me, but I barrel on. “I want more than that. But I don’t have the skills to seal the deal, and at this rate, I’m never going to get them unless I go to drastic measures to catch up. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “I think so.” A flush creeps up Graham’s neck as he shakes his head. “But you can’t seriously be saying you want me to . . .”

      His gaze drops to my breasts again, lingering long enough on the place where my dress gives way to skin that it gives me the strength to nod and murmur, “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      He swallows hard, looking over one shoulder and then the other before turning back to me with a harsh whisper, “Sean would cut my dick off. Not to mention the fact that you and I—” He motions between us with a swift jerk of his hand. “We’re friends, CJ. Just friends. I don’t think of you like that.”

      “And that’s fine,” I say, forcing a smile. “You don’t have to think of me as anything but a friend. And a student. I’ll be a good student, I promise. I’m a fast learner. Especially when I’m invested in the subject matter.”

      Graham’s eyes lift to the blue sky overhead as he mumbles something that sounds like a prayer for strength.

      I sigh, my hope fading. But this is my one shot at getting what I need from the only man left in the world I trust, and I’m not going to give up so easily. Just because I’m a virgin, doesn’t mean I’m inexperienced in other areas, like speaking my mind or campaigning for my goals. And, like a good businesswoman, I plan on keeping this deal with Graham on the transactional level. Sure, I’ve lusted after the man. He’s as handsome as anything, and a total softie beneath his occasionally gruff exterior.

      None of that matters in this situation, however. I’m focused, determined, and completely able to separate my heart from my head, just like I have to do at work when juggling my roles as friend and boss.

      That’s what I’ll do if he says yes.

      I must convince him to say yes.

      “Graham, I’m sick of feeling like a fish on a bicycle every time I’m in mixed company. Sure, men check me out, but as soon as they realize I have no idea how to flirt, let alone anything else, their interest fades pretty quickly.” I keep my head up, refusing to feel ashamed. “For once, I want to feel sexy. Like I know what I want and I know how to get it. I thought you, of all people, would understand that.”

      Graham sighs. “CJ, you’re an intelligent, successful woman. And you’re a fucking knockout.”

      He thinks I’m a knockout? He’s never said anything like that before. Never. Not even last New Year’s Eve when I wore my red cleavage dress to the Adored holiday party.

      “You could have any man you want,” he continues, proving he hasn’t been listening. “You don’t need me. And you don’t want me, trust me.”

      With my eyes fixed on his, I lean in until our faces are only a few inches apart, and I play my ace. “But I do want you, Graham. I’ve heard the rumors. You may not be aware of it, but your ex-girlfriends talk. A lot. And they have nothing but good things to say.” I pause, arching a meaningful brow. “About everything.”

      His eyes glitter. “I’m far from the only man in the city with that kind of reputation.”

      “True. But you’re the only one who’s my friend.” I lace my fingers together as I add, “I trust you, Graham. I know you won’t hurt me or take advantage of me or make me feel like a fool if I don’t get it all right straight out of the gate. You’re the only one I can ask a favor like this.”

      He frowns, but I can see him weakening. “What exactly are we talking about? What do you want me to teach you?”

      “Well, the exact lesson plan is up to you.” I shrug one shoulder, playing it casual so I won’t scare him away. “But I would like it to be thorough. I want to be well-versed in all areas.”

      He starts to look shell-shocked again. “All areas?”

      “Yes. Well, you know. Oral. That’s a must. And all the normal stuff. But I’d also like to branch out. Be a little adventurous, you know? Maybe some role-playing or light bondage if things are going well—that sort of thing.” I shrug again, fighting to suppress a nervous giggle. I’ve never said most of those things aloud before, let alone asked a guy to help me do them. In the interest of keeping my cool, I conclude with, “I just want to be able to drive a man crazy. To please and satisfy him in every way.”

      Graham moves his napkin from his lap to the table.

      Swallows.

      Clears his throat.

      He clears his throat again as he crosses his arms at his chest.

      “And I should probably mention that I’m a virgin,” I blurt, figuring it’s better to get it all out up front so he knows the deep water he’s thinking about wading into.

      His eyes bulge in response, but I’m ready for him. This isn’t the first time I’ve shocked and appalled someone with my ancient V card.

      “I know.” I lift my hands at my sides, my palms facing Graham. “It’s unusual. I get it, but going to an all-girls college was not conducive to losing my virginity. At all. Add in the fact that I lived with my brother when I first moved to Manhattan, and everything that happened after, and the stars did not align. And now that I’ve started dating again, well . . . I feel a bit radioactive. Men are a lot weirder about sleeping with virgins than you would think.”

      Graham’s expression is an eloquent mixture of amusement, horror, and disbelief that would be funny if I wasn’t feeling like I just flashed my underwear in church. I can’t remember the last time I felt so completely exposed, all my secrets and hopes twisting in the wind, waiting to see what Graham will decide to do with them.

      After a long, silent moment, he grunts.

      Once. One grunt.

      “So, is that one grunt for a no?” I ask, brows lifting. “Or one for a yes?”

      His blue eyes blaze at me, shining with . . . something new. Something dark and delicious that makes my skin heat and a series of delicious and slightly terrifying tingles dance from my lips to the tips of my toes and back again.

      He shakes his head. “I couldn’t, even if I thought it was a good idea—which I don’t. I’m on a sabbatical.”

      I frown. “A sabbatical? From . . . sex?”

      “Yep,” he says, a smirk curving his lips. “A sex-batical.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      “Excessive emoji use for one.”

      “That makes you monk it up?”

      He nods. “But more than that, sex complicates things, and I need to be zeroed in on business. It’s all work and no women until I calm the skittish shareholders. I’m all about Adored right now. I made a promise to myself, and I don’t break my promises.”

      “I see,” I say, my eyes narrowing on his as I decide to play dirty. “But I’m not really a woman. I’m just CJ, your friend and a shareholder you need to back you up at the next board meeting, right?”

      “Caroline Jessica,” Graham says, my full name a warning. “You wouldn’t . . .”

      “Oh, but I would.” I smile sweetly. “So, my friend, in exchange for one week of sexual education, I will do whatever you want me to do next Monday. I’ll tap-dance on the boardroom table if you think that’s necessary. Though, for the record, I believe in your vision for Adored and that you’re the only person qualified to lead the company. And I will express that eloquently to the board . . . assuming you agree to play ball.”

      “Christ . . .” Graham’s eyes close as his fingers come to rub his temples.

      “Think it over, and let me know.” I stand, picking up my clutch and gift bag. We haven’t eaten—hell, we haven’t even ordered—but there’s no way I’m going to be able to sit across the table from Graham and force down food after a conversation like this one.

      It’s time to make my exit and hope I’m leaving with the upper hand.

      I pause at the door leading out of the patio to wave goodbye and find Graham watching me with that new, not-entirely-safe look in his eyes again, and I shiver.

      Part of the shiver is fear. What if this ruins things between us? Sure, I have other friends, but no one I’ve known as long or cared about as much as Graham. What if he says no and decides never to talk to me again?

      Then another voice in my head whispers, And what if he says yes? Are you ready for that, Caroline Jessica Murphy?

      But as I flee the restaurant and head out onto Amsterdam Avenue, the electrified feeling lifting the hair at the back of my neck has nothing to do with fear, and everything to do with possibility.
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      Graham

      

      What. The. Hell?

      I rub my finger against my ear as I wander through Central Park in a daze an hour later.

      Maybe I’ve slipped into an alternate reality, like in Fight Club, only I’m now playing the part of a sex tutor after-hours. And the first rule of Sex Club? When the woman you’re supposed to look out for like a little sister propositions you, SAY NO.

      Right?

      How can I possibly say yes?

      My job is to scowl at potential suitors, to tell her no one is good enough for her, and to make it clear she should never settle for some schmuck who regifts candles to lubricate the path to sex.

      You would lubricate the path in a much classier fucking way . . .

      And Devil Graham is back in a big way.

      She needs you. You’re the only man for the job.

      No, Devil Graham, you are wrong. I can’t be the guy who looks out for her during the day, and her sex tutor at night.

      Look how well those split roles worked for the narrator in Fight Club. I would rather stay out of the mental ward, thank you very much.

      “Get out of the way, Wall Street.”

      I snap my gaze up as a speed-demon jogger tears by, barking at me. Huh. Apparently, I’m walking in the fast lane on the running path. Well, excuse the hell out of me.

      I raise a hand in a mock-friendly wave, calling out, “No problem, man. I’ll just be the guy passing you tomorrow.”

      But I don’t run in Central Park. I’m a Hudson River Greenway guy. Besides, wearing a button-down shirt doesn’t make me look like a Wall Street douchebag. I’m just a guy dressed nicely for brunch with a friend I’ve known since she was a kid, who wants me to teach her sex tricks.

      As I walk east across the Great Lawn, I try again to make sense of CJ’s desire to learn how to please a man. Something is off with that. It should be the other way around. Some lucky bastard should be busting his ass—and everything else—to please her.

      My dick insists he and I could teach her how a real man treats a woman. But my dick isn’t the best barometer. Dicks are notoriously untrustworthy. A dick knows one thing—it wants to go home. All the time. Home being the promised land between a woman’s soft, welcoming thighs.

      That’s why I can’t trust my dick to make this call, even though the prospect of sweet, funny, clever CJ asking me—no, begging me—to fuck her is a bigger turn-on than I would have imagined possible.

      And that’s the problem. I need to get my head in the game and put my libido on the sidelines. As I walk, I focus on the best boner-killer known to heterosexual man.

      Another man.

      Yep. Works like a charm.

      Down-boy achieved in seconds as I think of Sean.

      We were raised on the proverbial different sides of the tracks, but none of that mattered when we interned at the same company in high school. Hockey fans through and through, we connected over a shared devotion to the sport, as well as our drive to conquer the business world. Hell, we hatched the idea for our company back when we were dirty-minded teens. But we stuck with it, all through college and beyond, launching Adored and turning it into a success.

      He guarded our company like a bear, watching over it with unwavering devotion.

      He was like that with his sister too. That was his style. He had the overprotective brother thing going in spades. Their mom died when they were both young, and when their dad moved to Greece, all roads to CJ’s social life went through Sean. At six-foot-three, with a bruiser body and a gruff exterior, no one wanted to fuck with him. It’s no surprise, I suppose, that she didn’t date much in Manhattan—not when she was living down the hall from someone who could put the fear of God into other men with one look.

      But even so, it’s still messing with my head that she’s a virgin. Like, a real virgin? Not just today’s virgins, who consider themselves chaste if their ass hasn’t been deflowered?

      How could a woman as beautiful, outgoing, and fucking adorable as CJ be a card-carrying member of the V club at age twenty-five? CJ is the stuff erotic dreams are made of. And in those dirty dreams, I can picture leading her somewhere private and stripping off her blouse, kissing those luscious tits of hers, making her moan. I can imagine discovering the flavor of her kiss, making her gasp as my tongue sweeps across her soft skin for the first time.

      A horse and carriage clomp by, the horse neighing.

      Yeah, that’s my cue to whoa nelly on my brain.

      And to violate the first rule of Fight Club. The real rule.

      I have to talk about this.

      I need a reality check.

      I need my good friend Luna, former business school study buddy and person I can always count on to give it to me straight—even when it hurts. And it just so happens she’s not far away.

      I head to her food truck, texting her that I’ll be there in three minutes.

      As I head up the cobblestone path not far from the carousel, she pops out of the doorway of the blue Luna’s Sweets truck on the other side of the roundabout. “Hey there, stranger.” Luna waves at me, smiling from behind her cat-eye glasses, her blond ponytail swishing in the breeze. “What are you doing here on a Sunday? Let me guess—you couldn’t keep away from my whoopie pies.”

      I hold my arms out wide. “Who in the world can resist a whoopie pie?”

      “No one. And let’s keep it that way. We open in thirty minutes, and I want a line as far as the eye can see. But you can have one now.” She winks and then slips back into the truck, returning a few seconds later with a whoopie pie in a paper boat. “For you, you closet pie junkie.”

      I pat my flat belly. “Shh. Don’t tell anyone the real reason I run five miles every day is that I’m addicted to your whoopie.” I hold up a hand. “Wait, that sounded filthy. Reboot.”

      Luna laughs. “It’s okay. I’m used to your dirty mind. But thankfully, I’m immune to your charms.”

      “You wound me.”

      “I know. You’ve never recovered from me choosing team chick over team dick, have you?” She waits for my usual assurances that yes, having my only bisexual friend swear off cock for the rest of her life was the most traumatizing event of my graduate school experience.

      But my brain is fuzzy, and I’m not ready to fire back with our usual repartee. She seems to sense it, her brows drawing together as she scans my face. “Wow, you look like shit. What’s up?”

      “You look lovely too.”

      She punches my shoulder. “Shut up. I mean that with great affection.”

      I rub my shoulder, pretending she hurt me. “And I appreciate your affection, even the kind where you punch me.” I take a deep breath and dive into the crazy end of the pool. “Ever feel like everything you thought you knew about the universe went up in smoke in a single morning?”

      “Seeing as I barely understand how string theory supposedly ties the universe together, no. But I get what you’re saying. Come on. Let’s take a walk.” She unties her apron, wadding it into a ball and tossing it to the teenager in the truck. “Hold the fort. I’ll be back.”

      We head through the trees and into the shade, Luna wiggling her hands into the pockets of her oversize sweater. “Talk to me.”

      “It’s CJ Murphy. You know, Sean’s little sister?”

      Luna hums thoughtfully. “Cute, curvy brunette at graduation? The one Sean treated like she was made of glass and made her go back to the hotel with their dad before we all went out for drinks?”

      “Yes, that’s the one,” I say. “We’ve stayed close since Sean passed, and I, um . . . well, I learned something about her today.” I take my time with this. A part of me thinks I shouldn’t be sharing CJ’s secret, but Luna is a vault. She keeps all my confidences, always has, and I can’t process this new intel solo.

      “She’s an ax murderer in her spare time?” Luna quips.

      “Ha. Funny. But you’re not far off, oddity-wise.” I take another bite, finishing the pie and taking a deep breath. “But listen, this is personal. So please don’t share.”

      She gives me a you-can’t-be-serious look. “As if.”

      “I mean it, Luna. You can’t even tell Princess,” I say, referring to Valerie, Luna’s tall, strong, kick-ass-and-take-names wife. She’s the head of ticket operations at Madison Square Garden, as well as a part-time karate instructor, and about as far from the princess stereotype as you can get, but it’s sweet that Luna uses that nickname.

      She frowns. “It better be important if you’re asking me to keep it from Valerie. We don’t do secrets—even other people’s secrets.”

      I toss the pie boat in a trash can, stop in my tracks, and heave a sigh. “Yes, it’s important, and I probably shouldn’t breathe a word, but this is screwing with my head, and I need your help.”

      She taps her watch. “I hear you, Graham Cracker. And you know I’ll help if I can. But I can’t do anything until you spit it out.”

      “She’s interested in going back to school,” I blurt out.

      Luna furrows her brow. “For what? Business? Doesn’t she run her own company already?”

      “Not that kind of school.” I cut the bullshit, adding in a softer voice, “She wants me to be her teacher. Her one-on-one, private sex ed teacher.”

      Luna’s mouth falls into an O. “Wow. I just can’t picture . . .” She blinks behind her glasses. “She seemed so shy the one time I met her. She actually came out and said she wanted a sex tutor? Are you sure you understood her?”

      I scoff. “Please. I earned an A-plus in that subject.”

      A sharp-eyed stare is my response.

      “Trust me. There was no innuendo. No subtlety. She was one hundred percent direct. She wants me to develop a lesson plan in how to please a man. Apparently, she doesn’t feel she’s as well versed as she wants to be.”

      Luna snorts. “But no way she’s a virgin, right? She’s a babe. Straight-up foxy. I mean, if I weren’t madly in love with Princess, I’d do her.”

      I roll my eyes. “Good to know.” Then I sidestep the virgin question because that’s not my confidence to share. I don’t have to reveal the full truth to get Luna’s advice. “She’s inexperienced. And she wants some . . . how shall we say, fine-tuning. I guess she feels in today’s world, she needs a few tricks up her sleeve to hold her own on the battlefield.”

      “It is pretty crazy out there,” Luna murmurs. “I thank God every day that I’m not single anymore. And well, I guess it’s natural that she would ask you. You’re her friend, and you have a reputation as a talented guide through hetero O-town, if you’re into that kind of thing.” She shrugs. “So, what did you say?”

      “I didn’t say anything. I mean, this is crazy, right?” I ask, shocked that Luna isn’t immediately telling me to back away from my best friend’s little sister. “I have to tell her no. Sean would have lost his fucking mind. I can’t do that to him.”

      “Sean would have been happy if the poor girl ended up locked in a convent somewhere.” Luna presses her lips together. “And Sean, rest his sweet, over-protective soul, isn’t here to make this decision. CJ is, and you are. And if the woman needs and wants help, it’s something to consider. Do you want to do it? To help someone you obviously care about?”

      I shake my head because I can’t go there.

      But I also can’t help but think of how CJ would respond to a kiss, my body pressing tight to hers. I can practically feel her curves against my chest, hear her calling my name in her husky voice.

      Now that the idea has been planted, I can’t get her out of my mind.

      “But that’s not the point,” I say, clearing my throat. “The point is, I have to convince her to let this go, don’t you think? She should flush the sex ed idea and stick to dating until she finds the right guy.”

      Luna laughs. “You’re a dumbass, Graham,” she says bluntly. “CJ knows what she wants, or she wouldn’t have had the guts to ask for it. Besides . . .” She waves a hand at the city skyline rising like jagged gray teeth above the green trees of the park. “You’ve romanced and bestowed orgasms upon half the female population of the city. And now you have a chance to put all that experience to use for good.”

      I scoff. “Seriously? For good? That’s how you see this?”

      She nods vigorously. “Yes. You’ve been asked to help a friend. And if she doesn’t get a yes from you, what makes you think a determined, bright woman like CJ isn’t going to find someone else to teach her the ropes?”

      My gut clenches at that thought. Someone else teaching her? Touching her?

      “You really think she’d ask someone else?”

      Luna shrugs. “Never underestimate the determination of a woman when it comes to getting what she needs. And for the record, if she played for my team, and she’d come to me before I was a married woman, damn straight I would have taught her how to float down the Lesbian River.”

      “I didn’t realize it was a river,” I say drily.

      Luna wiggles her eyebrows in response. “Just think. What if she goes to a sexpert? Do they have those? If there are people who get paid to cuddle, surely there are sexperts? Guys who will teach CJ all the dirty deeds as long as she’s willing to pay the right price . . .”

      The thought is stomach-turning. I don’t want her going to some sleazy sexpert, or even another friend.

      I don’t want her turning to anyone else. Period. Sex-batical or no sex-batical, that’s unacceptable. And honestly, it’s probably worth breaking my two-months-and-counting fast.

      I raise my gaze heavenward. Sean’s not here—may he rest in peace—but if his sister is fixated on finding someone in this city of millions to teach her how to come undone, and make a man do the same, it’s going to be me.

      And fuck, do I ever want to see her come.

      Maybe that makes me a bad man, but I’m finding being good is rapidly losing its appeal.

      I walk Luna back to her truck, hug her goodbye, and then open CJ’s number on my phone.

      I’m her friend, and I care deeply for her. I want her to know that. I also want to show her what kind of teacher I am.

      The kind who doesn’t settle for less than 100 percent from his student.
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      CJ

      

      I pedal harder. Faster. I’m climbing Mount Freaking Everest now. I’m cresting the icefall, then the Lhotse wall, and now heading to the summit. My heart hammers so hard it’s like a drumbeat in my ears. My blood pumps rapid-river fast.

      But not fast enough.

      I push the tension higher on the bike. Set the incline steeper. Ride harder. My quads scream at me, and my lungs feel like they want to rip right out of my chest.

      But “Don’t Stop Me Now” by Queen blasts in my ears, nearly intense enough to drown out my thoughts.

      Nearly.

      But not enough.

      Because no matter how hard I work out at the gym this afternoon, no matter how loudly I blast my favorite Retro Cycling Goodness playlist, I can’t help but think I am a colossal idiot.

      Who the heck asks a friend to take off their training wheels?

      Correction. Who the heck asks a friend who isn’t even attracted to her to pop her cherry? And then holds his company hostage?

      I need to face-palm right now, but if I do I’ll slide off the bike and crumple to a pathetic death on the floor of my gym wearing my Good Grammar is Sexy T-shirt, and all things considered, that’s not how I want to go. The gym charges a fortune for towel rental so who knows how much they would charge for a full-body disposal.

      As my heart slams against my rib cage, I imagine Graham poring over the newspaper on his tablet, quietly comparing the latest tragic world events to the tragedy of a woman reaching her mid-twenties without finding anyone willing to pluck her daisy. Graham out for a jog and running out of breath because he can’t stop cracking up over silly CJ, the weirdo spinster virgin. Graham in the middle of a meal and losing his appetite as he realizes he’ll have to find a gentle way to tell me that he has no interest in acquiring the deed to my property.

      After all, it’s been hours, and he hasn't called. He hasn’t texted. He’s clearly going to give me a big fat no and tell me to hit the road.

      On the verge of a sneaky death spiral into abject mortification, I jab out a text to my cousin Dylan, the only man I trust to be honest with me in times of dating trial.

      

      
        
        CJ: Am I a hideous, unattractive nerd monster no man in his right mind would want to date?

      

      

      

      Proving he is a prince among men, the kind of badass farmer who can drive a tractor with one hand and text the needy with the other, Dylan responds in just a few seconds.

      

      
        
        Dylan: You’re my sweet baby cousin, so the answer to that question is yes. Stay single. Men are pigs.

      

        

      
        CJ: Not helping.

      

        

      
        Dylan: No, of course you aren’t a nerd monster. You’re the best. When are you coming to Cali? We’ll hook you up with a nice rescue dog from Tristan’s shelter. Dogs are not men or pigs.

      

      

      

      “Still not helping,” I grumble, abandoning my phone and gripping the bike handles tighter. But that’s fine. I’ve got this.

      I raise my chin, try to inhale deeply, exhale completely, and let go.

      It’s cool. I’m chill. I’ll just ride till I collapse, then I’ll nap till the embarrassment washes away in, oh say, 2056.

      My phone rattles on the control panel, startling me.

      I slow my pace, nearly spinning off the bike when I see his name.

      Graham . . .

      My heart leaps into my throat.

      This is it. The moment my brazen attitude slaps me in the face.

      
        
        Graham: Hey.

      

      

      

      I study the text as if something, anything, in those three letters will tell me if that’s a let’s-get-it-on hey or a please-don’t-throw-your-vagina-at-me hey. But I come up empty, so I serve it back to him.

      

      
        
        CJ: Hey.

      

        

      
        Graham: How’s it going?

      

      

      

      I’m hot. Sweaty. Panting.

      But of course that would send the wrong message. And the message I need to send right now is one of repentance and contrition. I need to let Graham know I’m sorry I crossed a line.

      

      
        
        CJ: Oh you know . . . I rode this stationary bike to Brooklyn and back, uphill both ways, and basically bit my nails to the quick in an epic stress fest.

      

        

      
        Graham: You’re not a nail-biter. Also, impressive cardio, Ceej.

      

        

      
        CJ: You’re right. I’m not normally a nail-biter. But I’m clearly not walking the straight and narrow path today. I’ve been worried that I overstepped and now you think I’m a crazy person . . .

      

        

      
        Graham: Not any crazier than I thought you were yesterday.

      

      

      

      I groan as I tug my buds out of my ears. Crazy. He’s confirmed that he thinks I’m crazy. I watch my sex ed plans go up in flames, fueled by the tinder of Graham’s and my forever damaged relationship. Biting my lip, I text—

      

      
        
        CJ: I ruined our friendship, didn’t I?

      

        

      
        Graham: No. Of course not.

      

        

      
        CJ: You’re sure?

      

        

      
        Graham: I’m sure. I’m glad you were honest with me. And that you trusted me enough to share something so personal.

      

        

      
        CJ: Even though I held you hostage with my demands?

      

        

      
        Graham: You’re a tough negotiator beneath that sweet exterior. But I’ve always known you were made of steel and sugar.

      

      

      

      My lips press together. Steel and sugar. That’s not necessarily a bad combo, is it?

      

      
        
        Graham: Seriously, you could never ruin our friendship. No matter what schemes you hatch up in your squirrel brain.

      

      

      

      I wince, my stomach cratering. Embarrassment washes over me. My shoulders sag. He can deny it all he wants, but he clearly thinks I’m storing up psycho for the winter.

      But before I can type something sufficiently relaxed-sounding to hide my shame, my phone pings again.

      

      
        
        Graham: Meet me at Patio West at nine p.m. tomorrow. Be ready for lesson one.

      

      

      

      “Holy shit,” I murmur, hand coming to cover my mouth. “Holy, holy, holy shit!” My hands are shaking so badly with excitement that it takes three tries to tap out my reply—See you there—and hit send.

      Resisting the urge to thrust my arms into the air in a V for victory, I start pedaling, but inside I’m not cycling. I’m soaring, flying so high I can’t wipe the stupid grin off my face or keep giddy laughter from bubbling at my lips.

      I’m finally going to lose it, the one thing I for sure don’t want to keep.

      Goodbye, V card.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      “Were you ever so fired up to go to school that you were practically bouncing off the walls?” I toss the question at my running buddy, Campbell, the next morning.

      He gives me the side-eye as we run along the Hudson River Greenway. “No. And neither were you. Where is my friend Graham, and what have you done with him?”

      “There must have been some class you liked. Hell, you’re a teacher now.” Well, he’s a teacher and a rock star. The dude is unfairly talented. He plays a gazillion instruments, fronted a popular band, and now teaches music. Oh, and he was also a teen heartthrob.

      The fucker.

      As we cruise along the path, he arches a skeptical brow. “Okay, fess up. What’s this class you’re salivating over? Have you taken up knitting? Canning peaches? Or are you finally going to learn how to take your shoe-tying skills to the next level?”

      “Hey, don’t mock that last one. It’s hard to get the bow just right.”

      He laughs. “I’d say I have faith in you, but . . .”

      “That’d be a lie.”

      “A bald-faced one.”

      “Anyway, a friend asked me for help with something. I’ll be the teacher. To say I’m excited would be an understatement.”

      He claps me on the back. “Ah, so it’s a class in telling time. I always knew you’d finally learn. But to share the skill with others? That's a beautiful gift.”

      I flip him the bird.

      He grins. “So what’s this class, then?”

      I shake my head and mime zipping my lips. It’s not my secret to tell. “Something awesome.”

      “Gossip tease,” he says. I laugh.

      We finish and I head home to change and shower. Then I take off for work, where my focus powers me through the morning.

      It’s only ten, and I’ve already solved a thorny supply issue with the production department halfway around the world and answered all pressing emails from business partners.

      

      That’s what a good old-fashioned five a.m. alarm and the prospect of taking care of my other favorite kind of business after-hours has done for me.

      Add in a breakfast meeting with my finance team at the Parker Meridien that went swimmingly, and I’d like to bottle this energy and take a hit whenever I’m losing focus.

      I return to the office on Fifty-Sixth, stabbing the elevator button for the twenty-fifth floor and whistling a happy tune.

      Eleven more hours till school starts.

      I’ve never been more excited to go to class.

      Then again, I’ve never been this kind of teacher, and I have a feeling I’m going to enjoy every single second of tutoring CJ one-on-one.

      As the elevator chugs upward, my phone buzzes with a text. I grab it quickly, in case it’s CJ. But my jaw clenches when I see the name.

      I mutter a curse, but then take a deep, fueling breath as I open Lucy’s message. The last time I saw her, the day I broke things off, she’d asked if she could move in with me instead. Can you say whiplash? First, we’d been dating one month. No way did I want her to move in. Second, I wanted to end the relationship—that’s what “this isn’t working for me” means.

      I brace myself for her note, hoping it’s not another plane ticket to fly out of town with her, or some comment about what I was wearing on the running path the other morning, since I’ve noticed her a few times on the greenway when she was never a runner before.

      

      
        
        Lucy: Thinking of you and that scarf you said you wanted to use on me.

      

      

      

      I give my phone the side-eye. What is she talking about? We never discussed a scarf, and I don’t have time for mind games. But I can’t just keep hoping she’ll leave me the hell alone.

      I need to send a very clear message.

      

      
        
        Graham: Please stop texting me. And don’t attempt to contact me again.

      

      

      

      I erase her text. I delete her contact info. Then I hit delete on Lucy’s space in my brain.

      Done.

      Gone.

      Washed clean.

      While my messages are open, I tap out a quick note to my parents, asking if Mom wasted Dad on the tennis court again today. Her quick reply—Of course. Three-love. Booyah!—makes me smile. Their condo, their tennis lessons, the fun they’re having after decades of killing themselves in dead-end jobs—that’s why I’ve worked my ass off since I was a kid with my first paper route. Even on the day the bank kicked my family out of our house years ago, I knew the future was going to be brighter. Because I would make it brighter. I was determined to get out and make good for all of us.

      And I did. My parents love their condo in West Palm Beach, and every day I’m glad I bought it for them before putting the down payment on my own NYC apartment.

      The elevator dings, and the doors whoosh open on my floor, on the kingdom I built from the ground up. I say hello to the receptionist, then stride through the work space, flashing smiles and quick hellos to my team on the way to my corner office.

      When I reach the door, a voice calls out. “Did you see that penalty last night?”

      I swivel around, my eyes widening, my disgust over the ridiculous penalty against my Portland Badgers returning in full force. “It was highway robbery,” I say to Brian, a rising marketing star at the company and a rabid hockey fan too.

      He shakes his head, his blue eyes narrowing as he walks toward me. “I’m telling you, the refs hate our guys because we’re too damn good.”

      “Oh, to be hated for being amazing. Something we should all aspire to.” I glance at my watch. “Hey, you want to review the PowerPoint for next week?”

      Marketing the new lines is critical to my plans for the company. In this fast-moving industry, we need to be spot-on with communicating to consumers. But in a sexy, delicious way.

      “Absolutely. Let’s make it amazing.”

      “Let’s make it so damn good the board will be blown away,” I agree.

      “That’s the only way to treat a board.”

      I push open the door for my office and let Brian head in first. He joined the company a few years ago, a newly minted MBA, and he’s eager as a Boy Scout. He has a fresh-faced go-getter attitude as well as a tenacious work ethic that I dig.

      We roll up our sleeves and tackle the presentation I need to make to the board next week, refining a few slides to make it even better. When we’re done, I hold up a hand to high-five. “This is like a hat trick in the Stanley Cup Final.”

      “You know it,” he says, laughing as he drags a hand through his brown hair.

      But then I have to ask myself if it is.

      It’s almost there, but . . .

      I lean back on my leather couch, thinking.

      My mind snags on something from my emails earlier today. One of our partners wanted to see if they could move up the launch of a new line of candy-colored corsets in time for the fall, a pre-holiday push, but the marketing still feels a little off. Have your cake and wear it too is a cute slogan for the collection, but every model we’re using in the print campaign looks like she hasn’t eaten cake in at least seven years. Maybe eight. I would prefer the marketing package hit an inclusive note, to embrace all body sizes and all women, be they stick thin or curvy and full-figured. We’ve built our high-end brand on that message and can’t stray too far. Adored’s brand mystique has to remain top-notch.

      I share my thought process with Brian, and he nods his agreement. “With a reshoot and a few positioning adjustments, we might be able to pull this off,” I say, a burst of excitement zipping through me, as it so often does when I feel the possibilities of what I can do in this business.

      I started Adored for three reasons. One, I wanted to build a company I loved from the ground up, applying all my business acumen to the sole goal of making my venture so wildly successful that no one in my family would have to worry about money ever again.

      I’ve checked that off.

      Two, I fucking adore women, especially in lingerie, and particularly when lingerie is doing its job making them feel sexy and beautiful.

      And three, I wanted to work with my best friend. We accomplished that, and part of me wants to fight to keep Adored independent because of Sean. I know he would have wanted that too.

      This presentation on the new line will be key to getting the board excited about my vision for Adored, so they can see that selling out is not an option.

      After we’ve finished laying out a plan for campaign adjustments and Brian leaves, I check the clock, pleased that it’s now T-minus seven hours till launch. I’m ready to give myself an A-plus for kicking ass at the office today. Maybe women and work haven’t been meshing for me lately, but hell, it sure seems that night school is better than an iced coffee for focus.

      Note to self: if you ever change careers, consider being a sex tutor. It streamlines the focus and keeps your dick in the game.

      As the clock ticks past three, I review the design for some new panties. Tilting my head, I study the way the lace skims high on the thighs of the model. How it slides between her legs. How there’s just enough of a pattern to leave most of what’s underneath to the imagination.

      And my imagination goes to CJ.

      What does she wear under those cute T-shirts? What does she sleep in? I’m imagining her in bed in her snug apartment in the Meatpacking District, sliding under the covers in a burgundy baby doll, dark against her pale skin. It’d ride up to her belly, revealing kissable flesh.

      A barely audible groan escapes my throat. Thank fuck my door is closed because I’m staring at the screen as if it’s the best porn reel around.

      But it’s not the panties on the screen that do it for me.

      It’s the movie in my mind.

      I’m undressing CJ, discovering she wears a pale-blue push-up bra with flowers embroidered into it, the demi cups ensuring her tits spill over the tops. I’m seeing a pair of matching panties with delicate patterns and sheer lace.

      In the lingerie business, you learn that every woman is an individual when it comes to her sensuality. Some want to lead with bold animal prints, others crave delicate flowers. Some love unapologetic, make-no-mistake-what’s-on-my-mind black, while others covet bright, fiery red or soft, pale pink.

      I know what I would like to see CJ in, but I also want to learn how she sees herself.

      What does she slide on beneath her clothes to make her feel confident and beautiful? What brings out her seductive side? Has she even figured out the power of a well-chosen panty and bra set?

      Maybe that’s something I can help her with too, and give myself something to look forward to in the process.

      I pick up the phone and arrange for a special delivery.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ

      

      This could be it. The night everything changes. The night I start the journey from Behind the Sex Curve to Head of the Fucking Class.

      Assuming, of course, that the gift box Graham had sent to my apartment means what I think it means.

      “Sexy panties in a fancy gift box mean exactly what you think they mean, genius,” I murmur to my reflection in my compact as my cabbie whizzes down Sixth Avenue, weaving in and out of traffic in a way that would give me a heart attack if I made the mistake of looking out the window. “This is it. Time to get your head in the game and think positive, ready-to-pounce thoughts.”

      Oh God . . . ready-to-pounce thoughts.

      I thought I was ready—I’m the one who put this kinky bargain on the table, for goodness sake—but now that my theory is about to become reality, I’m so nervous it feels like my tongue is trying to crawl down my throat and hide out in my stomach. I was expecting lesson one to be something tamer—a way to ease into this, like sinking into a pool of slightly too-hot water—but then there were panties.

      And panties mean business.

      “Let you out on this side?” the driver asks, motioning to the corner just ahead.

      “Yes, th-that’s fine.” I fluff my hair, run my tongue over my front teeth, and snap my compact shut with a firm click before swiping my credit card and adding a healthy tip.

      And then me, my black skirt that hits at the knees, and the black lace panties that reveal more of my butt than I’m pretty sure I’ve ever revealed to anyone are off to the races. The lace underwear isn’t a thong, but it doesn’t cover my cheeks either. They cut halfway across my rear. Perhaps that means Graham is an ass man. The thought makes me simultaneously want to giggle and to hide my face behind my hands while I blush ruby red.

      There’s also an embroidered butterfly on the semi-sheer front, right at the top by my hipbone. If I’m trying to read his panty selection like a mug of tea leaves, I guess that means he thinks I’m a butterfly. Hopefully he’s right, and I’m finally ready to emerge from my cocoon.

      But I remind myself that I’m a business butterfly, and that breed keeps the heart separate from anything below the belt. I move faster down the street, shivering slightly at the chill in the night air, wrapping my arms around my silky pink blouse.

      A few minutes later, after visiting the Starbucks bathroom a few doors down from the restaurant, because anxiety makes my microscopic bladder even more hyperactive, I’m stepping out of the elevator at Patio West.

      Excessively well-dressed and on-trend people gather in cozy clusters around the deck, which is illuminated by antique gas lamps and humming space heaters scattered across the rooftop bar. At this hour, the sun is long down and the lights are turned low, but it’s bright enough for me to spot Graham. I could pin-point him a mile away on a cloudy day with a bag over his head, based on his broad, take-no-prisoners shoulders alone.

      But he’s not here. There are no suitably-sized shoulders in attendance at the bar, or at any of the tables.

      Doubt flashes through my chest for the thousandth time since my panty present arrived. What if Graham’s changed his mind? What if the panties don’t mean what I think they mean? What if he was on his way here and was in a horrible accident and is now in the hospital, fighting for his life, because I’m cursed and will go to my grave an inexperienced virgin haunted by the ghosts of all the penises I’ve never known?

      With my anxiety reaching the tipping point that will send me running home to spend the night watching Hugh Jackman in Les Mis with Stephen King, my senile cat, even if he chews a button off my blouse like he did the other night—the cat, not the actor—I whip out my phone and place an emergency call.

      Chloe, my best friend and the marketing guru who has helped make Love Cycle Creations successful beyond my wildest dreams, answers on the second ring. “Have you run home to hide yet?” she asks, proving I am a predictably predictable coward.

      “No,” I whisper, gliding to the edge of the balcony to stare down at the traffic zipping by below. “But I’m considering jumping off this roof and putting myself out of my misery. My date’s not here.”

      I didn’t tell Chloe that my mystery date is Graham—I’m not ready to cough up that gossip morsel—but I had to tell someone I was leaving the house to see a male of the species for the first time in nearly six months. “Why isn’t he here?”

      “Um, so many reasons—stalled subway car, shitty Uber driver, construction blocking a major artery to the Lower West Side? Need I go on?”

      “He has a driver and a town car,” I mumble, arranging myself behind a potted tree with a view of the elevator.

      “Ooh la la. A fancy man, eh? You didn’t tell me he was fancy,” she says, barreling on before I can reply. “But still. His town car doesn’t have wings, does it? He could be stuck in traffic.” Chloe pauses and mumbles something under her breath along with my name, making me think she’s not alone on the other end of the line.

      Of course she’s not. Chloe is sexy, funny, fabulous, and completely comfortable in her own skin. She loves men and they love her, and she’s rarely without a man of the moment, even if she does tend to shy away from long-term relationships.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling terrible for being the needy boss-friend who interrupts a Monday-night booty call. “Am I interrupting your evening? I can go. This isn’t a big deal.”

      “Of course it’s a big deal, and no, you’re not interrupting,” Chloe says. “So quit being crazy and repeat after me: I’m CJ Murphy. I am a sweet, generous person who loves animals and small children and would do anything for a friend. I also own my own company, am smoking hot, and any dude is lucky to be going on a date with me.”

      Lucky to be going on a date with me.

      Lucky to be going on a date with me . . .

      But this isn’t really a date—it’s a sex lesson—but I can’t tell Chloe that. I’m not ready to confess that to anyone. Maybe not even myself.

      I’m so much more scared than I thought I would be.

      Dear God, this is really happening. Graham will be here any minute—he runs late, but he always shows—and my life is going to be changed FOREVER.

      “You know what, Chloe? I think I need a drink.” Tucking my purse under my arm, I make a beeline for the bar. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Or call me later,” Chloe says. “I want to hear how it goes! Good luck.”

      “Thanks.” I end the call and slip onto an empty stool beneath an antique replica of a World War II fighter plane. In a heartbeat, the bartender spots me and heads my way, clearly sensing my sudden and powerful need for liquid courage.

      But before I can open my mouth to order, he says, “You’re CJ, right?”

      I straighten, surprised. “Um, yeah. Yes.”

      He fetches a dirty vodka martini with extra olives, my favorite drink, from beneath the bar and slides it across the smoothly polished surface. “Your friend ordered this for you about ten minutes ago. Glad you showed. I hate to waste good vodka.” He departs with a wink, leaving me even more unsettled.

      There, underneath the elegant stem of the martini glass, is a folded note, my name on it in Graham’s handwriting.

      Drinks and winks and mysterious notes, oh my . . .

      My face flushes as I reach for it. He’s going to tell me he made a mistake. He’s going to tell me to go home, change into my snowman-covered flannel pajamas, and embrace my life as a person who is always on the outside looking in.

      The cool spring breeze on my exposed arms suddenly feels like ice, summoning goose bumps from my skin. With shaking hands, I unfold the note and read: Go to the restroom.

      I wrinkle my nose and murmur, “I already peed before I came up, thank you.” Who knew meeting a man who knew you so well could be so . . . completely unromantic?

      But then, this isn’t about romance. This is a business arrangement with pleasurable benefits, and I would be a fool to forget it. The part of me that’s still a young girl with a crush on her older brother’s best friend has to stay out of sight and out of mind. There’s no room for her around here, only for grown-up CJ and her practical and grounded expectations.

      I glance around the patio, but there’s still no sign of Graham, and I confess I feel silly texting him to say I don’t have to pee. Seriously, this isn’t a doctor’s visit where you need to whiz in a cup.

      I take a small sip of my drink, then a larger one, my foot bobbing as I await the arrival of the man of the hour. The man of the week, who might very well be planting his flag in my moondust before the evening is through.

      Cursing under my breath, I down the entire cocktail in one long gulp. Hell, I need it. And—bonus points—I think maybe I can pee now. If I try really hard.

      Licking the sea-salty goodness from my lips, I slide off my stool and amble down the hallway toward the restrooms, already feeling looser in my limbs, my equilibrium slightly off in the three-inch peep-toe heels Chloe insisted were the only choice for a “first date.”

      More like first bang . . .

      I take a deep breath. Then another. “That’s right, cool, easy, and breathing. Always breathing,” I whisper as I squint at the doors on the left, looking for the ladies’ room sign. “You can do this.”

      I pause in front of a door marked private. Before my stress-and-martini-affected brain can sort out what’s so hush-hush about this room, the door opens and a familiar hand clamps around my upper arm, pulling me into a darkened room, a private lounge it seems.

      I blink, my pulse spiking as my eyes adjust to the dimness, and Graham chastises me in a deep voice. “Don’t ever drink a cocktail that you haven’t personally watched the bartender pour.”

      “Then don’t order me drinks to leave with your notes.” I’m impressed with how sassy I sound, despite the hammering of my heart. “And were you spying on me? That’s not creepy at all.”

      “Creepy?” He shakes his head in the near darkness as he draws me closer, until the spicy, addictive smell of him swirls through my head, making me even dizzier than I was before. “Miss Murphy, are you trying to hurt my feelings?”

      “Never,” I whisper, adrenaline making my chest feel as if it’s filled with a swarm of butterflies on a sugar rush. “I’m going to be very respectful of your feelings. And very appreciative of your time and attention.”

      “That’s sweet,” he murmurs. “But before you start thanking me, let me give you something to be grateful for, beautiful.”

      My lips part to tell him I’m already grateful, but before I can speak, his mouth finds mine, needy, urgent, hungry.

      This isn’t a soft and tender first kiss.

      It’s a downright claiming.

      His big hands cup my cheeks, and as he holds my face, he devours my lips. My knees go weak. Tingles spread everywhere. My insides hum. Holy hell. This is kissing. This is kissing like I’ve never been kissed before.

      I feel owned, and I relish it as his tongue explores me, his teeth nipping, his faint stubble rubbing against me. Everything, all of it, sets off a swirl of sensations inside me, making those sugar-rush butterflies spin like they’re caught up in a hurricane.

      I’ve spent so many nights dreaming about the taste and feel of him—from the days when I imagined him kissing me at homecoming, to sometime last week when I woke up from a dirty dream starring Graham in a pair of running shorts and nothing else. But no fantasy could ever have prepared me for this. He tastes exactly like I thought he would, like mint and salt and that clove-and-brown-sugar aftershave he wears.

      And, oh, how I want to be thinking deep, meaningful thoughts. Or at least taking copious mental notes about how un-freaking-believable this feels, but all I can think is Holy crap, Graham is kissing me. He’s kissing me, and it’s the best thing that has ever happened to my mouth, bar none. Forget gourmet cupcakes and that chocolate bar from Paris. They’ve got nothing on this man’s drop-dead sexy lips.

      You’re going to be hooked in one go, like a drug addict . . .

      The thought flitters through my mind, funny and scary at the same time, before I lose the ability to process any thoughts or feelings aside from the intense sensation of heat—sizzling, burning, exploding like a thousand fireworks inside me.

      Graham wraps his arms around my waist and tangles his fingers in my hair, holding my mouth prisoner, though there’s no need. I have absolutely no urge to escape.

      No, I want to be right here. Right now. With Graham kissing me as if he’s never wanted anything as much in his life. His tongue, lips, teeth, and powerful chest are all pressed to mine, assuring me of his commitment to lesson one.

      Oh, lesson one, you’re already so much better than I could have hoped . . .

      “Yes,” I murmur as his lips drift down my jawline and tug aside the fabric of my blouse, baring my collarbone.

      “Yes?” he echoes. “So far, so good?”

      “So, so good,” I assure him, my fingers driving into his thick hair as he drags his teeth across the skin at the base of my neck.

      “Good. Because that’s what tonight is about. Making you feel good. You shouldn’t worry about pleasing any man until he’s proven he can please you.”

      My heart beats faster, the sentiment thrilling me. Or maybe it’s just that I’m already falling under this wild spell of sensation, this kiss that feels like a prelude to so much more. To everything I’ve never experienced but so desperately want.

      Deftly, with an ease that makes this crazy thing we’re doing seem wholly sane, he cups my breast, his thumb rubbing the outline of my nipple. His touch sends sparks racing through me, and my entire body screams with arousal as he tilts my head back, leaving me to stare helplessly up at the ceiling as his tongue laves my neck.

      “First lesson,” he rasps against my skin. “The public quickie. Tell me you’re ready.”

      Public? Is this public?

      Dim red light casts shadows on lush burgundy walls. The notes of faraway jazz music skitter through the air in this dark little room, but it feels like we’re alone. Not that it really matters—right now, I would say yes to anything Graham wanted to do to me. Anything, anywhere, as long as he doesn’t stop making me feel like I’m shot through with starlight.

      My lips part to tell him so, but I can’t seem to make my vocal cords cooperate. I can’t remember ever feeling this overwhelmed by pure, electric sensation.

      “Tell me,” Graham urges, teasing my nipple harder through the fabric of my blouse.

      “Yes!” I gasp, as his other hand skims the hem of my skirt, roughly edging it up over my thighs as my brain begins chanting oh my God, oh my God over and over.

      “Perfect.” His voice is calm and controlled, as if he isn’t the least bit affected by the dark magic he’s working on my body. “Now turn around for me, Butterfly.”

      I do as I’m told, spinning to find myself staring at my own reflection, but I don’t look like myself. I look wild, hungry, and . . . sexy as hell.

      “That’s right. Look at how hot you are,” Graham says, suddenly so close his chest presses against my back as his hands slide up the sides of my skirt, baring my thighs and then that scrap of black lace he insisted I wear. That delicate, beautiful fabric that is the only thing covering where I’m already so wet, so desperate to be touched. “You’re a goddamned sex goddess.”

      He’s right. I am, I realize as he lifts my skirt higher, smoothing his hand over my bottom as my eyes go dark with hunger.

      I look like I’ve been possessed by the spirit of some ancient fertility goddess, a creature with no shame, only hunger, desire, and bottomless, fathomless passion.

      I know it won’t last, and that cautious, careful CJ will be back sooner or later, but I mean to make the most of every second, every kiss, every husky groan as Graham glides his finger beneath the lace on one side of my sexy new panties.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      I’ve been hard as steel since the moment I put this lesson plan into motion. Now, I’m on the verge of exploding.

      Holy fuck, but she’s hot. Unbearably hot.

      CJ, sweet, sexy CJ, is all grown up and bringing me to my knees.

      That’s exactly where I want to be with her, soon. I can’t wait to be on my knees with my tongue between her legs, tasting her, feeling her tremble as I make her even hotter, wetter.

      Why did I waste precious time stressing out about being her teacher? It’s so clear now that the answer should have always been yes. Hell to the motherfucking yes.

      My hands glide up her hips as I tease my fingers beneath the fabric of her barely-there lace panties, which look every bit as delicious on her as I knew they would.

      “Your ass was made for fine lingerie,” I murmur into her hair. “I’m going to send you these in every single color.”

      “If you insist,” she says, her breath catching as I draw the panties down.

      “You were made for something this gorgeous.” I hold her gaze in the mirror as I bare her round, firm, heart-stopping ass and the thatch of dark hair between her legs.

      Fuck me, but she’s perfect.

      I drop to my knees, unable to resist pressing a kiss to her bare ass, kissing her once, twice, before I rake my teeth over her tender flesh.

      She cries out in response, her surprised sound transforming to an exquisite moan as I drag her soaked panties all the way down to the floor and urge her to step forward, one sexy heel at a time. As soon as they’re free, I fist my fingers in the fabric—the crotch is so damn wet, Jesus—before tossing it aside.

      She’s every bit as turned on as I am, hands now braced on the mirror to steady herself, and it’s probably going to kill me. I’m going to be dead by the time we’re done, but hell, what a way to go.

      I stand, draw her back to my front, and run a finger along the seam of her pussy. She melts against my body as I glide back and forth through her slick, swollen flesh. She’s so ready, so eager, and the sweet, sexy scent of her is driving me insane. I explore her gently, pulsing and teasing, her gasps and moans like music in my ears. She arches her spine, trembling as I reach her throbbing clit. I slide my fingers across it, and she gasps, the sound of her sheer, unadulterated pleasure making my dick impossibly harder.

      She tosses her head back, her fingers clawing at the glass in front of her as I trace circles across that swollen bundle of nerves.

      “Oh, Graham,” she murmurs, her voice a shot of desire into my veins. “It’s so good. I had no idea it could be so good.”

      “And it’s only going to get better,” I promise as I slowly, gently, press a finger inside her, making her gasp. Jesus Christ, she’s tight, incredibly tight.

      Pinning her closer against my chest, I nibble on her earlobe as I go deeper, my thumb rubbing her clit at the same time. She cries out again—whether from the bite or the finger fucking, I don’t know, but I’m hoping it’s both, it’s everything, it’s all the heat and fire we’re creating in this dark, secret room.

      “I can’t wait to hear you come,” I say, my cock so hard she can surely feel it pressing against the curve of her sweet ass. “Are you going to come for me, Butterfly?”

      She nods and whimpers softly. “God, I think so. I think I’m close . . .”

      My rhythm falters for a moment as a tragic suspicion sweeps through me. I know she’s never had sex, but surely . . .

      “Have you ever come, baby?” I ask gently.

      “N-not with someone else around.” Her eyes slide closed as embarrassment tightens her features.

      I freeze for a nanosecond, processing this new info. Lesson one is apparently going to be even more of a leap than I’d assumed.

      But I’m going to make damn sure that leap is more than worth it. Silently, I thank the stupid bastards who didn’t break their tongues making her come, because I get to be the first to coax a delicious, intoxicating orgasm from her.

      And I won’t fail.

      “That’s about to change,” I rasp out.

      Her lips press together, but her eyes stay closed. “It’s my fault. I get nervous and I can’t—” Her words break off with a soft cry as I rub her clit in another firm circle and then another. “I-I can’t . . .”

      “Shh, baby. You can,” I promise. “And you will.”

      Or I will die trying, I add silently, completely ready to give my life if that’s what it takes to bring my beautiful, sexy CJ to the other side of the cliff. I will deliver her first orgasm right here, right now, or I don’t deserve to walk out the door still pretending to be a man.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      CJ

      I open my eyes in time to see my cheeks flush scarlet in the mirror and Graham watching me over my shoulder. His big, strong hands and wickedly talented fingers continue to work between my legs, building the swell of pleasure that threatens to pull me under any second.

      I want to be pulled. I want to fall. Pleasure crawls up my legs, curls tight in my belly. I’m on the edge, so close I can taste it. I’ve brought myself here countless times. I’ve flown off the edge to so many fantasies. I know how it feels, the delicious pressure, the intense waves. But what will it be like when I don’t have to work for every ounce of it solo?

      My lashes flutter, but Graham shakes his head, holding my gaze.

      “Keep those eyes open, gorgeous. Let me see you get hotter for me.”

      With my arms trembling, I press my fingers flat against the glass as he palms a breast, squeezing and kneading as his other hand rocks between my legs. I climb higher, higher, until the air is so thick with desire I can barely breathe.

      I’m shaking. I’m shaking everywhere, panting and moaning, and I can barely take all these wild sensations chasing through me.

      “I love turning you on,” he says, his breath hot in my ear. “You’re the sweetest, sexiest thing I’ve ever felt, and the smell of you makes me crazy.”

      I gasp as the steel rod of his erection presses more firmly into the small of my back. I’m too drunk on everything to speak. Pleasure, anticipation, fear, desire . . . all surging, pulsing, building. This feeling is beyond anything I expected, anything I could have imagined before I knew what it felt like to be in Graham’s arms.

      His mouth is on my neck, devouring my skin, his tongue sending waves of electricity coursing through my body as he picks up speed with his hand. The driving rhythm makes every nerve vibrate with a terrible, beautiful longing.

      In all the times I’ve given myself pleasure, I’ve never felt anything like this. I’m crazy, wild, lost, but so close to being found.

      So close, so close . . .

      God, yes . . .

      “Graham!” I buck against him, meeting his thrusts. Now he has two fingers inside me, stretching me, moving harder and faster, his thumb racing over my clit as I ride his hand. And suddenly, there it is, that deep, desperate pull between my legs, in my stomach, rising higher, tighter until it bursts.

      I come so hard my vision blurs, and I have to bite my tongue to stop from screaming. Shudders rack my body, and pleasure washes over my skin, lapping sweet and vicious inside my bones until I know I will never be the same.

      I press my bare lower body against Graham and my cheek against the cold mirror, ready for him to pull away, but he clearly has no intention of stopping. His fingers continue their nimble work, thrusting and rubbing. Before I’ve fully recovered from the first time—my first non-solo flight ever—I’ve re-boarded the roller coaster, swooping down and then up, up—

      This time, I nearly stop breathing.

      This time, I don’t just leave earth. I leave my body, soaring skyward as bliss pulses through me, changing me, transforming me. Teaching me things I’ve never known before. Dark, delicious secrets that can only be communicated when two people are skin to skin.

      As I drift down through puffy, orgasm-colored clouds, Graham withdraws his hand from between my legs and gently but firmly guides my mouth to his. He kisses me deep, hard, but-oh-so sweet, sending heat spreading through my chest.

      “You’re incredible,” he murmurs against my lips.

      Am I? Really? I haven’t done anything for him.

      At least, not yet . . .

      Oh, but I want to. I want it almost as badly as I wanted the release he coaxed out of me like the master of pleasure he is.

      I really did pick the best teacher in the entire history of the world.

      I reach back, running my hand up the length of his hardness through his pants. But before I can do more than touch—before I can even come to terms with just how large he is down there—he bats my hand away.

      “Not now,” he says, his voice tight, almost irritated.

      I straighten my spine, embarrassed. “But I want . . . You’re supposed to, I mean . . . I mean, I’m supposed to . . .” I stop, my face burning as I ease my skirt over my hips.

      Graham, however? He just leans back against the wall, smoothing his shirt calmly as he shrugs. “Don’t worry about ‘supposed to’ right now, okay? I’m the teacher, remember?”

      I swallow. “I-I know. And that was wonderful.” Life-altering is more like it. I still can’t feel my feet. “But I want to learn how to drive men wild.”

      And how to drive you wild in particular . . .

      “Mission accomplished, gorgeous. But this is as far as we go tonight.”

      Before I can respond, he leans down, kissing me like I’m the heroine of a classic movie. He kisses me like they used to kiss when films were black and white and passion had to fill in for all the other colors. He kisses me like I’ve always dreamed of being kissed—like I’m the one, the girl, the long-lost lover-friend my man has been looking for—before whispering, “Until next time, Butterfly,” and slipping out the door.

      “Graham?” I squeak, but he doesn’t come back. He’s gone.

      Lesson one is over.

      Still shell-shocked, I blink faster, looking around our small, private lounge, my hand flying to cover my mouth when I spot the enormous floor-to-ceiling window on the far wall. The one with a view high above the streets of Manhattan and the lights blazing in the windows of the building on the other side of the street. Which means—

      Someone could have seen.

      Well, duh, that’s the point of a public quickie.

      I drag in a deep breath, wondering what the heck I’ve gotten myself into. Lesson one was insanely good, yes. Better than I’d even hoped. Almost too good.

      So good it felt . . . dangerous somehow.

      No matter how much I trust Graham, I don’t know if I trust myself.

      Do I have what it takes to fly that high, that close, without sustaining life-shattering injuries in the process? Sure, I know Graham would never hurt my body, but what about my heart? That squishy, love-hungry organ that has always been way too sweet on Graham for its own good?

      As long as I keep my head up, I’ve got this. There’s no reason my heart needs to overextend itself. This is a seven-days-to-seduction deal, and like any good business arrangement, you simply see it through, brush your hands, and move on when you’re done.

      “Woman up,” I say to myself. “You’re a big girl. You can do this. You have to do this, and you will be just fine.”

      Smart or not, I must see this through. After what I just experienced, I’m more certain than ever that I have Grand-Canyon-size gaps in my erotic knowledge, gaps that only Graham can help me fill. Too bad I have plans tomorrow night, but I’m confident he’ll give me extra credit work the next time I see him.

      After taking a few more deep breaths and smoothing the worst of the wrinkles from my skirt, I find my panties on the floor. Stuffing them in my purse, I totter out the door and make my way unsteadily through the bar. It’s grown more crowded—a good thing, since no one seems to notice the disheveled, sex-rumpled girl making her way to the elevators. In the lobby, I charge past the line of people waiting for a taxi.

      Time to walk this off, girlfriend.

      My head is still swimming. My feet are giant gummy bears that wobble unsteadily beneath me as I plod the ten blocks to my apartment building. Sounds are louder. Lights are brighter. The world has shifted. I’ve walked home at night a million times, but suddenly, everything is different, sparkling, dusted in magic.

      I’m floating up the two stories to my apartment’s front door when my phone hums in my purse.

      

      
        
        Graham: Home safe?

      

      

      

      I smile, heat rushing to my face again as I remember his hands on me, erasing the memory of all hands that had been there before.

      Before I can reply that yes, I’m home, another text hums through.

      

      
        
        Graham: Sending you something to help you get to sleep, though I hope you realize only crazy people read horror novels before bed. Assuming you haven’t bought this one yet, since it just released yesterday.

      

      

      

      I grin as I open my e-reader app to see the newest hide-under-the-covers read by my favorite mistress of horror. I tap out a thank you as I close my apartment door behind me.

      

      
        
        CJ: Thank you so much! I can’t wait to read it. You’re a genius.

      

        

      
        Graham: Sleep well, sweetheart, and don’t stay up too late. You need to rest up for lesson two. I know you’re busy tomorrow, so I’ll see you on Wednesday. Be ready.

      

      

      

      Lesson two . . .

      Oh my God, lesson two.

      I shiver, my thumbs quivering as I reply.

      

      
        
        CJ: Will do. Thank you and . . . good night.

      

        

      
        Graham: Good night . . .

      

      

      

      Lesson two, ready or not, here I come . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      Never-ending first-Tuesday-of-the-month status meetings are par for the course at Adored. But since efficiency is my watchword, we can usually make it through them in less than an hour.

      That’s due in part to Sean’s legacy.

      He was a master at getting things done fast, smoothly, and right-the-first-time. I learned a lot from him. If I run into a thorny situation at work, I’ll often ask myself what he would have done.

      The trouble is, as I wonder briefly how to quell the shareholders’ urge to slap up a “for sale” sign prematurely, I fight like hell to not think of him.

      Because of what I did to his sister last night.

      I glance at the photo on the wall of the conference room, one of Sean and me at a hockey game shortly after Adored went public. We were having the time of our lives, rooting for our team and high on the success of our new public venture. Now, though? I see him up in heaven, banging a fist on the cloudy floor, wanting to know why the fuck I thought it was okay to show his baby sister how to come so hard she saw stars.

      “And that’s what we have going on in distribution,” Debra says, the bespectacled head of that department finishing her status report.

      “Great. Fantastic.” I turn to goateed Taylor, who’s up next with a download on production.

      As he talks about factory capacity, my mind drifts dangerously again to CJ, her hot body clenching on me when she came. She was so tight, and it felt fucking amazing, but the best part was how abandoned and shameless she was, rocking against me, chasing her own pleasure.

      She shook me to my core.

      How could she do that? Be so innocent and yet mind-blowingly sexy at the same time? That’s what’s driving me crazy. She’s a beguiling mix of contradictions—a wildly sensual woman and yet a virgin.

      I want her again. Right here. Right now. Want to push up her skirt and slide into her.

      But. She. Is. My. Partner’s. Sister.

      Oh yeah, and I’m in a meeting.

      I do my best to refocus, but Taylor already gave me a heads-up on this yesterday, and I have more pressing things on my mind. I like to take my time with a woman, explore her body, drive her wild with pleasure, but I’m not really known for going gentle and easy. That’s not my MO. And I’ve never been with a virgin, not even when I was one. Hell, I lost my virginity to a woman who was way more experienced. She was four years older and knew exactly what she wanted, and I was a lucky son-of-a-bitch that she was willing to deal with my teenage self.

      But I’m a guy. I didn’t need coaxing along the road to sexual self-realization.

      Now, with CJ, I’m . . . concerned.

      What if I scare her or, God forbid, hurt her without meaning to? I could never forgive myself.

      What if I lose control and take her hard, fucking her up against a wall because I just can’t hold back. Can’t take another second of being so close but not close enough?

      That’s why I left so abruptly last night. Staying there, breathing her in with her body so warm and smelling like sex, would have killed my resolve. I had to get the hell out of her sensuality zone and cool off.

      Though cool isn’t the best adjective to describe the scenes that played out in my head when I returned home, unzipped my pants, and came in my hand mere minutes after the door shut behind me.

      But cool, calm, and collected is how I’ll have to be for lesson two. Sucks that I have to wait another night to get my hands on her since she has theater tickets tonight. Fucking Hamilton. But I’m sure I’m not the first guy to play second banana to that musical.

      I drag my fingers through my hair before dropping my hand to the armrests of the leather chair Sean once occupied. I move them to my lap as if I’ve been burned by the ghost who’s haunting me, whispering in my ear, If you hurt her, I will break your fucking back.

      And he would. He absolutely would.

      But I don’t want to hurt her. I only want to bring her pleasure.

      “Graham?”

      I swivel around. My COO Christopher stares at me from across the table, expecting a response. And I’ve no idea what item on the agenda he’s referring to, or when the hell we moved from Taylor to Christopher.

      Plus, I’m sporting an incredibly inconvenient erection.

      Shit. Time to call upon the old standby. I imagine them all naked. As horrifying an image as that is—it will require bleach to wipe it away—it does the trick.

      I tap my fingers on the conference table. “Yeah, I was thinking about that one,” I bluff. I can’t let on that my mind wandered. Not with the board vote next week. Besides, I’m supposed to be on a sex-batical, not an intensive immersion course. I need to act like my brain isn’t hanging out on naughty shores all day long.

      “Yes?” Christopher leans forward.

      I heave a deep sigh. The kind that says a thoughtful answer is coming.

      “And I wonder if we’re ready for that yet?” I say, figuring this is like the SAT. If you don’t know the answer, you take a guess. That seems like a reasonable response to any question that might have arisen.

      Christopher furrows his brow. “We’re not ready to move up the release of the new corsets? We just secured space for them in our lineup.”

      Oops.

      Wrong guess.

      But am I CEO or am I CEO?

      I lean back in my chair, let a slow smile spread, and point at him. “Gotcha.” I slap the table. “Of course we’re ready. We’re ready to launch that rocket into the holiday stratosphere. Santa’s going to have a bag full of naughty this Christmas.”

      I’m rewarded with cheers and laughter.

      I stand, give a quick wave, and say, “I have an important call to make. Good work, good focus, and great hustle.”

      That earns me some smiles for keeping the meeting on time.

      Inside my office, I close the door and will my mind to concentrate on the mountain of work that awaits me. With iron focus and sheer determination, I power my way through the afternoon.

      In the early evening, I take off, saying goodbye to Brian. “Don’t work too late.”

      He shuts his laptop. “I’m on my way out now. I need to head home to Missy and bring her some pepper steak. She’s been craving that like mad the last few weeks.”

      “How far along is she now?”

      “Thirty-seven weeks.”

      I clap him on the back. “Excellent. And is everything going well?”

      “Perfectly. Knock on wood.”

      “Send her my best, and on the way home, why don’t you pick up some takeout from the Hunan Garden around the corner? Put it on my personal account.”

      A grin spreads across his face. “I really appreciate that.”

      “My pleasure.”

      A productive day at work, a gesture of goodwill toward a colleague and his lady, and a hard workout in my future—it’s all good. But I can’t help wishing CJ were going to be with me tonight.

      I’d really like to take her to night school. Right now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Instead, I go to the gym, meeting up with Campbell.

      “Hey, bra man. What time is it when the big hand is on the six and the little hand is on the seven?”

      I tap my temple. “Time for me to kick your ass on the treadmill.”

      He laughs and turns up the speed on his machine. As we run, he updates me on some woman he just met, had a fantastic night with, and is making plans to see again.

      “She must have lost a bet with a friend. That’s why she has to date you?” I offer.

      “Definitely. But seeing as I delivered a four-peat, I think we both won that bet.”

      I’ve got nothing. I simply have to salute him.

      When I leave the gym after a muscle-burning and heart-pounding five-mile run, followed by an intense session of weights, I’ve exhausted my body and distracted my mind.

      At home, I pour myself a Scotch and settle in to catch up on one of my favorite flicks of all time, Office Space. At this point, I can recite it as I watch, including the bit where the douche boss in his blue shirt and white cuffs monotones the line that makes every employee cringe. “Yeah, I’m going to need you to come in on Saturday.”

      But rather than laughing at a too-true bit, I’m back where I started the day.

      With CJ.

      Bending her over my desk.

      Working overtime on her body. Making her come on a Saturday. A Sunday. Hell, every day.

      Damn, I’m an easy bastard, managing to get hard watching a dark comedy.

      I glance down at the tent in my shorts. Thanks, CJ, for yet another erection courtesy of you. Tomorrow—and lesson two—can’t come soon enough.

      I flick off the TV, since there’s no way I’m going to take care of this while Bill Lumbergh, the douche boss from the flick, is on the screen.

      But my office is where I’d like to see CJ.

      Perched on the edge of my desk. Knees up, heels on, panties off. I flash back to the softness of her skin, damp with sweat, and the incredible way she’d smelled, like innocence meets desire.

      My dick stretches against my boxer briefs, demanding attention. Persistent bastard. Didn’t I fucking deal with him this morning in the shower already?

      But I heed the call.

      I push down my briefs and draw out my cock, like an iron spike already. No surprise, I suppose. I’ve been operating at attention nearly all day. I close my hand over my shaft, my skin hot to the touch. I close my eyes, remembering the sexy sounds CJ made as she neared the edge, the sweet taste of her skin. My blood rushes hot and fast as I stroke from base to tip, my thoughts lingering on the way her eyes widened when she’d touched my dick, the sheer excitement in her gaze, like a wild thrill was rushing through her. Like she wanted to touch my dick as much as I wanted her to.

      I grip harder, jerk faster, picturing spreading her open on my desk.

      My dick aches for release, like it has all day, and finally, finally, I’m going to get there. I’m dying to taste her, to bury my face in her pussy. A bolt of pleasure shoots down my spine as I imagine driving my tongue inside her, sucking on her clit, making her come so hard I can feel her all over my mouth, my face. Then flipping her over, and fucking her hard on the edge of my desk. Bent over at the waist, her skirt hiked up. Begging for more. Begging for me to fuck her harder, faster.

      Please, she’d cry, in the most desperate voice I’ve ever heard. Please don’t stop, Graham.

      As my tempo speeds up, I hear her voice in my head, begging me to come inside her, and that’s all it takes. An orgasm barrels down my spine, and I come hard, my hips shooting up.

      Aftershocks radiate through me, my body still shuddering with the image of that intoxicating woman.

      Heading to the bathroom, I wash my hands and clean up.

      I shouldn’t want this. I shouldn’t want her this much. But even though I know better than to let my libido get away from me, I can hardly wait for tomorrow.

      And I decide part of being her teacher is letting her know that.

      I settle back on my couch, take a hearty drink of my Scotch, and grab my phone.

      

      
        
        Graham: Hope the show was great tonight. Just so you know, I can’t stop thinking about how sexy you are.

      

        

      
        CJ: The show was PHENOMENAL, and you were pretty damn sexy yourself. (How’s that for a flirty compliment, teacher?)

      

      

      

      I laugh and tap out a reply.

      

      
        
        Graham: I’m giving you an A+ in everything.

      

        

      
        CJ: Confession: I always did enjoy earning high marks in school.

      

        

      
        Graham: I’m not surprised that you were an excellent student. You take direction exceedingly well.

      

        

      
        CJ: And that extends to the lovely white box you sent me tonight. I’m not quite sure how to put it on with all these straps, but I’ll figure it out. Hopefully without accidentally tying myself up in the process.

      

      

      

      I smile at the image.

      
        
        Graham: If there’s any tying up to be done, I’ll be doing it.

      

        

      
        CJ: I can’t say I would mind that being on the lesson plan . . .

      

      

      

      And it’s officially time to switch from texting to calling.

      She answers on the first ring. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey to you too,” I say, a stupid grin forming on my face just from hearing her voice. “How was your evening?”

      “It was great. My Macy’s rep really enjoyed the show, and we talked business during intermission. They’re going to be stocking my entire line of recycled typewriter-key jewelry in the fall. And I think I’ve almost talked her into taking a few of my signature collection pieces for the Christmas displays. I should know next week since they plan those so far in advance. Which reminds me, I was thinking about the Adored board meeting. Is there anything I should prepare? I know I said I’d tap-dance on the table, but honestly, that probably won’t help your cause seeing as I can’t, you know, actually tap-dance.”

      “Glad you asked. I’ve been giving it some thought, and two key points come to mind. I’d love you to share a little bit about the offer you had a year ago, when you chose not to sell, and how that decision was the right one. And I think just a general statement about my commitment to the company your brother and I built together would be great. With the way companies swap hands these days, and how quickly CEOs change their minds, these guys just need reassurance that I’m in it for the long haul, so they stay in it for the long haul.” Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to show CJ the corsets, especially given how critical the marketing is to the next growth phase for the company. “Although, there is this other thing. Are you online?”

      She scoffs. “Am I online? When is anyone in our modern world not online or able to get online in, say, ten seconds?”

      “When my hand is in your panties. That’s when you can’t get online.”

      Silence greets me, and for a brief second, I fear I’ve overstepped the mark.

      I’m finally rewarded with her laughter, and I can picture her perfectly—her smile, her twinkling brown eyes, her pretty lips curving up as she chuckles.

      “Well, yes, that would indeed be an obstacle, Graham.” She clears her throat. “And to answer your question, yes, I have my laptop open. I was Facetiming with my cousin earlier. Dylan was attempting to teach me poker so I won’t come in last at the family reunion tournament this year.”

      “How’d that go?”

      “Badly,” she says with a laugh. “I’m the opposite of a card shark. A card guppy, I guess?”

      “Card tadpole,” I joke, finding it oddly cute that she’s terrible at cards. “I’ll give you a poker refresher course before the reunion. In the meantime, let me show you what we’re working on. Check out slides ten to twelve.”

      I send her my file, and when she clicks it open, I hear her appreciative gasp.

      “These are so pretty.” Her admiring tone sets off pride fireworks in my chest. It’s nice to know someone with taste as exquisite as CJ’s likes my work. “I love the light-blue one, and the beadwork on the pink is stunning.”

      “Would you ever wear one?”

      She pauses. “Hmm.” She seems to be considering my question. “Well, yes, but probably not for the reasons you think.”

      Her response intrigues me. I sit up straighter. “What are the reasons I think?”

      “Your tagline. Have your cake and wear it too . . . That makes it seem like this piece is all about the function of holding in my cake belly, or maybe making me look like a piece of cake to someone else. But personally, I’m thinking more about how wearing one would make me feel. The pink one, for example, you could totally wear that for a night out with jeans and a shawl. I can imagine how sexy and feminine that would make me feel. How confident, you know?”

      I nod, the cogs in my brain turning. “Brian and I were brainstorming how to make the marketing work better. I’ll have to talk that over with him. It’s an angle we missed.”

      She laughs gently. “Probably because you’ve never worn one. Or is there something you want to share with me, Graham? Don’t be embarrassed. I’m an accepting person, and it takes all kinds to make the world turn.”

      I crack up, as I scrub a hand over my jaw. “I assure you that my fascination with women’s underthings comes from my desire to see a beautiful woman in them, and then out of them. Not from any secret cross-dressing tendencies.”

      “Good.” She sighs softly. “I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”

      “Me too.”

      “And tonight I have this scary clown to keep me company until bedtime. Thank you so much for the thoughtful gift.”

      I groan. “That’s what the book I bought you is about? If I’d known, I would never have gifted it,” I tease. “I am morally opposed to the perpetuation of scary clown stories. How can horror fans seriously enjoy them? They’re a messed-up kind of terrifying.”

      “They are. And that’s exactly why we like them,” she says with a laugh.

      “Twisted,” I breathe. “Tell me more. What other messed-up things do you enjoy being scared by, Miss Murphy?”

      I settle into my couch and listen to her tell me why she loves horror novels—they make her feel wildly, electrically alive.

      “And is Mr. King one of your favorites, like he was for Sean?” I ask.

      “He is indeed. Though, when Sean adopted Stevie from the shelter, I suggested Tiger Lily as a name, for my favorite flower. And because Steve has freckles on his nose like the flower petals. But, being all macho man, Sean stuck with Stephen King.”

      I smile at the image she paints of my best friend. “I can picture that conversation clearly.”

      “He made the right choice, though. I swear this cat is addicted to books too. He runs over to sit on me as soon as I crack one open.”

      “It’s good of you to take care of him.” I remember driving CJ to pick up Stephen King at Sean’s place the day he was killed. He’d want me to take care of Steve, to make sure he doesn’t go back to a shelter, she’d said amid tears that seemed to flow endlessly.

      She sighs, a little wistful, a little sad. “It’s easy, really. And Sean loved this cat. The least I can do is look out for him like he would have,” she says, before adding in a lighter tone, “but my next pet is going to be a hedgehog. I’m obsessed with their cuteness.”

      “Then you’re going to have to move out of the boroughs, baby. Hedgehogs are illegal in the city.”

      “No!” she gasps. “You’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. My friend Luna was going to get one for her wife, but the rescue group said they can’t adopt them to city-dwellers.”

      We talk some more, and I find myself enjoying this phone call more than I ever expected to when I picked up the phone . . .

      . . . an hour ago.

      We just passed an hour, chatting about everything and nothing, and this very well might be my favorite hour so far today.

      “Thanks for your thoughts on the new line,” I say as we sign off, both agreeing it’s time to head for bed so we can get up and conquer the world tomorrow. “They were helpful. I’m going to mull them over with Brian tomorrow.”

      “My pleasure,” she murmurs in a husky, sleepy voice that makes me wish I were there to tuck her in—and to get a jump start on the pleasure I have planned for lesson two.

      “Sleep tight, sexy,” I say. “I’ll be dreaming about all the things I’m going to do to your body.”

      Her breath rushes out. “Me too. Not even scary clowns will be able to keep those dreams away.”

      “Good.” I hang up with a grin and another hard-on. Because that’s what this woman does to me. It’s almost embarrassing, but that’s not going to stop me from bringing my thoughts of CJ into bed with me tonight and taking things . . . ahem . . . in hand one more time.

      Three times in one day—I haven’t been this determined with my self-love since I was a teenager.

      I’m not sure what my sexy little virgin is doing to my libido, but I don’t want it to stop. Not any time soon.

      But as I glance at my phone one last time before bed, the date stares at me. We didn’t even have a lesson tonight, and already our seven days of seduction is now down to five.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ

      

      There’s something wrong, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.

      “You’re sure this is the exact same design as the mock-up you sent over yesterday?” I tilt my head to one side, squinting at the printout of the ad Chloe is going to run on social media as soon as I give it the thumbs-up.

      Usually, I can spot the puzzle piece that doesn’t fit in sixty seconds or less, but my instincts are dull today. I would blame chatting late with Graham, but it wasn’t the chat that was the problem. It’s the hours I lay awake afterward replaying every kiss, every touch, every word he spoke to me at Patio West, and imagining all the things we might get up to together tonight.

      Sexy things. Erotic things. Exciting, exhilarating, life-changingly amazing things that had me up until way past midnight giving Sparky the Wonder Vibrator a workout he hasn’t seen in months.

      All I want to do is replay Graham and CJ’s Greatest Hits over and over until my brain turns to mush—but focus must be achieved.

      I have three thousand up-cycled, vintage hardcover-books-turned-adorable-purses in my warehouse in Georgia, already wrapped in tissue paper and ready to ship. I need to get them out into the world to make room for the typewriter-key earrings my production team is hard at work on for next season.

      The purses must be advertised and sold. I must get this ad exactly right. And I must stop thinking about sex for at least the next five to ten minutes.

      “Is her dress a different color?” I ask, shaking my head as the backs of my eyes begin to ache.

      “No, the dress is the same.” Chloe crosses her arms over her chest as she perches on my desk beside me. I sit on my desk more than I sit behind it. I’ve always been the kind of person who thinks better on her feet. “I did tweak the background filter the tiniest bit, but—”

      “That’s it.” I snap my fingers, pointing at the sky behind the model’s head. Thank God, I haven’t lost it—yet. “The new shade of yellow is making her skin look sallow, and that’s throwing the rest of the color scheme off just a hair.”

      “I thought it made the purse pop.” Chloe hums beneath her breath. “But you’re right. She looks like she has food poisoning. Sorry about that. Maybe my monitor needs to be recalibrated.”

      I wave a hand. “No worries. Let’s just shift it back and take another look.”

      Chloe accepts the printout but doesn’t move from her perch. “Totally. I’ll get right on that as soon as you serve up the gossip. And I want every detail, Murphy. I’ve given you almost forty-eight hours alone with your dirty little secrets. Now, it’s dish time.”

      “Who says I have dirty secrets?” I circle back behind my desk to mark “meet with Chloe” off my list—the only thing more fun than making lists is marking things off them.

      Oh, and being semi-naked with Graham with his hands all over me and his lips hot on mine. That’s definitely way more fun than anything list-related.

      “Um, your face.” Chloe tosses her blond curls over her shoulder as she turns to pin me with one of her always-sees-through-me looks. “The goofy grin and the dreamy expression. The way you keep biting your lip to keep from smiling and then smiling anyway. And giggling. So much giggling, Murphy. It’s just silly.”

      “I am not giggling,” I scoff, fighting the urge to giggle because that’s what happens when you’re determined not to do something.

      “And the sudden appearance of eye makeup,” Chloe continues, ticking items off on her fingers, “and perfume, and strappy shoes, and the fact that you’ve worn sexy dresses to the office two days in a row.”

      I glance down then back up at Chloe with an arched brow. “I didn’t realize a simple, black, short-sleeve dress was a sexy choice.”

      Chloe sighs. “Just tell me who’s romancing the happy into you, CJ, so I can do my due diligence as your best friend, google his ass ten ways to next Wednesday, and make sure he’s worthy of you.”

      Romancing me? No way. There will be no romance between Graham and me. It’s all business. Well, the business of pleasure. I snicker quietly at my own private joke.

      Chloe wags a finger in the air between us. “No lies in this office. That’s rule number one, and you wrote the rules.”

      I bite my lip, but this time fighting back a smile has nothing to do with it.

      Chloe knows Graham. She’s even joined us for happy hour a few times in the Village on her way back to Brooklyn on her bike. More importantly, she knows Graham’s reputation as a ladies’ man. She’s usually not the kind to judge a guy for something like that, but Chloe also knows about my . . . unique situation.

      I twist my lips to one side and then the other, possessed by the warring urges to keep my sex ed plan under wraps and to finally share with someone the monumental changes taking place in my life.

      Especially a friend I know I can trust.

      “Okay.” I glance over her shoulder and then circle to close the door to my office. I don’t mind dishing with Chloe, but the rest of the staff doesn’t need the scoop on the status of my still amazingly intact virginity.

      I snick the door closed and turn with a deep breath to face her. “So, first up, I want to assure you that this was my idea, I know exactly what I’m getting into, and my expectations are totally in line with what my friend is prepared to deliver.”

      Chloe’s usually sunshiny expression transforms to a frown. “Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of this. You always say you know what you’re getting into right before you do something insane, like bid three times over asking price for Hamilton tickets, or decide to bike to the Jersey shore, or foster a litter of abandoned baby pit bulls that pee on every pair of shoes you own.”

      I shake my head. “It’s nothing like that. Nothing that’s going to end badly, though I did discover an incredible junkyard on my way to Jersey before I pulled the hamstring, and the pit bulls were adopted by great families, and Stephen King managed not to get eaten by one. Plus, our Macy’s rep loved the musical, and it totally softened her up about holiday product placement. So I’m saying all’s well that ends well.”

      Her frown becomes a scowl.

      “Fine.” I lift my arms in surrender. Clearly I need to spit it out before her imagination runs wild. “I wasn’t out on a first date Monday night. I was having my first lesson with Graham. He’s agreed to be my sex ed teacher.”

      Chloe’s green eyes bulge.

      “And it went really well,” I say, hurrying on. “And pretty soon I’m going to know everything I want to know about being a man-magnet and finally have my V card punched in the process. It’s a win-win. All win. Total win.”

      And I just said “win” four times.

      My repetition does not go unnoticed. “So, what you’re saying is, you’re winning?” Chloe counters slowly, taking her time with each word. “At least until you crack your head open on the bottom of the pool because you went right from the wading area to jumping off the high dive at the Olympics.” Her expression grows distinctly concerned. “CJ, you know I like Graham, but he’s a . . . and you’re a . . .” She waves her hand up and down, gesturing to me from head to toe.

      “I’m a pigeon, and he’s a bald eagle?” I suggest.

      Chloe snorts. “Um, I was thinking more a shark and a baby seal, but okay. Eagles eat pigeons, right?”

      “Actually, they eat fish. But Graham is not going to eat me,” I say, then a scandalized snort escapes my lips as I realize how that sounds. “Sorry.” I wave a hand in front of my face as I swallow the burst of laughter because, of course, he’s going to do just that. And soon, I hope. “I shouldn’t be going there. I’m not open to talking specifics. That stays between Graham and me.”

      “Does it?” She arches a honey-colored brow. “Because last time I checked, Graham wasn’t the kind who minded everyone knowing who he was fucking, how often, and in what kinky positions.”

      “That’s not Graham,” I say, jumping to his defense. “He doesn’t kiss-and-tell. His exes are the ones who talk.”

      “And how many of them are there? Fifty? One hundred? Two hundred?” Chloe bites her lip. “You did have Mr. Man Whore tested before you jumped on his pony, right? I’m worried about your health, you know, not just your heart.”

      “Graham would never expose me to anything that would hurt me,” I say firmly, not a sliver of doubt in my mind. “He’s clean. He cares about me. And we are both approaching this as adults who are friends and are deeply respectful of each other.” I wiggle my shoulders back and forth. “And we haven’t gotten to the pony-riding yet, but soon, maybe. Maybe very soon.”

      Chloe nods for a long moment, her lips pursing, then squishing into a wiggly line, then spreading into a melancholy smile.

      “What?” I ask, flopping a hand her way. “What does that smile medley mean, exactly?”

      “It means I believe you,” Chloe says slowly. “And I hope everything goes exactly as planned.” She pauses before adding in a careful tone, “And I’m here for you any time you need to vent or cry, and I promise not to say I told you so.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Just tell me I can handle this, okay?”

      She smiles again, more sympathetically this time. “Like I said, I’ll be here to catch you when you fall. Or if you fall.” She shrugs. “Who knows, it could work out great. Crazier things have happened.”

      “That’s true,” I agree. “Crazier things happen all the time.”

      “Especially in this city. Which reminds me, Roberto asked me to make sure you wanted to shoot the apron samples on that urban farm in Brooklyn,” she says with an eloquent roll of her eyes. “He seems to think aprons only belong in a kitchen.”

      I cluck my tongue in exaggerated disapproval. “Silly Roberto. Of course I want to shoot at the farm. And I want the models wearing nothing but swimsuits and aprons. It’s going to be so sexy and fun.” I nod, thinking back to my conversation with Graham last night as I add, “And I want the girls to have such a good time that everyone who sees these photos thinks about what a blast they’ll have in an adorable, retro-style apron.”

      Chloe’s expression takes on an appraising air. “Agreed. I like your embracing of the sexy. Maybe Graham will be good for you, after all.”

      I cast my eyes to the ceiling with a breezy laugh, playing it cool. “Could be. Definitely a possibility.”

      But inside, I’m not anything close to cool. I’m hot, bothered, eager, and so excited to see Graham again that for the rest of the day, time seems to crawl at a snail’s pace. A sea slug crossing the ocean floor against an incoming tide would move faster than the clock.

      I’m beginning to think the day is never going to end when a text pops up from Graham at four thirty.

      

      
        
        Graham: St. Regis sleepover. You and me. Meet me in the lobby bar at six, and we can go up together. Be sure to bring your new present so I can show you how to put it on properly. And of course, how to take it off . . .

      

      

      

      I run my finger over those last few words, as tingles spread through my chest. How to take it off . . .

      My heart beats faster, and my spirits lift. Only ninety more minutes and I’ll be seeing Graham again. Ninety more minutes.

      It’s nothing.

      It’s forever.

      It’s going to be over in four more nights.

      I close my eyes, trying to push that last errant thought out of my head. Of course it’s going to end. It’s designed to end. It’s a seven-day project, like a week-long sex-cation.

      And on that note, I let my mind wander to the kind of sex-cation we might be having tonight.

      As dirty, sexy images flash before my eyes, I’m pretty sure I just did that goofy lip-bite, smile-fighting, smile-anyway thing Chloe was teasing me about before.

      But who cares? Ninety minutes . . .

      I can’t wait.
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      Graham

      

      The St. Regis lobby bar is an old standby for me. With its vintage leather seats, warm wood accents, and art deco murals depicting sun-drenched vistas and a larger-than-life King Cole attended by fawning jesters, it’s simultaneously opulent and grounded in reality. Even kings fall prey to fools, and golden afternoons only last so long. For me, the St. Regis encourages thoughtful celebration.

      I drank a Scotch here with Sean after we signed a lease on a new office space for Adored, courtesy of our stocks selling for more than we ever dreamed and our company expanding.

      I had a martini with Luna here the night before her wedding and talked about what it meant to forsake all others, and how scary that was for her, even though she couldn’t imagine spending her life with anyone but Valerie.

      Hell, I treated CJ to Sunday morning mimosas here on her twenty-fifth birthday not quite a year ago, back when she was just a friend I was proud to see becoming a strong, successful woman in spite of the hell she’d been through the year before.

      It had seemed only natural to suggest we meet here in this luxurious, classy place where I come to celebrate. These lessons feel like something worth celebrating, and I would be telling dirty, filthy lies if I said I hadn’t been looking for a good excuse to rent out the Tiffany suite.

      CJ is going to look fucking stunning framed by crystal chandeliers, priceless works of art, and Tiffany-blue walls, wearing nothing but Adored’s signature Madison Avenue corset, garter belt, and white silk stockings . . .

      A moment later, as if summoned by my oh-so appreciative thoughts, a sweet voice calls out from the entrance to the bar. I turn on my stool to see CJ bustling toward me in a sexy little black dress—I’m a sucker for a demure collar and a hemline barely long enough to cover a woman’s ass—and four-inch heels that prompt erotic visions of her in those and nothing else.

      “Hey there,” she says, pressing a breathless kiss to my cheek and pulling away with a flustered smile. She drops her black jacket on the chair next to me. “Sorry. Am I late?”

      My breath catches as I spy a glimpse of lacy corset through the peek-a-boo paisley eyelets sewn into the bodice of her dress. That tiny window is even sexier than a view straight down the front of her shirt. It hints at things concealed under her clothes, things she’s going to share only with me. Like the corset I sent her yesterday, the one I chose just for her. All I can picture is how enticing it’ll look against her skin.

      Then, how much better it’ll look on the floor of the hotel room.

      “No, you’re good. I’m just early,” I say, fighting what feels like my fiftieth CJ-inspired erection of the day.

      “Early,” she echoes, her eyes going wide. “Is this a first for you? I mean, I know you’re always on time to work, but in a social setting, isn’t five minutes late your modus operandi?”

      “No,” I lie, then immediately fess up because lying to CJ feels wrong. “Okay, maybe, but I don’t believe in keeping my students waiting. Especially my favorite students.”

      Her lashes sweep down and back up, and a smile that’s pure sex kitten curves her lips. “I believe I’m your only student, Professor.”

      “You can be both my only and my favorite, Miss Murphy,” I say, losing the battle against the thickening situation in my pants. But seriously, there’s only so much a man can take.

      She reaches up, her fingertips skimming over the skin exposed by my open collar. “What are you teaching me tonight? I came dressed as requested.”

      “I saw that,” I say, then nod toward the bar. “You want a drink before we head upstairs?”

      She shakes her head. “No, but an answer would be nice.”

      I grin wickedly, not even bothering trying to hide it as I take her hand, drawing her out of the bar toward the elevator, her jacket over her arm. “Why? Nervous?”

      She laughs. “No. Should I be?”

      “Liar,” I whisper as the elevator doors close behind us and I draw her mouth toward mine. And damn, if she doesn’t taste even better than she did two nights ago. She responds with a hunger that drives me wild, her arms wrapping around my neck as she boldly pulls me closer. She presses her curves against my chest with a soft moan, clearly wanting more, much more.

      Taking lesson two slow is going to be a Herculean test of will, but I’m up for the challenge.

      “Okay, so maybe I’m a little nervous,” she murmurs as my lips roam over her jaw, finding the flesh of her earlobe. She’s wearing little diamond earrings shaped like bow-ties, beautiful and delicate, just like her.

      “Don’t be.” I take the entire lobe into my mouth, tasting the warmth of her perfumed skin melding with the cold stone of the gem for a moment before I set her free. “You’re dressed for success.”

      She shivers lightly against me, her lips parting, but before she can speak, the doors open and she falls silent.

      “Seriously, nothing to worry about,” I assure her, wondering if I shouldn’t have ambushed her the way I did the first time. But sooner or later, she’s going to have to learn to take the wheel. Might as well begin as she’ll need to continue.

      “Let me tell you a secret,” I say as I lead her down the hall. “A lot of men are terrified to make the first move. Even successful men used to taking control in the boardroom can falter in the bedroom.”

      CJ wrinkles her nose. “You? Falter in the bedroom?”

      I laugh and scoff, “Well, no, not me. But the average guy. I’ve been thinking about how you came to be a twenty-five-year-old virgin, and it’s not something that happened in a vacuum. I’m betting you scared a lot of men away.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yes, because I’m soooo scary.”

      “You are,” I assure her, pausing in front of the door to the suite. “You’re drop-dead gorgeous, successful, and a little bit shy, so it can be hard to know what you’re thinking. I’m sure that’s a scary combo for a lot of guys.”

      Still looking dubious, she steps inside, taking in the elegant dining area to the left—complete with Tiffany chandelier—the seating area to the right, and the luxurious pedestal bed straight ahead. With its airy cotton drapes hanging from the ceiling, cloaking the mattress in mystery, it looks like something straight out of a castle. “So pretty . . .” She clasps her hands together, turning back to me with wide eyes. “This is too much, Graham.”

      “It’s just enough. And you’re going to look beautiful up on that bed.”

      Her eyes widen as I tip my chin toward the table, where a bottle of Dom is chilling in an ice bucket. “I have champagne if you’ve changed your mind about a drink.”

      “Now I’m worried,” she says with a breathy laugh. “Is this lesson going to require liquid courage?”

      I take her hand and bring her toe-to-toe with me. She gazes up at me, the heat that flickers in her expression assuring me she needs no liquid courage. “No. You’ve got this, Butterfly.”

      She gulps. “I do?”

      “You do.” I press a kiss to her forehead—knowing better than to kiss her lips if I want the strength to walk away from her, even for a few minutes—and turn to cross the room. I reach the throne-size, button-studded armchair, shift it to face her direction, and sit down, taking in the view. With her naughty heels and sexy-sweet dress, she’s gorgeous. Knowing my lingerie is against her skin takes gorgeous to breathtaking.

      I’ve never seen anything sexier in my life.

      “Lesson two is about driving a man crazy and taking control of an erotic situation. Setting the mood, so to speak.” I lean against the backrest, getting comfortable in the chair. “So, we’re going to start with something no man can resist. A striptease from a beautiful woman.”

      CJ bursts into laughter, her head falling back before she shakes it, sending her ponytail flying from side to side. “Oh, no. No way. I can’t.”

      “You can,” I assure her. “And you will if you want to get an A in this class.”

      She bites her lip, her fingers tangling in front of her in a way that’s both endearing and completely sexy. “But I really don’t think I can, Graham. I’ve never done anything like that before. I’ll make a fool of myself.”

      “No, you won’t.”

      She snorts. “Yes, I—”

      “No. You won’t. Because I’m going to help you.” I lift a finger, holding her gaze until she sighs heavily and gives a small nod, which I sense is the closest I’m going to get to enthusiasm at this point. “Start by lifting the hem of your dress. Slowly, taking your time. Owning the room.”

      She reaches for the bottom of her dress and immediately breaks into another round of laughter. She’s gasping by the time she says, “I can’t. Seriously, I can’t.”

      “Caroline Jessica Murphy,” I say in my best displeased teacher voice. “Are you going to do as you’re told, or am I going to have to turn you over my knee?”

      She blinks once, twice, her eyes as round as the antique plates hanging on the wall behind her. “Are you serious?”

      “Why?” I let my gaze track down her curves. “Would you like that? To have me spank you for being disobedient?”

      Her eyes go even wider. “Um, I . . . I don’t know. I’m not sure I would like that.”

      “But you aren’t sure you wouldn’t?” I arch a brow, heat surging to my groin.

      She shakes her head and whispers, “No, I’m not sure about that either. When you look at me like that, I can imagine liking all kinds of things I’ve never imagined liking before.”

      “Good.” Her confession makes me even hotter. “Now, take off your dress for me, CJ. I want to see you in my lingerie.”

      She draws her lower lip between her teeth as she slowly reaches for the hem of the dress and then in one fluid motion pulls it up and over her head. And fuck me, but she’s gorgeous. Heart-stopping. Even more beautiful than I thought she would be.

      The blush-pink satin is so her, the crisscross fabric across the front suggestive and yet innocent at the same time. It’s a hint of what’s to come. A promise that if I’m very good, I can unhook the lingerie, let it fall to the floor, and admire her completely.

      “When I saw that color, I knew it would look perfect against your skin. I knew it would make you feel so damn sensual. Does it, CJ? Does it make you feel beautiful? Alluring? Irresistible.”

      She nods, her lips parting, a soft little murmur falling from them. “All of that.”

      “Good. Because you are.” My gaze drops to the matching garters that hold her stockings in place, and I groan. “So fucking irresistible.” I motion to her hair. “Now your hair. I want it down.”

      “You want it down,” she echoes, reaching both arms up to work the band from her hair, setting it free to fall in glossy waves around her shoulders. “You’re a bossy one, aren’t you?”

      “I know what I want. And right now, I want you to untie the bow at the top of your corset,” I say, my voice low and coaxing, daring her to own the moment. “Slow and confident, like you’re unveiling a priceless, precious work of art.”

      Her breath hitches, but she obeys, pulling at the silk ribbon, making my pulse spike as she loosens the bow and her breasts spill over the top of the plunging neckline. My first glance is enough to make my heart stop. Her breasts are each a perfect creamy handful, graced by a dusky pink nipple. I’m dying to get my mouth on her, but not yet.

      Not yet. Slow. Easy.

      If I go too far, too fast, I’ll scare her or hurt her, neither of which is an acceptable outcome.

      Her hands cross above her chest as she whispers, “I’m embarrassed,” proving she’s misunderstood my silence.

      “Oh no,” I insist, shaking my head. “No, no, don’t be. God, you’re beautiful. I was just lost in thought.”

      “That can’t be a good sign, if I’m taking my clothes off and you’re lost in thought?”

      “Thoughts about how much I want to get your nipples in my mouth,” I say, desire thick in my voice. “How much I want to taste you. Every inch of you. You’re driving me crazy, Butterfly, so please don’t stop. Show me more of you. Torture me, slow and sweet.”

      Awareness flickers across her face, like the sun rising in the morning. Like the power of her sensuality is dawning on her at this moment. It’s intoxicating to witness. It’s a privilege to see her step into her sexual beauty.

      “Torture . . .” she repeats.

      “Exquisite torture,” I add.

      With slow, deliberate flicks of her fingers, she draws the ribbon through one eyelet and then another, loosening the corset until the last bit of ribbon slides free and the silk boning falls to the floor at her high-heeled feet, leaving her in nothing but the lace garter belt, matching panties, and thigh-high stockings.

      “Good?” she asks, running a finger beneath the waist of the garter belt.

      “So good,” I murmur, my dick so hard there’s no way she hasn’t noticed the totem pole erected at the front of my pants. “Now the stockings.”

      Inch by inch, no, centimeter by centimeter—what an incredibly fast study she is when it comes to driving me out of my mind—she rolls the stockings down her toned thighs to the knee, then to her ankle, exposing more of her soft skin. I pull in a shaky breath, desperate to feel every inch of her bare beneath me, writhing and calling my name as I glide in and out of her tight heat. She’s crossed the line into goddess territory, and by the Mona Lisa smile on her face as she slowly turns her back, peeking at me over her shoulder as she grants me another killer view, I suspect she knows it.

      “How do you feel about stripping now?” I ask. “Now that you’ve driven me out of my mind with wanting you?”

      “Pretty good,” she whispers with a nervous laugh. “But just FYI, I’m not going to be able to get the garter belt off in a sexy way. It’s designed so that I have to take it on and off over my head, and it tends to get stuck on certain . . . obstacles.”

      I laugh too, partly because the sound of her laughing is infectious. Maybe also because it can be fun to laugh even when you’re burning with lust.

      “Obstacles like your perfect tits?” My heart pounds as she wiggles out of the garter belt with her back to me, slaying me with every shift of her hips.

      “You really think they’re perfect?” she asks, freeing herself and tossing the belt to the floor as I make a mental note to consult with my design team for a garter fix.

      “I do, but I’d like to feast my eyes on them again. Turn back to me. I’ve seen how gorgeous you look in the lingerie I make. Now I want to see how gorgeous you look out of it.”

      Slowly, carefully, she turns to face me, revealing nearly every stunning inch of her. She’s ridiculously beautiful—the kind of angel fallen from the heavens men write poetry about. Innocence still flickers in her big eyes, making her all the more irresistible. She has no idea how dangerous she’s becoming, how easy it would be for her to hold a man’s soul in the palm of her hand.

      Hell, I would sell mine in a heartbeat if that was what it took to ensure my mouth was on her skin in the next ten seconds. My cock jerks again, throbbing insistently in my pants, demanding to be allowed to attend the party.

      Control. Must maintain control . . .

      “You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” I say, my jaw clenched in an attempt to keep from scaring her, but my next words still emerge as a growl. “Come. Here. Right now.”

      She tosses her dark hair to the side again—God, she has a lot of hair, wild hair, all wavy and messy, the way I like it. “Now?” she asks, teasing me, apparently having no idea how close I am to the edge.

      “Now,” I repeat, my voice harsh. By the time she glides to a stop in front of me, my restraint is wearing thin. From the edge of my seat, I reach out and, almost violently, yank her close. The air whooshes out of her lungs as she braces her hands on my shoulders, setting her breasts to bobbing so near to my face it almost kills me.

      “Did I really drive you crazy?” she breathes, excitement and surprise clear in her gaze as she meets mine. “You still look fairly calm.”

      I take her hand and plant it flush against my chest, covering it with my own. “Feel that?”

      Her eyes widen as my heart does its best to jackhammer through my ribs. “Wow.”

      “Indeed,” I agree, letting my gaze roam over every inch of her. “Do I have permission to touch, Stripper Goddess CJ?”

      “Oh, yes, please,” she whispers, her fingers threading gently into my hair.

      Carefully, I plant my hands on the backs of her thighs, drawing her closer then skimming my palms up over the ample curve of her ass. I can feel her tremble as I bend to kiss her belly, traveling to her navel, her hipbone.

      “You taste like honey.” I open my mouth, my tongue swirling into the hollow near her hip, wanting to lick every inch of her at once.

      I lower my face to the top of her blush-pink panties, pressing a kiss to the fabric, inhaling her sexy scent as I do.

      “Graham,” she says my name so softly it barely registers.

      “Yes, Butterfly?” I look up at her. Her brown eyes are fierce and strong, full of passion.

      “There’s a problem with my panties.”

      My brow knits. “What?”

      “A big problem.”

      “These panties were tested six ways to Sunday by the design team.” I shake my head. I can’t conceive of what possible problem there would be. The fit, the feel—everything looks like it’s made for her body. That’s what my team does. They make beautiful lingerie that hugs the woman who wears it.

      The flicker of a smirk spreads on her face. “That’s not the problem.”
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      CJ

      

      He stares at me with worry in his blue eyes.

      He’s going to learn he has nothing to worry about.

      And I’m about to experience something wholly new for me.

      Stepping into the role of a seductress.

      I lean closer to him, my breasts dangerously near his face, my lips moving closer to his ear. A thrill races through me at what I’m about to do, and I can barely hear him over the heartbeat pounding in my ears.

      I’m not climbing a mountain or diving out of a plane, but to me this feels the same. I’m letting go of my safety harness and stepping into the sexual unknown. So far, he’s directed me. He’s told me what to do. I’ve cherished him taking the lead, and I want him to keep doing so.

      But for a moment, I want to hold the reins.

      My lips reach his earlobe, and I nip ever so gently on it. He groans like an animal, and the sound electrifies me. “The problem is,” I whisper, “that they’re still on.”

      His breath hisses, and he grunts my name like it’s a forbidden word. “CJ.”

      And then I take the next leap, telling him what I want. “Take them off,” I whisper.

      A growl is my reward, masculine and husky and so damn sexy. “You had me going, and look at you. You’re teasing the teacher, and I fucking love it.”

      I want to shout it worked, it worked, but I’m too turned on to do anything but melt into his touch. I thought I was turned on the last time we were alone, but this is even more intense, like tiny electrical shocks are racing across my skin.

      He hooks his fingers in the sides of my panties, and with a jerk, takes the reins again. I step out of the lingerie.

      “Now spread your legs for me, Butterfly. Let me see you.”

      Flushed all over and dizzy with desire, I weave my fingers into his hair, holding onto him for support as I part my trembling legs, widening my stance, grateful that once again he’s in charge.

      “So sexy, so hot,” he says, gazing hungrily at my newly exposed skin. Then, without warning, he leans over, flicking his tongue over the seam of me, and my knees go boneless.

      God, how can one simple touch of his tongue be so intense?

      I feel it everywhere, absolutely everywhere as he licks me again, teasing and probing, exploring me until I truly can’t stand another moment. I gasp as my legs buckle.

      “I’ve got you, baby.” He catches me, easily lifting me into his arms and carrying me to the fairy-tale bed.

      When he lays me down on the smooth white sheets, my pulse spikes, anxiety rearing its terrified head as he kneels between my legs and runs his warm hands down my thighs. I’m naked as the day I was born, and he’s still fully dressed.

      I blush at the inequity, my voice raspy as I ask, “What are you doing?”

      “Finishing what I started,” he says, his hands hooking behind my knees.

      I know what he means, and I want it—oh, God, how I want it—but it feels even more intimate like this, lying down and stripped bare, with nothing to hide behind and nowhere to run if things get too intense. “I don’t know if—”

      “It’s okay. I know,” he says, slowly but surely spreading my legs wide. “And I need to make you come on my mouth, Butterfly. I need it like I need air.”

      Far be it from me to deny him breathing.

      He lowers his face, kissing me there with such reverence my heart breaks a little. I never imagined it could be like this, that kinky things could be so unbearably sweet or filled with so much affection. That they could make me feel not just turned on, but cracked open, like a flower widening to the sun with no choice but to reach out and soak in the light it needs to stay alive.

      But this might kill you. To have this and then lose it so fast . . .

      For a moment, the thought is enough to scare away the rush of pleasure, but then Graham moans and tilts his face, beginning to devour me with a single-minded intensity that leaves no doubt he loves everything he’s doing to me, and I let go. I let go of worry and fear, and I give in to this, to this man who is everything I hoped he would be and so much more.

      I fantasized about him when I was younger. But I never expected true pleasure could be this good, this transporting. I never knew he’d enjoy it so much either, but judging from the sounds he’s making as he devours me, we’re both sliding into a new plane of bliss.

      I relax into sensation, letting my knees fall wide open, threading my fingers through his hair. Pure pleasure radiates through me as his tongue laps me up. It’s such an intoxicating mix of soft and filthy at the same damn time.

      He slips his hands under my ass, pulling me to the edge of the bed and spreading me as his tongue glides across my wetness, up and down, then centering on my clit, where I ache for him. I ache exquisitely, and he knows just how to satisfy the need howling inside of me. He flicks his tongue, slow and deliberate, making my hips shoot up. Oh God, but I need more. More of him there, oh there, yes, there . . .

      I rock into him, and he strokes faster, lavishing attention where I want him most, driving me into a fevered frenzy.

      “Right there, oh yes, please, yes,” I beg, gripping his hair more roughly, bringing him even closer as he sucks hard on my clit and the storm inside me intensifies.

      My head thrashes from side to side, my hair flying into my face. “Oh, God, Graham. Oh, God,” I gasp, and then I’m hurtling over the edge, coming with such force that it feels as if I’m tearing apart at the seams, shattering as my insides clench and release with a ferocity that is almost frightening.

      I’ve always loved being scared. Only this isn’t terrifying in the same way. This is wonderful and wicked, and it makes me feel so much more alive, like my entire body is plugged in, lit up and flickering with a million lights.

      I run my hands through his hair, expecting him to slow his pace and stop, but he doesn’t. He continues to consume me, his tongue pulsing deep inside, drawing out the exquisite release until I feel as if I’m having an out-of-body experience. Or perhaps another orgasm.

      An unexpected second wave crashes over me, and I cry out. My vision blurs.

      He slows his pace, pressing a final tender kiss to my center before he moves up.

      “Oh . . . my . . . God,” I pant, words becoming a hum of happiness as Graham rises over me and finds my lips with his, kissing me hard and deep. I taste myself on his tongue, but unexpectedly, I don’t mind it. In fact, I almost like it. He tastes like he belongs to me, like mine.

      Mine. Damn, but I like the sound of that way more than I should.

      “That was amazing,” I whisper, my voice dreamy. “Both.”

      “You’re amazing. Multiplied,” he says with a wink, then rolls onto his back in one swift motion. He pulls me on top of him, his hands cupping my ass as my thighs part and the thick ridge of his cock presses between my legs. Even through his pants, the sensation is enough to make me moan, low and hungry, in my throat.

      I want that. I want him. I’m ready for every inch, no matter how much it might hurt, because being without him inside me hurts so much more.

      “I’m ready,” I say, as his hands travel over my ribcage and mold to my breasts. He guides one to his mouth, circling his tongue on my nipple until it draws even tighter, harder.

      “Butterfly,” he says, full of concern, “it’s too soon. I don’t want to rush you.”

      I shake my head hard, nearly coming out of my skin as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. “But that makes me want it even more.”

      He chuckles against my skin. “I love that you want it. And you have to know how badly I do too. But I’d be a terrible teacher if I let the second lesson get too far out of control.”

      He lets go of my breasts and shoots me a sexy smile. This man. He knows how to make a woman want him, crave him, need him.

      But it’s more than all that. After only two lessons, I’m dying for him.

      “I can’t believe you have me this worked up already,” I say softly.

      “You worked up is my favorite dirty dream.”

      I nibble on the corner of my lips, thinking of my dirty dreams, and how he’s starred in so many of them. How he’s guiding me through the reality of them now. And once more I step into the sensuality that he’s helping me see I possess.

      “I have dirty dreams about you,” I whisper.

      He swallows. “You do?” The words come out like gravel.

      I’ve surprised him again. Caught him off guard. And I like it.

      Based on the pulsing shaft pressing into me, he likes it too.

      I nod. “I dream about stripping your clothes off.” I’m not going to bother with finesse. But I like speaking my dirty mind with him. A dirty mind I always knew I had but was never able to put to good use until him.

      He spreads his arms out wide on the bed, an invitation. “Then explore me, CJ. Take my clothes off like it’s your dirty dream.”

      “Is this lesson three?”

      A grin tells me he likes my impromptu plan. “Yes, it’s lesson three. You’re such a fast learner you deserve another session tonight.”

      He parks his hands behind his head.

      Part of me can’t believe this confident, cocky man wants a virgin to take his clothes off. But the look in his eyes says that’s precisely what he wants.

      Me.

      I’ve turned him on.

      I’ve aroused him.

      I’m going to undress him.

      Sparks race over my skin, and it’s hard to imagine I can want him this much after coming twice.

      But I’m learning all sorts of things are possible now that I’m visiting a country I’ve never traveled to before. One I very much want to spend a lot more time exploring.

      I scoot back and tug his white dress shirt from his pants.

      Graham has always looked good enough to eat, even clothed. I’ve feasted my eyes on him hundreds of times, but as my fingers open the small buttons of his crisp white shirt and spread it open, baring his chest, he literally takes my breath away.

      He’s the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.

      He has abs for days, and I trace the grooves of them with my fingertips. He shudders as I explore his flat belly, then again as I travel higher, my eager hands spreading over his firm, strong pecs. I sigh happily, certain now that I’m going to want to visit Graham Country many more times.

      I let my fingers skim the line of hair from his navel to the smattering of darker, curlier hair across his chest, and murmur, “You’re lovely.”

      “Like a butterfly?” he teases even as an almost pained expression crosses his face.

      “Yes,” I agree, laughing lightly. “Like a butterfly. A very manly butterfly.”

      I lean down to kiss him and end up nibbling on the skin of his abdomen the way he did mine. When I reach the close of his pants, I don’t hesitate to pop open the top button, unzip his zipper, and pull them down over his hips. The movement draws his boxer briefs down too, but I don’t stop. I don’t hesitate. I keep drawing the fabric lower until his erection springs free and the tips of my fingers go numb.

      He’s long and thick and just the right amount of veiny. His shaft pulses as I stare at him, my throat going dry. I gulp. It’s beautiful, but huge, and I have no idea what I’m doing. Slowly, I reach out to touch the head, but my confidence drains away in a heartbeat. I don’t know how to touch a man.

      Graham, of course, notices. “You can stop,” he says, through a clenched jaw. “It’s okay.”

      Briefly, I consider stopping, letting that possibility play out. But that’s an abhorrent thought. I don’t want to stop. I want to know.

      I raise my chin, calling on my inner tough girl, and my most honest self. “No. Just . . . show me how to touch you.” My tongue slips out to wet my lips. “Teach me.”

      His eyes blaze with desire as he takes my hand and wraps it lightly around his thick shaft.

      He groans at the same time that I gasp.

      I murmur incoherent sounds in soft disbelief at how thick he is, how hard and heavy. At how desperately I can tell that he needs this. My touch.

      That emboldens me.

      I stroke him up and down, ending with a gentle squeeze, my eyes asking if it’s okay.

      Graham rewards me with a groan. “Fuck, yes. You got it, Butterfly. Just don’t stop.”

      “Are you sure I’m doing it right?” I ask, needing the confirmation again, even though he’s already given it.

      He laughs lightly. “I’m positive.” Then his laughter ends, and his eyes darken. “Do it again. Don’t stop.”

      As I run my hand along his erection, a worry tugs at me. This man is so skilled in the bedroom. Am I going to put him to sleep with my tentative explorations? I run my fingers down the length of his cock to his balls. I touch them, very gently, feeling inadequate and wishing I had done my research on how men like to have their balls played with.

      “I’m not going to break,” Grahams rasps out, his fingers gently encircling my arm. “Look at me, CJ.”

      I do, blowing the hair out of my face with pursed lips.

      His eyes hold mine. His are fierce, honest, and a whole lot of hungry. “I promise you, there is nothing you can do that would be wrong. Nothing. You understand? That’s the lesson, CJ. You’re perfect as you are, and your touch drives me crazy.”

      “I want to do more than make you crazy,” I say, my fingers tightening around his shaft. I take a breath, gathering up the guts to say what I want more than anything right now. “I want to make you feel as good as you make me feel. I want to make you come, Graham. For me. Because of me.”

      Cursing under his breath, he nods. “Do you fucking know how close I already am? I want nothing more than to come all over your hand.”

      His words light me up. Electricity races through my body, a wild thrill at the prospect of bringing him to the cliff and then over. It’s dirty, it’s erotic, and it’s all so deliciously new. I want it desperately.

      “How do you want me to touch you?” I ask.

      He wraps his hand tighter around mine, guiding me up and down his length. Faster, rougher than I would on my own. “That’s what you do. You keep going,” he says, moving my hand even faster. “Up and down, not too hard, probably a little faster near the end. We’re a lot less complicated than women.”

      “Easy sounds good to me right now.”

      “Trust me. You’re making me look so fucking easy.”

      His playful words assuage my worries, and I draw in a breath. I can do this. I can absolutely do this. I grip him harder and follow his direction, stroking faster and rougher. He grits out my name in a twisted curse, and I feel a fresh wave of heat in my body.

      “Butterfly?” he whispers.

      “Yes?”

      “Slide your hand between your legs, and bring some of that wetness to my cock.”

      Duh. Of course, he needs lube. Fortunately, I’ve got a more than ample supply thanks to the double dose of pleasure he gave me. I do as he asked then return my wet hand to his cock.

      “Hey, look. It slides much easier,” I say playfully as I demonstrate.

      He smiles. “Yes, it does.”

      Then his smile falters, replaced by a look of intense concentration as I stroke him again. I pump him up and down, finding the rhythm that makes his breath come faster. A little more wetness, a little less friction, and he’s rocking into my hand, thrusting his hips into my fist.

      My breath catches and pleasure camps out in every cell in my body as I stare at the two of us, my hand on his hard-on. I’m wildly aroused from watching him, from doing this to him. His eyes squeeze shut, and I gaze at his throat, where the pulse seems to beat faster in his neck. His lips part, and he groans, louder than before. I’ve never heard anything so sexy in my life.

      “That’s it. A little faster.”

      I up the pace, gripping him even harder.

      “Yes. That,” he says on a groan. “Coming.”

      I bite my lip, thrilled at the way his pleasure overtakes him, how he groans and thrusts, and then he’s there, coming in my hand.

      “Fuck,” he mutters. Then he says it again and again. I’m not sure if I’m supposed to keep going at this tempo, but he seems to know I need his guidance, because he places his hand on mine, and slows my pace, even as he pants hard, coming down.

      I let go, wash my hands, and return to his side. He presses a kiss to my forehead. “I haven’t had a hand job in ages, and let me tell you, it was worth the wait. I don’t think I’ve enjoyed an orgasm that much in years.”

      I beam. It’s crazy to feel pride over a hand job, but I do. “I think it’s safe to say I’ve never enjoyed giving one as much either, and I loved every second of my first.”

      He laughs, drawing me in for another kiss. “I better clean up,” he murmurs, kissing me once more before excusing himself.

      When he returns, he slides in next to me. “Sleep with me,” he murmurs, tugging me into the crook of his arm, and my heart skips a beat. Something stirs in my chest, a deeper feeling, a warmth that extends beyond what we did tonight.

      “I would love to sleep with you,” I say with a smile, and neither one of us misses the double meaning of the words, or the fact that tonight they mean something softer, more tender.

      “You feel good, all nice and warm,” he says in my ear, then presses a soft kiss to my neck.

      “So do you.” I settle in next to him, sighing happily as he spoons me. “Is this another lesson? Are we squeezing in lesson four?”

      “How to cuddle after a fantastic orgasm,” he murmurs.

      “Now that I think I’ll excel at.”

      But he shakes his head against my hair. “It’s not a lesson.”

      “It’s not?”

      He brushes my hair away from my skin, his touch gentle. “Nope. It’s just what I want more than anything right now.”

      That feeling in my chest? It intensifies. It multiplies. It soars. It’s almost better than my double Os. I let myself feel it for a few seconds before I return to the task of keeping my head and heart separate.

      But separate doesn’t mean resisting a good snuggle. I cuddle against him, savoring the heat from his body, my thoughts drifting into sleepy pastures.

      Until my phone howls in my purse.

      Literally howls, the full-moon baying of wolves that means there is serious trouble at home. My landlord never calls unless there is a bona fide emergency, the kind that cannot wait until morning.

      “Don’t answer that,” Graham murmurs. “I’m about to have a fantastic dream about you falling asleep in my arms.”

      “I was going to have the same dream. But I have to grab this call.”

      I hit the green button and bring the phone to my ear, where my “Hello?” is met by an endless stream of cursing in Czechoslovakian. But in between all the cursing, I catch a few key words—broken pipes, ruined carpet, structural damage, damned cat, and loose in the building.

      With a silent groan of abject misery, I promise to be there as soon as I can, to clean everything up and pay for all damages, and to get my renegade pussycat back in his cage ASAP.

      I love that little guy. God, how I love him.

      But right now, I wish my brother had owned a pet rock.
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      Graham

      

      The entire way to the Meatpacking District in the cab, all I can think about is muzzles. Surely they have cat muzzles, right? Something snappy-looking but secure that CJ can wrap around her cat’s destructive mouth before she leaves the house. I mean, I get that Stephen King is old and blind and easily confused about what is food and what isn’t, but right now, I would have zero issues with muzzling the fluffy bastard.

      And I wasn’t even cock-blocked by the stupid cat.

      I was . . . snuggle-stonewalled. Cuddle-confounded. Spoon-stymied.

      Jesus. What’s wrong with me? I’m pissed at a senile old feline because I didn’t get to curl up and slip into the land of nod with the loveliest woman ever?

      I look in the rearview mirror, answering my own question.

      Yes. Evidently, yes.

      “You don’t have to come up. You can wait out front if you don’t want to deal, or if you want to answer emails or whatever,” CJ says, bolting from the cab as soon as I’ve passed a twenty through the hole in the glass. “It’s going to be ugly. And wet. And there’s probably going to be a lot of yelling. My landlord isn’t happy.”

      “And why should he be?” As soon as she turns her key, I follow her through the front door and toward the third floor. “Your pet wreaked havoc on his property.”

      “No, I wreaked havoc on his property when I forgot to put the baby lock back on the kitchen cabinet,” she says, huffing as she hurries around the first-floor landing. “Stephen King can’t help it. He suffers from dementia, and dementia increases his stress levels, and increased stress levels make him want to chew things.”

      “Nothing a muzzle won’t cure,” I mutter under my breath.

      CJ frowns at me over her shoulder but doesn’t stop climbing. “I heard that. And I’m not going to muzzle him. I believe in letting creatures age with dignity. Especially creatures who I happen to love, and who I don’t want to see wander out into the street and get run over.”

      The reminder of how much she adores this crazy old cat sends the frustration in my chest rushing away, banished by the vulnerability in her voice.

      “I’m sorry. And don’t worry. We’re going to find Steve. And he’s not going to get run over. Not on my watch.”

      Yep. I’m Ed Harris, guiding the astronauts safely home from a failed moon mission in Apollo 13, delivering his brazen vow: We've never lost an American in space, we’re sure as hell not gonna lose one on my watch!

      Cat-retrieval failure is not an option.

      The time for honor is upon me. It’s my duty to help the woman find her feline.

      As we reach the third floor and speed-walk toward the sound of Slavic cursing at the end of the hall, CJ reaches out, giving my hand a quick squeeze. “Let me handle Arno, okay? He sounds scary, but he can be reasoned with. Usually. Sometimes.”

      Before I can respond, or suggest that maybe she should go look for the cat while I soothe Arno’s rage with a few crisp one hundred dollar bills, CJ darts through the door to her apartment and into the heart of the chaos.

      Arno, a balding man with rheumy blue eyes and too-pink features, gesticulates wildly at CJ and the heavens and hell, and everything in between, but my gut tells me he’s not a threat. He’s angry, yes, but harmless. The real danger is coming from under the sink. Water is gushing out of the cabinet and onto the already soaked carpet, where a stain the size of a small elephant is growing larger every second. It’s completely saturated. If water hasn’t soaked through to the subfloor yet, it will soon, and then this repair is going to go from expensive to sky-high.

      I have no idea why Arno hasn’t turned the damn water off, but if he’s too busy yelling to take care of business, I have no problem doing it for him.

      Picking my way around the chunks of mauled potato and onion littering the floor—it looks like Stephen King snacked on a few other things, besides piping—I squish through the soaked carpet, kneel down, and reach beneath the sink. The hot water knob sticks, but eventually gives with a squeal, and in just a few seconds I have both the hot and cold water shut off at the source and the situation relatively under control.

      As soon as the water stops gushing, the flood of cursing ceases.

      “How do you do?” Arno asks in a thick accent.

      I turn to see him motioning toward the sink and figure he isn’t actually inquiring about the state of my health. “I shut it off at the source. The valves are under the sink.”

      His pale brows furrow as he blinks. “Under sink?”

      I nod, trying to keep my voice judgment-free. “Yep. Right there. Under the sink, just turn them all the way to the right. And I’m guessing it’s the same set-up in every unit, so you’ll know next time you have a problem.”

      He grunts, seemingly impressed, and I silently wonder how a man can be a damned landlord—or an adult, for God’s sake—and not know how to shut off water to the sink. But this is the same man who thought it was acceptable to install all-over shag carpeting in the unit, even in the kitchen, so he’s clearly not in the habit of tackling apartment issues properly.

      “Thank you, Graham,” CJ says, beaming at me like I just saved a baby from a burning building. And though I know I did nothing even close, I can’t deny it feels good to be looked at like that. Especially by her, this woman who is all I think about lately, all I dream about.

      She claps her hands together and adds in an upbeat voice, “Now we just need to find Stephen and get this cleaned up and—”

      “No, you out.” Arno’s chest puffs as his arms flail toward the door.

      CJ’s face goes white. “Oh, no. Please, Arno, I promise nothing like this will ever happen again. I’ll lock the child safety locks every time. Please, I love living here, and I’ve never been late with my rent, not once in three years. Can’t we—?”

      “No, no, not out for good,” Arno says, his bluster softening in the face of CJ’s pleading. “Out for week. To fix carpet and floor and to make tile. We make tile here now so easier to clean.”

      CJ nods quickly. “Oh, yes! That would be wonderful. The shag was hard to keep clean, if I’m being completely honest. And I’m happy to cover the tile costs.”

      “You’ll do no such thing.” I wade back across the soaked carpet, water oozing in through my shoes to dampen my socks. “The guy who redid my bathroom last year is amazing, and he owes me a favor. I’ll get in touch with him tomorrow morning and get a crew over to clean up the water ASAP. Hopefully we can have this all dried up and tiled by next week. My treat.” I extend a hand to Arno. “Agreed?”

      “You pay bill?” He cocks his head, studying me out of the corner of his eyes. “All bill? Whole bill?”

      “Every dime,” I assure him.

      “And you pick nice color,” he adds, pointing at my chest. “Nothing too crazy. No pink.”

      “No pink,” I agree drily. “It will be tasteful and of the highest quality.”

      With his lip curling in apparent satisfaction, Arno nods and clasps my hand, pumping my arm up and down. “Good. Done.” He releases my palm and points his stubby finger in CJ’s direction. “You find cat. You take him out. I let work crews into apartment and make sure valuables are safe. No worries.”

      CJ presses her hands together. “Thank you so much, Arno. Thank you.”

      Grumbling and nodding, Arno waves away her thanks and shuffles stiffly across the room. A moment later, CJ and I are alone with the soaked floor, the potato and onion chunks, and the smell of wet carpet, which is better than wet dog, but not by much.

      “Thank you,” she says. “I appreciate the sweet offer, but I insist on paying for the work and the clean-up.”

      I shake my head as I reach out, pulling her in for a hug. “Not a chance, Murphy. I’ve got this covered. Consider it an early birthday present.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      Failure is not an option tonight. That applies, too, to my offer to pay. Given the uncharitable thoughts that just coursed through my head about her poor cat, I need to pay. It’s only right. “Butterfly, this is not up for negotiation. I’m paying for it. It’s that simple.”

      She pulls back from the embrace to stare at me, searching my eyes, like she can find an answer there. “You’ve already done so much for me.”

      “And you’ve done so much for me.” As the words emerge, I realize how true they are. We’ve only spent a few nights together, and they’ve not only been insanely sexy, but fun and tender too. More than I expected. “I intend to pay.”

      She softens. “You’re so chivalrous.”

      It comes out the same way she said I was lovely earlier, and it does funny things to my chest. “That’s me. Chivalrous Graham.”

      “That means I’m paying for birthday brunch this year. No arguments.” Her arms go around my waist as her cheek rests on my chest, sending a wave of pure contentment washing through me. This night certainly isn’t proceeding the way I thought it would—I was sure I’d be dreaming dirty dreams while she dozed in my arms—but somehow, it’s okay. It feels like about anything would be okay, or at least survivable, as long as I get to hug CJ after it’s over. She just feels so good, so right.

      “I guess we should get hunting for this wayward kitty,” I say, pressing a kiss to the top of her head because I can’t help but touch her. “Any idea where he might have gone?”

      CJ tips her head back, gazing up at me with a crooked smile. “I have a few ideas, but you’re not going to like them. When he freaks out, he tends to hide in the darkest, dustiest places he can find. Once, I found him behind the furnace. Another time, he wedged himself behind the toilet.”

      I frown. “Are you implying that I’m a squeamish man who won’t brave the elements on a rescue mission?”

      She laughs. “No, you’re a very manly man who knows how to turn off water and has a tile guy on speed dial. But you’re also wearing very expensive pants.”

      “Forget my pants. Let’s get that cat and get out of here. I would like to get you back in bed sometime before midnight, Miss Murphy. I was enjoying spooning you very much, but I also think I’ll enjoy sliding my hand between your legs in the middle of the night.”

      Heat flashes in her eyes. “I would like that too.”

      “Maybe even a refresher on lesson one or two?”

      Her eyes darken, a hint of desire flickering in them. “Extra credit is good.”

      I chuckle and smack her rear, hauling her close for a hot second and planting a kiss on those soft, delicious lips. “You’ll get lots of homework, I promise.”

      Then I let her go because it’s kitty-cat time. “Let’s go kitty hunting.”

      We start with her apartment, but unsurprisingly, there’s no sign of Steve. But with the amount of screaming that went on in here tonight, I wouldn’t have expected an anxious animal to stick around. A thorough search of the hallways and common areas comes next. We scour the stroller storage and the janitor’s closet on the first floor, where snow shovels and mildew-scented mops crowd in the darkness, but there are no signs of fuzzy feet or a twitching tail.

      Down in the basement, we pace every inch of the boiler room, using our phones for light as we poke into windowless rooms that clearly haven’t been touched—or cleaned—in the past century.

      “If there isn’t black mold down here, I’ll eat my own hand,” I mutter as we finish another horror-movie-worthy exploration.

      “Don’t eat your hand,” CJ says, with a yawn. “I like your hand. Your hand does nice things to me. Maybe even in the middle of the night.”

      I wrap my arm around her waist with a sigh, knowing the chances of getting my hands back on her later are diminishing with every passing minute. “Where to next?”

      “The courtyard, I guess.” She starts up the stairs in front of me, granting me a killer view of the hem of her dress swishing temptingly against the backs of her thighs. Lord have mercy . . .

      “Have I mentioned how much I love this dress?”

      She reaches the top of the stairs and turns to smile at me, her wild hair backlit by the orange glow of the lobby light. “No, you haven’t. But thank you.”

      I shake my head, too struck by the beauty of that smile to reply. Damn, she’s pretty. And sweet. And so much fun to be with that I’m actually enjoying this stupid cat hunt. At least a little bit.

      Though by the time we search the courtyard—crawling on our hands and knees to peek under every bit of decorative stonework large enough to hide Stevie—my pants are ruined, my bones are starting to ache, and I’m so tired all I want to do is curl up in the pink playhouse by the playground equipment and go to sleep.

      “You checked the playhouse?” I ask, fighting to suppress yet another yawn.

      “Yes. Twice.” CJ yawns eloquently before hitting a button on her phone with a sigh. “It’s almost two o’clock. If we don’t find him in the next few minutes, I want you to go back to the hotel, or your place, without me. Get some rest.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I’ll stay here and look.” She shrugs, her hands lifting helplessly at her sides. “I mean, I can’t give up. He has to be somewhere. I know he didn’t leave the building. He wouldn’t do that, right? Even if someone held open the door to the outside world? He wouldn’t run off into the city, because if he did, I’d never find him, and he’d definitely get run over.”

      With my heart aching for her, I pull her close, rocking her gently from side to side. “I’m staying. Until the bitter end. Until every soldier is brought in from the field of battle.”

      She hums into my shirt, sagging against me. Then she lifts her head—sharp and sudden. “That’s it.” She steps out of my arms, turning to face the playground equipment. “The field of battle . . .”

      I frown. “The slide?”

      “The kids play knights and dragons out here all the time,” she says, moving toward the swing set. “And they’re always dropping their toys and their snacks. And Steve’s nose still works pretty well, considering the state the rest of him is in . . .” As she reaches the structure, she falls to her knees, scraping the wood chips away until she gets a clear view beneath the blue tunnel running from one section of the equipment to the other.

      Her cry of victory is one of the sweetest sounds I’ve heard tonight. “There you are! Stevie, baby, come here. Oh, poor pumpkin, you must be so scared.”

      When she stands, there’s a giant, fluffy Himalayan with wrinkled whiskers, a freckled nose, and soft blue eyes snuggled into her arms.

      “Stephen King, good to see you again.” I lean down to get a better look at him in the dim glow of the motion-activated lights illuminating the yard. “You’re a handsome old gent, I’ll give you that.”

      The cat meows, as if returning the compliment, and CJ giggles. “He is. I’m a sucker for a pretty face. And a sweet spirit.” She hugs him closer. “Come on, love, off to the vet for you. You can visit with Dr. Miller while we get the house cleaned up.”

      By the time we get Steve into his cat carrier, gather his food, pack CJ’s bags for a week out of her apartment, and deliver the cat to the 24-hour vet, it’s three thirty in the morning.

      A huge yawn escapes me as we stand outside the vet’s office.

      She joins me in the yawn parade. “If it’s okay, I think I’ll go crash at the hotel until morning. Then, since I don’t have a place to stay for the week, I can look for an apartment rental or something tomorrow when I’m not fried.”

      But there’s no need to return to the St. Regis. I have a better idea. “Come home with me. We could both use some sleep, and my bed is sinfully comfortable.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I scoff. “I’m not sending you to the St. Regis solo, and my place is closer. We aren’t done with our non-lesson of cuddling, my butterfly. Besides, we only have a few more nights of classes, and I want to make the most of my time with you. Although, of course, I want you to feel free to stay at my place even after the board meeting, until your apartment is fixed. I have more than enough space, and I’m happy to have you.”

      She stiffens briefly in my arms, and I fear I’ve said the wrong thing.

      “Right? Do you want to make the most of this?” I ask, tucking a finger under her chin and raising her face so she can meet my eyes.

      A flicker of sadness colors her expression—maybe she hates being away from her home base as much as I do—but then it’s gone, replaced by a certainty. “Yes. Yes, I do.”

      An Uber ride later, we drag our exhausted bodies into my place and take care of our pre-bed business. I’m the first to collapse onto my king-size mattress. She slides on a T-shirt that says When I think about books I touch my shelf, and the sight of it on her—a naughty little bookworm—makes me laugh. “So very you,” I say, and she curtsies and gets into bed with me.

      As we snuggle under the covers, that “just right” feeling returns.

      When this evening started, I pictured it ending with a departure from the St. Regis before dawn, well before CJ wound up tangled up in my arms.

      But now that I have her here, it’s the perfect end to her stripping.

      Just for me.

      Only for me.

      It’s so good that I drift off to sleep with the sweet smell of CJ filling my head and dream the nicest dreams I can remember having in ages.

      But the next morning, as so often happens with sweet dreams, there’s a nightmare just around the corner. Waiting in my lobby. Dressed in a hot-pink raincoat and stiletto heels.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ

      

      Best. Sleepover. Ever.

      Spending the night with Graham was never on my sex ed agenda—I figured that belonged in a relationship class rather than a seduction course—but now I can’t imagine my lesson plan being complete without this extra session. Drifting off in his arms, waking up with his lips warm on my neck and his husky voice asking if I want coffee, meeting his eyes in the mirror as he shaved and I swept on a coat of mascara—it was all wonderful. Perfect. A lesson in intimacy and the “morning after” that I won’t soon forget.

      Because I’ll be repeating it tonight.

      And the next night, and the next, and the next.

      Then I’ll be moving into his guest room . . . I guess. Once the seven days of sex-cation are over, and if my apartment is still under construction . . .

      I knew from the start that we had an expiration date, but when Graham said that last night, about me staying past Monday since he has plenty of room, it hurt a little. I didn’t realize how upsetting it would be to imagine a future without his kiss, his touch, or the new closeness that’s growing between us. I’m seeing sides of Graham I never knew were there, and experiencing the pleasure of his company in ways that go beyond the physical.

      Though that’s quite nice too. If “nice” means absolutely toe-curlingly incredible.

      I’m daydreaming about everything we did to each other last night—about the moment when I made him lose control in my hand, and how much I want to do that again—when we step out of the elevator into the lobby. Graham stops dead, cursing softly beneath his breath.

      I follow his mildly horrified gaze to a leggy woman posed near the front desk. Everything from her hot-pink raincoat, skin-tight pink skirt, scandalously low-cut gray blouse, and sky-high stilettos screams, “Look at me!” Add in the bouncy blond hair and expertly made-up blue eyes, and she’s probably one of the prettiest people I’ve ever seen in real life.

      But there’s something . . . not right about her smile, something that reminds me of what it feels like to be the last kid picked for volleyball in gym class every single day.

      Anything with balls, I’m bad at. Which reminds me . . .

      Note to self: research how to correctly play with a man’s balls so you have something new to show Graham tonight.

      “Hey, G-man,” the woman purrs, eliminating any doubt that she’s exactly what she looks like—one of Graham’s women. I’ve only met a few of his former girlfriends, usually in passing at a reception or event, and they’ve all been stunning to the point where other women feel like trolls in comparison.

      “Lucy.” Graham’s voice is clipped, brimming with irritation. I glance up at him, my eyes wide.

      So this is the woman Graham said turned stalker on him after their breakup a few months ago.

      Ouch.

      I glance back at her, trying to hide my knowledge of her past misdeeds—who buys an ex-lover a plane ticket to Barbados or takes up running solely for the opportunity of bumping into him on his morning jog, for goodness’ sake? Running is abhorrent. But I school my expression, keeping my face neutral, since I don’t want her to feel embarrassed. I’d be deeply embarrassed if I knew an ex of mine had been talking about me with his new lover.

      “Hey, I know this is kind of out of the blue.” Lucy’s eyes flit from Graham to me and back again with a nervous laugh. “And I’m sorry to, um, interrupt your morning. I just, I think I left my scarf at your place. You know, the black silk I always wear with this outfit?”

      She motions down at her décolletage—which is impressive, borderline inappropriate if she’s on her way to the office, and could definitely benefit from a scarf tied at the neck to help conceal some of the extra boobage going on—but Graham’s eyes remain fixed firmly on her face.

      “I don’t have anything of yours in my apartment, Lucy,” he grinds out through a tight jaw. “It’s all gone, and I would appreciate it if you would honor the boundaries we talked about.”

      Her brows pinch. “I know you said I shouldn’t come over,” Lucy says, her voice creeping half an octave higher. “But I was just a couple blocks away and I thought—”

      “Think again next time,” Graham says. “You should know by now I don’t say things I don’t mean. So I would appreciate it if you would take me at my word. Like when I texted you the other day, and asked you to stop contacting me. I meant it.”

      Hurt flashes across Lucy’s features, her emotional pain so obvious, I can’t help but flinch in empathy. God, this poor woman. She’s a wreck. Like a very beautiful, well-put-together addict hunting for a fix she’s never going to be able to lay her hands on again, no matter how finely she dresses or how hard she tries.

      The thought sweeps through my head followed by an eerily clear mental image of me standing where Lucy is now, clutching my suitcase and thanking Graham for a great seven days, when all I really want to do is cling to his leg and beg him to let me stay a little longer.

      Maybe a lot longer.

      My stomach churns at the thought. This is precisely what I promised myself I’d avoid. This is what I’ve been determined to keep at bay.

      Lucy apologizes softly, her eyes shining with tears, and as she hurries toward the door, I realize how easy it would be to get hooked on Graham. Hooked just as hard. I already crave his touch, ache for his laughter, yearn to be wrapped up in his arms at the end of the night and wake there in the morning.

      “Sorry about that,” Graham murmurs, lifting a hand to the man behind the lobby desk as we move toward the revolving doors. “She doesn’t seem to be getting the message that it’s over.”

      I force a sympathetic smile. “Well, hopefully she will now. You were pretty firm.”

      He grunts. “I have to be firm. I was pretty damn clear the other day too. We moved past the let-her-down-easy phase a long time ago.”

      “I get it,” I say, though of course I don’t. I’ve never had that kind of relationship before, the kind that leaves you so desperate you’ll keep rolling over and showing your vulnerable underbelly, no matter how many times you’re kicked to the curb. I cringe at the thought, and the stark realization that I don’t want to experience that kind of devastation. I don’t want to become Lucy. “See you tonight?”

      “Tonight.” Graham leans down to kiss the top of my head. “I’ll be home by six thirty. I’m going to skip the run today.”

      “Same here. I’m too beat for biking. I’ll probably be back around six thirty as well. Thanks for letting me stay.”

      “Letting you stay.” He chuckles as we emerge into the cool spring morning and he starts toward the town car parked at the corner. “You say that as if it’s some sacrifice on my part. You know I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He pauses, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder as his brow furrows. “Do you need a ride? We can swing by your office first. It’s no trouble at all.”

      I wave a hand and continue backing toward Chelsea, buttoning my jacket. “No, it’s fine. I want to walk. It’s not far, and I do my best brainstorming while walking.”

      “Are you sure?” He narrows his eyes with a smile, looking so handsome, so tempting, that I almost reverse direction and hurry into the car beside him.

      But in the end, I shake my head and wave. “I’m sure. Have a great day.”

      I need to walk, to think about the work ahead and what to tackle on my agenda. The cool air usually helps clear my head. But by the time I reach the door to the space Love Cycle shares with several other up-and-coming designers, I’ve barely been able to think about sample shots or inventory. All I can think about is Graham, and how deep into the water I’ve waded with him already, so deep I can barely keep my head above the surface.

      Needing advice I can trust, I whip out my phone from my purse. It’s early on the West Coast, but luckily the California branch of my family gets up insanely early. Comes with raising hops for a living.

      Dylan answers on the second ring. “What’s up, Trouble?”

      “I am in trouble. How did you know?” I murmur, stepping into the stairwell for privacy. “You got a second?”

      “I’ve got as long as you need. You okay?”

      My breath rushes out. “No, I’m not. I told you I was seeing someone, right? But that we absolutely had to keep it casual? Well, I think I suck at casual. So what now?”

      “You give me this guy’s number, and I call him and tell him to treat you right or I’ll fly out there and break his face.”

      I roll my eyes, but the alpha male thing is deeply ingrained in all the Hunter boys, and Dylan is no exception. “I don’t want his face broken. I like his face. I just need tips. Tricks. How do I take an emotional step back while still enjoying…you know?”

      Dylan clears his throat. “We’re talking about ‘you know’ now? Can we go back to when you used to call me for tips on getting to the next level in your video game?”

      “Sadly, no.” I lean back against the cool concrete wall. “I’m grown up. No going back.”

      Dylan sighs. “Yeah, me too. It’s tough out there in the dating jungle. I won’t lie. I guess…” He’s quiet for a beat that gives me no comfort. “I guess all I can say is be careful, be honest about what you want, and don’t settle for less than you deserve. You’re a damned fine person, CJ. Any man worth your time is going to realize that.”

      Touched, but no closer to a game plan than I was before, I tell Dylan, “Thanks, cous. Love you,” and sign off.

      I head up the stairs, hoping the exercise will aid in clarity, but all I get is more warning prickles buzzing at the back of my neck.

      It would be dangerous to tread any deeper into this thing with Graham. My gut is issuing a red alert, and my heart is hammering out a careful, careful, be careful rhythm that makes it impossible to focus on my to-do list.

      I know what I need to do. As soon as I reach my desk, I lock myself in my office and search for a hotel room for the next week.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      At work, the run-in with Lucy weighs on me more than I expect. I grab my phone and send a text to my buddy.

      

      
        
        Graham: Lucy showed up at my place out of the blue this morning.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Whoa. What happened?

      

        

      
        Graham: She was in a trench coat.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Jesus, man. That’s not good.

      

      

      

      That's exactly what it was. So not good we can’t even joke about it.

      

      
        
        Graham: And I was with someone.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Someone? Who’s this someone?

      

      

      

      I’m not ready to dive into the details, but I need to get the Lucy encounter out of my head.

      

      
        
        Graham: Someone I like spending time with. That’s why it was, to say the least, a fuck ton of annoying to find my ex lurking in the lobby.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Did you make it clear she needs to stop that shit?

      

        

      
        Graham: I did.

      

        

      
        Campbell: How did the new lady handle it?

      

        

      
        Graham: She was cool. She’s honestly kind of all-around cool.

      

        

      
        Campbell: Awww, someone has a crush.

      

      

      

      A crush? I don’t think it’s a crush. But it’s something. That’s for sure. And maybe that’s what’s weighing on me more than Lucy’s lack of boundaries.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      That afternoon my phone bleats with a code red text.

      That’s Luna speak for a massive shopping emergency.

      Even though I have a shit ton of work on my desk, I won’t ignore my friend. I call her while tapping out the last line of an email to our design team, approving the quick garter fix they worked up this morning. “Talk to me.”

      “I’m stuck.” It comes out in a long, needy whine, and I strain to make out the sounds behind her, the clicking of shoes, a few can I help yous, the ding of an intercom.

      In my best stay-calm voice I say, “Tell me where you are. Are you stuck in the linen department at Bloomingdales again? Are you rocking in a corner yet, or are you still upright and semi-functional?”

      She chokes out several miserable-sounding sobs. “Yes. Bloomingdales. Upright. But just barely. Shopping is so awful. How do you people manage this?”

      “By ‘people’ do you mean men?”

      “Everyone. Men, women, children. This is the worst. I can’t do it, Graham. Help me, Obi Wan Kenobi. You’re my only hope.”

      “When you put it like that . . .” I glance at the clock. Fortunately, Bloomingdale’s is close. “Tell me what department you’re in. Try to describe it. I’ll be there in ten minutes to perform a search-and-rescue.”

      “There are things for the home. Like cake dishes, and ice cream scoops, and blenders. Does that mean I’m in hell? Because they aren’t selling ice cream and cake, so it sounds like hell.”

      “Stay there. I’ll find you in housewares.”

      I hang up, and head to the elevator. Luna’s being dramatic, of course. She knows how to navigate her way out of Bloomingdale’s. But she detests shopping with the force of a thousand suns, and since I happen to be a master at picking the right item for the right person, I see it as my personal duty to lend a helping hand.

      I find her holding a stainless steel elephant napkin holder in one hand and a miniature purple hammer in the other, staring back and forth at each, those cat-eye glasses low on her nose. A huge purse is slung on her shoulder.

      When I reach her, I pat her on the back. “Breathe.”

      She takes a deep breath, and I remove each item from her hands, setting them down at their displays. “Luna, no one wants an elephant napkin ring for a gift, and I assure you, as cute and kitschy as this hammer is, no one actually needs it.”

      She blinks up at me. “Yes, you’re right.”

      “Tell me who you’re shopping for. And why you didn’t call me first. We’ve been over this. You’re not supposed to go into the big department stores by yourself,” I tease, talking to her like a child.

      She squares her shoulders. “I wanted to get something nice for Valerie because she’s had a rough week at work, and the other night she mentioned something about how nice the table looked when it was set all fancy at a restaurant. So, naturally, I thought she wanted napkin rings.”

      I shake my head in sympathy and pet her hair. “Sweetheart, I assure you, no one ever wants napkin rings. If Valerie had a hard week at work, there’s only one thing you can give her.”

      “Graham, I did that last night.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Twice.”

      “Shut your filthy mind off and go get your wife a gift certificate for a spa day.”

      Her eyes sparkle, and she snaps her fingers. “You are the king of gift giving.”

      I blow on my fingers, the sign for too-hot-to-handle.

      “That’s exactly what I need to do.” Her smile is infectious.

      “And look, there’s a great spa around the corner. Stellar Spa. Some of the ladies at the office rave about it. You go there and get a day of pampering for your woman.”

      She grabs my cheeks and plants a kiss on my forehead. “I love you.” She’s about to turn around when she says, “Hey, how are things going with your lesson plans?”

      I don’t bother to hide the smile that tugs at my lips. “They’re going great.”

      “And she’s a good student?”

      I let that word roll around in my brain for a moment. Student. CJ hardly feels like a student. She feels like so much more. That’s why the run-in weighed on me. But “more” is precisely what I need to be on guard against. More can distract me from my mission—to laser in on growing Adored.

      “The classes are mutually enjoyable.”

      She laughs, shaking her head. “I’d badger you for more details if I wasn’t in a rush. Oh, by the way.” She dips her hand into her cavernous bag and hands me a small, white bakery box. “A whoopie pie for you.”

      I tilt my head to the side. “Luna, did you know you were going to call me from Bloomingdale’s before you walked through the revolving door?”

      She shrugs sheepishly. “I might have preplanned a baked bribe.”

      “I’ll always accept your baked goods, bribe or not.” I make a shooing gesture. “Now get your ass to Stellar Spa.”

      With an afternoon snack in hand, I leave the store. Once outside, my phone buzzes with a note from CJ that stops me in my tracks.

      For a full five seconds.

      Then I charge into the nearest coffee shop, one next door to a florist, set the whoopie pie down, and get to work on this new crisis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      CJ

      

      My heart wages war with my brain, but no way am I letting that tra la la organ win this battle.

      Booking a hotel is the sensible action to take. Informing Graham is the adult thing to do. I will be both sensible and adult. With the web page for the Warwick Hotel open on my laptop, ready and waiting for me to finish reserving a room, I tap out a note.

      

      
        
        CJ: Thank you again for the offer to stay at your place. I’m so grateful, but I’ve decided I should stay at a hotel. I don’t want to cramp your style, and sleeping over night after night was never part of our bargain.

      

        

      
        Graham: Part of the bargain? That’s not what this is about. I don’t want you to stay with me as part of a bargain. I want you to stay with me because I like having you with me. And for the record, you aren’t cramping my anything. Is this because of Lucy?

      

      

      

      “No,” I mutter to myself. “Not in the way you think, anyway.”

      There’s no way Graham can know how Lucy has made me realize how vulnerable my heart is. Not to mention my sanity. Graham literally makes women crazy with wanting him, and I don’t need crazy in my life. I like peace, harmony, and routine, thank you very much. I get more than enough crazy dealing with twenty employees and an out-of-state production and warehouse situation.

      I decide to lean on a little humor.

      

      
        
        CJ: I don’t think multiple sleepovers are in the sex education curriculum.

      

        

      
        Graham: Multiple orgasms are, though, and they’re aided by multiple sleepovers. Plus, last time I checked, I was the teacher. And the teacher would like his model student in his bed.

      

      

      

      Since humor isn’t working, I’ll need to break out the big guns. I gulp. Time to be direct.

      

      
        
        CJ: You are, but I don’t need to learn how to be a considerate houseguest. I know how to do that. And in this situation, that means I should stay in a hotel.

      

      

      

      He doesn't reply right away, and I set my phone down to focus on work, then it buzzes again with a text.

      

      
        
        Graham: This isn’t about being a houseguest. This isn’t about politeness, CJ. This is something else, since I’m pretty sure until my ex showed up that you enjoyed spending the night with me too. It’s over with her. It’s history. And I truly want you to stay with me. So what is it going to take for you to give me another chance to convince you? I’d really like to fall asleep with you again, and wake up with you, and do everything in between.

      

      

      

      I’m starting to type a reply when my phone rings. His name is big and bold. Demanding. Like him.

      And damn it, I like his demands, which is part of the problem.

      “Hello, Graham,” I say, playing it cool. I love that he’s calling to plead his case—it makes me feel special—but I truly intend to book that room.

      “Butterfly.” His tone is firm, a little commanding, a lot sexy.

      “Yes?”

      “You are one tough woman, and it sounds like your mind is made up. But I can be pretty persuasive. Give me twenty minutes to change your mind.”

      A shiver runs through me. Is he suggesting some afternoon delight? The idea is, well . . . a whole lot more than delightful. “Are you saying you’d like to pop over to my office and—”

      “—bend you over your desk and remind you why you want to stay at my place?”

      The shiver turns into a pulse, beating low and hot in my belly. Still, I try my best to think rationally. “Graham, this isn’t about sex or lessons.”

      “I know, Butterfly. Trust me. And that’s precisely why I’m not coming to your office to bend you over the desk. Nor to spread you out in front of me and devour your sweet pussy.” His voice is husky, and a small gasp escapes my lips at his words. “I’m not going to shut the door to your office or kiss you until you melt for me the way you did the first night, the way you do every night. Even though I want that. Badly.”

      I grip the edge of my desk, tingles spreading like wildfire across my skin. God, I want that badly too. Must. Stay. Strong.

      “So what are you going to do?” I ask evenly.

      “Just wait. You’ll have the answer in twenty minutes.”

      He hangs up.

      I shake my head, trying to rid it of thoughts of that man. The trouble is, he seems dead-set on convincing me, and judging from the flush flooding my cheeks, my body wants to be convinced. But I need to stick to my plan. Batten down the hatches. Time to be an iron butterfly without a single soft spot in my armor.

      On impulse, I reach out, punching the intercom and calling my intern. “Katie, could you grab me one of those green smoothies from the market downstairs? The kind with extra kale and seaweed?”

      “Gross,” Katie pipes back, proving I’ve done an excellent job of making her feel comfortable here, despite the fact that she’s the only team member under twenty-one. “But will do, boss. You want an iced coffee too? To wash out the nasty taste after the green thing?”

      I hesitate only a moment before giving in. “Yes, Katie. Please. That sounds perfect.”

      And it does. I will build up my fortitude with green superfoods, caffeinate myself to brimming-with-confidence levels, and then stand firm against Graham’s superpowers of persuasion. There’s nothing he can do to convince me.

      Twenty minutes later, Katie knocks on my door.

      “Come in.”

      When she opens it, she’s carrying a massive bouquet of flowers. Bright orange, sunshine yellow, fiery flowers. Her face is hidden behind three—wait, no, four dozen tiger lilies.

      I don’t recall telling him I loved tiger lilies.

      But then I remember our phone call a few nights ago. I mentioned them briefly, simply in passing.

      The man knows how to listen. He pays attention. He cares.

      Talk about a superpower.

      Fighting off a massive grin, I take the flowers and set them on my desk.

      “These, obviously, are for you,” Katie deadpans. “Based on the sheer number, some guy either needs to make up or convince you to be his, and if you say no, I’ll say yes because a man who sends four dozen flowers is a keeper.”

      The smile won’t disappear. “Thank you, Katie.”

      She hands me the card. With nervous fingers, I open it.

      Stay with me.

      Katie clears her throat. “Um, there’s more.”

      “More?”

      She thrusts a white box at me. The sticker reads Luna’s Sweets. Inside is a delectable-looking whoopie pie. I haven’t had one of these in ages, and it smells delicious. There’s a note here too. A longer one.

      I made dinner reservations at eight. I’m taking you out to your favorite restaurant. But feel free to have dessert first. These whoopie pies are irresistible. Just like you.

      The grin? It consumes all of me. Not just my face. I swear it’s a full-body smile.

      Katie clears her throat. “I have your kale smoothie and the coffee. Do you still want them?”

      I shake my head. “No. I don’t need them anymore.”

      I don’t need fortification because I don’t want to resist him.

      Because I’m beginning to understand that he’s not the only teacher around here. I’m teaching myself too, pushing myself to step out of my comfort zone and grow. And the lesson I have mapped out for CJ Murphy for the next few nights is this—learn to enjoy myself with a man without falling head over heels and losing my grip on my sanity.

      I will savor this whoopie pie, I will savor the whoopee, and then I will walk away from both with my head held high.
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      CJ

      

      By the end of the day, I’m so hyped up on sugar and anticipation that I decide to hit the gym after all. I would rather shower there than at Graham’s, anyway. The girly part of me likes the idea of arriving at dinner all dolled up and ready to knock Graham’s socks off, instead of allowing him to peek behind the curtain and realize how many times I poke myself in the eye while getting my eyeliner just right. Plus, I snagged a new dress this afternoon at a boutique I love, and some pretty new lingerie, so I’m all set for date night.

      I text Graham that I’ll meet him at eight. He texts back that he can’t wait to see me—sending another wave of anticipation rushing through my chest—and I burn up the next two hours with a bike ride, a shower, and a blow-out at the salon on the corner.

      At seven fifty, I slip through the thick dinner crowd at Eataly on Fifth Avenue, the combination authentic Italian grocery and vast palace of sinfully delicious eateries of my dreams. But my favorite, of course, is the rooftop bar and grill. I make my way to the hostess stand by the elevators, where a big-eyed Italian girl in a red dress informs me Graham is already waiting for me on the roof.

      As the elevator zips skyward, I realize Graham never actually said we were meeting at Birreria, and I smile. There’s something special about not needing any other directions aside from your favorite restaurant at eight.

      He knows me.

      And I know him.

      As I exit the elevator, I head directly for the far end of the bar, where I suspect Graham will be sitting with a half pint of the on-site brewery’s latest concoction. And he is.

      “Hey there,” I say as I come to a stop beside him.

      He turns from the view of the post-sunset pink sky behind the skyscrapers of Manhattan, his eyes lighting up in a way that makes me thankful for showers, blow-outs, and smoky ash eyeliner that exactly matches my short-sleeved sweater dress.

      “Hello, Butterfly.” He shakes his head as his gaze skims up and down, taking me in with an appreciation that makes me feel like the most beautiful woman on the rooftop. “You’re stunning tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I say, reaching out to smooth his tie. “You don’t look bad yourself. I like you in a tie.”

      “Note to self—skip the gym and keep the tie more often.” He drops a ten-dollar bill on the bar and slides off his stool, motioning toward the front of the restaurant. “Let’s see if our table’s ready. I checked with the hostess a few minutes ago, and she said it should be set soon.”

      “Perfect. I’m starving,” I admit, shivering slightly as he puts his hand at the small of my back, guiding me through the growing crowd milling around the bar. Even through my clothes, his touch is enough to send electricity zipping across my skin.

      “Cold?” he asks.

      I shake my head, saved from having to say more as the hostess makes eye contact with Graham and motions for us to follow her up the steps to the dining area. I don’t know why I’m suddenly feeling so self-conscious, but I’m nearly as nervous as I was that first night at Patio West.

      Okay, that’s a lie. I know exactly why I’m feeling self-conscious, and I decide to confront the issue head-on.

      As soon as we’re seated with menus and the hostess has stepped away with assurances that our server will be with us soon, I brace my hands on the table and lean in to whisper, “Thank you for the flowers. And the dessert. I’m sorry we fought.”

      Graham leans in, mirroring my pose. “We didn’t fight. We had conflicting opinions that were amicably resolved with assurances and presents.”

      “Very nice presents. The flowers were incredible,” I continue in a soft voice. “But still. You were right. I was letting the meeting with Lucy affect my thinking when that really has nothing to do with us.”

      “Exactly. That was a very different situation.”

      “Totally different,” I whisper with a firm nod.

      Graham’s forehead wrinkles as he whispers back, “Why are we whispering?”

      My grin turns into a laugh. “I don’t know,” I say at normal volume, my shoulders relaxing away from my ears as I sit back in my chair. “Growing up, my dad had a thing about keeping dinner conversation light and as emotion-free as possible. I guess he got in my head a little.”

      “Parents will do that to you,” Graham agrees. “I can’t leave the apartment without doing a walk-through to make sure all the lights are off. I keep hearing my dad’s voice in my head preaching the evils of wasting electricity.”

      “Aw, Bob,” I say affectionately, thinking of his gruff, no-nonsense father, who loves to laugh—loudly—at anything and everything. “How’s he doing? Did they let him back in the fishing club yet?”

      “Not yet,” Graham says. “But he and Mom took up tennis so he has an outlet for his competitive streak. From what he tells me, they’re crushing it in the mixed doubles over-fifty-five division in the local league.”

      I shake my head in admiration. “That’s awesome.”

      “It is. Now as long as they can resist the urge to play each other too often, they should be able to make it to the over-sixty-five division without filing for divorce. The only thing they love more than each other is winning.”

      “No. I’ve seen the way they look at the other. You can’t fool me. They are proof that love can last.”

      His smile softens. “Yeah, they are.”

      I start to ask him if his mom’s still working part-time, when our server appears. Graham lifts a brow in my direction as he points to the menu. “The usual, I assume?”

      I nod. “Yes, with the chimichurri on the side and—”

      “No beans on the antipasto plate,” he finishes before communicating the rest of our order. We both love to try new things, but when the flank steak, truffle pasta, and antipasto variety platter are this good, I can’t bring myself to part from tradition.

      “My mouth is already watering,” I confess, biting my lip as our server hurries away. “You’re going to have to fight me for the last mozzarella ball tonight.”

      Graham laughs. “You can have it. I had more than my share last time we were here, before Thanksgiving, when you had to leave early so you wouldn’t miss your show. How was that one, by the way? Funny Farm, wasn’t it?”

      “Fun Home,” I correct with a roll of my eyes. Graham is pretty well versed in the classic musicals, but I haven’t dragged his appreciation into the current century just yet. “It was incredible. Beautiful. Funny. Heart-wrenching. I ugly-cried so hard at the end I had to go to the ladies’ room as soon as the curtain was up and clean the mascara off my cheeks.”

      His brows draw together in concern. “And that was an enjoyable night at the theater for you?”

      I nod enthusiastically. “Oh, yes. It was. The story is about a lot of things, but the theme that got to me was how the fear and shame we don’t deal with as we grow up is passed on to our children. A kind of legacy of pain, you know? And how loving and accepting yourself, even when society is telling you that you don’t deserve love, truly is a gift you give the world, not just the person in the mirror. I thought that was beautiful. And important.”

      “Wow,” Graham says, sobering. “I didn’t realize musicals got that heavy.”

      I shrug. “Sometimes. There were funny parts too, but I think that was the part I needed to hear.”

      Graham’s head tilts quizzically. “Really? But you always seem so . . . you. Unapologetically you, and happy about it.”

      I grin. “Well, I am usually. But there are times, like when facing down my twenty-sixth birthday without experiencing things I was certain I would have experienced by this point, that I struggle.”

      He nods thoughtfully, holding my gaze as a slow smile curves his lips.

      “What?” I laugh again. “Why are you smiling?”

      “I’m smiling because I’m glad you decided to stop waiting for experiences to find you and decided to hunt them down for yourself. And I’m glad I’m the one who gets to show you what you’ve been missing.”

      My cheeks flush, and my chest feels warmer than it did before. “Me too.”

      His eyes glittering, he adds, “And you are absolutely worthy of love and acceptance. You’re one of my favorite people and, as you know, I have excellent taste.”

      My gaze falls to my bread plate as the warm feeling floods through the rest of me, all the way to the tips of my fingertips and toes. And I know what this feeling is. It is familiar to me from bear hugs from my brother, and hour-long girl-talk sessions with Chloe, and long, lazy summers with my grandmother before she passed away, learning how to knit and laughing over old episodes of SNL.

      But I’ve never experienced it like this, all tangled up with wanting to press my lips to every inch of the person who’s inspiring the sensation, to thank him for making me feel loved in my body as well as in my soul.

      I know Graham doesn’t love me romantically. But his words are the perfect reminder of why this is so right . . . and so dangerous.

      Who better to teach me how to make love than someone who loves me already?

      But who is it riskier to learn with than someone I know I could fall so hard for, who only loves me as a friend?

      “You okay, Butterfly?” he asks, his hand coming to rest on my knee under the table.

      I look up, forcing a smile. “Yes, I am.” I take a deep breath and add in a teasing tone, “Though I’m not going to look very sexy in whatever lingerie you have picked out for our lesson later. I can’t resist seconds of the truffle stuff, and I’m not even going to try.”

      “You will always be sexy in anything you wear,” he says, giving my knee a gentle squeeze. “But I didn’t pick out any lingerie for tonight. You want to know why?”

      I nod.

      He runs his hand up my knee. “Because the lesson I want you to learn is that you’re beautiful just as you are. You’re gorgeous in whatever you choose for yourself, be that panties, T-shirts, music, friends, work, or anything else.”

      A flush spreads over my chest as my heart beats harder, faster, trying desperately to wiggle closer to him. “Thank you,” I say, because it’s all I can manage.

      “Besides, the other lesson for tonight is that sex can be amazing when you do whatever feels right for you. When you’re ready, whenever that is.”

      When I’m ready . . .

      I nod, nerves and breathless excitement flaring behind my ribs, making it feel like a balloon is inflating in my chest. But before I can give verbal confirmation that yes, I’m ready, all ready, so ready, the server arrives with food and share plates. So much food. Delicious, incredible food.

      But I can barely taste it.

      I can’t focus on the rich, yet delicate cream sauce or the perfectly firm pillows of smoky mozzarella. I am only partially present for my conversation with Graham about Luna, his best friend from grad school who is preparing to launch a new fleet of food trucks in the financial district, or our discussion of why Birreria’s tiramisu is superior to all others in the city.

      All I can think about is that tonight is the night. In an hour, maybe less, I will know things that I’ve never known, and I will never be the same. And Graham will be there, and he will forever be a part of this story, this decision, this transition from one stage of my life to the next.

      And yes, it’s a little scary. But it’s also right. Because I’m ready.
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      Graham

      

      Handle with care.

      That’s what I keep telling myself during the car ride to my place.

      Be gentle.

      Take it slow.

      But when she kisses me like this, all lips, teeth, and a newly discovered confidence that’s downright addictive, I don’t want to take it slow. I want to slam my lips to hers, tangle my hands in her silky hair, yank her head back, and leave a trail of rough kisses up the gorgeous column of her throat.

      I try to slow my pace, but she’s leading now, kissing me hard and relentlessly, almost as if she’s saying over and over I’m ready, I’m ready, I’m ready.

      She might be, but I need a breather for a second.

      I press my hands on her shoulders and separate us. “CJ, you’re driving me crazy.”

      She nibbles on the corner of her lips. “Isn’t that the goal?”

      “Butterfly, you’ve already reached the goal. We need to slow down till we get to my place. I don’t want to hurt you, and right now, you’re kind of making me want to pull you under me and take you right here in the car.”

      Mischief sparkles in her eyes. “I thought you were the one who said you won’t break?”

      I let out a shaky laugh. “Yes, I remember. But it’s you I’m concerned about.”

      “News flash,” she whispers. “I’m not going to break either. And I really like wild, crazy kissing.”

      I close my eyes and groan, my bones humming with pleasure. I glance out the window, grateful for the familiar view of the buildings on my street. The car pulls to the curb, and I thank Gary.

      A few minutes later, the elevator doors close, and I press CJ to the wall, returning the favor from the car, kissing her neck, sucking on her jaw, and devouring her lips. This time, she’s the one who groans first.

      “Payback,” I tease.

      “I want more payback,” she says in a dirty whisper.

      I oblige with more ravenous kisses.

      She moans my name, and it sounds needy and desperate, and that’s exactly how I want her tonight. Because if she feels that way, then there’s a damn good chance I can make her first time amazing for her.

      That’s how I want it to be.

      When the doors open, and we walk down the hall, the words handle with care flash again through my mind. But there are new ones too. Listen to her.

      She’s been telling me something.

      She doesn’t want to be treated like a box filled with china. She wants me to treat her like the woman she is. And I’m determined to give her exactly what she wants, everything she needs.

      Once inside my home, she turns to me and whispers, “Bedroom. Now. Please.”

      A shudder racks my body, a bolt of lust that nearly overwhelms me with its power. Her power. This woman is so goddamn sexy. She might be innocent in body, but in her mind, she knows exactly what she wants.

      When we reach my bedroom, I flick the light on low. “I need to see you.” My eyes roam over her from head to toe, loving the way she looks in that dress. She kicks off her shoes as I let my fingertips play at the hem. A soft smile is my reward as she lifts her arms, and I pull the sweater fabric over her head.

      I groan, probably louder than the last time I came, because of what I see underneath. She kills me with her sexiness, slays me with her pure sensuality.

      Tonight, she’s wearing white. A lace demi-cup bra and lace panties. They are so simple and so pretty, and so intoxicatingly her. The color is a secret message, just for me. She’s giving me this gift of herself, and she’s wrapped her gorgeous body up so perfectly.

      “See? I didn’t need to send you anything. You knew exactly what you needed to wear to feel beautiful.” I run the back of my fingers over her cheek. “Do you feel beautiful? Because you are. So beautiful.” I press my body against hers, letting her feel the evidence of how much I want her.

      “Yes. I do.” A ragged breath falls from her lips as my hands move to her breasts. I cover them, kneading them, squeezing them, then my hands band around her back, and I unhook her bra. Before the soft material can fall to the floor, I grab it and toss it on the bureau.

      I bury my face between her perfect tits, licking the tops, sucking on her nipples. I walk her backward to the bed and lay her down on it. She grabs a pillow, sets it under her head, and looks at me with wide eyes.

      “There’s only one rule tonight,” I say as I unknot my tie and take it off. “You tell me if something doesn’t feel right. Be open with me. I need to know how you feel so I can make it good for you. Can you do that?”

      She nods.

      I bite my lip as I slide her white panties down. “Wait. There’s one more rule.”

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “I need to eat you first.”

      A naughty smile is my reward. “If you insist.”

      After I tug her panties off, I bury my face between her legs, licking and kissing her glorious wetness, and driving her wild in seconds. Soon enough, she’s rocking into my mouth, grabbing my hair, pulling me even closer. Her moans intensify, carrying across the night. Soon, she’s nearing the edge, and I kiss her hungrily, greedily, until I can taste her flooding my tongue, covering my lips.

      “So good,” she moans as she drifts back to earth. “So, so good.”

      “My pleasure. Every second.” I stand, unbuttoning my shirt as she blinks open her eyes. They are glassy and sex-hazy, and her hair is a wild mess.

      “I think you’re trying to get me drunk on orgasms,” she breathes.

      “I see absolutely no reason why you shouldn’t come as often as possible.” Tossing my shirt to the floor, I move my hands to my jeans. She shakes her head and sits up, reaching for the button. “Let me.”

      I drop my hands to my sides and stare as she unzips my jeans, pushing them down my thighs, allowing my dick to make its appearance. A soft, sexy sigh falls from her gorgeous mouth.

      As I take off the rest of my clothes, she gazes up at me, excitement and anticipation clear in her beautiful brown eyes. She’s so eager, so curious, and it’s such a gift to have her trust, to be the first person to experience her like this.

      My heart beats faster, from pleasure but also from something more, something entirely new that I’m only beginning to understand. But I can’t sort it out now. All I can think about is how much I need to be closer to her, joined with her, feeling her tight around me for the first time.

      I grab a condom from my wallet.

      As I open it, she grabs my wrist and says, “There’s something I need to say.”

      I wince inside, but steel myself for whatever comes next. I’m dying to be inside her, but I don’t want her to do anything she isn’t ready for. And as I look in her eyes, it hits me—I care so much more for her than I realized before our classes started. And this has become so much more than lessons in seduction.

      If she’s not ready, I’ll wait, blue balls be damned. If she needs another month, hell, a year, I’ll be here. I’ll wait until she’s ready.

      I just want it to be me that she’s ready for.

      “What is it, Butterfly? Tell me anything,” I say gently.

      Her gaze locks with mine. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

      And if I wasn’t already lost for her, that pretty much seals the deal.
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      CJ

      

      Just because I’ve carried my V card for a quarter of a century doesn’t mean I’ve kept a pure mind too.

      Quite the contrary.

      My brain has run wild. My imagination has frolicked in Naughtyville thousands of times, and though the details—the catalyst and the location—varied, one aspect was nearly always the same.

      Graham.

      Him over me, him inside me, him being my first.

      That’s what I’ve wanted most of all.

      A rush of anticipation fills my body as he climbs over me, but then anxiety rises up, pulling at me, tightening in my belly. A thousand thoughts race through my mind, and my heart jams in my throat, but as I look up at his handsome face, I know it isn’t having sex for the first time that’s making me nervous.

      What scares me is that I’m already failing at the lesson I tried to teach myself this afternoon.

      My heart isn’t in another room.

      I’m here, all in, heart, body, and mind.

      It’s wildly exciting and completely terrifying. But how can I even consider turning back when this is everything I’ve dreamt of and so much more?

      I reach my arms around his neck, pull him even closer, and press my lips to his, kissing away my fears. “I’m so ready,” I whisper.

      “I like the so.” He positions himself, rubs the head of his erection against me, and I gasp. A pulse beats between my legs, where I’m wet, ridiculously wet.

      Relax. I spread my legs wider, letting my knees fall open, inviting him in.

      He pushes the tip inside. “Okay?” he pants.

      A warm, tingly feeling spreads through me. “More than okay.”

      I draw a sharp breath as he sinks deeper inside. Deeper, deeper, maybe halfway in, and holy hell.

      He’s stretching me, and for a moment I feel as if I’m being ripped apart. I grit my teeth, my muscles tensing against the sting.

      “Butterfly.” His voice is laced with worry

      I try to will away the pain, but damn, it hurts. “I’m fine,” I mutter.

      “You’re not fine. Talk to me.”

      I remember I promised I would be honest. I loop my arms tighter around his neck, needing to hold him close as I confess, “It hurts, Graham. But I don’t want to stop. So please don’t.”

      He sighs heavily, but doesn’t move. I look up at him, seeing concern, care, and so much more in his eyes. I see him here with me, in every way, and suddenly I can breathe. And that changes the game.

      As I pull in another breath, I start to relax.

      “Perfect,” he whispers. “Just breathe, baby. Take all the time you need.”

      Another breath, and the stinging sensation fades a little more.

      Slowly, the hurt subsides, giving way to another rush of warmth and desire, the need to get even closer to this man who is so sweetly patient with me.

      I wrap my legs around him. “Now. I want you inside me. All the way.”

      There’s something about saying those words that empowers me. That emboldens my body to accept everything he has to give. This is my choice, my man, my moment. I give myself over to all the possibilities, all the hunger, all the emotion filling my chest to overflowing.

      I swallow hard and grab his ass, pulling him deeper.

      He slides another inch, and like the soft, final notes of a song, the pain ends.

      Another song begins, a primal melody that is beautiful, natural, and oh-so right.

      I still feel stretched, full, but I also feel something wholly new. A spark spreads up my chest to my arms, down to my fingers. This sensation is warm, it’s floaty—it’s what I’ve always wanted.

      A smile spreads across my face.

      Graham laughs lightly. “Looks like everything is okay?”

      “So much better than okay,” I say, and I can’t stop smiling. “It's like champagne. You don’t know what to make of it the first time you taste it, and then you just want more.”

      “You want more, baby?”

      “Oh yes . . .” I start to move with him, my hips rocking up, sensations building and rising inside me.

      His hips swivel, and he goes deeper. But never too hard or too rough. Always with just the right amount of pressure, just the right amount of him in me.

      God, a man is inside me—Graham is inside me—and it is every bit as incredible as I ever imagined.

      My body grows hotter, my skin damper. My heart jackhammers as he moves and I move with him, and somehow, we find the most wonderful rhythm.

      Together.

      Gently but firmly, he guides my leg higher on his hip, opening me more as he thrusts into me. I’m trembling all over as a full, heavy feeling ripples through me. I’m being wickedly, deliciously turned inside out.

      And then, he slides his hand down between us, touching me where I want him most, and that sends me soaring. He rubs and strokes, and soon I’m mindless with pleasure. I’m lost in all these new sensations as he fills me and zeroes in on where everything feels like bliss.

      Soon, that’s all I feel. I’ve passed the brink. I’m reaching something inevitable. Something that was always meant to happen this way, just exactly this way.

      There’s a flash of ecstatic oblivion as desire curls inward, tightens, and then I let go, I fall, and the waves of pleasure overcome me. I reach the edge as he fills me, as he makes love to me, as he takes me over the cliff.

      A few seconds later, he’s there with me too. Saying my name. Saying how good it feels. Telling me he’s coming.

      I’m drowning in the sweetest heat as I watch him thrust one last time then come apart, shuddering, his jaw clenched as he moans low in his throat. And this is another wondrous first for me, watching a man climax inside me, and I like this part just as much as I like my own orgasms.

      Probably because I’m falling in love with him.

      That’s the part that’s truly going to hurt.

      Because in a few more nights, this will end.
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      Graham

      

      All day Friday at the office, all I can think about is CJ. Making love to CJ. How sweet and sexy and incredible she was last night, and how much I need to have her naked in my arms again, calling my name while she comes on my cock, ASA-fucking-P.

      We’re more than halfway through our seven days, and there’s still so much ground left to cover, so many lessons left to learn . . .

      The afternoon is a full course in patience, as CJ and I exchange mutually frustrated text messages about how intolerable it is to have to remain clothed and in separate offices in different parts of the city all day.

      The evening is a master class in anticipation as I treat CJ to happy hour martinis and my fingers skimming up the inside of her thigh beneath the tablecloth at our corner booth.

      Friday night begins with a lesson in how much fun we can have in the shower together, with nothing but body wash and a fresh sponge. It ends with a four-hour tutorial in going nearly all night long.

      Never has exhaustion been so sweet.

      Saturday morning dawns with a warm yellow glow through the curtains that has me up and at ’em, even though I closed my eyes less than five hours ago.

      But I’m full of energy. I finally have an entire day stretching out in front of me with nothing but CJ in it. No work. No meetings. Just full-immersion sex education for the next forty-eight hours. I kiss her softly on her forehead, slide quietly out of bed, and head down the hall to the kitchen with a spring in my step.

      I whistle as I start the coffeepot and dig deep in the drawers for the pans I rarely use. Sure, there’s a voice in my head warning that there’s no reason to be so excited—this sex fling is going to be over tomorrow night and there will be no more lessons, no more CJ in my bed, no more waking up with her warm and delicious in my arms—but I ignore that voice.

      No buzz-killing on the menu today. Just buzz-encouraging.

      Which means pancakes and extra-dark French roast coffee.

      Now if I can just find that pan . . .

      The one you use to, um, cook things . . .
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        * * *

      

      CJ

      I wake up feeling like I barely survived one of the hard-core boot-camp weekends Chloe drags me to every June before bathing suit season.

      I’m sore in every single one of my muscles, even ones I wasn’t aware existed until they started aching. My brain is a sluggish lump sitting heavily in my skull, refusing to think thoughts more eloquent than “Coffee now. Coffee good,” and I’m so exhausted I’m pretty sure I’m going to need assistance to drag my butt out of this heavenly soft bed.

      Oh yeah . . . and I’m also completely giddy.

      Graham is mine for the weekend, and I refuse to let anything get in the way of my last two days with him. Two days of Graham making me feel earth-shattering, mind-blowing, perspective-revolutionizing things that have made it abundantly clear what the fuss is all about. The fuss is about orgasms and more orgasms and yet even more orgasms delivered by a sexy-as-hell man who tells me that I’m the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen, the sweetest thing he’s ever tasted.

      I sigh as my mouth begins to water. I’m not sure if it’s memories of Graham, or the scent of vanilla and sugar in the air, but I’m suddenly starving.

      After a full-body stretch, I swing my feet to the floor and pull on one of Graham’s T-shirts and a pair of panties.

      I find him in the kitchen, wearing nothing but boxer briefs and a chef’s apron. Only Graham could mix adorable and sexy so well.

      A skillet sizzles on the stove. Oblivious to my presence, he hustles about the kitchen, pulling items from the refrigerator, setting them on the counter, and rushing back to the stove where the sweet smell is coming from.

      Pancakes?

      I sneak quietly up behind him to plant my elbows on the center island. “Well, well. I didn’t know you cooked.”

      Graham spins with a slightly harried smile. “Good morning, Butterfly. How did you sleep?”

      “Like the dead,” I confess. “But in a good way.”

      He grins. “Me too. And yes, I like to use the kitchen once a year or so, so it doesn’t feel neglected.”

      “Biannually, eh?” I shake my head as I tease, “I’m thinking that doesn’t bode well for the quality of these pancakes.”

      He places the bowl of batter on the counter and snatches his spatula from near the sink, where several other bowls of lumpy batter have apparently already been discarded. “You wound me, Murphy. Here I am, slaving over a hot stove to feed your sexy body pancakes and—”

      “Graham, I think—”

      “And you’re insulting my cooking prowess before you’ve even—”

      “Graham,” I say more urgently as smoke begins to rise behind him.

      “—tasted the fruits of my labor or—”

      “Graham, the stove,” I break in, jabbing a finger at the skillet, where tendrils of brown smoke are quickly turning black. “Your pancakes are burning.”

      Graham whirls around. “Shit.” He snatches the entire pan—charred mess and all—from the stove and practically tosses it into the sink before turning on the water, sending the smell of soggy, burning batter whooshing through the kitchen.

      “Exhaust!” I hurry around the island and flip the exhaust switch. Immediately, the cloud of smoke begins to clear.

      I turn to Graham, who is looking positively sheepish with his spatula in one hand and a potholder in the other, and I burst out laughing. “Give me that.” I take his spatula and use it to make shooing motions. “Make way for a professional. You clearly need a proper class in when to flip your pancake.”

      His brows bob playfully up and down. “That sounds dirty. I didn’t know you wanted to flip my pancake.”

      “Oh, but I do,” I say in my best sexy voice, tossing my hair over my shoulder as I grab the least offensive bowl of batter from the counter. “Get me a fresh skillet, baby. The student is about to become the teacher.”

      Graham offers a snappy salute. “Yes, ma’am. One fresh skillet coming up.”

      Ten minutes later, I’ve instructed my eager pupil in the proper temperature, timing, and flipping technique to achieve perfectly browned pancakes every time. And I actually manage to get a small stack of ready-to-eat hotcakes stacked on a plate next to the stove before Graham circles his arms around me, and my devotion to the curriculum begins to wander.

      “You are so hot right now.” His fingers slip beneath my T-shirt to skim my ribs as he kisses my neck. “All bossy, taking charge of my kitchen . . .”

      “Someone had to take you in hand.” I bite my lip as his palms glide higher. “You’re clearly a pancake-flipping virgin.”

      “You’re so right.” He cups my breasts, making my next breath rush in on a gasp of awareness as his thumb brushes across my nipple. “And so generous and patient with me. I wonder how I can ever repay you.”

      Flipping off the heat to the burner, I lean against him, offering him unimpeded access, glancing over my shoulder to meet his gaze as I whisper, “I have a few ideas about repayment.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He somehow manages to maintain his innocent expression even as he rolls my nipples harder, making me fight to hold in a moan. “Might they have anything to do with a lesson in up-against-the-refrigerator sex?”

      I lick my lips, pressing them tight together as hunger floods my every cell. “I think refrigerator sex is a good start. Though, I may require further payment after breakfast. I have some questions about alternative uses for maple syrup that I would like to explore.”

      Graham makes a contemplative sound deep in his throat. “Tell me more.”

      But before I can answer, and tell him exactly what I have in mind for syrup, he’s captured my mouth with his, sending the taste of sweet, sugary coffee and Graham flooding through my mouth.

      And it is as fantastic as always.

      The best taste. My favorite taste.

      Pancakes are definitely going to have to wait.
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      CJ

      

      The lesson in alternative uses for syrup goes well—very well, if I do say so myself. By the time I’m finished with Graham, he’s so useless I have to bring his plate of pancakes to him on the kitchen floor and feed him syrup-soaked pieces until he recovers his strength.

      “You’re such a drama king,” I tease as I pop a bite between his lips before stabbing another triangle for myself.

      He smiles, his eyes closed as he chews. “Am not. This is what happens to a man when you give him the best blow job of his life.” He continues before I can challenge the truth of that statement. “Besides, I’m conserving my energy for the afternoon’s adventures.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I ask, intrigued. “And what might those be?”

      His eyes open in a sleepy, sexy way that makes my body start to hum again. “You’ll see. It’s a surprise. Something to push us both out of our comfort zones. It’s going to be fun.”

      I arch an eyebrow, unsure what he’s getting at. “If you say so.”

      “But you will need to dress for moderate to strenuous physical activity in the out of doors.”

      My brows lift. “You want to go outside?”

      “Hard to conduct the lesson I have in mind in an apartment.”

      I twist my features into an exaggerated frown. “All right. If you insist. But I confess I was having fantasies about keeping you in bed all day. With few to no clothes on.”

      “Tempting. Very tempting, but there will be time for that tomorrow. Today, we’re taking it to the streets. Get dressed, Butterfly. We’re going out.”

      An hour later, after two subway rides—a trip to The Village Vet to check on Stephen King and spoil him with petting and tuna treats, and a walk through a part of Brooklyn I haven’t seen before—we arrive at the Prospect Park outdoor roller-skating rink, and Graham holds open the gate to usher me inside.

      “You have to be kidding,” I say, my gaze sliding to the families, couples, and wild, sticky-faced kids rolling in frenzied circles. “We both stink at roller-skating.”

      “Which is why this is a perfect chance to learn something new together.”

      “While I love the idea, might I remind you of the debacle known as Chloe’s roller-disco party two years ago?”

      “I know. That’s what’ll make it fun. We’ll fall on our assess in unity.”

      I shoot him a skeptical stare. “Have you forgotten that you nearly wound up with a shattered tailbone? I, for one, have a crystal-clear visual of you landing smack on your cute butt in the middle of the rink.”

      He smirks. “You think my ass is cute.”

      I roll my eyes. “Obviously. But that’s neither here nor there. Why don’t you park that cute butt on a paddleboat and we can do that together instead? They rent those. I saw a sign back there.”

      He shakes his head, wiggling his eyebrows. “I’d rather see your cute butt skating in front of me.”

      I laugh at him and then take a deep breath. Come to think of it, what if I do fall on my butt? What if he falls on his?

      We’ll get back up. We’ll keep on skating. We’ll figure it out together.

      A fresh surge of confidence zips through me. “Fine, then let’s lace up, speedy. I’m ready to race if you are,” I say with a wink.

      “Oh, I was born ready.” He takes my hand. “And don’t worry, I won’t let you fall.”

      His words echo as we head to the rental counter.

      I won’t let you fall . . .

      Oh, but Graham, it’s already too late, don’t you see? I’m already falling. Falling so fast and I can’t seem to stop.

      But I don’t say any of those things out loud. I just grip his hand, determined to hold tight for the time we have left.
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        * * *

      

      We aren’t disco kings on roller skates. I’m not bopping along like a roller-derby girl, and he’s not a skate god on wheels. We are stiff and silly-looking and laughing more than any other couple on the rink.

      And I like it that way.

      As I watch him glide unsteadily around the turns, a little clunky at first but a whole lot determined, I find I’m even more attracted to him than I was before we arrived. I love that he’s not amazing at skating. I love that he’s awkward, but he’s doing it anyway. He’s not letting imperfection get in the way of a good time.

      And neither am I.

      I make it around a few times, skating more comfortably with each lap. Then he skates a few feet in front of me and comes to an only semi-shaky stop.

      “Impressive,” I observe.

      He holds out a hand. “How about a spin?”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “No way. Straight ahead without falling is enough excitement for me.”

      “One spin,” his wheedles, fingers curling around mine. “C’mon. No risk, no reward.”

      “I’ll fall.”

      “You won’t fall.” He takes both my hands, skating slowly in a curve. “I’ve got you, Butterfly. Trust me.”

      “I do trust you. Obviously,” I say. My heart jerks as his eyes meet mine and something passes between us, something intimate that makes me forget I can’t spin in skates.

      And in that moment, I’m sure he can see right through me, straight to that starry-eyed dreamer who wants so much more from him than seven days. Will she scare him away?

      But he just holds on tight and says, “Look at us. We rock.”

      We glide faster, spinning in smooth circles, both of us relaxing as we gain confidence. We aren’t going to sign up for synchronized skating any time soon, but I’m smiling, and he’s grinning, and skating is even more fun with him by my side.

      So are sleepovers.

      And dinners.

      And kitty scavenger hunts.

      And pancake-making.

      New things are better with him too.

      Like a certain physical activity he’s introduced me to. One that’s brought me so much closer to him than I ever bargained for.

      Love . . . I’ve fallen in love.

      But if I tell him I earned an F in keeping my heart out of this deal, I know there’s a good chance I’ll lose him as a friend. Graham has firm boundaries, and I’ve never seen him let a woman as close as I want to be to him.

      So close. All the way close.

      And I can’t risk that. I care about him too much to excise him from my life by pushing for more than he’s willing to give.

      My chest hurts, and a lump forms in my throat. The lump threatens to turn into something more intense, but I swallow it down.

      I’m keeping my chin up and my head in the beautiful now, not the uncertain future. When I look back on this magical week, at least I’ll know I soaked it all in, from the first kiss, to hand-holding at the skating rink, to the moment we say goodbye.

      Too bad there’s no class that can prepare me to let him go. Of that, I’m sure.
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      Graham

      

      The day is passing too fast. Way too fucking fast.

      I want to slow time. Or pull a Groundhog Day, wake up tomorrow, and live this day all over again, just like Bill Murray in the movie, but without the existential angst.

      The more I get of CJ without the “just friends” wall that used to stand between us, the more I want of her. She’s like mint chocolate chip ice cream. I could eat a gallon of her without stopping.

      A part of me wants to tell her that as we stroll across the Brooklyn Bridge. I want to tell her that her smile makes me hopeful in a way I’ve never been hopeful before, and that having her hand in mine makes me feel like the luckiest bastard on this bridge.

      But you don’t say those things to a friend you’re teaching how to screw.

      CJ didn’t come to me with a seven-day plan for me to get seven kinds of attached to her. And if I tell her that’s happened, I’ll risk messing up our friendship forever. She made it clear that this was a sex deal, and I can’t let the pancake haze or the skating mojo trick me into thinking she wants more too.

      I want this woman in my life, and I won’t take a chance at losing her. Some of her is better than none. I don’t want to let her go tomorrow, but I suppose I have to.

      CJ sighs happily, looking at the endless sky above us. “This day is perfect. This sky is perfect. It’s so beautiful, isn’t it? Like a painting.”

      “Yes, this is a perfect day. Every hour. Every minute.” I squeeze her hand as we cross the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan, ambling along beside tourists posing for selfies in front of the skyline.

      My eyes catch CJ’s, and a slow, wicked smile curves her lips. “What are you thinking?” she asks.

      My shoulders tense as answers rattle through my brain.

      You.

      More.

      Let’s keep doing this.

      I’m falling for you.

      I part my lips, tempted to throw caution to the wind and blurt out any or all of the above. Tell her that I need her to enroll for another semester of lessons because I’m not anywhere close to ready to let her go.

      But I’ve never said those words before, so I fall back on old habits, waving a dismissive hand. “Just thinking about Monday.”

      She nods knowingly. “Ah, the board meeting. Of course.”

      But that’s not why I’m thinking of Monday at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We’re quieter as we finish our walk, and the air cools off rapidly. By the time we make it back into Manhattan, the sun is sinking behind the horizon, leaving a bitter wind in its wake. I call a car service—Gary isn’t working this weekend—and CJ and I wait inside a coffee shop till a black town car pulls up five minutes later.

      Once inside, I say hello to the driver then raise the partition, taking CJ’s hands in mine to warm them up. I rub my palms against hers.

      When she lifts her face and meets my eyes, my heart beats faster.

      “Hey, you,” she says softly. “I had so much fun today.”

      “Me too. The best time.”

      “I’ll miss this,” she whispers, and with those words something inside my chest cracks. It’s out of nowhere, but not unexpected.

      It’s been happening all week long. Since she approached me at brunch. Since the night at the St. Regis. Since she settled into my home.

      But it was simmering beneath the surface well before that. When I look back on the last two years, this woman has been here, right beside me, every step of the way. She’s seen me at the toughest times and the greatest times.

      We’ve endured loss together, and now, somehow, we’ve found ourselves on the other side of grief and in each other’s arms.

      And when I look into her eyes, that’s where I want to be. With her.

      I drop my forehead to hers and whisper her name. It’s all I can say. I don’t know how to give voice to anything more than this. I never have. I’ve never felt this. I’ve never fallen so hard, so fast, and so truly for a woman.

      All I know is how to touch her, so I use a language I’m fluent in, pressing my lips gently to hers in a tender kiss that I hope tells her what I can’t speak aloud. She has to feel it too, has to know that what’s happening between us is worth investing so much more than seven days.

      I move my hands under her shirt then down her yoga pants, peeling them off. “I want to watch you ride me in the car.”

      A wicked grin spreads on her face. “Is this a lesson in seduction?”

      I shake my head adamantly. “No. It’s not a lesson. It’s what I want. It’s all I want. You’re all I want.”

      “You’re all I want too.”

      I push down my jeans, find a condom in my wallet, and roll it down my length as the car weaves through Saturday evening traffic.

      Nervousness flashes in her eyes as she glances at the window.

      “No one can see us,” I reassure her.

      She nods then holds my face. “And I don’t care if they do.”

      My heart thumps hard. She’s become so daring. Or maybe she was all along. Maybe she just needed someone to turn the key, to unlock her. God, how I want to be the only one who has that key.

      But I will savor every second of her right now as I bring her down on me.

      A sharp intake of breath.

      Her wetness.

      Her arms around my neck.

      Her lips on my jaw.

      My hands on her body.

      Her taste on my tongue.

      She moves on me, and I push up into her, and we engage in a time-honored Manhattan tradition—getting it on in the back of a town car.

      Only it hardly feels like getting it on.

      It feels like coming together.

      Like making love.

      Like being as close as I can be to the woman who’s opened my heart.

      That’s what she’s done. She’s taught me something so much more vital than what I’ve shown her.

      She’s taught me how it feels to fall in love.
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      CJ

      

      After the past week, I thought I knew what making love felt like. But just now in the car, with Graham’s breath in my lungs and his heart beating in sync with mine and every kiss feeling like a confession that he feels the way I feel . . .

      I’ve never been so close.

      So deep.

      So completely in harmony with another person.

      I know he feels it too.

      At least, I strongly suspect that he does.

      I suspect it enough to climb up onto the high dive, wiggle my fingers in the rare air up here, where the wind is wild and full of possibilities, and seriously consider taking a leap into the great unknown.

      As soon as Graham closes the door behind us and flips on the lights in his apartment, moving into the kitchen to fetch the mountain of take-out menus from the drawer, I draw a deep breath, turn my courage up to maximum strength, and say, “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about my parents.”

      He looks up from rifling through the menus, his brows raised. “Yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Well, my mom died when I was so young, I don’t remember what her relationship with my dad was like.” I keep my tone casual as I wander to the island, crossing my arms on top. “And then Dad married Betty, and that’s a total circus. I mean, I know they care about each other, but he literally does anything my stepmother tells him to do. It’s like he got a lobotomy along with that wedding ring.”

      Graham snorts. “Well, Betty is a pretty hot number. Better men than your dad have been sucked into a siren’s sex vibe.”

      “Gross.” I make a gagging sound, and Graham laughs.

      “Old people do it too, baby. Or so I hear, when my mom has a few too many hot toddies on Christmas Eve and overshares about her last ski trip with the old man.” He holds up two brightly colored menus. “Thai food from the spicy curry place, or the place with the killer summer rolls?”

      “But that’s why I love your parents,” I say, determined not to be swept off course by food, no matter how starved I am. “They still love each other so much, even after all the years and everything they’ve been through. It makes me want to believe that love can last, even though I haven’t seen it up close in my own life.” I swallow, my tongue sweeping out to dampen my dry lips as I inch closer to the edge of that diving board, my heart hammering against my ribs. “What about you? Do you think romance can last forever?”

      He pauses, shaking his head as he glances down into the drawer. “I don’t know, Butterfly. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

      I freeze. I can’t move. Can’t speak. I don’t even want to think. I want to rewind this moment and change the script, make different words emerge from his mouth.

      But I can’t. The truth is out and there’s no going back.

      I’ve never felt anything like that before.

      As cold, harsh reality hits, I’m suddenly tumbling, falling . . . but not down into the sparkling water. I’m stumbling backward off the wrong end of the diving board, plummeting toward the concrete on a collision course that’s going to leave me battered and bruised.

      He’s never felt anything like that before.

      Which means he doesn’t feel it for me.

      This is one-sided. This is me, the wide-eyed virgin, falling for the first guy she slept with. My chest heaves, and a stupid hitch tries to work its way up my throat. But I won’t let on that I’m every bit as much of a fool as I’ve feared.

      Taking a deep breath, I square my shoulders and fight like hell to maintain a calm facade. If I stay strong, I can try to preserve our friendship, our working relationship. That’s what matters now.

      Don’t let on, CJ.

      He clears his throat, and when he looks up again, he’s smiling and holding a dark menu with sushi on the front. “How about sushi? Keep dinner classic and elegant after a day of adventure?”

      I stare at him, amazed that this is so simple for him, astonished that his stomach is his top priority when the floor is slipping from under me.

      But his focus on food is further proof that I’m in this alone.

      And I need to extricate myself from this situation the same damn way.

      My lips part to say sushi is fine, but I can’t seem to make the words come out. I’m too mortified. Too sad. Too deep in grief for what’s never going to be.

      But thankfully, Graham’s cell buzzes at that exact moment, sparing me from saying sushi is fine for heartbreak, thank you very much—my one piece of good luck this evening.

      He picks it up and is silent for a moment.

      “Whoa, slow down, Brian.” Graham paces out of the kitchen into the dining area overlooking the Hudson. “Is she okay? Are you okay?” He nods, pacing faster. “Got it. No worries. You go have a baby. I’ll take care of everything else.” More nodding, and now a hand raked through his hair. “Absolutely. And let us know how it goes. We’re all rooting for you guys and a safe, easy birth.”

      Graham ends the call and turns back to me with a huff of breath. “Babies.” He laughs once. “They don’t come on a schedule, do they?”

      My brow pinches. Am I supposed to answer that? But I don’t need to because he keeps going. “I have to head into the office. Brian was putting the finishing touches on our new ads tonight so our ad agency can finalize the package for the board by Monday afternoon. But his wife—”

      “Is having a baby.” I force a smile, pretending I’m not in the middle of an emotional meltdown. “I heard. You go take care of business. I’ll be fine.”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to leave you here starving to death.”

      “I can order food. I’m a big girl.” I make shooing motions with both hands, pathetically thrilled that I haven’t broken down in front of him. “Now go on, get everything handled. I’ll be fine.”

      And I am fine.

      Or I will be. I even manage to kiss him goodbye without falling to pieces and crying like an idiot virgin who had no idea how easy it would be to let love become inextricably bound up with pleasure.

      But once Graham is gone and I’m alone in his house, with his leather-bound books chosen by an interior decorator, and the pans he never uses, and the sterile decorations in the bedroom that make it clear all this man does here is sleep, the truth settles on my chest, crushing in its weight.

      Graham is married to his work.

      Work is his steady date, his primary focus, and the drumbeat that makes his heart dance. Women have always been a passion for him, but never as anything more than entertainment, something fun to appreciate and enjoy in his spare time once the work day is done. He told me so himself at brunch when he said he was on a sex-batical because sex complicates everything. Let alone more than sex…

      And I am no different than the women who’ve come before me.

      I. Am. No. Different.

      Tears are rising in my eyes when I’m saved by the bell a second time. Though, this bell is a pack of baying wolves – my landlord’s ringtone.

      “Hello,” I sniff as I listen to Arno’s heavily accented voice droning on the other end of the line, telling me that my apartment is all fixed and ready to go. “Really?” I ask, unable to believe such a massive mess was set back in order so quickly. “The sink and the tile and everything?”

      “Everything, all done,” Arno confirms. “They fix it all first day and just call me now to say they check and grout is dry. All done. Good as new.”

      Well. It looks like the universe is having at least a little mercy on me.

      “That’s wonderful.” I stand, heading toward the bedroom to pack my bag, my mind already made up. “Thank you so much, Arno. I’ll be home tonight.”

      And then I pack. Because I believe in signs. And all the signs are telling me it’s time to get out before I give any more of myself away to a man who isn’t interested in what I have to give.
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      Graham

      

      Almost done.

      Another slide.

      Another photo.

      Another set of ads to review.

      As I click on the final proof for the new campaign, I study it carefully, making sure every detail, every word is top-notch. Does it reflect the high-end brand we’ve crafted?

      The new models look fantastic—they are every size, shape, and color, and each woman is beautiful in her own way—but I keep seeing CJ in the corset. CJ wearing it better than anyone’s ever worn it.

      At least in my eyes.

      And that’s when I realize what this campaign needs.

      She was right.

      CJ was damn right.

      It’s not enough to change the images. The cake tagline is crap. These corsets aren’t about food. They’re about how they make a woman feel.

      With a renewed focus, I tap out a few lines. Then I tweak them. I tighten them, and I send one final change back to the ad agency.

      

      “This holiday season, feel sexier than you’ve ever felt before.”

      

      Simple, but on point. That feels so much better than a slogan about candy or food. Women love gorgeous lingerie because of how it makes them feel. And men can’t resist a woman who is confident, passionate, and feeling sexy in her skin.

      That’s what I need to convey. That’s what CJ has always shown me when she’s worn Adored.

      I call my agency contact, not caring that it’s Saturday night. He doesn’t either. Sometimes you have to burn the midnight oil. I give him the change, and he tells me he’ll make the adjustment and send proofs back to me shortly.

      As I wait for him to reply, I review the slides one more time, then head to the conference room where the meeting will be held on Monday. I flick on the lights. All the chairs are empty, of course. It’s late on a Saturday night. But as I wander through the room, I picture Monday morning and the big pitch before the board. Before the shareholders. Making it clear I’m 100 percent committed to delivering on my vision.

      God, I love this job, this company. I love what Sean and I built. My eyes stray to the photo of Sean and me at the hockey game, and a faint smile tugs at my lips.

      He’d be proud too. We built something from the ground up, and I continue to run it with integrity, treat our employees well, and deliver a superior experience to our consumers.

      My smile fades.

      Usually, I get a charge being in here, like a pitcher wandering across the mound before a big game, listening to the quiet of a stadium to get psyched up.

      But right now, there’s a strange hollowness in this room. Maybe because I’m the only one here.

      But maybe for another reason.

      Because I don’t want to be here at all.

      I want to be back at my house with my woman.

      But she’s not mine. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

      I was being honest with her. I’ve never felt anything like what my parents have before. Not until now, with her. But I don’t know how to do this—how to risk losing the friend I love to win the woman I love, knowing I can’t have them both. Maybe I’m foolish to think I could have more with her. She chose me because I have a reputation for knowing what to do in the bedroom, not because of my stellar track record with relationships.

      Because that does not fucking exist.

      I return to my desk, but there isn’t anything in my inbox from the ad agency, even though the clock is ticking closer to nine.

      On impulse, I pull out my cell and text CJ.

      

      
        
        Graham: What did you have for dinner, Butterfly? I’m hoping it was something much more delicious than the yogurt I stole from the staff fridge.

      

        

      
        CJ: I actually haven’t eaten yet. I was too busy picking up Stephen King and grabbing groceries and cat food. My apartment is ready early so I decided to head home.

      

      

      

      What? Head home?

      For a second, the words make no sense. When I think of home, I think of my home, because with CJ there, it finally feels like a home. Like a place I want to hang out on a Wednesday night and watch movies, or lounge in bed on a Sunday morning with coffee and pancakes.

      With her. All of it with her.

      And a part of me just can’t process that she’s taken off like that, without a heads-up.

      

      
        
        Graham: You left? You didn’t tell me. I didn’t think your place would be ready so soon.

      

        

      
        CJ: I didn’t either. But hey, miracles happen! It’s so nice to be home with the kitty. I think he missed me. He’s super cuddly and trying to eat my earring. Isn’t that sweet?

      

      

      

      No. That’s not fucking sweet. She should be with me. Her crazy cat should be eating . . . a coaster in my house, a belt loop off my jeans, the top of the toothpaste tube.

      Anything.

      I rub my hand over the back of my neck, trying to make heads or tails of her departure. I cast about for something to say, something to make it clear I’d rather she be with me.

      

      
        
        Graham: That’s great, but selfish bastard that I am, I was really enjoying having you with me.

      

      

      

      I read it once more and hit send. I lean back in my chair and wait. That ought to at least start making it clear how I feel. I’ve never poured my heart out to a woman before, but I don’t see how she can fail to get the message from that.

      I want more of her.

      A few seconds later, a reply arrives, and I tense, hoping it’s her saying she’s called an Uber to meet me back at my place, to stay this night, then the next, then the next.

      

      
        
        CJ: I enjoyed it too. Of course I did. And I know we were supposed to have seven days of lessons, but it’s nearly a week, and after today I feel ready. I’ve learned all I need to make it on my own. But thank you so much. I’ll never forget how wonderful you were. You were everything I wanted in a teacher and more.

      

      

      

      A teacher? That’s all I fucking was to her? A goddamn teacher she’ll never forget? I stare at her note. I turn my phone upside down, as if I can shake out the true meaning of her message.

      But when I read it once more, those cold words mock me.

      I was only her teacher.

      I wasn’t her lover.

      She was clear from the start. She wanted lessons in sex. She didn’t sign up for romance.

      I’m the only one who made that mistake. I’m the jackass who had this all wrong. I scoff, laughing at myself, but it’s not fucking funny. It's ironic. And it serves me right. Before her, I’d never been in love. Hell, I’ve never been in a relationship that lasted longer than a couple of months. Of course I’d fuck it up.

      And make the rookie mistake of thinking she’d fallen in love with me too.

      But even though I’ve royally screwed up when it comes to understanding what love is, I’d like to think I at least know respect.

      And I need to respect the woman’s wishes. So I say something that’s true to my feelings while giving her the distance she seems to want.

      

      
        
        Graham: Thank you. The pleasure was truly all mine. I loved every second of being with you.

      

      

      

      Past tense. Loved. Was.

      I hit send and immediately bring my thumbs back to texting position. Because this sucks.

      There’s a painful ache in my chest. It’s no longer empty. It just fucking hurts, and I want to say so much more. I want to tell her that I’m not ready for this to end, that I don’t want it to end at all. Ever. I want to promise her that I can make all her dreams come true, and that there’s no need to make it on her own.

      Or, God forbid, make it with some other guy.

      The thought makes me sick. Physically ill. Sour inside. To think of some bastard with his hands on my CJ.

      But she’s made her position clear. So I simply text—

      

      
        
        Graham: I’m here whenever you need me, Butterfly. Anytime. Anywhere.

      

        

      
        CJ: Thank you. That means a lot to me, Graham.

      

      

      

      She means a lot to me. She means more to me than she’ll ever know.

      I don’t know how long I sit silently at my desk, numb and more alone than I’ve felt since my best friend died, but eventually, my inbox dings.

      The ads are here.

      The new mock-ups are perfect, so I send my approval and then return to the collection of walls where I will sleep tonight.

      It doesn’t feel like home. Not without her.
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      CJ

      

      I’m awoken Sunday morning by Stephen King sitting on my pillow, purring as he chews on my hair.

      “No, gross,” I murmur, pulling him under the covers with me for a snuggle instead. “No chewing, buddy.”

      But when he starts gnawing on the sleeve of my flannel pajamas, I don’t have the heart to stop him. I don’t have the heart to do much of anything except lie here and feel low.

      So low.

      “I miss him already,” I whisper to Stevie, my fingers gliding through his fur. “I don’t want to go back to being friends. I can’t.”

      Stephen King meows, and I wish I knew what it meant. Deciding I’m not going to get solid advice from a cat—any cat, but Stevie is an especially lost cause—I call Dylan.

      “I’m sad,” I whisper when he answers. “In the dating despair pit.”

      Dylan grunts. “This is about that dick for brains you’re dating, right? Now, you give me his number. Better yet, his address. I’ll make him regret the day he—”

      “No, no,” I say, cutting Dylan off before he can plot Graham’s murder. “It wasn’t like that. I broke my own heart. It’s my fault.” Tears well in my eyes for the hundredth time since last night. “I knew better than to fall for him, but I did it anyway.”

      “Why should you have known better? Is he married?”

      “No!” I say, brows snapping together. “I wouldn’t date a married man. No. He just…doesn’t have time for a relationship.”

      “Fuck that. If he had half the sense God gave a domesticated turkey, he would make time. You’re worth it.”

      “Domesticated turkeys are dumber than wild turkeys.”

      “Yeah, they are.” Dylan sighs. “I’m sorry, kiddo. Getting your heart ripped out sucks. No way around that.”

      I sniff. “I wish I could turn back time and undo it all.”

      “No, you don’t. You’re braver than that.”

      “You’re right. The fallout is awful, but the rest… It was like flying, Dylan. The absolute best thing I’ve ever, ever felt.”

      “You need me to come out for the weekend? Take you to one of those terrible musicals you like? Get you drunk, and we can throw darts at this guy’s picture?”

      I smile. “No. I’ll be okay.” Dylan starts to offer again, but I know he hates the city in the spring—and just about any other time—so I insist, “Seriously, I’ll be fine. Just hearing your voice helps. A lot. Thanks for being there.”

      “Always,” he says. “I’m always here for you, cous. No matter what.”

      Always here for you . . .

      That was what Graham said . . .

      And last night wasn’t the first time he said it.

      A fragment of memory tugs at my mind. It repeats, urging me to listen.

      Only I’m not sure why. But it’s loud, and insistent, so I pay attention as it demands I go searching for something that must be found. I thank Dylan, hang up, and roll out of bed before Stephen King can get his teeth on my socks, headed for the closet where I keep all my most treasured things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      Graham

      

      That was the worst night’s sleep of my life. And I’ve slept in a coach seat on a red-eye across the country. Hell, I’ve hit the sack on the floor of my office for an hour of shut-eye after working all night.

      But this tossing and turning sucks.

      She’s not next to me when I wake, and that feels like an affront to the fabric of the universe. When I wander into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee, the sink reminds me of her.

      The motherfucking sink.

      The stove holds a memory, for Christ’s sake.

      Good thing I don’t use it, or I’d think of her every time I cooked, and now I’ve found yet another reason to never make a meal I can’t take out or order in.

      I heave a sigh, trudge back down the hall, and curse my bed once more for taunting me with images of her on it, in it, curled up with me.

      Hell, it’s been less than twelve hours, and everything is a reminder of the woman I fell unexpectedly ass over elbow for.

      It’s a cruel joke. Is this what a broken heart feels like? How does anyone endure this? Get through it? All I know to do when my mind is a traffic pileup is to run. Maybe it will work with a piled-up heart too.

      I pull on my basketball shorts, lace up some sneakers, and text Campbell that I’m going for a run, giving him the location. But he’s probably busy with his four-peat woman. As for me, I need to get the hell out of my lonely shell of a house.

      Cue the sad song.

      Yep, Taylor Swift, time to call me. I’ll inspire your next breakup tune.

      I hit the sidewalk, lengthening my stride instantly, running hard so my mind goes as blank as it possibly can. So I can let the physical overpower the emotional.

      I groan at the thought.

      Emotions are not my strong suit. Hell, they’re not even in my deck.

      All I can do is hope a workout will rid her from my mind. That has to be what the average guy does when he gets fucked by love, right?

      Trouble is, a run is what I do to think.

      To sort through problems at work.

      To find solutions.

      And my brain has a brilliant idea as I finish my workout outside of Central Park. It’s telling me to go talk to a friend.

      But when I jog by the carousel in search of the food trucks, a long line snakes around the mint-green Luna’s Sweet’s vehicle. Despite my sour mood, I smile. I’m proud of my friend. I’m glad her business is thriving. And I won’t disturb her with my sorry story.

      I turn around, lower my shades, and make my way out of the park, wandering past packs of cyclists speeding by and families out for Sunday afternoon picnics.

      I’m half tempted to stop someone, anyone, and ask for help. Ask the harried mom wiping melted ice cream from her toddler’s hand what a note like this means.

      Thanks for being my teacher.

      I open the text from CJ once more, hunting for a hidden meaning when I bump into Campbell. His green eyes study me.

      “Hey. I got your bat signal. But looks like you’re done.”

      “Done is exactly what I am.”

      He shoots me a quizzical look, reading between the lines. “What’s going on, man? Is this about the woman?”

      I bristle, but then shrug in admission. No point fighting the truth. “Isn’t it always?”

      He laughs lightly. “When a man is fucked in the head, it’s usually a woman.”

      I sink down on the bench outside the park.

      He joins me. “How did you fuck it up?”

      “Why do you assume I fucked it up?”

      “Please refer to my first point. When a man is fucked in the head, it’s usually because of a woman, and it’s usually because he fucked it up.”

      Did I? Did I ruin things with CJ? “Maybe I did. So what do I do next?”

      “You can apologize, grovel, pour your heart out, put your heart on the line. Any of those are good options. Personally, I prefer writing a rock song and singing it to her. But  with your singing voice, that’s not gonna happen. So just use your words, man.”

      Use my words.

      It’s easy advice, but what exactly do I want to say?

      He looks at his watch. “I need to take off, get my workout in before I pick Sam up from her game,” he says, mentioning his teenage daughter.

      “Say hi to her from me. And next time, you tell me about that woman of yours.”

      He nods and smiles. “Consider it done.”

      I take off down Sixth Avenue, weaving among the Sunday afternoon pedestrians, reading over CJ’s note again.

      This is like a note that says: Thank you for not smoking. Of course I'm not smoking, and of course I was happy to be her teacher. But I don’t feel like a teacher. I don’t think of her as my student. She’s the woman who has my heart. And I know we could be so much more. We could be everything.

      But there’s no business book to tell me what the hell to do when you’ve fallen in love with your dead best friend’s sister who asked you to spend seven days seducing her. There’s no Forbes article on how to navigate that thorny situation.

      Nor is there anyone in this city of millions I want to ask.

      As I turn the corner on Fifty-Fifth Street, a familiar place draws me.

      The St. Regis.

      I blink, almost surprised I’m here.

      But not entirely.

      This is one of my places.

      This is an anchor, and maybe that’s what I need right now.

      As I head into the lobby, I picture the night with CJ. Only I’m not thinking of the stripping, though that was fantastic. I’m thinking of how we left together—as a team. How we found her brother’s cat. How we packed and returned to my place and fell asleep without screwing.

      My mind jumps to the next night, to dinner, when I told her I was glad I could show her what she’d been missing, and she said two simple words in reply—me too.

      But it wasn’t the words. It was the way she said them. How she looked at me like there was more between us than just sex.

      Like how it’s been for me too.

      I furrow my brow as I stand in the lobby, memories from the last week crashing into me, words I didn’t pay enough attention to at the time.

      Before we made love. “I’m so glad it’s you.”

      At the rink. “I do trust you.”

      In the town car. “I’ll miss this.”

      But more than the words, I linger on the look in her eyes. Was there more hidden there all along?

      I don’t know the answer, but there’s one person I need to talk to. I call Luna’s wife. Right now, I need to use my words with her so I can use them with someone else.
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      CJ

      I find what I’m looking for at the bottom of a shoebox of cards from Sean’s funeral. The church had been full of gorgeous flower arrangements, and every one of them had been accompanied by a card. I saved them all—touched by the evidence of how many people loved my brother and would miss the light he brought to the world—but I’ve never gone back and reread them.

      It still hurts too much.

      Maybe it will always hurt too much.

      In my experience with grief, the weight becomes easier to carry, but I’m always aware of it, slung over my shoulder. Losing my mother so young, I’d made Death’s acquaintance before I lost Sean, but never so intimately. Never with an adult’s knowledge that forever without one of your special someones can be a very long time.

      From the moment I open the box, freeing the scent of cardstock, long-faded flowers, and a church filled with women’s perfume and musty winter coats, there are tears in my eyes.

      By the time I pull out the cards and the program with Sean’s smiling face on the front, two hot trails are leaking quietly down my face. But I don’t fight these tears. I gave myself permission to feel this hurt a long time ago. To deny it would be to deny Sean and to push the memory of him away, which I never want to do.

      I want him close, even if it hurts.

      I find Graham’s card near the bottom and pull it free, opening to the message written inside.

      

      Dear CJ,

      I don’t know what to say.

      I’m usually good with words, but they escape me now that I really need them. When I want so badly to make this easier for you, and for myself.

      But I can’t.

      All I know is that I will never forget him. Sean was one of the best of us. He was a true friend to me, and from now on, I hope you’ll let me be the same to you. I’m here for you. Anything you need. That means today, tomorrow, and ten years from now, because I’m not going anywhere.

      I know I can never take his place. I wouldn’t dare to try. But I’m here to hold your hand or be a shoulder to cry on or to take you for brunch the way Sean used to do. Whatever will help. I know it helps me to know that you’re still here. To know I’ll have someone to share memories with. I don’t want to lose those memories. Or you.

      Sending you all my love today, as we gather to honor your wonderful brother.

      Your friend for always,

      Graham

      

      With my throat so tight it’s hard to draw a full breath, I press the card to my heart. I knew he had said it before. And he means it. He wants to be there for me, and the last thing I want to do is push him away.

      Maybe it’s time to stop moping around my apartment feeling sorry for myself and take action. To fight for Graham’s heart as fiercely as I negotiated for a week in his bed.

      Sure, I could sit here with my hurt feelings and try to figure out the least painful path forward. But then I would be acting like a coward, like a woman who didn’t know how short life can be and how imperative it is to be brave. That may be the most important lesson I’ve learned, and I will draw upon all my courage to put my heart all the way on the line, no matter what. Graham is worth it, and I’m worth it too.

      “I will,” I promise Sean, pressing a kiss to my finger and dropping it to his photograph. “I promise.”

      I box up the cards, tuck them way, then wipe my eyes. Time to be brave.
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      Graham

      

      Valerie opens the door to the arena for me with a stern smile and a wag of her finger. “You have five minutes.”

      “Thank you, Valerie.”

      “No, thank you. That Stellar Spa gift card was everything I needed. If it weren’t for you, Luna would be giving me forks and paperweights.” She shudders before jabbing her thumb down the hallway. “Okay, on second thought, you have ten minutes. I’ll wait here for you.”

      I thank her for doing me a solid and letting me into the arena.

      Maybe this is crazy, but it feels like the sanest thought I’ve had all day. Sean was my rock, the guy I turned to. He was steady, reliable, and quick with an answer. Almost always, the answer was an upbeat one. It was “seize the day” or “go for it.”

      And it was almost always delivered here.

      This arena is where we hatched some of our greatest plans.

      As I walk through the stands, closer to the ice, I swear I can feel Sean’s presence. That might mean I’m losing my mind. Or maybe that’s how it goes when you lose somebody you love. You can feel them in places that matter. In the things you shared.

      If he were here, I’d ask him what to do next.

      When you fall hard for your buddy’s sister, you need to man up and let him know.

      I take a seat then lower my head almost as if I’m in church, but I’m not asking God, or a saint, or even a ghost. I’m asking a friend, who happens to be on the other side.

      My voice is low, barely a whisper. “I miss you, buddy. I miss you a hell of a lot. But we’re doing great things, and I know you’d be proud of what we built. You’d be proud of your sister too. She’s an amazing woman, bright and beautiful and confident. She has great friends, and she knows what she wants in life.”

      I hope I’m part of what she wants.

      I heave a sigh then say the next thing, the hardest part. But once the words are out, there’s nothing tough about saying them. They are the truest words I’ve ever spoken.

      “I didn't plan on falling in love with her. But it happened. And you know what I think? What I hope, at least? That you would tell me to go for it. Even though you’d grumble. Even though you’d threaten me with bodily injury at first, warn me never to hurt her. But in the end, I think you’d say to go for it because you’d know I’ll treat her right. And I will, Sean. I will treat her like she’s the most adored woman on the planet, because she is, and I don’t want to lose this chance at forever.”

      Forever.

      The word clangs in my brain.

      CJ used it last night in the kitchen, while I hunted for the sushi menu.

      “Do you think romance can last forever?”

      I answer for myself this time.

      Yes. Yes, I do. But only if you have the guts to tell the woman you want forever to be with her.
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      Graham

      

      I run.

      I run through the city. I cruise past couples enjoying Sunday evening dates, past families turning in after a day outside in the gorgeous spring weather. I race by guys heading to office buildings to work late on a weekend.

      That’s been me.

      That was me just last night.

      But it’s not who I am now.

      I run with more energy than I had when I started this morning. She’s not far away, but walking is for guys who don’t know they’re in love.

      I don’t bother heading home to shower. I don’t stop to buy flowers.

      CJ doesn’t want or need flowers. This isn’t about that kind of gift. This is about something new, something different. That’s what this has been about all along. She’s the one. She’s always been the one, never been far from my thoughts, even before this week together.

      This time I have to go in naked, so to speak. Venture into unfamiliar territory without my usual tool kit of gifts and goodies, of lingerie and flowers. The arsenal of seduction isn’t what I need right now, not tonight.

      As soon as I reach her building, I run up the steps, powered by pure adrenaline and a mad need to make sure she knows I love her. I grab my phone and stab my finger against her name, calling her.

      My breath comes in harsh pants as I wait for her to answer.

      Her voice is shaky, a little surprised as she asks, “Hello?”

      “I’m outside. I need to see you.”

      There’s a pause. “You’re . . . outside?”

      Breathless, more words come. “I’m here at your apartment. I need to see you. I need to see you now, Butterfly.”

      Seconds later, the buzzer bleats, and I slam my hands against the door, pushing it open. I take the steps two by two up to the third floor. I turn at the landing and into her hall to find her standing in the doorway of her apartment, looking beautiful and vulnerable, and something else too.

      Hopeful.

      I know the look because it’s how I feel. Hope fills me up and overflows.

      I don’t waste time. I’m ready to give her my heart, and I pray, dirty and sweaty and empty-handed as I am, that she’ll want to keep it. I close the distance to her. “I didn’t give you a complete answer last night.”

      She lifts her chin, her gaze locking with mine. “What was the question?”

      “Do I think romance can last forever?”

      Her eyes widen, and she nods as if she’s telling me to keep going.

      “I said I didn’t know because I’ve never felt anything like that before.” I cup her cheeks. “Until you.”

      A sweet, small gasp escapes her lips.

      “I was asleep before you. Asleep without even any decent dreams.” I shake my head. “But now I’m wide awake. And the world is beautiful because I’m in love with you, CJ. I’m crazy in love with you. And I was wondering if you might possibly feel the same way?”

      Her lips part, but for a long moment, she says nothing. My life, my heart, my future hang in the balance as I wait. It’s probably only a few seconds, but it feels like an eternity.

      The moment she finally smiles up at me, love clear in every curve of her face, is better than all her orgasms. It’s her, giving me her heart to take care of.

      And I will handle it with so much care.

      She nods, her voice soft at first. “Yes, I might possibly feel the same way, Graham. I might possibly be so crazy in love with you that I’ve spent every moment since I left your place either in the depths of despair, or plotting ways to bring you back to me.”

      A weight lifts from my shoulders, banished by her words. I tug her close, needing the connection, savoring her warmth. “I thought you only wanted me for my sexy body,” I say, laughing with relief.

      She shakes her head with a huff. “I thought you only wanted a week, and I was so scared of losing your friendship. But then I decided I couldn’t let you go without a fight. I was writing down all the reasons we’re meant to be when you called.”

      “I like it when you fight for me.” I stroke her cheek, smiling because I can’t stop. “I want to read your list.”

      Her gaze lifts to the ceiling. “I didn’t get very far. I’d just started when this guy I really like showed up on my doorstep and said he loved me.”

      “What a jerk that guy is,” I tease.

      She shakes her head, playfulness vanishing. “No, he’s not a jerk. He’s a wonderful man with the kindest heart and the most generous spirit, who doesn’t care for emojis either, and who also happens to be incredible in the sack.”

      I laugh, grateful for the joke. It came just in time, before I started tearing up right here in the hallway.

      “He taught me how good it feels to fall in love,” she continues, running gentle hands up and down my back. “So good, I want to keep learning it over and over.”

      My heart thumps hard against my chest. “Butterfly, we’ll keep learning together. You’ve already taught me so much more than I could ever have taught you. Turns out falling in love is pretty amazing.”

      She swallows hard, and her eyes shine with tears. “I’m so glad it was me.”

      And just like that, she reminds me again why I love her, how she opens her heart and brings me in out of the cold.

      “And I’m so glad you woke me up.” I dip my mouth to hers, this kiss a promise. A vow to never take her heart for granted.

      Her lips brush against mine, and everything in the world feels right and true.

      When we pull apart, I glance inside her place, where Stephen King is rolling around in front of the television, gnawing on her remote control. “What do you think about ditching the seven days to seduction and turning it into an always?”

      “You are my always.” She wiggles her eyebrows, tugs my sweaty shirt, and yanks me into her apartment. “And right now, I want all of you.”

      “Have me, woman,” I say with a growl as the door falls shut.

      In seconds, she’s locked us both in her bedroom, pulled off my shirt, pushed down my shorts, and is whispering in my ear that we can do it without protection since she’s on birth control.

      I didn’t come to her home expecting a gift, but that might be the best present of all. When I slide inside, feeling all of her, I know. I know it’s only going to keep getting better.

      That’s another thing she’s taught me, and it’s a lesson I can’t wait to keep learning every single day.
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      Graham

      

      It’s Monday afternoon. Go time. The board members are gathered inside the boardroom with their beverages of choice, the glossy marketing preview our ad agency prepared, and all their preconceived notions.

      Some of them want to sell.

      I know that.

      And I know there’s a chance that nothing CJ or I say will change their minds.

      A week ago, the thought would have turned me inside out.

      But now, I have this woman, this amazing person who will be on my team—and in my heart and my bed—no matter how the vote goes today.

      I’m going to be okay. Better than okay, because everything that matters is right here next to me.

      “You ready?” I give her hand a quick squeeze outside the heavy brown door.

      CJ looks up at me, her eyes warm and sure. “I am. And so are you. You’ve got this. There’s no doubt in my mind.”

      I grin, fighting the urge to lean down and kiss her.

      Later. After the vote. I’ll do it the very second we’re alone, because I will need her kiss, no matter which way things go.

      I swing through the door, holding it for CJ to enter before me. We take our seats as I smile at the familiar faces—even Bill and Betsy, who are wearing twin “I will not be moved” expressions. Well, too bad, guys. I’m going to move you or die trying . . .

      Quickly, we run through the standard business matters. Then we move on to the key topic. I stand at the head of the table.

      “So, as you all may know . . .” I pause, building the suspense as I take a moment to make eye contact with each person at the table. “I’m a bra man.”

      I’m rewarded with chuckles from most.

      “Yep, I'm a bra man, a panty man, a baby doll man,” I continue. “I love underwear, and I’m not afraid to admit it. I love underwear, I love women in underwear, and I love this company. Adored is more than a name to me. When Sean and I started this venture, we wanted to make sure every person who slipped into our product felt special, valued, irreplaceable. Sometimes that means they’ll look in the mirror and love how a certain item of clothing makes them feel. Sometimes it means they’ll blow their lover’s socks off in lingerie that brings out the kind of woman they want to be.”

      I pace toward the window overlooking the city, motioning toward the sun-drenched skyline. “Beauty means different things to different people. Every woman out there is a unique and beautiful individual. But those women, the women who wear our lingerie, they have things in common too. They value quality, originality, and integrity. They value themselves and believe they deserve the best.”

      My gaze drifts back across the room. “With our industry in a state of flux, it can be tempting to think about other options. Easier options, maybe.” I shrug, lifting my hands at my sides. “Sure, why not sell our lingerie company to a conglomerate peddling everything from socks and suits to snow-cone machines and mail-order tick medicine for your dog?”

      Muffled laughter assures me the room is still with me.

      “But Adored has never been about easy. It’s about a commitment to something fine in a world that’s drowning in fast, cheap, and disposable.” I meet Bill’s gaze, then Betsy’s, watching their expressions soften. “It’s about what women deserve, not what the world has told them to settle for. You want somebody leading this company who understands that, and who understands why Adored is special. A one-company kind of man.” My gaze glides briefly to CJ, enough for only her to understand as I say, “A one-woman kind of man.” She smiles, making my heart do that weightless, walk-on-the-moon thing it does with her these days.

      I finish with a line that is about so much more than business. “I want to be that man, and I hope you’ll keep having me.”

      A polite smattering of applause fills the room as I motion to CJ. “Now Caroline, Sean’s sister, would like to say a few words.”

      CJ stands, beautiful and poised as ever, and I’ve never been prouder to have her on my side. “Hello everyone. Believe me, I know it can be enticing to explore different options. I understand the temptation and have experienced it myself. But in the end, I realized that selling would have been a choice I made out of fear, out of a lack of belief in what I could accomplish.”

      Her tone gentles as she adds, “And fear is never a good reason to make a big change. If a sale was right, you would know it in your bones. It would be something you would be ready to fight for.” She pauses, giving a small shake of her head. “But that’s not the feeling I get here today. I sense that you all believe Adored’s future is valuable, and that it should be trusted to someone who understands that.”

      CJ arches a wry brow as she motions my way. “And, well . . . Graham knows panties.”

      The laughter from the board is louder this time, but I only have eyes for this woman, this dynamite creature bringing the meeting home with a bang.

      “He knows bras and bustiers and corsets.” Her smile fades as she adds, “But he knows something much more important too. He knows how to listen to women. To his customers. To the people who appreciate and value Adored’s products. He listens, he learns, he adjusts, he leads—that’s the hallmark of a great businessman.” She glances back to me, her eyes shining. “It’s also the hallmark of a great man. Thank you.”

      CJ sits to even louder applause, and I know we’ve won them over.

      The vote to move forward with business as usual is unanimous. My company is still mine, and that makes me one happy man.

      But someone else makes me even happier.

      After the meeting, I steal her away, into my office, locking the door behind us.

      “You were incredible,” I murmur against her lips, kissing her hard and deep as I back her across the room.

      “So were you.” Her breath hitches as I lift her onto my desk and slide her skirt higher on her thighs. “You’re sexy when you’re commanding a room.”

      “You’re sexy on my desk.” I kiss a trail down her throat as I work open the buttons on her blouse. “As a matter of fact, I’ve had this recurring fantasy about you on my desk . . .”

      Then I show her, and it’s safe to say we’re voting a unanimous yes to office afternoon delight.
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      CJ

      Six weeks later . . .

      

      They say good things come to those who wait.

      I’m not sure that’s always true, but I’m never going to regret waiting for Graham, this man who always knows exactly how to make me smile.

      “A roller-disco, monster dress-up, twenty-sixth birthday party,” I read, surveying the invitation he’s submitted for my approval. I beam up at him, smiling from ear to ear. “How did you know I’ve always wanted to dress up like a scary clown and party all night long?”

      He groans in mock dismay. “No clown. Anything but a clown.”

      I slide into his lap on our couch—ours, because I moved in with him two weeks ago, and now his home is our home—and press a kiss to his Saturday-morning scruffy cheek. “Okay, no clown. But yes. I love it. And you. And I can’t wait to see you tricked out as a sexy Dracula.”

      He hums softly as he pulls me closer, murmuring in a terrible Transylvanian accent, “Yes, my darlink, I vill dress as Dracula and bite your beautiful body all night long.”

      He nips at my neck, and I dissolve into laughter that becomes a gasp and a soft moan as his kisses lose their teasing edge. We retreat to our bedroom, and he surprises me all over again with how quickly he can make me wild and ravenous, like I’m drowning in pleasure and beauty.

      And afterward, once we’ve let a yowling Stephen King in to curl at the foot of the bed and chew on an old pair of Graham’s socks—his favorite new chew toys—we snuggle and make more plans.

      Plans for the Fourth of July on his friend Luna’s rooftop terrace.

      Plans for an August vacation to Martha’s Vineyard, where we intend to eat our weight in lobster rolls.

      Plans for a theater premier in September, and his birthday in October, and a visit to his parents’ place in West Palm Beach in November for Thanksgiving.

      Though every day feels like Thanksgiving lately.

      I have so much to be grateful for.

      For this man, this life, this joy, this love . . .
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        * * *

      

      Graham

      

      It rains every single day we’re in Florida for Thanksgiving, torrential downpours that keep CJ and I locked in the house with my parents, held captive to hours of embarrassing stories from my youth, endless poker tournaments for pennies, and way too many servings of pie.

      And it is unexpectedly . . . perfect.

      Mom and Dad love CJ—they especially get a kick out of her All the Fucks I Give T-shirt she wears for luck when we’re playing five-card stud—and CJ loves them. She fits in like she’s slipping into an empty place in our family none of us knew was there until she stepped up.

      For Christmas, my parents fly north to enjoy the holidays in the city, and I make sure to get them a hotel near all the Midtown action. We enjoy the tree in Rockefeller Center, the museums, and the Rockettes’ Christmas Spectacular, and CJ and I spend our nights alone, keeping each other warm while the snow falls outside. CJ’s cousin Dylan is going to join us for New Year’s Eve, when we have plans to paint the town a wide variety of colors with Campbell and our rowdier friends.

      But tonight, it’s just me and my favorite friend.

      “Did you get everything you wanted?” I ask her as Christmas Day draws to a close and we head down the hall to bed.

      “I already had everything I wanted, but yes, your gifts were perfect, as always.” She presses up on tiptoe to kiss my cheek before adding in a naughty voice, “Although there is one thing I didn’t find under the tree . . .”

      I arch a brow, feigning ignorance, though the hand she runs over my ass leaves little doubt what my vixen has in mind. “Oh? And what’s that?”

      “You,” she murmurs, lifting her chin. “Naked and at my mercy.”

      I kiss her, smiling against her lips. “That can be arranged, Butterfly. Right this very second, in fact.”

      And it is.

      And I am—at her mercy.

      When it comes to CJ, my heart is wide open, defenseless, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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      CJ

      Eleven months later…

      

      I tug on a pretty pink sweater, fasten on one of my typewriter necklaces, then give my hair one final fluff.

      Appraising my reflection in the mirror, I decide I look pretty damn good for a woman heading to Sunday morning brunch with her roommate.

      Laughing at that word—as if it can even begin to encompass the depth of what we share in this home—I head to the living room, stopping to give Stephen King a scratch on the chin.

      A quick purr tells me he likes the attention.

      “Of course you like attention. You’re a man,” I say, then rub his ears. Good thing I enjoy spoiling the men in my life.

      I grab my purse, sling it onto my shoulder, and I’m scanning the room for my phone when it rings loudly from the coffee table. It’s Ted, the weekend doorman.

      “There’s a delivery for you.”

      “Send it up.”

      A few minutes later, I answer the door and thank Ted as I take a slim white box from him. When the door shuts, I tug off the ribbon.

      I furrow my brow as I find a number two pencil in it.

      What on earth?

      There’s a note. Bring the pencil to brunch, my butterfly.

      I shrug happily. That’s Graham. He is the king of gifts, and I have to say, I love this special skill of his. Stephen King’s new leather studded collar is proof that Graham can shop his butt off for anyone, or any creature.

      Tucking the pencil into my purse, I head uptown to Ruby’s Kitchen, where he said he’d meet me after an early morning workout. We’ve become regulars at Ruby’s. After that first brunch when I was too shocked by the audacity of my proposal to eat, we’ve made it a point to rarely miss the eggs and French toast there.

      Both are delish.

      When I arrive, I gaze across the bowed heads of the diners, but I don’t see the handsome cut of Graham’s jaw, or the fantastic mess of brown hair I love to run my hands through. But I know he’ll be here soon.

      I tell the hostess I’m here for a party of two, and she guides me to a table right away. I take a seat, smoothing my hand over the white tablecloth, remembering the time I asked him to teach me.

      That felt wild and crazy then. I would never have expected to be back here almost a year later, tending a wonderful love that grows stronger and deeper every day.

      But it does.

      It most certainly does.

      “Miss Murphy?”

      I look up at the young face of a waiter. “Yes. Good morning.”

      “I have something for you.” He hands me another white box, tied with a silver ribbon this time. It’s bigger than the one sent to the house, about the size to hold a shirt or sweater.

      Gently, I tug at the bow, letting it fall open. I reach inside to find . . .

      A black composition notebook?

      My brow pinches as I pick it up and read the front.

      A new lesson plan.

      I’m flipping it open when a voice I know well lands on my ears. “There’s something I want you to teach me.”

      Graham stands next to me, looking as handsome as ever in jeans and a navy blue button-down, rolled up at the cuffs.

      “And what would that be? How to order a double order of French toast? Because I can do that, since I’m starving.” I laugh, gesturing to the chair across from me, but he remains standing. “Don’t you want to sit down?”

      He shakes his head. “I want to kneel.”

      He drops to one knee, and I gasp. My eyes turn to saucers as he opens his palm. Another box. A small, blue velvet one. “Teach me how to cherish you, to love you, and to honor you every day of our lives for as long as we both shall live.”

      Tears don’t even have the courtesy to wait. They roll down my cheeks as he takes out a gorgeous emerald-cut diamond.

      “Will you marry me?”

      “Yes. Yes. Yes,” I say, as he slides it onto my finger and I wrap my arms around him. “But you don’t need lessons in anything. You’re already perfect for me. In every single way.”
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        * * *

      

      Graham

      

      Sometimes I compare my life to the movies. I turn to my favorite heroes for guidance on what they might do in a given situation.

      When I think of my favorite films, there’s no question which one I’m starring in right now.

      Every chick flick ever made.

      And I couldn’t be happier to picture the closing credits rolling over me as I take my seat across from the woman who’s going to be my wife, and prepare to enjoy the best French toast in all of Manhattan and decades of wedded bliss.
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