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      Amber

      

      How would I describe myself?

      

      Single mom.

      Strong as steel.

      Stupid – because I listen to my heart and not my head.

      

      Logan

      

      This job interview was supposed to get Amber in front of me so I could apologize for hurting her. So I could figure out how to get a second chance to make her mine.

      

      I don’t care if she’s had kids since us – I’ve always wanted to be a dad.

      She’s my best friend’s li’l sis – we’ll figure that out.

      I’ve got money – but I can’t buy her.

      I was her first – she was mine.

      I want her to be my last.

      

      Wait…is that even possible?
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      Logan ran his hand through his medium length brown hair, staring down at the fourth shot he had taken that night. It was good being home from the dorms, at least as home as he was ever going to get, what with him living with the Stark family since he was in high school. He looked up as Jordan, his best friend, walked up and sat down on the stool next to him, shaking his head.

      Logan leaned back, looking over at the gaggle of girls Jordan had just been talking to. “No dice?”

      Jordan took his shot and put up two fingers, signaling the bartender for another round. His dark hair and blue eyes made him a magnet to girls, but his laissez faire attitude put up red flags for most of them. “They are all celebrating graduating from college. They have that ‘we can tackle the world’ kind of attitude right now. I’m sure they’ll come off of it eventually. I didn’t really want to spend my night listening to a girl talk about her future aspirations, anyway.”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow. “You sure are a lady’s man.”

      Jordan snorted. “My wallet is a lady’s man. I just have nice hair and good eyes, or so I’ve been told.”

      Logan took a sip of his drink, chuckling. “Your mom tell you that?”

      Jordan nudged him. “Very funny. I like how you are a junior in college, yet you have the mindset of a high school kid.”

      Logan tilted his head back and forth with a smile. “You know me, gotta stay young at heart.”

      Jordan took his other shot. “You know how you keep yourself young? You fucking get laid every once in a while. Seriously, girls fall all over themselves for you, and you brush it off like it’s nothing. I’ve never seen you take a girl home.”

      Logan shrugged. “That’s because I’ve never taken a girl home. I mean, I don’t know why you would have thought that would have changed at this point. It’s not like I’ve never had a blow job or messed around, just not the full length of the field yet. By choice, obviously.”

      Jordan shook his head as if he were disappointed. “Hey, it’s your life, bro. You’re the one missing out.”

      “Oh yeah, between your stories of clingy ass chicks and the hell you go through to get away from them, I really feel I’m losing out,” Logan replied.

      Jordan slapped him on the back. “All worth it in the moment. So, how did last semester go? You come up with any genius ideas for your company?”

      Logan rolled his eyes. “I know I want a tech company, hands down. It’s so hard to get into that shit, though. There is an internship across the country I have my eye on. I don’t want to leave L.A., but if it gets me rolling, I’ll do it. I don’t want to be a slave to the man for the rest of my days. How about you?”

      Jordan scoffed. “You know that college shit was for show. I’ve got the production company to inherit in a few years. Until then, I’ll try to get through the bullshit with my father, and just enjoy myself. I plan on doing a little work this summer, since they’re producing a Helena Alvarez flick, and she is smoking hot.”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah, because you have a chance at that.”

      Jordan laughed. “Hey, man, you never know unless you try. Besides, Dad wants me to get the ropes down early. You know there’s a place there for you, in a heartbeat. Dad thinks of you like a son.”

      Logan nodded. “I know. I just really don’t want to do the whole movie thing; it’s not me. I’ve got real ideas and plans, and I want to see those through.”

      Jordan looked over his shoulder. “That’s great, man, but uh, right now I am about to see Alexa through. She just came in with a cute friend. Why don’t you come over with me? They are sure things.”

      Logan glanced over at the girls. “Nah, thanks though. I’m seeing double. I think I’m actually gonna grab a cab and head home. It’s almost two, anyway.”

      Jordan sighed. “Alright man, your loss. I’ve got the tab, just don’t be too loud when you go in. Don’t want to wake up Amber. She just got done with all the graduation celebrations and I’m sure she crashed already.”

      Logan finished his drink and patted his friend on the shoulder. “You got it, buddy. Don’t knock anyone up and don’t piss anyone off too bad.”

      Jordan smirked. “I’ll do my best on the pissing people off thing, and there will be no babies for this guy. Got the ultra-heavy duty made of reinforced steel condoms.”

      Logan grimaced. “That sounds absolutely miserable, but hey, whatever floats your boat, right?”

      Jordan laughed as he walked off toward the girls, putting his arms up and draping them over the two of them. Logan just shook his head with a grin and pulled out his phone. He dialed up the app for Uber and ordered a car, taking a seat on one of the benches outside of the bar in the meantime. He was a bit more plastered than he had thought he was. He gripped the handle of the arm rest and attempted to make himself look sober as people passed by on the street. The bars were closing soon, so there would be an onslaught of drunk people trying to get a cab. It would probably take a hot moment.

      Logan stared over at a group of people leaving the bar across the street. There were two very hot girls with their very handsome significant others. He had planned to be one of those guys; had watched all the videos and how to’s, attracted them right and left, but for some reason never fully followed through with it. After his parents deaths, he had buckled down, trying to make a future for himself because though the Stark family had taken him in and treated him like one of their own, he knew eventually it would just be him. He had to create stability for himself. Right then, however, he just wanted his Uber to show up so he could try to put some food in his stomach.

      “Are you Logan?” he heard a voice call out.

      He opened one eye and saw the Uber driver with the back-passenger door open. Logan nodded and groaned as he got up, trying to walk in a straight line to the car. The driver just chuckled. He was a thin, middle-aged man with a bowler hat. Logan was pretty sure that in any other situation, he would have shied away from a driver like that, but weird was the name of the night, so he went with it.

      As the driver climbed in and put the address in his GPS he chuckled again, looking in the rearview mirror. “Going home alone on a beautiful night like this?”

      Logan scoffed drunkenly. “My best friend will make up for it, trust me. Besides, I’m way too drunk to not make a fool of myself.”

      The driver headed down the block and up to the gates of the house, letting him off there. He leaned in and gave him a cash tip. The driver held it up and smiled. “Sometimes all it takes is being a bit of fool. You remember that, in the future.”

      Logan put the security key in and stumbled across the courtyard to the front door. He held the doorknob tightly, straightening himself up, even though he figured at three in the morning everyone would be in bed. He crept into the house and across the marble entrée way floor, deciding food was the best option. As he rounded the corner, he ran straight into Amber, Logan’s little sister. Well, not so little anymore. She slammed into his chest and backed up, looking at him strangely.

      Logan put out his hands and touched her shoulders. “Oh man, I’m sorry Amber. Shit. I was just… food I think.”

      Amber giggled rubbing her forehead, her bright blue eyes shimmering even in the dark of the hallway. “Are you… are you drunk?”

      Logan held his fingers up. “Just a tad. I thought everyone would be asleep.”

      His knees shook and he stumbled to the side, catching himself on the wall. Amber put both eyebrows up and one hand on his side to steady him. “I was up studying for my placement exams at Yale. Why don’t you come into the kitchen and sit down? You could probably use some food and water.”

      Logan got his footing, feeling the warm tingle of her hand on his side. He pushed the feeling to the background and rubbed his face. “But you just graduated, like, yesterday from high school. You don’t take those exams for weeks.”

      Amber shrugged, turning him toward the kitchen. “I know, but I want to be ready. I don’t want to end up in some remedial math class with a bunch of idiots.”

      Logan walked with her. “Do they even have those at Yale?”

      Amber pursed her lips. “They have those everywhere.”

      She flipped the light on in the large kitchen and motioned to one of the chairs at the breakfast bar. Logan watched as she walked over to the fridge, noticing the tiny shorts and slinky tank top she was wearing. The sight of her standing there barefoot, with her long, dark hair cascading down her back sent a shiver to all the right places. He diverted his eyes as she turned around, carrying a loaf of bread, some mustard, cheese, and lunch meat.

      Logan tried to think of what to say, but his mind was foggy from the whiskey. “So, tell me again what you want to study there?” he said, struggling.

      Amber tilted her head back and forth as she started making him a sandwich. “History is my first choice, but dad thinks I need to go for something like business. I don’t know, they said I can choose after my first year, so I can get in the swing of things and do some research for the future. All my attention up to this point was just getting into Yale.”

      She finished up his sandwich and put it in front of him, filling a glass with water. He touched his finger to the bread, lots of different thoughts running through his mind, but mostly how he could see the curve of her perfect breasts through her tank top. He picked up the sandwich and took a bite, glad that he was getting something into his stomach.

      He looked up at her and saw her watching him eat. Her cheeks turned red. “Anyway, that should help soak up some of the alcohol. Let me guess, my brother is going home with yet another girl.”

      Logan grinned. “You know him oh so well.”

      Amber shook her head and started putting things back into the fridge. “Unfortunately, I do, and all of his nasty habits. I can only imagine what will happen when he falls in love with one of them one day. Poor girl.”

      They both laughed, knowing how much Amber adored her brother, but how much of a hot mess Jordan was most of the time. Logan eyed Amber again, this time feeling the strength of the liquid courage coursing through him. He stood up, a bit wobbly, and walked over behind Amber, sliding his hands around her waist from behind and leaning down, whispering into her ear. “I figured it would be a good time to tell you how fucking sexy I think you are. I’ve always thought it, and my dreams about you at night are too hot to handle sometimes. I can’t hold it back any longer.”

      Amber turned around and faced him, looking into his big green eyes. She put her hand on his chest and gently pushed him back with a smile. “Go eat your sandwich; you are drunk and confused. Trust me, we will laugh about this in the morning.”

      Logan sat back down sheepishly, knowing there wouldn’t be any laughter on his side.
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      Taylor took a sip of her iced tea and pulled her hair up into a knot on the back of her head. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes sparkling as she recanted the tale of a romantic night with her boyfriend, Casey, the week before. Amber was leaning forward on one hand, smiling at her best friend, so glad she was happy.

      “It was nuts, seriously girl. It was way more than I expected from him,” Taylor gushed.

      Amber grinned. “He doesn’t come off like the romantic type that’s for sure, but he is probably different behind the scenes.”

      Taylor blotted her lips with her napkin. “He was when it came to this. I mean, he knew it was my first time and that I wanted it to be special. He laid down roses, he lit candles, and he was so gentle with me.”

      Amber picked up her head. “So, it didn’t hurt?”

      Taylor shook her hand from side to side. “I mean nothing like what they tell you it’s going to feel like. We’ve messed around a lot over the years, though. It definitely was special losing my virginity to my high school sweetheart. I swear, we are going to be the minority of couples that make it through college in one piece. At least I really hope so.”

      Amber waved her hands. “He adores you. He waited patiently for four years and then went out of his way to make it amazing. He wouldn’t have done all that if he wasn’t planning on forever with you. Guys these days are too impatient. They know they can go out and get it wherever, so it takes some caring to do what he did.”

      Taylor sighed with a smile. “I know. He’s the best.”

      Amber cleared her throat and lowered her voice. “Besides all the excitement of the first time, how was he?”

      Taylor leaned forward and stretched her hands nine inches apart. “He was more than adequate if you know what I mean, and he definitely had the motion of the ocean to go with it. I had two orgasms by the time we were done with the first round.”

      Amber gasped. “The first? How many times?”

      Taylor shrugged with a smirk. “Several. It’s like once the first time is done with there is no holding back. All the inhibitions are out the window.”

      Amber playfully fanned herself with her napkin. “I wouldn’t even know what to do. I would be fumbling all over the place.”

      “Nah, once you’re in it you kind of feel your way through it. Plus, it was the first time for both of us, so a couple elbows were thrown and laughter was involved. It made it all that much more special.” Taylor smiled as the waitress approached, refilling her drink.

      Amber sat up and waited for the girl to walk away. “Well, maybe in college I’ll figure it all out. My life has been an endless stream of preparations to get into school.”

      Taylor grumped. “Yeah, but there has to be someone in your sights, right? I mean, some guy that makes you feel tingly all over, gives you butterflies when you see him? This is your last free summer for years. I mean, people usually come home from college in the summer, but I know you. You’ll be taking summer classes just to get through it faster.”

      Amber lifted her eyebrows. “Well, summer classes are cheaper, that’s for sure. And you know how my dad likes it when I say cheaper. Anyway, I have to prepare for Yale, entrance exams, and the summer assignments I’ll have. I won’t have any time for summer romance. What’s the point anyway? It will end in tears, on his end, and me just wishing I had studied more.”

      Taylor laughed. “You are crazy. You do have emotions in there I’ve seen them. All I’m saying is, don’t let life pass you by because of school. You are more than capable of meeting someone and doing well at Yale. I know this because of all the extracurricular you did in high school, coupled with becoming the class valedictorian.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “Extracurricular is way different than a relationship. I just have to stay in super hyper focus mode for one last summer, and then I will have everything I worked so hard for. Once I’m there I can open my eyes to beyond that. I know you think I don’t think about these things, but I do. I want a family one day, a husband, maybe some kids, but I have time. If mister right just landed on my doorstep it’s not like I would send him away, but there hasn’t been anyone amazing enough to draw me away from what I’m focused on.”

      Taylor took a bite of her salad, nodding her head. “I know, I get it. I am super proud of you for being the person you are. You are so damn driven. If I had even a quarter of that fight I would be going to Yale with you, but instead me and Casey are going to do the local college circuit and get a place together. We don’t want to be apart and neither one of us has the motivation that you had. In fact, I’m starting to think you sucked the high school dry of it.”

      Amber laughed as she picked up her sandwich. “No, I just didn’t get caught up in the sparkly stuff, you know? I didn’t want to be a fool and think I could have it all. So I gave up certain things. I don’t regret it, at least not yet. I’m too busy picking out Yale hoodies and preparing for freshman English Lit in the fall.”

      Taylor reached across and touched Amber’s hand. “I’m going to miss you. We’re all going to miss you. Your brother will be lost and Logan will be sad, too. Everyone loves you.”

      Amber blushed. “I’ll miss you guys too… actually… never mind.”

      Taylor lifted an eyebrow. “Uh, no. What were you going to say?”

      Amber put down her sandwich and wiped her hands. “It’s just something weird that happened last night, but I don’t want to blow it out of proportion.”

      Taylor leaned forward excitedly. “Oh my God. Tell me, what is it?”

      Amber took in a deep breath. “So last night, or this morning, really, Logan came in at like three AM completely plastered. He rounded the corner and almost fell right over me. I took him into the kitchen, made him a sandwich, got him some water, and we talked. It was just normal conversation, nothing crazy. My brother had gone off with some girl for the night.”

      Taylor scoffed. “Of course.”

      Amber giggled. “Anyway, I went to put the sandwich stuff in the refrigerator and the next thing I know, I feel Logan’s hands around my waist. He was telling me about how sexy I was, how he dreams about me and so on.”

      Taylor’s mouth dropped wide open. “Oh my God! What did you do? Did you kiss him? Tell me you kissed him.”

      Amber wrinkled her nose. “No! He could barely even stand up straight. Honestly, I think it was the alcohol talking. He was confused, I was in my pajamas, and he didn’t know what he was saying. I gracefully pushed him back and told him he was drunk and that we would laugh about it later.”

      Taylor put on knowing face. “Girl, you are crazy. I have seen the way that Logan looks at you. It started like his junior year in college. You went through a crazy growth spurt, your tits got huge and you became this curvy goddess. Every time you walk by him he sneaks a glance. I think it was the alcohol too, but only the fact that it lowered his inhibitions enough to tell you the truth. The dude totally wants you in the worst way.”

      Amber rested her face on her hand again. “You think? No. No that is not true. He thinks of me as a little sister.”

      Taylor shook her head. “No, he doesn’t. He thinks of you as a beautiful woman that he shared a house with during those tough years in his life. He thinks of you as family but the friend kind of family, not the platonic kind of family. I totally think you should hit that before you leave.”

      Amber giggled again, shaking her head. “Hit that? You lose your virginity and all of a sudden you are talking like Lil’ Kim? I am not going to hit that or anything else that goes along those lines of vocabulary. Besides, I don’t think you’re right. I think you are creating it in your head because you want me to find a man.”

      Taylor shrugged. “I want you to be happy, whatever that means. And I didn’t make it up, I just didn’t say anything until now because I didn’t want you to feel weird around him in your own house.”

      “I wouldn’t, and I don’t, because I don’t think it’s true,” Amber said resolutely.

      Taylor put down her fork, a dreamy look coming into her eyes. “It was like a dream come true for you though, wasn’t it? Don’t think I have forgotten the crush that you’ve had on that boy since he came to stay at your house.”

      Amber could feel the heat in her chest all over again. “I know. It was a school girl crush, that’s all.”

      “It was fun, though. Remember how we used to sit up and giggle about him all night and then try to catch glimpses of him from the pool? He was always so cool with your brother, never showing a vulnerable side.” Taylor wiggled her eyebrows.

      Amber threw her napkin at Taylor. “Stop. Yes, I had a huge crush on him, up until, well…”

      Taylor pointed her finger at her. “I knew it! You still have a crush on him. Oh my God, you have to act on this. It’s not weird now, because you are both out of school, and you are leaving, so if it does get weird you can vanish. Of course, you would have to hide it from your brother.”

      Amber lifted her shoulders wearily. “He would castrate him on the kitchen counter. Jordan is more protective of me than my own father is. No one is good enough for me, not even his best friend in the whole world.”

      Amber realized what she was saying and shook her head back and forth. “Doesn’t matter anyway, because it’s not going to happen. He’s probably already brooding over what he said, if he remembers. He will avoid me for several days and then act like nothing ever happened. Trust me, he is not really interested in me, and I’m not going to suck myself off into some fantasy land where my feelings are going to get hurt.”

      Taylor pouted. “Fine, but if anything else happens, you have to tell me immediately. I must know everything that is going on this summer, because once you leave for Yale and make your smart friends, I will be a memory in the past.”

      “You are ridiculous, I will never just forget about you. And as far as Logan is concerned, I can promise you your phone will be staying silent.”

      Taylor changed the subject to a wedding she had to go to in a week, but Amber’s mind lingered on Logan. She couldn’t help but wonder if there was any bit of truth in what Taylor said. She couldn’t deny that ever since that morning she couldn’t get his hands on her body off her mind. He was starting to infiltrate every thought she had, and that was exactly what she didn’t want to happen.
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      Logan sat in his room with the television on, every now and then glancing at the hall to see if Amber had come home yet from shopping with her mom. She had been on his mind ever since the morning before, and he couldn’t just act like nothing at all had happened. The truth was, part of him didn’t regret saying what he said at all; it had been a truth that had been boiling in his belly for a long time. The manner in which he said it, he had to admit, was probably not the best. On top of that, he didn’t want things to be weird between them; they were the only family he really had.

      The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs caught his attention and he shifted on the bed, trying to look nonchalant. He watched from the corner of his eye as Amber passed by his room, toting several shopping bags. She was dressed in a long flowing sundress and her brown hair wisped around her as she walked. A tingle of nerves and heat blew through his belly, but he pushed it back, knowing he had to try to smooth things over.

      He sat up in his bed and muted the television, giving Amber a few moments to situate her things. Slowly, he made his way out of the bedroom and down the hall to her open door. He leaned against the doorframe and put one hand in his pocket, watching as she pulled the clothes out of the shopping bags and held them up to herself in her long mirror. He smiled as her eyes shifted up in the reflection, seeing him standing behind her. Her cheeks grew red and she folded the dress over in her hands, turning around.

      “That’s nice, is that for school in the fall?” Logan asked.

      Amber shrugged, walking to the bed and laying it down. “Not sure. Mom just was on one of her shopping kicks, so I went along with it.”

      “It’s pretty. You’ll look nice in it,” Logan replied.

      Amber didn’t say anything, just grinned and looked down. Logan took a deep breath and walked a few steps into the room. “Look, I want to apologize for what I said the other morning. I was drunk… well, that’s not an excuse. I don’t want things to be awkward between the two of us.”

      Amber put up her hands and smiled. “No need to apologize. We all have our moments. We’re good.”

      Logan looked at her suspiciously. “Come on, let me take you to dinner. It’s an ‘I’m sorry’ and a ‘happy graduation’ dinner all in one.”

      Amber paused for a moment and then nodded her head. “I’d like that. Let me just freshen up and I’ll meet you downstairs, okay?”

      Logan nodded and walked to the door, tapping the doorframe as he left. A smile spread across his lips as he hit the hallway, knowing that he was lying, he did feel that way about her. Still, he had to keep his cool. She was important to him, and he couldn’t let the confessions of a drunk man ruin that for him.

      He headed downstairs and waited in the entrance way, looking around at all the pictures of them as a family on the walls. The sound of Amber’s footsteps grabbed his attention, and he looked up to see her coming down the stairs in the dress she had been holding in front of herself at the mirror. The front was loose and flowing, cascading down to the floor. As she turned on the staircase he could see that her back was completely exposed. The mauve color and the sheer light fabric complemented her light skin and dark features perfectly. He had to push away the sparks shooting through his chest.

      He put out his arm and she took it. “Shall we?”

      He led her out to his Jeep, parked out front, and closed the passenger door for her. He jumped into the driver’s seat, and they headed out like they had so many times before. This time, though, was different. It was quiet, but not in an awkward way. He cruised through LA to the beaches just outside of the city. There was a restaurant there that he knew she loved.

      “You know everything I like, don’t you?” she laughed.

      Logan shrugged. “I pay attention from time to time.”

      The two went inside and sat down at a table. Logan ordered a soda and Amber lifted an eyebrow. “No alcohol this evening?”

      Logan chuckled. “Figured I had enough alcohol the other night for a little while. I don’t want to mess up dinner with my drunken rambling.”

      Amber laughed. Immediately the conversation turned to school, his ideas for business, and everything in between. They talked as if nothing had happened, and it was one of the best conversations Logan could remember ever having with her. He couldn’t help but be caught off guard by how lively and beautiful she was, sitting in the restaurant, excitedly talking about her future. Her laugh was absolutely intoxicating to him.

      Before he knew it, the time had flown by and they were nearly the last people inside the restaurant. “We should probably get out of these people’s hair.”

      Amber pouted. “I was having so much fun.”

      Logan put his card in the bill holder and handed it to the waitress. “Then let’s not let it end. I know a secret spot on the beach where we can go and sit. There should be a blanket in the back of my Jeep to sit on.”

      Amber smiled at the waitress as she returned. “That sounds perfect. I haven’t spent enough time at the beach lately, anyway.”

      Logan signed the receipt and closed the bill holder, pushing back his chair. “Good. Let’s go, then.”

      They walked out of the restaurant and grabbed the blanket from the back of the Jeep. The restaurant was on the beach already, and it was only about a ten-minute walk to the secluded area he had found years before. Logan held Amber’s hand lightly as she took off her sandals and stepped out into the cool sand. He let go of her even though he didn’t want to, and they quietly strode down the beach.

      “Aren’t you going to miss all of this at Yale?” Logan asked.

      Amber nodded. “Of course I am. I’m going to miss the weather, the beach, my family, but I’ve worked so hard to go there. There really is nothing other than moving jitters to hold me here. It’s not like I won’t be back. Hopefully when college is over I can find a job out here, and can be close to family and friends. How about you?”

      “I don’t see myself going anywhere soon. I mean, there’s an internship on the East Coast, but I don’t think I am going to get it. I got my stuff in late for it.”

      Amber swiped her hand across his arm. “You don’t know that. Be positive.”

      Logan chuckled. “You’re always so happy, except during test time. We all stay away during those times. We don’t want to get caught in the cross fire.”

      Amber gasped and slapped him on the arm, both of them laughing. “I guess my whole life was getting into Yale up to this point.”

      Logan looked over at her as they walked. “And now?”

      Amber shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know. I guess surviving Yale will be my next adventure.”

      Logan stopped and reached out his hand. “Up over these rocks is our next stop.”

      Amber climbed the rock wall and jumped down into a small alcove of beach, secluded from the rest of the world. All around them were high towering cliffs, and the rock wall kept the rest of the view closed. “How did you find this place?”

      Logan put down the blanket. “I came across it in high school, when I used to come out and just walk. During high tide it’s almost all underwater.”

      Amber sat down at the end of the blanket, her feet digging into the sand. “It’s perfect.”

      Logan couldn’t help but think the same thing, but instead of looking at the beach, his eyes were fixed on Amber. He took a seat next to her and pulled his knees to his chest, his feet in the sand. They sat quietly looking out over the water, watching the waves lap the shore. Amber playfully kicked sand at his feet and he returned it. Back and forth they flirted, tossing sand at each other. Amber laughed loudly as she grabbed a handful and lunged toward him.

      Logan grabbed her hand and they began to wrestle, rolling until he was on top of her, looking down into her eyes. Her hand loosened, and she stared up at him as he gazed down. The passion between them was almost instantaneous, and neither of them could hold back. Logan leaned down and pressed his mouth against hers, tasting the sweetness on her lips. She pulled her hands up and pushed her fingers through his hair, pulling him closer.

      He tilted his head to the side and ran his tongue over her lips, parting them wide and feeling the front of her teeth. He explored her mouth with his, their bodies pressed hard against each other. She pulled her legs apart and lifted them up, wrapping them around his waist. He could feel his cock growing hard and wild inside his pants and he pressed it against her, gently rubbing downward. She gasped slightly, their mouths still locked, and tilted her hips up.

      The throws of passion that they were in were like a vortex, sucking them further and further into each other. Logan was having a hard time catching his breath, wanting nothing more than to rip off her dress and have his way with her. She was so sexy, and her body moved like the waves of the ocean behind him. It was erotic, forbidden, but there was no way that he could give up the opportunity. She was one of the most exciting and beautiful girls he had ever seen, and she was definitely the one he wanted to spend the night with on the beach.

      Heat pushed through Logan’s body, making every part of him pulsate with anticipation. At the same time, though, Amber’s soft skin and warm touch gave him a slight bit of apprehension. He was running head first into something that he had started out the night to apologize for. Apparently, no apology was needed.

      Suddenly, Logan pulled his face from hers, moving a piece of hair from her cheek. He looked at her for several moments, trying to read through the passion on her face. “Are you sure you want to do this? I mean, I know it’s sudden and I know that we are basically family. I just don’t…”

      Amber put her fingers up to his lips shushing him. “I’m sure. I’ve wanted to do this for a very long time. What you said the other night was something I had dreamt I would hear from you. And this… this is perfect.”

      Logan smiled and leaned down, gently kissing her lips. “Good, I feel the same exact way.”

      Amber’s face dropped slightly, and Logan tilted his head. “What is it?”

      She took in a deep breath. “It’s my first time.”

      He kissed her softly again and leaned down, whispering in her ear. “It’s okay. We’ll explore this together. I will be more than gentle.”

      Amber lifted her face up and kissed Logan’s lips, pulling him back down with her. Logan had never remembered a moment in time where he had to control himself more, but feeling Amber’s sensual curves beneath him, he wouldn’t screw that moment up for the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber’s heart raced as Logan’s lips moved down her neck. His hands reached around her and untied the straps to her dress. Her breath was rapid, and the electricity shooting from her stomach to her chest made her unable to speak. She closed her eyes as he gently rolled her dress down her sides to her waist, leaning down and sucking her nipple into his mouth. His tongue flicked against it, making it hard and tense, erotic sensations shooting all over her.

      Logan leaned down and whispered into her ear. “You are so beautiful.”

      She gasped feeling his hot breath roll down her neck. He moved to the side, but continued to keep contact. His hand moved up and pulled her dress down her body, his lips moving down with it. She gripped the blanket as he pulled the dress from her body and set it to the side. He leaned forward and pressed his lips to the outside of her panties, breathing warm air over her mound. It was more than erotic; it was arousing in ways that she had never imagined before.

      He moved his head back up to hers and kissed her deeply as his fingers caressed the edges of her satin panties. Without hesitation, he slipped his fingers beneath the soft fabric and rubbed them through the folds of her wet pussy. She spread her knees apart and moaned softly as he rubbed gentle circles around her clit. Carefully he moved down through her juices and pushed a finger inside of her. She arched her back and groaned, feeling the heat that her body was giving off. Slowly, he pushed his finger in and out of her, sending shock waves through her and into her stomach.

      The tension was building with every stroke. Carefully, he pulled her panties off and moved down her body, crawling between her thighs. She took a deep breath as his head lowered and the softness of his lips touched her wetness. He pushed his finger back inside of her and spread her apart with his other hand. He licked her up and back, circling his tongue around her clit. She moaned louder, reaching down and wrapping her hands into his hair. His face began to move faster, swaying his lips from side to side, deep in her pulsing mound.

      His fingers moved, pushing a second inside of her. He twisted them slowly as he fingered her, his tongue still ravaging her flesh. She wiggled and groaned, picking up her head, and then letting it fall back down. Every movement of his lips was like heaven, bringing her closer to that climax she already ached to find. He lifted his head and looked her straight in the eye as he fingered her faster and harder. She spread wider and reached up, grabbing his face and pulling him toward her.

      When her lips met his she could taste her own sweetness. “I want you inside of me,” she whispered.

      He gently took his fingers out and sat up, pulling his shirt up and over his head. His body glistened in the moonlight as he unbuttoned his jeans and slipped them off. She could see his huge cock, hard as a rock inside his tight black boxers. She couldn’t help but reach up and run her hand over it. He slid his boxers down and grabbed her hand. “Hold onto it, tight.”

      She wrapped her fingers around his shaft and squeezed, moving her wrist up and down. He groaned, leaning his head back, making her want him even more. She jacked his huge shaft for several minutes, licking her lips and thinking about a taste. Before she could, though, he slipped his boxers off the rest of the way and climbed on top of her.

      Logan leaned down and kissed her gently, pulling her legs up. “Wrap them around me.”

      She did, locking her feet at the ankles. He grabbed his jeans and pulled out his wallet, taking  out a condom. He ripped it open and slid it over his pulsating shaft before leaning forward on his hands. She could feel the big swollen tip of his cock pushing against her and she relaxed, letting out a deep, nervous breath.

      He leaned forward and kissed her again, caressing her cheek with his hand. “Relax. I’ll be gentle.”

      She looked into his eyes and nodded, letting loose of the tension in her hips. Slowly, he pushed forward, going just an inch at a time. She rolled her head back, feeling the sensations flooding her, instantly wanting more and more. He was so gentle that she didn’t feel even the slightest hint of pain. Before she knew it, his body was resting against hers and he had completely filled her up.

      He looked her deep in the eyes before beginning to pulse his hips, slowly pulling his cock out and then pushing back in. She moaned loudly as he met with her body, moving his hips in a rhythm like the ocean, rubbing against her hard bullet. He sat up, grabbing her hips and pulsated just a bit faster. She licked her lips and slid her hands up over her breasts, squeezing down hard as she lifted her body into the air.

      “Faster,” she whispered with a groan.

      He gripped tighter to her hips and began to thrust, the muscles in his body expanding and contracting in front of her eyes. She let go of her tits and reached her hands up, running her nails down the front of his chest. He groaned in ecstasy as he pushed all the way into her and then pulled partway back out. He took both of her legs and lifted them up onto his shoulders before continuing. His hips moved faster and faster, his body slapping lightly against her clit. She screamed out in ecstasy, sliding her hands down and grabbing onto the blanket beneath her.

      Logan opened his eyes and stared down at her. His gaze made her hotter and hotter by the second. Slowly, he pulled out and turned over on his back, bringing her with him. She looked at him, unsure of herself.

      He smiled and palmed her breast. “Get on, slowly put me in you and then just do what feels best.”

      Amber flipped her legs over him and rose up, hovering over his cock. She reached down and grabbed the base of the shaft, and slid carefully down it until it was as far inside her as it would go. She screamed out, immediately starting to circle her hips, feeling his soft skin rolling over hers as she moved. She lifted up and then slid slowly back down, grinding hard against him. She put her hands down on his chest, feeling a neediness inside of her that was about to explode.

      He grabbed onto her thighs and rolled his eyes back, pushing up with his hips as she rode him. First, she moved slowly, nervous about doing something wrong, but as the feeling of heat grew in her belly, she went faster. She tilted her head back and moaned loudly, feeling the heat rising faster and faster inside of her.

      Logan moved his hands up to her waist and lifted her up just slightly, allowing her hips to keep moving as he thrust up and down inside her. The electricity immediately blew through her, igniting something deep inside. She growled and pulled her hands up, grabbing onto her breasts. Logan gripped tighter as he thrusted, watching her face intently.

      As he pulled her down onto him, she twisted her hips and arched her chest out, an explosion blowing through every part of her body. She could feel the juices explode from her pussy and run down his cock. He growled, his cock pulsing fast inside of her as he exploded as well. The two of them sat there, his hips still lightly thrusting as they let the waves of orgasm flow through them. Amber couldn’t make a sound, her whole body stunned from top to bottom with the feeling that was cascading over her.

      As it began to dissipate, her head felt light as a feather and she relaxed down on top of him. She leaned forward and rested her head by his, lifting up and falling to the side. She buried her head into his neck as they both attempted to catch their breath and control their heartbeats. The cool wind of the ocean washed over them, and Logan turned on his side, pulling her tightly into his arms.

      He kissed the top of her head, and she pulled back looking into his eyes. “That was amazing.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, you’re telling me. So, are you okay?”

      She scoffed. “I’m better than okay. Though from the looks of it, it’s probably pretty late.”

      Logan smiled at her, warming her heart. “It is. We should be getting back.”

      She watched as he pulled away and stood up, his cock still hard. He put his hand down and helped her up, leaning down and grabbing her clothes. She smiled and pulled her panties on, lifting the dress over her head and sliding it down. She tied the string at the back of her neck and turned toward the ocean as he cleaned up and got dressed as well. The waves lapped gently against the shore, and the light from the full moon glistened in its reflection on the stiller waters in the distance.

      Amber smiled, feeling the warmth of Logan’s arms wrap around her from behind. He pressed his lips to the top of her head, and she leaned back against him, not able to imagine a more perfect moment. They stood quietly there in the sand, listening to the song of the ocean, feeling the cool sand squishing between their toes. Amber thought about how surprised she was that it all happened as it did, though she didn’t regret it in the least. Then her family popped into her mind, along with the realization that when they left, they would have to go back to reality.

      Slowly, she turned around in his arms and pressed her lips to his, holding them there as if she never wanted to let them go. When she pulled back he looked at her lovingly, but she knew that they couldn’t go back letting everyone know what happened. “I don’t want to break up the party; this is perfect, but I think we should talk about home.”

      Logan let out a deep sigh. “I know. What are you thinking?”

      Amber shrugged, but he held her close and she liked it. “I think that for right now, we don’t let anyone know what happened. It’s obviously something both of us wanted, and who knows where life will lead us, but right now it would be a huge drama. My brother…”

      Logan grimaced. “Would castrate me.”

      Amber laughed. “Yeah, among other things. I mean we are both adults, but you know how protective of me he is. I think until we both know where this is going we should keep it to ourselves.”

      Logan kissed her forehead. “I agree with you. Besides, it gives me more time to have you all to myself. I’ve spent long enough sharing you with others.”

      Amber giggled as she pulled away and picked up the blanket. “Okay, selfish.”

      They both laughed. The truth was, Amber had no idea where it was going, if anywhere at all. She didn’t want to think that far ahead; she was enjoying being lost in the moment. Life always complicated things, but she would figure it all out. For that moment, she just wanted to enjoy the last few minutes of the night before she shut herself away in her room, wishing she could crawl in bed with him. She did know one thing; whatever happened in the future, that was an amazing first time.
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      Her soft skin. Her beautiful smile. The way he felt deep inside of her. He could hear her whispers, her moans, her gasps of ecstasy. He could see every inch of her body floating like an angel in front of him. The earth-shattering magnitude of their orgasms still lingered all around them, and the wind whipped wildly around the two as they floated through space, intertwined in passion and emotion like the stars bursting around them.

      Logan’s eyes shot open and he looked up at the ceiling fan swirling overhead. The light seeped through the shades and sent rays across the floor. He reached over and looked at the time. It was almost nine. He groaned and turned on his back, rubbing his face. It was just a dream, but at the same time, not. He hadn’t been floating in space fucking Amber, but he had definitely had an amazing night with her the night before.

      The sand, the conversation, the breeze, the moon; it all fell into the perfect order. He hadn’t had any intention of seducing her that night. In fact, his original goal was to do everything he could to make her feel comfortable after his drunken admission. When she started wrestling with him, though, there was nothing in the world that he could do to stop himself from being completely and fully with her. It was everything that he had imagined it would be, and so much more. Not only was her personality amazing, which he already knew, her body was like that of a goddess; the curves of her hips, the firmness of her tits, and the way her body dipped down at the small of her back.

      Logan rubbed against the covers, feeling himself already getting hard again. Before dinner, he had thought that his confession was one of the worst things he could have done. By the end of the night, though, he couldn’t have been happier that he had let his inhibitions slide like that. She would have never known that he wanted her that way, and he would have never found out that she wanted him too. It was the perfect combination of alcohol and fate that drove them to this point.

      They had gotten home late and snuck through the house, trying not to wake anyone. Outside her bedroom door he had given her a long, passionate kiss goodbye, trying desperately hard not to follow her back into her room. Luckily, that was the same time Jordan decided to sneak back in from one of his rendezvous as well, which had broken them quickly apart. They were both back in their rooms with the doors shut before Jordan even made it to the top of the stairs. Part of it was exhilarating, and Logan couldn’t help but wonder what Amber was feeling about it that morning. He hoped she was as positive as he was, because he didn’t want her to change her mind.

      Logan dragged himself out of bed and pulled on a pair of plaid pajama pants and a T-shirt from his college. He looked in the mirror and ruffled his hair, laughing as several pieces of sand bounced off his dresser. While brushing his teeth, he listened closely for any movement from her area of the hallway, but the entire house was quiet, at least from upstairs.

      When he was done, he wiped off his face and headed out of his room and down the hall. He glanced over his shoulder at her room, but like usual, the door was shut. He hoped that he wouldn’t have to search her out that day, but he would if he had to. As he rounded the corner of stairs and practically skipped through into the kitchen, he stopped, staring at Amber, already dressed and ready for the day. She was wearing a gray t-shirt and a pair of jean shorts with white Keds. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and she looked fresh and renewed.

      Logan chuckled as he ran his hand up through his wild hair. “Good morning.”

      Amber smiled and poured him a cup of coffee. “Morning. Nice hair.”

      “Thank you for the coffee and the compliment. I work really hard to keep my appearance up, especially at nine in the morning in my kitchen at home. Where is everyone?”

      Amber just giggled. “Mom and Dad are at a luncheon and Jordan is still passed out upstairs. He let me know after last night he would be half dead all day. I’m pretty sure I heard him fall into something when he got home. When I went into his room, his dresser was lopsided and he was sleeping, still wearing his shoes.”

      Logan shook his head. “I swear, the guy parties more now than when he was in college. He is out every night with a different girl, and just gives zero fucks about anything else. Well, with the exception of his family. In college he really was a lot tamer.  Except the first year. The first year was insane and I’m pretty sure he used his charm three times to get out of a trip to the Dean’s office. And then he wondered what happened when he got his grades and they were all terrible. It seriously was a shock to him, like they were supposed to be phenomenal all on their own.”

      Amber laughed. “Then Dad threatened to take him out of the will if he didn’t straighten up. That knocked some sense into him really fast. I think he had his grades up by the next vacation. He was all proud, showing Dad and everyone how good he was in his classes.”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow. “Wasn’t one of his electives basket weaving?”

      Amber shook her finger at Logan. “Yes, and we all received woven gifts for Christmas that year. It was terrible.”

      Logan nodded. “Yeah, especially since he didn’t make baskets. He made shit like woven t-shirts, a blanket for your mom which was really comfortable, made out of straw, and he tried to make me a glove but I kindly pointed out I didn’t have six fingers.”

      Amber gaffed, her eyes watering from laughing so much. “Oh man, that was the best.”

      They both grew quiet, thinking about that Christmas and how simple things used to be. Logan took in a deep breath, trying not to allow either one of them to complicate whatever was going on between them, at least not yet.

      Amber reached down into the drawer. “In fact, this is the pot holder he tried to use. You can see the fire marks on it.”

      Logan snorted as he took a sip of his coffee, looking around nonchalantly. “So, all alone in the kitchen, huh?”

      Amber bit her lip and watched as he took a long stride toward her. He reached out and took her coffee from her hand, smelling the sweet scent of her perfume. It made him a little weak in the knees, a feeling that he had never experienced before. She was absolutely gorgeous.

      Logan set the cup down and put his hand around her waist, pulling her closer. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Great,” she answered with a mischievous glisten in her eyes.

      Logan bit his bottom lip, trying to hold back, but there was just no way that he could. He grabbed her with his other hand and turned her around. He lifted her up and sat her on the kitchen island, spreading her legs. As he moved in, he slid her forward, pushing his hard cock against her crotch. She leaned up to his ear and let out a light moan.

      Logan took in a deep breath, wanting to rip her clothes off right there and bend her over the counter. “Last night was incredible. In fact, it was probably the best time I’ve had in forever. I dreamt about your body and the ways you moved against me. Only, I was disappointed when I woke up and you weren’t there to ravage.”

      “I felt clumsy and bumbley when you weren’t showing me exactly what to do,” she said with a blush.

      Logan lifted her chin. “Are you kidding me? You were incredible. Seriously, fucking sexy as hell and obviously amazing because we came at the same time. However, if you feel that self-conscious about it, I have a list of things in my mind I would love to teach you.”

      Amber grinned and bit her bottom lip, driving Logan mad. She pulled him toward her. “Oh yeah? I think I am going to hold that as a challenge, sir. How many hot things can you teach me in just one night?”

      Logan lifted his fingers and pretended to count. “That’s at least nine hours of me and you rolling around in a bed, or sand, or wherever we choose. I am pretty sure by the end of it you will be a pro.”

      Amber grimaced slightly. “And unable to walk straight. At the same time, I don’t think I would tell you no a single time.”

      Logan pulled her closer to him. “Oh yeah? I like that.”

      They both smiled as they went in for a kiss, their lips pressing hard against one another. Logan ran his hands down her sides and rubbed his cock against her as she wrapped her legs tightly around his body. He could taste the coffee still on her lips, and smell the sweet strawberry of her shampoo. Things started to heat up quickly, and before they knew it, they were in a full make out session, tugging on each other’s clothes.

      Just then, the sound of footsteps echoed from upstairs and Logan pulled away, kissing Amber’s pouting lip. He jumped around, trying to shake himself up, his boner nowhere near being able to hide at that point. Amber hopped down from the counter and laughed, watching him as she pulled out a knife and began slicing an apple.

      After a couple of moments of him focusing on anything but her, which was incredibly difficult, he was able to stand comfortably. That was the exact moment that Jordan came shuffling around the corner, banging his knee on the cabinet. Amber and Logan, standing on opposite sides of the kitchen, both laughed, walking over to get him a cup of coffee.

      Amber blushed and pulled her hand back as she touched Logan’s, both of them reaching for the pot. Logan smiled and poured Jordan a cup, sliding it across to him. Jordan took the mug in his hands and breathed in deeply. “You, sir, are my hero.”

      Logan glanced at Amber and leaned against the counter. “So, you were out late last night again, huh?”

      Jordan nodded as he swallowed. “Mhmm. I went to your room to see if you wanted to go with me, but you weren’t there.”

      Logan cleared his throat. “Yeah, I uh, I went and got something to eat and then walked on the beach.”

      Jordan lifted an eyebrow. “On your own? You had a nice romantic date with yourself? I swear, dude, you are going to end up joining the priesthood if you aren’t careful.”

      Logan forced out a laugh. “Hey, you know me, I enjoy being alone. It wasn’t as lonely as you would think.”

      Logan turned, grabbing a piece of apple from Amber’s plate and sending her a secret wink. She had to turn around in order for Jordan not to notice her completely beside herself with him. Logan kind of liked how secretive it all was. He liked the fact that he could have a secret code with her that no one else knew. Even more than that, he liked the idea of fucking her again, and soon.

      He leaned against the counter as Jordan went on about the chick he met the night before. He pulled out his phone and sent Amber a text. “Eventually, I’m going to fuck you on this kitchen island.”
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      Amber laid in her bed, staring up at the ceiling. She had been up, seen Logan in passing, and gone to clear her mind in her room. She couldn’t ever remember a time when she had been so out of it, unable to focus. Her mother noticed it, her brother noticed it, and she knew it wouldn’t be long until they started asking questions. Still, her mind wasn’t focused on them; it was pinpointed on Logan. She still couldn’t believe that she and he had slept together. It wasn’t anything that she had expected, and she had even been slightly disappointed when he apologized for hitting on her.

      That night kept playing over and over again in her head. There were so many perfect moments that she couldn’t help but lay and daydream. His arms around her were amazingly comforting, the way his lips moved across her skin, the way he grabbed onto her in ecstasy. It was all very surreal, but she didn’t want it to end. She had woken up the next day and was happy to find herself on the kitchen counter, her legs wrapped tightly around him. Her only regret was that they weren’t able to finish what they had started.

      Her virginity had never been very much on her mind. Of course, she didn’t ever think about randomly jumping into bed with anyone, but she had been so focused on other things it never had become an issue. For her best friend, it was something that was almost a daily discussion, and continued to be even after she lost it, but for Amber it wasn’t the same. It only became a reality once she no longer had it to hold onto. It wasn’t a negative thing, though, not in Amber’s mind. She found the fact that she had lost it to Logan and then nearly had sex the next morning in the middle of the kitchen absolutely amazing.

      Still, laying there in her bed, she was almost driving herself crazy thinking about it over and over. She needed to get it out, to shout it, but she couldn’t, that wasn’t something you brought up at a family dinner. Amber groaned and grabbed her pillow, throwing it over her head. She knew there was so much more going on in her life at that moment, but none of it seemed to matter a bit compared to the butterflies she got every time she thought about his lips pressed to hers or his hands all over her body.

      Finally, after torturing herself for several moments, she tossed the pillow away, sitting up and grabbing her phone. She wasn’t going to sit there any longer in her own misery. She flipped through the numbers and dialed Taylor’s phone. It rang a couple of times before she answered.

      “Taylor!” Amber said with little control over her tone of voice.

      “Uh oh, I don’t know if you’re excited or I’m in trouble…”

      Amber smiled. “Not in trouble, and I guess I’m excited. Either way, I need to talk. Meet me for lunch?”

      Taylor yawned. “Hell yeah. I’m starving. The deli on fourth in thirty?”

      Amber stood up and looked around. “Yep, just gotta find some clean clothes.”

      Taylor went silent for a moment. “There must be something seriously up if you are calling to make plans and not already ten steps ahead. Make it twenty minutes, but I’m not gonna look pretty.”

      “Me neither, but we don’t need pretty for this,” Amber said with finality.

      She hung up the phone and grabbed a pair of yoga pants from the drawer and a loose tank top. She slipped a pair of flip flops on her feet, pulled her hair back in a messy bun, and she was out the door. When she arrived, Taylor was already standing out front, looking like she was still wearing pajamas. Amber got out of the car and laughed. “Nice bunny pants.”

      Taylor shrugged. “You said pretty wasn’t necessary.”

      Amber put her arm through Taylor’s and led her into the deli. “It’s not. Let’s order, then we can talk.”

      The girls both ordered their favorite; pastrami on rye with a side of thousand island dressing and house made chips. It wasn’t often that Amber splurged on not-so-great-for-you food since she had to keep her energy going and her health in check for Yale, but this was a special circumstance. They took their drinks and sat down at a table by the window, looking around at the empty deli.

      Taylor lifted her eyebrows. “Okay, are you going to tell me, or is this CIA type shit?”

      Amber shook her head. “It’s secret, but not that secret. So, Friday night Logan took me out to dinner. He said it was to make sure there was no awkwardness because of his drunk talk. So, we went to my favorite place on the water and just talked and laughed like normal. After that, we were having such a good time that he took me to this secluded part of the beach that he went to all the time…”

      Taylor slapped her hands on the table. “Oh my God. Please tell me you are going to say what I think you are going to say.”

      Amber’s cheeks turned red. “It was innocent at first, like just playing around, and then bam, we were all over each other. We did it right there on the beach, on the blanket, with the moon shining brightly overhead.”

      Taylor shook her head and waved her hand as the counter girl set their food down. “Nope, I don’t believe it. The Amber I know would never.”

      Amber reached out and took Taylor’s hand and looked her straight in the eyes. “Dead serious.”

      Taylor’s mouth dropped open. “Wow. I mean… wow. Okay, so how do you feel about all of it? I mean, this is a huge change and if I didn’t see it coming, you most definitely did not.”

      Amber looked down at her food and let out a deep breath. “I’ve had my head in the clouds since it happened, but to be honest, I’m nervous about it.”

      Taylor gave her a side glance. “Like nervous emotional or nervous because you weren’t safe?”

      Amber shook her head. “Oh, no he had that covered. I’m nervous because of my brother and my father. They love Logan like family, but if they found out that he took my virginity they would fucking kill him. And not like just yelling, like old school head on a spike in the front lawn kind of kill.”

      Taylor grimaced. “Eek. I didn’t even think about that part. That’s a bit complicated. How does he feel about it?”

      Amber shrugged. “We haven’t really talked about it, but he definitely isn’t scared off. We almost did it on the kitchen counter yesterday. My brother woke up and ruined the whole thing.”

      Taylor’s eyes flashed with excitement. “That sounds like a sexy spot.”

      Amber’s eyes got big. “I know, right? It’s just all so crazy.”

      “Okay, so besides nervous, how do you feel?”

      Amber sighed. “I feel different somehow, but not in a bad way. Like, now that the initial nervousness of the deed itself is over, all I can seem to think about is doing it again. That night just replays over and over in my head like a movie.”

      Taylor nodded as she took a bite of her pickle. “That is totally normal. Seriously, it’s exactly how I felt after I lost mine. I just wanted to jump him every five seconds. Hell, I still do. Why do you think I was still sleeping when you called me? It helps that my boyfriend has his own place and now that I’m technically an adult, my parents have given up on lecturing me on not spending the night with my boyfriend. They just had to come to the understanding that their daughter was living in sin, oh well.”

      Amber giggled. “I really doubt my father or brother would give two shits about the sin part. I think what they will care about is the fact that it was Logan who deflowered me. They forget that I’m not seven years old in pigtails, a lace dress, and frilly socks. I am actually capable of making my own decisions.”

      Taylor took a bite of her sandwich. “Oh, sure just tell them that, I’m positive they will see it your way.”

      Amber groaned. “You are so sarcastic. But you’re right, they aren’t going to care about any of that. All they are going to think is he took advantage of me. I just want to point out that there was no taking of anything. I gave it all away freely and of my own accord. Happily, in fact. And there was no alcohol involved.”

      Taylor put down her sandwich and made a serious face. “I do have something serious to ask you…”

      “What?”

      “How was it?” she asked excitedly.

      Amber’s mouth curled up into a huge smile. “Absolutely amazing. He was so gentle with me, it didn’t hurt even a little bit. We took our time and he coached me the whole way, but in a sexy way, not a creepy teacher way. We finished at the same time with the waves crashing and the echoes bouncing off the cliff walls. It was like a freaking movie sex scene.”

      Taylor was listening intently. “Wow, lucky. I think I kneed my boyfriend in the stomach twice and almost kicked him in the balls. We laughed, but it was definitely not movie making kind of sex scene. More like bloopers from a cheap porno.”

      Both of the girls laughed loudly. Amber sat back, dropping her pickle on her plate. “Thanks so much for meeting me here. I was going crazy, and I had no one that I could tell. How are you supposed to be that excited with something and not be allowed to tell a soul? It’s like torture.”

      Taylor wiped her mouth. “I can’t even imagine. When it happened I called you first, then my mom, and then my cousin. It was like a fucking family announcement. Of course, my father didn’t get that call, that would have been a nightmare.”

      “Well, you are the only person I’m telling, for now. I will just have to play it out and see how it all goes. Right now, I’m just wondering when he’s going to try to get me alone again. It’s like fucking torture, sleeping two doors down from him. Seriously, every time I pass his room I smell his cologne. My eyes glaze over, and my mind tries to steer my body toward his door. Not to mention laying there at night trying to keep myself from sneaking off. It’s crazy.”

      Taylor giggled. “I think its romantic. You guys are like Romeo and Juliet.”

      Amber narrowed her eyes. “Have you actually ever read that? They’re from warring families and sneak off to get married at like fourteen. He is part of my family, in a weird way. Weirder now.”

      “I just meant the sneaking around part, but I get what you are saying. Hey, at least it keeps the excitement in your relationship. Sex with my boyfriend has rekindled our excitement with each other. We no longer are bored watching movies at night. It’s like we have a completely new pass time. I love it.” Taylor picked her phone up and smiled, looking at the picture of the two of them.

      Amber smiled sweetly. “You two are adorable. Seriously, you are.”

      Taylor tapped the table. “Hey, you might have found your adorable too.”

      Amber scoffed. “I highly doubt that. I see this more as extremely exciting and fun, until it goes crashing and burning into my father’s back yard. Think about Christmases where we just stare angrily at each other across the room, but no one knows why.”

      Taylor waved her hands. “Please, you two will make it, just you see. Sometimes you have to be the fool to be happy.”
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      Sweat poured down Logan’s head as he pushed himself the last quarter mile on the treadmill. As the incline lowered, he slowed his pace to a fast walk, gripping the handles tightly. He had been to the gym three days in a row. It was the only thing he could do to keep his mind off of Amber. Just sitting in his room was agony. He just wanted to be with her, touch her, kiss her, fuck the hell out of her. But he couldn’t just do whatever he wanted, and he knew she would die if her brother and father found out. He also knew he would probably die too.

      As the treadmill slowed to a stop, he grabbed his towel and wiped the sweat from his face. He picked up his bag and headed back toward the house, figuring he would just shower when he got home. His marble shower with its water fall shower head was a hell of a lot more comfortable than a small stall with curtains where even shower shoes didn’t protect you from the fungus on the floor. He left the top down on his jeep and let the air cool his sweaty body and dry his hair as he drove down the main strip.

      When he arrived, he parked the Jeep and headed inside, stopping at the bottom of the steps. He could hear the television on in the other room so he stuck his head around to see who was in there. To his surprise, Amber was lounged on the couch in a cute pair shorts and a crop top, watching movies. He slowly walked into the room and stood at the end of the couch.

      She looked over and gasped. “Holy shit, you scared me. What are you doing sneaking around here like some crazy psycho killer? I could have hurt you. I could have accidently hurt you and then there would have been cops and drama. And I would have had to play nurse.”

      Logan laughed. “With what? Your wedge? And if it means you will play nurse with me, you can injure me at any point. Sponge bath time, baby.”

      Amber threw a pillow at him. “Those wedges are heavy. That would hurt like hell. As far as nurses, I would hire you one out. Her name would be Helga or Bertha and she would take real good care of you.”

      Logan grimaced. “That sounds like hell on earth. Or like some weird, kinky, Swedish hostel. The kind where you go in a boy and you come out a really troubled young man.”

      Amber sighed. “You’re the one creeping around like that. It’s only a matter of time until she’s throwing you over her shoulder to take you into the bath.”

      Logan plopped down on the couch and scooted closer to her. “Whatcha watching? These women seem to be wearing a whole lot of dress.”

      Amber kept her eyes on the television. “This television show is about Queen Elizabeth, or something. I couldn’t find anything else exciting. I got tired of staring at the same questions over and over again on the study guide for the entrance exams, so I decided to veg out. It’s something I don’t normally do.”

      Logan wrinkled his forehead. “Yes, because this is absolutely riveting. You had me at or something. But I think it’s good. You have been working your ass off for, like, ever. I thought we had lost you to the abyss of papers scattered across your room. I think there was one point your mom suggested we check to make sure you hadn’t died under the SAT books.”

      Amber chuckled and did a double take, looking at him. “You need to take a damn shower, and I don’t even care if that’s rude. You smell like a high school gym locker room. What have you been doing?”

      Logan grinned. “I was at the gym for the last two hours. They have a locker room, but I feel more comfortable showering here. There are too many old guys walking around, swinging their balls right and left.”

      Amber raised an eyebrow. “This is like the third day in a row you’ve gone to the gym. And no, I’m not stalking you, but it’s hard not to notice your sweatiness as you traipse back through the house every day. You trying to get buff?”

      “More like trying to keep my mind off of being alone with you,” he replied.

      Amber cleared her throat blushing. “Oh, that’s a good idea. I apparently do that by watching boring shows on Netflix.”

      Logan looked around and over into the kitchen. The house was quiet, which was unusual because there was usually someone lurking about or playing music somewhere around the place. “Is anyone else home right now?”

      Amber smirked. “Nope. We are all alone in this big house. I’m surprised that it took you that long to realize it. Oh, what ever should we do?”

      Logan coughed, surprised by her sassiness. “How long do we have?”

      Amber shrugged. “A couple of hours, maybe three.”

      Logan reached over and grabbed her arm. “Good. We definitely don’t need that much time, though I could fill it up if necessary.”

      Amber stared him up and down, pretending to be innocent. “Why Logan, what are you suggesting from a fine woman like me? I was thinking we could stroll through the rose gardens or take the horses for a ride.”

      “First of all, you don’t have horses or a rose garden. Secondly, you’ve been watching way too many of these shows. You need to be watching some sassy strip club movie or something.”

      She pretended to fan herself, leaning closer to his face. She bit her bottom lip, teasing him. “I could never. What would Mother think? Besides, if I started breaking out stripper moves, you wouldn’t have anything to show me and that might hinder your attraction to me.”

      He shook his head and grabbed her by the face, planting a big kiss on her lips. He could feel her melt into him and he pushed his tongue deeper into her mouth. Her hands ran up his thighs and to the edges of his shorts, lingering right under the edge. He could feel his cock getting harder every second, and the passion between them was exploding all over again.

      He grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap, kissing her deeper and harder. She turned and straddled him, tilting her hips and rubbing against his cock. It had gone from playful to full on in about three seconds, but Logan was not going to complain in the least. He liked that about Amber; she didn’t fool around. When she had the chance to get something she wanted, she went for it and put one hundred percent into it every time. He was glad that focus was on him at that moment.

      Amber started to grind her hips against his hard shaft, which was trapped beneath his basketball shorts. She let out a small moan and dug her fingers into his shoulders. She moved her mouth across his cheek, then stopped, pulling back.

      Logan looked at her, concerned. “What is it?”

      She started laughing. “I wasn’t kidding about that shower. You smell not so fresh.”

      Logan gaffed, leaning his head back. He pulled it back up and smirked at her mischievously. “Come on, I can take care of that and this all in one set of motions.”

      He lifted Amber up off of his lap and set her down next to him. Standing up, he reached down, pinning the top of his cock in between the waistband of his boxers and his abdomen. He grabbed her wrist, pulling her up into his arms. Logan kissed her deeply and then crouched down, picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder.

      Amber yelled out, giggles exploding from her chest. “What are you doing? You are not a caveman.”

      Logan laughed as he carried her down the hall and up the staircase. She struggled at first, but about half way up the stairs she relaxed, her head swaying back and forth at his waist. “You know, you could have like scooped me sweetly into your arms. You didn’t have to manhandle me. I think all the blood is rushing from my body and will soon leave a trail behind you, sir.”

      Logan reached the top of the steps and flipped her back over, setting her on her feet. “That was much quicker. Romantic now, or romantic when it counts. You pick.”

      Amber gave him a grin. “Romantic always?”

      He chuckled as he pulled her down the hall and into the bathroom. “You hold the bar high, don’t you? I accept your challenge. Now, close that door behind you, my sweet.”

      Amber’s lips curled up into a smile and a darkness fell over her eyes. She shut the door behind her, keeping her eyes locked on his. Logan turned on the water in the shower and adjusted the temperature. He turned and looked her up and down. Standing in the radiant lights, she looked almost angelic. Her legs were crossed over one another and her hands dangled in front of her, clasped together. She watched Logan with intent, and he almost lost his nerve from the seriousness of her gaze. He had never had someone tempt him like she did.

      He walked over and grabbed her by the waist, lifting her up and sitting her on the counter. He ran his hand down her leg and picked it up, unlacing her tennis shoe. One string at a time he loosened, all the while keeping his eyes locked on hers. He slipped one off, then the other, putting them on the ground. He ran his lips up her smooth tanned legs before picking her back up and setting her down.

      Logan dropped to his knees, unbuttoning her shorts. Slowly, he pulled them over her hips and to the floor. She put one hand on his shoulder as she stepped out of them. He reached back up and did the same with her pink lace panties, lightly kissing her skin as he went. As he stood up, he grasped the edge of her top and pulled it over her head, revealing her pink lace bra. He reached back and undid the clasps, letting her tits bounce out freely. He cupped one of them and brought his head down, sucking her nipple gently into his mouth.

      Amber reached up and undid her ponytail, swishing her hair back and forth. “My turn.”

      She pulled Logan’s tank top up and over his head, gently kissing his collar bone as she ran her hands up his hard, muscular body. She hooked her fingers under the edges of his basketball shorts and pulled them down, taking his boxer briefs with them. At eye level with his bouncing hard on, she grabbed it with one hand and gently rolled her tongue across the tip of it. Logan could feel the warm sensation of her mouth and the sternness of her hand take him to another world. She played with his cock as she squatted down on the bathroom floor, opening her mouth and taking in just the head. She sucked and slobbered on it, moving her head as if she had never tasted anything more delectable.

      Logan looked down, pushing her hair back as her eyes met his, her ruby red lips wrapping around his cock and pushing it further into her mouth and down her throat. Logan leaned his head back and growled, never having felt such an intense sensation before. He groaned as she slowly pulled her head back up and glanced at him with her big eyes.

      Logan shook his head and chuckled. “Pulling out the big guns? I think I can match you one.”
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      Amber had never sucked a cock before, but as it slid through her lips she couldn’t help but enjoy it. She loved the way he ran his hand gently through her hair, how he gazed down at her with darkened eyes. She loved the sound of the groans coming from his throat and how he had to brace himself against the wall to stay upright. She liked the feeling of power, the feeling that she could inflict the same kind of pleasure on him that he did on her.

      She brought her other hand up and cupped his balls, gently massaging them as she pushed down and took the whole of his shaft into her throat. Slowly, she pulled her head back up to the tip and lashed her tongue back and forth. He lifted his hands up and rubbed his face, letting out a growl followed by a chuckle.

      He pulled Amber’s hair back and looked her in the face. “You are mighty good at that, but I have more plans for you.”

      Amber smiled with the cock still in her mouth. He shook his head, obviously not wanting her to stop. Before she could dive down again, though, he reached down and lifted her up to her feet. He opened the shower door and held her hand as she stepped into the hot rushing water. It was a shock to her system, and she closed her eyes, letting the flow wash over her entire body. Her nipples were hard and her breasts firm and round as the water cascaded down her chest and over her stomach.

      She watched as he climbed in behind her and she reached out, grabbing the loofah. She lathered it strong with soap and turned to him. “Let me.”

      He nodded calmly and kept his eyes glued on her as she ran the soapy fabric down his shimmering chest. She washed every inch of his body, spending time rubbing the froth up and down his pulsating cock. The hot water aroused her. She bent slightly forward, feeling how slippery his skin was. The rays of water struck her from behind, beating against her bulging pussy.

      When she was done, he took the loofah from her and put new soap on it. “My turn.”

      Amber watched as he stepped behind her and wrapped his arms around her body, running the sponge down over her breasts. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, feeling him drop the loofah and begin washing her with his hands. She could feel his huge dick pushing against her back as he slipped his fingers between her legs, pushing them apart. He cupped her wet mound and began to message, filling her with ecstasy. She moaned out loudly as he rubbed harder and faster, electricity shooting into her stomach.

      Amber reached out and ran her hand down the glass of the shower door, letting him rule her body. His hands felt so perfect on her, pushing her closer to ecstasy. As he slowed, she turned around to face him, her nipples grazing his chest. He stared at her for a moment, and she smirked, letting the water wash the soap from her body in waterfalls that splashed at their feet. She watched as he grabbed his shaft and stroked it, enjoying the show in front of him. It made her feel wanted, sexy, seductive.

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, feeling the heat running over her. When she looked back up, he dropped his dick and lunged toward her, licking his lips. He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up, wrapping her legs around him. With another step forward, she could feel the cool of the smooth stone against her back. She parted her lips as he came in, kissing her wildly, tasting her lips and tongue.

      The want surging through her body was almost unbearable, and she couldn’t wait any longer. She reached down between them, grasping his cock and pulling it up between her legs. Slowly she slid down the dripping wet dick, groaning loudly as it filled her completely. She could feel his hands squeeze hard against her ass as he pushed into her deeper, her body stuck between him and the wall.

      He started to move instantly, pushing up on the balls of his feet as he slid his cock in and out of her. The water rushed over both of them, and she grabbed onto the top of the shower doors, screaming out in pleasure as his body slid over hers. The remnants of the soap made for no friction between the two of them, and she could feel his slick abdomen rubbing against her clit. The heat in her body increased and she felt almost as if she were sweating inside of the shower.

      Amber brought her other hand down and gripped his back, her mouth opening as she screamed out in erotic pleasure. He held onto her more tightly, moving his hips up and back, his cock carefully sliding in and out. She leaned forward breathlessly and whispered into his ear. “Harder.”

      He growled like a wild animal as he moved his hips faster, his body slapping against hers. The echoes of their connection reverberated through the entire bathroom, filled with increments of screams and groans. She closed her eyes as the heat took over below and her body reached its breaking point. Leaning her head forward, she buried her mouth in his neck as the pleasure flowed over, erupting in orgasm. Her body shook as he continued to pound into her, and her breath left her chest. She could feel her pussy vibrating against his cock, her juices flooding out of her.

      “Yeah, baby,” he groaned, slowing his pace. She enjoyed every moment of the hot, sensual eruption.

      Her body shook wildly as the last bit of ecstasy shimmied inside of her. Slowly, he set her down on the shower floor and kissed her lips between heaving breaths. He put his hands on her waist and turned her around, pushing his hand down on her back and bending her forward. She put her hands flat against the wall, the water rushing over her back. Logan reached down and slipped two fingers inside of her pussy and she groaned, feeling her clit react.

      As he stood there, fingering her under the hot water, he rubbed his hand up and down his shaft. After a few moments he stepped forward, grabbing onto her hips. He pushed the head of his cock against her bulging pussy and got his footing before guiding it gently inside of her. Amber had never felt something so amazing before and she clawed gently at the wall as he held onto her, thrusting his hips against her. He took one hand and ran it from the base of her neck down the plateau of her back. He stopped at her ass and gripped it tightly, jiggling it as he began to fuck her harder.

      She lowered her head down farther, putting her hands on the floor of the shower. Her hair flipped over and dangled down, swishing through the running water. She let her feet slip out to the sides and laid her palms flat on the ground. He gripped her waist and leaned the top half of his body back as he pushed deep and hard into her. She could feel every inch of his cock and even his balls, as they slapped against her pussy.

      He thrust several times and then reached forward, standing her back up. She rolled her neck as he slid his hand down her side and lifted her leg onto the edge of the tub. Gripping her thigh, he lifted her up and growled as she reached back and maneuvered his cock back inside of her. She used her leverage on the bar of the shower to help hold herself up as he pumped fast and hard into her. Amber leaned her head back against his shoulder and took in every inch of his cock. He had complete control over her, and she liked it just as much as the opposite.

      “Yes,” she screamed out.

      Logan turned his head and kissed her lips from the side as the sound of wet skin slapping echoed through both of their ears. She reached down and rubbed her own clit, watching him watch her as he fucked her deeper. She could tell he liked to watch her body, like to watch her rub herself, so she moved her fingers faster and faster to the motion of his pulsing hips.

      “Fuck yes, rub that pussy,” he growled, gripping her thigh and waist even harder.

      She screamed loudly as her finger, coupled with the streaming hot water, beat against her hard clit. She felt him begin to waver as he carefully stepped backward and sat down on the small seat at the back of the shower. He lowered her down onto him, her legs spread wide over his, still facing away. At first, she moved her hips slowly, grinding her pussy around his long shaft. He reached up and grabbed both of her breasts and squeezed them hard. His hands slid down her stomach and over her clit, rubbing circles around the nub. Amber moaned loudly, spreading her legs even wider. She reached over and grabbed the bar next to her, putting one hand on his thigh as she started to bounce up and down, over and over again, on his cock.

      She could feel him shutter at the feeling and she smiled, rolling her head back and closing her eyes. All she could focus on was the feeling he brought, the heat that was pulsing through her at a rapid pace. She wanted more and more, the greed filling her to the brim. As if he could sense it, he grabbed her around the waist and bounced her slowly up and down, sliding his cock deep into her and back out again. She let him take control, her body bouncing up and down like a ragdoll.

      Amber could feel that she was close to the edge and put her hand on his, bringing her legs forward. She stood up and turned around, straddling him on the seat. Her eyes stayed locked with his as she lowered herself down onto his cock. He gritted his teeth and stared at her as she began to rock back and forth on his hard, long shaft. She could feel her clit rubbing against him and his cock throbbing inside of her. He gripped her hips tightly and rolled them like a wave, showing her an ungodly amount of pleasure. She leaned her body back and rubbed her tits as she moved.

      “You gonna cum?” he whispered.

      She bit her lip. “Mhmm.”

      “Yes, let me feel it, baby.”

      His words were like an aphrodisiac of their own. Instantly, she moved her hips faster and faster, opening her mouth and whining as she teetered on the edge of climax. He gripped her ass and pumped his hips, shaking her in his lap. As his skin moved across hers, she fell over the edge, screaming out in pure lust and pleasure. He growled, gripping her tightly as he, too, erupted, squeezing her ass hard as he pulled her down deep onto his cock.

      Their bodies shook and flinched as they both came to a triumphant finish. She leaned back and kissed his lips, smiling at him. He laughed, shaking his head. “Wow.”

      She pulled herself up off of him and rinsed herself off one last time. “That was amazing.”

      He stood up and kissed her deeply. “You are amazing. Now, I am going to shower for real so I don’t have gym remnants on me. I’ll see you tonight?”

      She smiled as she grabbed a towel. “If not sooner.”
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      “So, this new equipment is not only going to make for a higher resolution film, but it’s also going to help us cut down on man hours. The people here sometimes forget that the actors and a select few make salary, but the rest of the team, which is the majority of bodies on set, make hourly,” Matt, Jordan’s dad, explained to Logan and Jordan.

      Jordan put his hand to his chin. “What about training hours on this new equipment?”

      Matt nodded his head. “Good thinking. There is a special course that we will pay to put all engineers through, but in the end the production and quality value outweighs the cost.”

      Logan looked at the machine, trying to appear interested, but he just struggled. He had never wanted to be in the movie business, and that was reaffirmed when he saw the life that Jordan and Matt would have to live to stay alive in Hollywood. Luckily, their company had a stellar reputation, but it took work to keep that up. One bad movie could lose them a ton of future business, or even the business as a whole. Logan didn’t like the idea of one product having that much weight when it came to someone’s money.

      At the same time, Logan really didn’t have his head in it all that much. He was on another planet, and had been since he and Amber had slept together on the beach that day. He had known when it happened that it wouldn’t just be sex; that was too complicated for someone like her. He knew that his feelings were more than primal for her from the beginning, but as time passed, those feelings were only getting deeper. She was like this bigger than life concept for him, and he couldn’t get his mind off of her.

      Not only was she incredibly fucking sexy and absolutely amazing, but he had developed this need to protect her from anything and everything negative. He wanted her to be safe, to feel safe, and to never worry as long as he was there. In fact, he was finding excuses to get out of the everyday humdrum of life just so he could be around her, even in the same house as her. He wanted to be near her every minute of the day, which wasn’t like him at all. He was an incredibly independent person, and it was the first time in his life that he felt that he would be happier with her than on his own. It was an extremely strange feeling for him, but he liked it and it was consuming his mind.

      “What do you think, Logan?” Matt asked.

      Logan nodded. “It’s great. I think for a company to prosper in this day and age, you have to keep with the times. You have to move forward with technology and at the same time take care of your people. It’s a balance.”

      Matt pointed his finger and then moved on through the studio. “Precisely.”

      Jordan nudged Logan, snickering. “Suck up.”

      Logan just laughed, following along behind them. He had to admit, it was kind of awkward being around both Jordan and Matt at that point. Every time he saw them, he thought about how he took Amber’s virginity, and how they would be absolutely appalled if they found out. The jokes, the feeling of family, would dissipate in about two seconds, leaving him with two very angry men that would want to tear him limb from limb. At the same time, Amber was an adult. She was the epitome of a grown and strong woman, and could make her own decisions without their input.

      Still, they had been there for him when his parents died; they had taken him in and treated him like family. It made him feel uncomfortable, but he did his best to act as normal as possible. His mind was full of Amber any time he wasn’t with her, so normal wasn’t something he even recognized anymore. He knew that he had been distant, staying out late to meet up with her, sitting in his room and trying not to be tempted to go into hers. He knew they noticed that.

      “So, this control room is going to be completely stripped, wiped down to the bare minimum, and then we are going to rebuild it with the newest technology,” Matt explained.

      Logan walked behind Jordan, trying to keep his mind on what he was doing. Logan tapped the soundboard. “And the techs know how to use the new stuff?”

      Matt nodded. “Not just that, but they were the ones who brought the presentation to me in the first place. They put together the entire design with state-of-the-art programs and hardware. It was impressive, and the numbers add up perfectly. There’s not much we won’t be able to do with this stuff. We are talking being able to handle Spielberg type movies in here. No more outsourcing; we can have all production in house, no questions and no lags. Our project teams won’t have to get up at ungodly hours just to hold conference calls with people thousands of miles away. They can work it all through one building. It will make the process more efficient and cut the time on how long it will take to complete certain tasks.”

      Jordan looked at Logan. “You’re the tech guy. Isn’t this a good idea?”

      Logan cleared his throat, pushing visions of Amber out of his head. “Yeah. I mean I haven’t seen the numbers, but it’s almost always a good thing to do everything in house. People think outsourcing is key, but, in some businesses, the overall savings of doing it in house can even out, if not overshadow, the outsourced work. At least, that’s what I learned in school.”

      They all laughed. Matt walked over and patted Logan on the shoulder. “That’s right, and that’s what we’re seeing here with this project.”

      Logan nodded, rubbing his hands over his face. “Great.”

      Matt looked at him and wrinkled his forehead. “You feeling okay, buddy?”

      Logan sighed. “Yeah, I’m just a bit tired, that’s all.”

      Matt chuckled, slapping him on the back. “Maybe you should stop staying out so late at night. I’ve noticed you not home or not around the last few nights when I’ve been going to bed. I thought it was strange, but maybe not so much considering who your best friend is.”

      Jordan rolled his eyes. “Hey, I am not a bad influence on him. If nothing else, he is a good one on me. The tides have turned lately, though. I’ve been snug in bed while he’s been God knows where.”

      Logan looked at them both and shook his head. “It’s not like I joined the CIA and I’m out spying on the Russians or something.”

      Jordan turned to him with narrowed eyes. “Hey, wait a minute. Staying out late, mind somewhere else… I think maybe this guy finally got laid.”

      Logan just laughed, turning to pretend to look at the blueprints for the new setup.

      Jordan shook his head and turned Logan toward him with a laid-back smile. “Oh no, you aren’t getting out of this one that easily. You are the master at avoiding questions like these. So? Did you?”

      Logan ran his hand through his hair and down his neck. “Why are you suddenly so interested in my sex life?”

      Jordan scoffed. “Please, I always have been. And what sex life? Up to now, you were the guy leaving the party empty handed and early every time. I couldn’t drop a chick in your lap and have you interested. All of a sudden, you’re getting all cryptic on me? Hell no. Did you or didn’t you get some?”

      Logan smirked and shrugged. “Maybe.”

      Jordan’s mouth dropped open and he ran up to Logan, slapping him on the shoulders. “Holy shit! No fucking way. This is a monumental occasion, right here. Congratulations, dude. I mean, it’s obvious from how laid back you are right now compared to your normal uptight personality that sex is exactly what you needed, like, your entire life. So, tell me about her? Is it like a relationship? Is it just a hit and run? Is she blonde, brunette? Do I know her?”

      Matt laughed and grabbed Jordan’s shoulders. “Jesus, man, you’re going to scare Logan back into captivity. Cut him some slack. Haven’t you ever heard of privacy?”

      Jordan scoffed. “Please, there is no privacy right when it comes to me and him. We’re brothers, he has no choice but to spill that shit. Now, I need details, man.”

      It took everything in Logan’s body not to cringe at that statement. If he knew what he was talking about, Jordan would definitely not want details of him taking his sister’s virginity. Still, Logan knew he had to play along. He’d been had, which he knew would happen sooner rather than later, but he also knew he had to give Logan something or he wouldn’t ever stop asking about it.

      “It was just some random chick that I met. Tall, long dark hair, sexy as hell,” Logan replied.

      Jordan moved his hands in a circle. “And what else? Was she like smoking hot? I’ve seen some seriously smoking hot girls come after you in the past.”

      Logan put up his hands. “She was definitely a ten. Amazing body, beautiful features, and killer personality to go with it. If I was a relationship guy, I’d be all over it. But it was definitely an amazing night.”

      Logan was doing it up, realizing that short answers weren’t going to satisfy Jordan at all. He had to make it sound like it wasn’t any big secret. Otherwise, knowing Jordan, he would poke and prod until Logan exploded and spilled the beans. He could see it now, just losing it and screaming out that he had slept with Amber. That would be about the time that Jordan laid him out on the ground. That was one of the last things that he wanted to see happen, so he put on his man mode and made it sound good for the cameras.

      Jordan put his hand up and gave Logan a high five. “Seriously, dude, I am super proud of you. I kept telling you that you were a chick magnet and you were wasting it. You just needed to dip your toe in and feel how amazing the waters were.”

      Logan put out his arms. “Well here I am. I waded in, and then dove head first.”

      Jordan thought about it for a second. “I just don’t get how I missed this. Where did you meet her? The normal bar?”

      Logan coughed, clearing his throat nervously. “Nah, a bar on the other side of town. I was out for some me time and headed in for a drink and met her there.”

      Jordan slapped him on the back. “Well, man, I have to say I am a proud parent today.”

      Logan laughed and pushed Jordan along after his father. He couldn’t help but think to himself, if you only knew.

      Matt stuck his head around the corner. “So, are you two going to come look at this stuff or are you still having your man love moment bonding over Logan’s dick?”

      Jordan groaned. “You always gotta ruin a picture-perfect moment don’t you, Dad? I mean seriously, no one wants to hear you say dick. That is not a word meant for anyone over forty.”

      Logan grinned as Jordan disappeared after his father around the corner. He could hear them bickering back and forth from the control room. It was a welcome sound, considering for a moment he thought he was going to get had by them both. Amber was too important, and whether they were together or not, he had to protect her feelings and her life. If that meant lying to Jordan and Matt, he would just have to keep doing it.
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      Amber opened up the back of her mom’s SUV and stared at the mountains of groceries. She lifted her eyebrows and looked over at her. “Seriously, who are you feeding?”

      Her mom grabbed a bag. “Have you not noticed that you live with two twenty-year-old men who can eat me out of house and home? This amount of food will last a week, tops. You just never noticed before because you were too busy studying.”

      Amber grabbed two bags. “Yeah, and you had a staff to take care of this.”

      Her mom shrugged. “I like doing this stuff on my own. And I still have a housekeeper, but I was starting to get bored.”

      Amber laughed, following her mom inside. “You know, when normal people get bored, they pick up a hobby. They don’t fire their house staff and start lugging groceries in.”

      Her mom turned toward her. “I think I’ve failed you. In most people’s lives they don’t have a house staff.”

      Amber tilted her head back and forth. “Yeah, I know that, I’m just saying in your world that’s what bored people do. Didn’t that one lady you know get bored and start a company as a hobby?”

      Her mom walked in front of her back out to the car. “Yeah, Linda. And then out of nowhere the thing blew up and she is like a multi-millionaire on top of her husband’s millions. Talk about pocket change. I just don’t have any ideas for anything like that. And to be honest, after decades of helping your father run the production company, I don’t really want to run another business.”

      Amber and her mom went back and forth until all the bags were in the house and stacked on the kitchen island. Amber took it bag by bag, helping her mom unload and put everything away. She couldn’t help but blush slightly thinking about sex with Logan on the kitchen counter, something they hadn’t gotten to yet.

      “So, how are things coming with your placement exams for Yale? Have you set your date to take those?” her mom asked.

      “Uh, no, not yet. I will. I’m just getting a little more studying in before I do.”

      Amber’s mind immediately became clouded. It was the first time that she had really stopped to think about Yale since she started sleeping with Logan. She had been so caught up in their love affair that there wasn’t any room for anything else in her brain.

      Her mom walked up beside her and furrowed her brow. “Are you okay? The Amber I know would have already taken the tests and would be picking out classes for her first semester. There is a deadline for all of this, you know. Don’t go getting behind now, you worked so hard to get where you are.”

      “I’m not, I was just taking my time since it’s so important,” Amber lied.

      Her mother let the subject go as she took the frozen foods over and began stacking them in the freezer. Amber unloaded another bag, her thoughts already lost in something that she hadn’t even realized. What was she going to do when she had to leave Logan and move across the country? As it was already, the two of them barely could stand not being in the same room with each other, much less not being in the same state. The idea of packing up and leaving him behind made her feel sick to her stomach.

      She wasn’t even sure at that point if she could pack up and leave him. There was a connection there that was stronger than anything she had felt before. Now that their feelings were known to each other, they were like magnets. They loved being together, just the two of them, and sharing everything. They had gone from friends to lovers, to inseparable in three seconds. It was almost too much for her to even think about, standing there in the kitchen with her mother.

      Just breathe, Amber, don’t think about it now. The reality of it was that she couldn’t think about it then, not with her mom there with her in the kitchen. She would have to take some serious time and really contemplate her options, but now wasn’t the time.

      Amber took two boxes of cereal and walked them into the pantry, tripping on her way out. Her mom put out her hand and caught her. “You alright sweetie? You seem a little bit off recently. Not quite like yourself.”

      Amber leaned forward and kissed her mom on the cheek. “I’m okay, I promise. I think I’m just worn out from four years of worrying. I’ll get my spark back, I promise. In the meantime, I’m taking it easy and relaxing a bit.”

      Her mom hugged her. “Good, you deserve it. And besides, when you get to Yale you won’t be getting much sleep. You’ll be up all night studying your butt off. All the hard work will pay off in the end, though, just you see.”

      Amber smiled kindly at her mom. “Thanks, Mom. So, what out of this smorgasbord of food are you making for dinner?”

      “We are going to have salmon, asparagus, potatoes, and a salad,” she said proudly.

      Amber’s stomach grumbled. “Mmm, that sounds amazing. You want me to help you make dinner tonight? We haven’t done something like that in a long time.”

      Her mom grinned. “I would love that. I was actually just thinking about how we used to bake together all the time. We haven’t done anything like that in a very long time. Life always seems to get in the way. I hate that. Then you look back and wish you would have just stopped and smelled the roses. Oh well, we make the best of what we have, don’t we?”

      “That we do,” Amber replied.

      She went back to unpacking the groceries and folding up all of the bags. She took the reusable ones out to the car and closed it up for her mom. She paused, looking over at Logan’s jeep. She knew he wasn’t home; he was with her brother and dad, but she already missed him. She felt almost ridiculous for saying that, considering he literally lived in the same house as her, but she couldn’t help it. It was what it was. When she got back inside, all the ingredients for dinner were spread out.

      “How many of us will be here for dinner?” Amber asked.

      Her mom put the milk in the fridge and said over her shoulder excitedly. “Everyone will be here. It will be all five of us for the first time in a long time. I was actually thinking about instituting a family rule where every Friday or Sunday or something we make it a priority to be here at dinner together. We weren’t able to do that when you were kids because of the company, but now we have more leeway.”

      Amber thought that was a great idea, though sitting across the table from Logan and not showing her emotions and lust was going to be a challenge for her. At that point, though, she didn’t really care how hard it was, she just wanted to be around him. He had been gone all day at the Production Studio, going over the new stuff her father was implementing. She knew he really didn’t like the movie business but did it to make her dad feel good since he had done so much for him. It was sweet, something she had never really thought of before.

      Her mom nudged her with her elbow. “Hey, space cadet. Start with the asparagus. Cut off some of the ends, put them in this bowl, and toss them with garlic, oil, and salt. Then spread them on the cookie sheet. The oven is already preheating, so when you’re done just stick them in there and set the timer for fifteen minutes. We want to check on them regularly because they tend to overcook really fast.”

      Amber pushed the thought of Logan to the back of her mind. “Got it. Cut, season, cook. Check periodically.”

      Her mom put a sheet of parchment paper on the cookie sheet. “You amaze me; you’re listening even when you aren’t. You’ve always been so good at multitasking. I suck at it, which is why it takes me forever to cook and half the stuff is cold by the time it comes out.”

      “We love it anyway,” Amber said giving her mom a grin.

      “You, my dear, are sucking up to me and I like it. You may continue,” her mom said, laughing.

      They stood in the kitchen, cooking and talking, doing things like they had so many years before, when Amber’s life wasn’t so full of stress and growing up. She couldn’t help but think about how she had liked it better when the choices were simple. None the less, she had to face them head on, at least eventually.

      By the time the salmon was done and everything else had been put into serving dishes, the guys were home from the studio. Their mom yelled out to the guys, who were sitting in the living room watching baseball. “Dinner is ready. You’re being served special tonight by Chef Amber.”

      Amber set the bowl of potatoes down on the table. “Oh no, don’t put this on me. I don’t know if you all will survive or not when you’re done with your meal.”

      The guys laughed as they all sat down at the table. Jordan looked at all the food and clapped his hands. “It looks really amazing, ladies. We are some lucky guys to get to be fed like this.”

      Their mom walked over and kissed Jordan on the cheek. “Thank you, baby.”

      Matt coughed into his hand, siting at the head of the table. “Suck up.”

      Their mom swatted him on the back of the head as she walked by. “So, maybe you guys should take notes. Flattery always works, and I love it.”

      Logan put his napkin in his lap. “It all looks wonderful Mrs. Stark… and Amber. Thank you.”

      Logan reached his leg out and fiddled with Amber’s foot. She took in a deep breath trying not to let her emotions show on her face. After the food was passed around, Amber’s dad started talking about the company and everyone got lost in conversation, except her and Logan. They were too busy playing footsie under the table and sending each other sexts.

      Amber held her phone in her lap where her brother couldn’t see. It buzzed quietly and she clicked the message from Logan. “I want to run my tongue all over your body right now. Like seriously, throw all the food off and just fuck you right here on this table.”

      Amber held back a grin. “Oh yeah? Well maybe I want you to lay down and let me suck your cock first. Then I can ride you until you explode.”

      She glanced across the table as Logan read the text. Without hesitation, he started texting back. Amber took a bite of her food, waiting patiently to see what he said.

      Her phone vibrated and she quickly clicked the message. “At the studio today, all I could think about was fucking you. Taking you over the bed and just ravaging your entire body. I seriously had to hold back a boner all day. It was starting to become painful, I won’t lie.”

      “Aww, poor baby. I wish I could take care of that right now,” she texted back.

      Amber looked around, but no one was paying attention so she reached up with her foot and ran it across his crotch. He cleared his throat, choking on a piece of fish, and she had to turn her head not to be caught laughing. It was definitely getting her more than aroused.
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      “I’ll have a Sam Adams,” Jordan said to the bartender.

      “Make that two,” Logan called out with two fingers up.

      They got their beers and walked over to one of the tables in the back. They were early to the bar that night and not many people were there yet.

      Logan looked around him at the cramped space. “Why do you always insist on sitting back here?”

      Jordan swallowed a drink of his beer. “Because, bro, it’s the perfect spot to scope out chicks. You can see every person as they walk through the door, and the ones trying to hide from the creepy guys end up back here.”

      Logan narrowed his eyes. “So, you are a creepy guy disguised as a non-creepy guy, creepin’ on chicks in the shadows of the bar.”

      Jordan pursed his lips. “Why you got to put it so evil like that? Jesus.”

      Logan laughed. “Sorry, dude. You do you. If you want to be the creeper, you be him proudly.”

      Jordan threw a nut at Logan. “Shut the fuck up, dude.”

      Logan caught the nut in his mouth. “So, your dad was super stoked about the changes going on at the company, right? Are you taking notes? You know his ass will test you.”

      Jordan huffed. “I know everyone thinks I’m an idiot, but in reality, I’m really good with that stuff. I think secretly my dad wishes you would take over the company.”

      “Yeah, well, he can keep on wishing, because that’s not going to happen. Man, how mad would you be? On a scale of punch me in the face or run me over, where would that sit?”

      Jordan shrugged. “Probably neither because you would just turn around and hand it over to me.”

      Logan shook his finger. “You know me all too well, my friend. I am not the least interested in that business. I am nice because your father has done so much for me over the years, but not change my whole life nice. Besides, you are the blood child, it’s your duty to do that.”

      “You know me, always answering my call to duty…but in all honesty, I don’t mind. I think I’m lucky to get handed that. I love the movie business, and I think I’ll show my dad eventually that I am the right man for it. He’ll come around.”

      Logan slapped him on the shoulder. “You are a good dude. Slightly misguided at times, but still a good guy.”

      Jordan thanked him and watched two girls walk in. “So, when are you going to stop being a pussy and start bringing this mystery girl around? Seriously, she needs to meet everyone.”

      Logan sipped his beer. “First of all, that is a punishment not a badge of honor, and secondly, I don’t even know if we are actually seeing each other or not.”

      Jordan gave him the look. “You think I’m stupid? I saw you sitting at the table last night texting someone. Every other time you had a shit eating grin on your face. Don’t even try to play me, kid. Between the smiling and the continuous stream of replies, I could tell you were not texting with your Great Aunt Suzie. That was a girl, and a girl special enough to make you completely ignore everything else around you.”

      Logan was shocked that he had noticed him and not Amber. She was, after all, his little sister, and his reaction to her doing those things would have been a lot different than a pat on the back and asking when they got to meet her significant other. He could only assume that she was quite a bit more stealthy than he was. She was able to read the texts, respond, and play with him under the table without anyone taking notice. It made Logan wonder if anyone even tried to take notice of Amber and what she was up to. She had been a slave to education for so long that no one really expected anything wild out of her. That was probably for the best, though, at least at that point.

      It was obvious that Jordan was desperate for information, so Logan went along with it. “She’s great, don’t get me wrong, but things in both of our lives are complicated right now. We don’t want to jump head first into anything and meeting someone’s family is definitely jumping head first in.”

      Jordan scoffed. “Come on, man. What’s so complicated about your life?”

      Logan thought about it for the first time since he had started to see Amber. “Well, I don’t know what I want to do with my life specifically. Starting my own tech company and having it be a huge success kind of hinges on several other things. I don’t know if I’m staying or going, and I don’t have a stable enough life to really start something serious with a girl. I don’t know. It’s just complicated.”

      Jordan sighed. “You know what man…”

      Logan was nervous as to what he was going to say.

      Jordan lifted his glass to toast him. “Women and relationships are always complicated. It just seems to be the name of the game. I haven’t met one girl in my life who isn’t complicated in one way or another. They have so many emotions and a set path in their mind of what they want. Hell, that’s something I wish I had. I’m just going along with the family flow and what is expected from me in the future. You’re lucky, though, you don’t have that tie… well, I don’t mean lucky; that’s messed up. All I mean is even if your folks were still here, they wouldn’t have expectations from you. They were really cool people.”

      Logan smiled. “I know what you mean. They would just want me to be happy and nothing else. There wouldn’t be family pressures and family businesses. I get it. Though I thought you liked that.”

      Jordan shrugged. “I do, and I don’t. Me and my old man can’t seem to get along for more than five minutes these days. I think he’s starting to come to the realization that we are all getting older, including him and mom. It can’t be easy to pass over a legacy like that. They worked their asses off to be what they are, and so did our grandparents.”

      Logan finished up his drink. “That definitely has to be hard. But I think with time your dad will start to trust you. Like I told you before, you bull through every idea. This company has been around for decades. You have to ease your father into change, just like the techs did with that booth. Put in the work, show him the numbers, show him what he gains to lose, and he’ll start taking your ideas seriously. Hell, you might even figure a few things out along the way.”

      Jordan stretched his arms out and yawned. “You are right Yoda, definitely right. How about we get out of here? I don't feel like staying all night long. It’s already like eleven thirty.”

      Logan put his hands on the table and stood up. “I’m all about it.”

      They paid the tab and went outside, catching a cab back. They hadn’t driven, unsure of how drunk they would end up. Neither one of them had anything stronger than a buzz, but that buzz made Logan want to see Amber more than he already had. Luckily for him, when they got to the house, Amber was up watching television on the couch.

      Jordan went running across the living room and dove onto the couch, throwing his arms around his sister. Logan walked in, chuckling as she groaned and fought him off. “God, you smell like a liquor factory.”

      Jordan slapped at her playfully. “At least I’m not wasted. I’m at that point where you always said you liked. Not an asshole, not falling down, just happy and care free.”

      Amber slapped back laughing, and glanced up at Logan. “You gonna sit down, creeper?”

      Logan smirked, remembering the inside joke from before. “Yeah, what ya watching? Hopefully not some ridiculous shit like Queen Elizabeth.”

      Amber stuck her tongue out at Logan, her eyes lingering on him just a moment longer than normal. “Actually, I was watching Armageddon.”

      Jordan rubbed his hands together and sat up. “Okay, stupid gooey love story, but I think I can handle that one. How about you, Logan?”

      Logan plopped down next to him. “Hey at least it’s got action, adventure, and Steve Buscemi. He’s pretty much amazing.”

      Amber threw a pillow across Jordan, hitting Logan. “Do you have a man crush on Steve Buscemi? That’s a little strange.”

      Logan sat forward. “No, no. See a man crush would be like JTT or Chris Helmsworth; bad ass and good looking. This is more like people’s adoration of Bill Murray. It borders on a religion.”

      Amber shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Boys are so weird. Are you two ready to shut up so I can continue the movie? I just started it.”

      Logan and Jordan looked at each other and made the signal of a zipper across their lips. Amber started the movie and leaned back, looking behind her brother at Logan. Logan smiled sweetly at her and she winked, sending heat up and down his spine. He cleared his throat and settled in, watching the movie with the two of them. Matt and Lisa were already in bed for the night, and Logan had a feeling that Jordan wouldn’t make it all the way through the movie. Once his buzz started wearing out, he would be throwing himself into bed.

      Just like clockwork, about halfway through the movie Jordan started nodding off. Amber elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t sleep on me, weirdo. Go to bed, you’re gonna start snoring, and that’s weird during Armageddon.”

      Jordan pulled his arms up and stretched, looking at his watch. “Yep, I think you’re right. Gonna go pass out.”

      Logan pushed on him to help him up from the couch, laughing at his groans and grumps. “I’m gonna finish the movie. You know how I hate to start a movie and not finish it.”

      Jordan gave him the thumbs up. “Sounds good, man. Enjoy the animal cracker scene.”

      Logan chuckled. “Good night, man. Thanks for the talk earlier.”

      Jordan smiled. “You too, man. It helped a lot.”

      Amber let out a loud sigh. “Are you two gonna make out, because if so can you take it upstairs.”

      Jordan threw a pillow at his sister and leaned over, kissing her on the cheek. “Sweet dreams, pixie dust.”

      Logan looked down with a smile. Jordan had called his little sister that for as long as he could remember. She had gone through a phase where she hated it, but she seemed to be back to enjoying it again. They watched as he walked out of the room and she turned the movie back on, not even making eye contact. As much as Logan wanted to pounce on her, he knew that he had to wait until they were positive that Jordan was good and asleep. They didn’t want him randomly coming downstairs to find them cuddling up together… or worse.

      Logan scooted closer to Amber, but neither of them looked at each other. Logan stared at the screen, but wasn’t actually paying a bit of attention to the movie itself. Things were exploding, men were yelling, but all Logan could focus on was his proximity to Amber. He could feel the heat coming off of her body, and her breath quickened the closer he got. He could tell she was doing the same thing, gripping onto her pillow tightly and waiting for the moment she could turn that attention to him. It was the most will power that he had ever had to show.

      Finally, after about thirty agonizing minutes, she let out a deep breath and they both turned toward each other. No words were spoken, he just took her in his arms and pressed his lips deeply to hers. It was a release that he desperately needed.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      To say that waiting for her brother to be asleep was agonizing would have been an understatement. Amber could feel her heart beating in every part of her body as she stared aimlessly at the television. She could feel the warmth of Logan’s skin just gently brushing hers, but she had to keep her focus straight ahead. She knew if she looked at him she wouldn’t be able to control herself. She waited as patiently as she could, glancing over at the clock every two minutes.

      Finally, after thirty minutes had passed without a single sound from upstairs, she let out a deep sigh and turned toward Logan. He did the same, and their eyes met with heat and passion. Without a word, Logan leaned in and cupped her face, kissing her deeply. All the pent-up passion in her body surged forward and she gripped tightly to him, pulling him closer to her. She couldn’t seem to get him close enough.

      They kissed wildly, their hands running all over each other. She tugged at his shirt buttons, getting them open just to feel the soft skin beneath. He moved onto his knees and pushed her down on the couch, pulling her legs up off the floor. He ran his hands up her sides, obviously too impatient to take his time. Amber liked it. All she could think about was him inside of her, his huge cock pulsating in her pussy over and over.

      He pulled her shorts and panties off, throwing them haphazardly onto the floor next to the couch. He lifted his face away from her lips and stared her in the eyes as he pushed his hands up her thighs. She opened wider for him, covering her mouth to muffle the whimpers coming from her throat. He ran his fingers through the folds of her swollen mound and down, pushing two deep inside of her. She kept her hand clamped to her face as she arched her back in ecstasy.

      With one fluid motion, he moved next to the couch, leaning up over and watching her expressions as he fingered her faster and faster. He leaned forward and whispered into her ear. “Cum for me, baby. Let me feel it.”

      Just the sound of his voice and the hot air on her neck pushed her to the brink of climax. He pulled his other hand up and rubbed her clit at the same speed that he thrusted his fingers in and out of her. His eyes were heavy as he watched her writhing on the couch beneath him. She bit her lip and grabbed a pillow, pushing it to her face. Her body began to shake slightly, and then she exploded. Her chest arched into the air and she shivered all over. The rush of ecstasy filled her from top to bottom. She bit down on the pillow and held her breath, letting every last wave of pleasure move through her.

      At that point, she expected to be completely exhausted, but she was even more wanting than before. She pulled the pillow away from her and sat up, pulling him down onto the couch. She pulled her tank top off and undid her bra, letting him fondle her breasts as she slinked down onto the floor. She took a pillow and put it down in front of him, moving in between his legs. She reached up and undid his tight pants, his bulge pulling at the seams. Quickly, she pulled off his pants, tossing them to the side. She ran her hands up his huge shaft and pulled the top of his boxer briefs down enough to lick the head of his cock.

      He groaned, running his hand over her head. She looked up at him and licked her lips. “I want you to show me just what you like.”

      Logan grinned and took his shirt the rest of the way off as she tugged his boxer briefs down and off. She grabbed his shaft in her hand tightly and opened her mouth, sinking her lips down until she felt the base of his dick. He groaned, gripping onto her head and moving it in a figure eight and then pulling it slowly back up. She went down again, but this time she let him completely control her.

      He pulsed her head just slightly up and down at the base. “Yeah, just like that. Take a breath whenever you need.”

      She reached down and gripped his balls, looking up as he rolled his eyes and groaned. Slowly, she raised her lips up his shaft and took in a deep breath from her nose. She didn’t want to release it for even a second. Down she went again, holding it deep in her throat and then pulsing up and down over and over again. She turned her head like a figure eight and slowly slid back up the shaft. He bit his lip and grabbed her head again. “Now up and down as fast as you can.”

      She smirked and deep throated his cock as quickly as she could, hearing him grunt as his body jolted. She moved up and down over and over again, every few thrusts stopping and bobbing for a second. He growled out and gripped her hair, pushing and pulling her head up and down. She moaned in excitement as she pushed her hand between her legs and rubbed her clit, loving the control he had over her. She loosened her hold and let him smack her head up and down, as deep as she possibly could. Her eyes watered, but she didn’t stop, loving how hot it was making him. She could feel his body tensing and relaxing with every downward push of her mouth.

      Suddenly, he pulled her head completely off his cock and gripped the pulsing member tightly. “I don’t want to cum yet, and I was so close.”

      Amber smirked and wiped the spit from her chin. She put her hands on both sides of him and crawled on top of him, straddling his body. She hovered slightly in the air, giving him a chance collect himself. He grabbed her tits and sucked each one into his mouth, swirling his tongue around her nipples. Just feeling his cock grazing her wet pussy made her want him more and more.

      She reached down and grabbed his shaft, rubbing it through her folds and back again. “I want you so bad. Can I have it?”

      He bit his lip and swatted her hand away. “You want this? Hmm? Deep in you?”

      She nodded wildly. “Yes, please.”

      He rubbed it up to her clit and pulsated against her nub. “How bad do you want it?”

      Amber rolled her eyes, finding his little game both erotic and painful at the same time. “I want it so bad, baby. Let me fuck you.”

      He smirked as he continued to rub it over her clit, watching her whimper and groan. Finally, she had enough and knocked his hands away. She grabbed his wrists and pulled them back, using her body to slide his cock into her. She sat down hard and fast, making him growl. She held tightly to his arms as she bounced up and down. There was no time for slow and steady, she just wanted it as deep as she could get it inside of her.

      She sat down hard again, then began to grind. She released his wrists and panted fast and hard as she gripped her thighs and shifted back and forth. He grabbed onto her wrist and moved her body roughly against his cock. She pressed her lips together and rolled her eyes back, trying to stay quiet.

      Logan leaned forward, close to her lips. “That’s right, baby, fuck that cock. Make yourself cum hard. I want to feel it, every last drop.”

      She let out a deep breath and whimpered, moving harder and harder. She twisted to the side and rubbed her body against his, feeling his huge cock filling her completely. As she twisted her hips against his, he thrust his hips into the air. She clamped her hand over her mouth as the climax took hold. She had never experienced something so raw and hard, so intense as that orgasm. She leaned forward and pushed her mouth against his, screaming into his throat.

      He groaned and bounced her up and down, faster and faster, before slamming her against him. He growled and groaned as he lost control and released his seed inside of her. She shivered at the feeling, another wave of pleasure shaking her entire body from head to toe. He kept his lips pressed against hers and she could feel the low vibration of his groans as he continued to pulse his hips up. As his movements slowed, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into him. She put her lips on the crook of his neck and laid there, too weak to even think of moving.

      After a few moments, he leaned back and looked at her face. “You are so beautiful.”

      Amber smiled, feeling a rush in her chest. “Thank you. Just a note, I think we should get better at protection.”

      Logan grimaced. “Are you…”

      Amber nodded. “On birth control? Yeah, I am, just saying we should probably double up, because you never know.”

      Logan kissed her lips. “You are always one step ahead of me. Perfect.”

      Amber took in a deep breath and groaned as she pulled herself off of him and stood up. She reached down and grabbed his clothes, tossing them to him with a charming smile. She loved the way he watched her getting dressed, as if there was nothing else in the world interesting to him besides her body. He pierced her soul with that stare. She blushed as she finished getting dressed and plopped down on the couch next to him on her knees.

      They both glanced up at the movie, realizing they had missed the entire end sequence. The menu screen was playing behind them. Logan took her face in his hands, and she stared at him with caring. His big green eyes sent sparks through her chest. She leaned in and kissed him gently on the lips over and over again. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close into him.

      She laid her head on his chest, listening to the deep drumming of his heartbeat. “I wish we didn’t have to go to separate rooms. I just want to fall asleep in your arms, wrapped up in blankets. I want to wake up in the middle of the night with you taking my clothes off and making love to me out of nowhere. I want to feel secure in my choices, and not have to hide from everyone.”

      Logan kissed the top of her head. “I know. And that may happen, but we both know that right now they would lose their minds. Not to mention your parents would be hard pressed to let you spend the night in my room under their roof.”

      She scoffed. “They are old fashioned as hell. They would probably move me to the basement and put a lock with a key on the door. I’d be chained up in the dungeon until it was time to leave for college.”

      With those words, they both fell silent. Amber couldn’t help but feel a dip in her chest anytime she thought about moving and leaving him behind. Logan, sensing the tension, leaned back and kissed her again. “Come on, I’ll walk you to your door. We should both get some sleep. There’s a party tomorrow.”

      Amber had completely forgotten. “I’ll send you sexy stares from across the party.”

      Logan chuckled. “I look forward to it.”
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      The sound of enchanting strings played lightly in the background of the Stark home. Logan perused the appetizer table, picking up a shrimp and a mini quiche. He stood to the side and ate them, looking around at all of Matt and Lisa’s friends. He had never really liked those kinds of parties, but after almost a decade living with the Stark family, he had gotten pretty used to them. Once he went off to college, he was spared them most of the time, but on occasion he would find himself in an expensive suit and flashy tie, wandering around the back corner of the house.

      “Oh, is that you, Logan?” an older lady said, approaching him with her hand out.

      “Mrs. Langston. It’s so good to see you. How are you?” he responded, thankful he remembered her.

      She sighed. “I’m okay. My husband passed away last year, and I’ve had some problems walking, but other than that my spirits are high.”

      Logan patted her gently on the back. “I’m so sorry to hear that. You look as young and spry as ever, just the way I remember you from ten years ago when we first met.”

      She giggled. “Oh, aren’t you the charmer. Congratulations on your graduation, Matt says you are planning on opening your own business.”

      Logan chuckled. “I am, eventually. Nothing concrete yet.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t blame you for not going into the movies. The business used to be so glamorous but now with all the technology I can barely keep up with a story line. It could be because I’m old, too.”

      They both laughed. She patted Logan on the arm. “You enjoy the party, young man. I’m going to go get some punch and find a seat to people watch.”

      Logan leaned down, kissing her on the cheek. “You let me know if I can get you anything.”

      She smiled and shuffled off toward the bar. Logan smiled to himself, thinking about how funny and full of spark she used to be. He could remember her standing up to Matt on almost everything, but he loved her like a mother, so she was at every event. Logan glanced up across the room, catching Amber’s eye. She giggled and went back to talking quietly to Taylor, who was eyeing him up and down.

      Logan wondered if Amber had told Taylor about him and her. She definitely needed someone to talk to, that was for sure, but he really didn’t know Taylor that well. He had spoken to her on and off through the years, but paid little attention besides their sideways glances and giggles from the corner. She looked away from Logan and turned Amber’s back to him. He smiled and shook his head, hoping that if she knew, she wouldn’t give them away in any way to Matt and Jordan. That would be one sure fire way to crash a party.

      Knowing that Taylor possibly knew only made Logan wish he could talk to Jordan about it. Jordan had been his best friend since they were kids. Their parents were best friends and had brought them together from the time they were in diapers. He had told him everything about his life, from love to loss, and had shared some of the hardest times with him. Not telling him about his feelings for Amber felt almost wrong in some ways, but he knew that he couldn’t. If it had been any other girl, even her best friend, Taylor, Jordan would have been all about it. But the one thing that was stronger than their friendship was Jordan’s love for his little sister. He was incredibly protective of her and wanted only the best for her. He wouldn’t see Logan in a relationship with her being in her best interest.

      It wasn’t that Jordan thought Logan was a bad guy, but he would if he found out he had taken her virginity. He would find it strange and uncomfortable and that wasn’t something you could change someone’s mind about. It would have to stay a secret at least until they figured out if they had any chance at a future together.

      Logan was finding it more and more difficult to be around Amber, though, which made it harder to keep from Jordan and the others. He had to physically restrain himself from standing next to her at all times, brushing his hand down her arm, and just taking her into him and kissing her passionately. He had never been around a girl before that made him that wild. He had always been able to be his own man and not have the need for displays of affection or extreme closeness with someone. With Amber, though, it was a completely different story. He was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. He thought it would get easier with time, but the truth was, it was actually getting harder as time went on and his feelings grew stronger for her. He couldn’t even imagine what it would be like to watch her talk to another guy and not be able to tell him that she was with him.

      After a few minutes of friendly greetings and standing awkwardly alone, Logan couldn’t stay away any longer and made his way across the room to Amber and Taylor. They both turned toward him, Amber clutching her hands in front of her. She looked beautiful, her hair pulled half back, and wearing a short flowy sun dress with a matching cardigan. She didn’t look like herself, but they all had to get dolled up for one of their parents’ parties.

      Logan cleared his throat nervously, glancing at Taylor then back at Amber. “You look very pretty.”

      Amber blushed. “Thank you.”

      Taylor lifted both her eyebrows and smirked. “Well,  this looks like my cue. I’m just going to leave the two of you alone.”

      Logan nodded, now knowing for sure that Taylor was aware of what was going on between the two of them. He waited until she was out of ear range and lifted an eyebrow. “You told Taylor?”

      Amber let out a deep breath and pulled him away from the others. “I had to talk to someone about all of this. It’s brand new to me. All these feelings and emotions were bottling up, and I had to get them out. Taylor was the only one that I knew could keep the secret and wouldn’t judge me on my decision. She was nothing but excited and supportive from the very first second. In fact, she called it before it even happened, but I didn’t believe her at the time.”

      Logan was a bit shocked. “She called it? How did she know?”

      Amber shrugged. “She says she saw the way you looked at me and she knew I had a long-standing crush on you from when I was a kid. I guess she put two and two together and used her psychic abilities.”

      Logan chuckled. “So, you had a crush on me since you were a kid, huh?”

      Amber gave him a dignified look. “I don’t have to explain myself. I was young, you were older and handsome. It was bound to happen, it would have happened to any girl.”

      Logan laughed, reaching up to touch her but pulling his hand away. “It’s okay. And she was right, I’ve looked at you that way for a little while now. Probably before I even wanted to admit it to myself. And I understand you telling her, you needed to talk to someone. I’m actually kind of jealous that you have someone. I could really use a friend to get it out on the table with, but my only real friend is Jordan and he’s the last person I want to nonchalantly bring the subject up to.”

      Amber grimaced. “Uh, yeah, that might be a bit of a disaster. I can see his eyeballs popping out into the punch bowl. I’m sorry you don’t have anyone to talk to. I don’t want you to feel like you are all alone in the world on this.”

      Logan looked her in the eyes. “I’m not alone. I have you. Yes, it would be nice to have my own version of Taylor to talk to, but it is what it is. I will survive. If I desperately need to I can always talk to Mrs. Langston. She can’t really hear me anyway.”

      Amber leaned her head back and laughed loudly. Logan just stared at her, thinking about how beautiful she looked with the sun cascading in through the windows. His eyes floated down to the short hem of her skirt and he took in a deep breath, clearing his throat and diverting his eyes around the room. He could feel her staring at him, but he didn’t want to get caught.

      Amber tapped him on the shoulder. “Excuse me but what was the long sigh and dramatic shift for?”

      Logan leaned toward her slightly. “Just looking at you in that dress makes me want to take you to the other room and bend you over. I could flip that skirt up, move your panties to the side and give you an orgasm in ten seconds.”

      Amber bit her lip and looked around the room. “Yeah, that would definitely be ideal at this moment.”

      Logan laughed. “See you did it too, diverted your attention.”

      “It was everything I could do not to grab your wrist and drag you off to the bathroom in the hallway. I instantly pictured myself naked on the bathroom sink, getting plowed. My knees started to shake.”

      Logan had to focus his attention on something, anything that would control the growing erection in his pants. “To be honest I would just settle with being able to walk up and kiss your lips. Put my arm around your waist and talk to people. Is it mad that I just want to be touching you all the time?”

      Amber’s cheeks grew red. “Not mad at all. I feel the same way. I saw you standing across the room in that suit being sweet to an old lady, and my first thought was how I could get you upstairs to my bed without anyone noticing. Oh, the things I would do…”

      “Hey, guys,” Jordan said popping up from the side.

      Logan and Amber moved slowly apart and smiled at Jordan. Amber clutched her hands in front of her. “I like that tie, is it new?”

      Jordan looked down at the polka dot tie. “Nah, I stole it from dad’s closet. I saw you guys over here and figured I would join the young hide out while I could. Dad is on this crazy warpath, trying to introduce me to everyone that he can and tell them how I will be eventually taking over the country. You would think he was handed a death sentence.”

      Logan laughed. “Be proud of that man. That means he’s coming to terms with the fact that one day you will be running the company. He is starting to trust you.”

      Jordan sipped his whiskey. “I don’t know if it’s trust so much as the understanding that he really has no other choice. You don’t want to, and Amber is on a whole other level. He is doing the best he can with what he has.”

      Amber shook her head. “You need to be more positive, Jordan. Dad loves you. He knows you have it in you, otherwise he would have left the company to his CEO and just have been done with it. He wants you to succeed.”

      Jordan teetered back and forth on his feet, one hand in his pocket. “I suppose. So, what were you two geniuses talking about over here.”

      Amber choked on her punch and wiped her mouth. “Sorry. It went down the wrong pipe. We were just talking about the old people in the room.”

      Amber glanced over at Logan, who gave her a wink. If he couldn’t be with her in public, he would at least let her know she was constantly on his mind.
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      Pink buds from the surrounding trees fluttered wildly back and forth. There was a haze in the air, and Amber stood in the center of the street. She held a notebook in her hand with Yale written across the front of it. In front of her Logan stood, holding her hand tightly and staring at her with his brilliant green eyes. Slowly, the scene began to shift and, like a time warp, he started to recede backward. She gripped tightly to his hand, dropping her folder to the ground, but his fingers slipped from hers. With an outstretched arm, he faded further and further back into the fog until she could no longer see him.

      Amber woke up with a gasp, sitting straight up in the bed. She put her hand to her chest, feeling a sharp pain in her heart. It had been a dream, one that she knew was speaking to her. She didn’t think there was any way she could leave Logan and move to the other side of the country. She had just grown too attached to him, and there was something telling her she needed to stay by his side.

      She caught her breath and pulled the covers back, turning and putting her feet on the cool wood floors. She shook her head and groaned, finding that her decision was crazy, but heartfelt. She got out of bed and changed her clothes, carefully pulling her hair back into a ponytail. She made her way downstairs where everyone was gathering toast and bagels and enjoying their morning coffee.

      Amber walked over to the coffee maker where her mother was standing and kissed her on the cheek. “Morning, Mom.”

      She turned and smiled at first, but her smile quickly faded. “Amber, you look peaked. Are you feeling alright?”

      Amber nodded. “Just a lot on my mind.”

      Her mother looked at her with concern. “Anything I can do to help?”

      Amber thought about it for a second, and then turned to her. “Actually, yes. I wanted to ask you something. Something I’ve been thinking about for a little while now.”

      Her mother put down her mug. “Of course, honey. What is it?”

      Amber swallowed hard. “Well, I wanted to know, and this isn’t a firm decision yet, but how you would feel if I withdrew from Yale and decided to go to school closer to here? It’s something that has been weighing heavy on my mind, and I had a dream about it last night. We are getting closer and closer to testing deadlines, and I think it’s something that I should be making a choice on soon. Of course, I wanted your opinion on the matter.”

      Her mother looked confused. “But I thought this was what you always wanted.”

      Amber shrugged, seeing Logan’s head shoot up from behind her mom. She diverted her eyes, though, not wanting anyone to make the connection or draw attention to the two of them. “I thought it was, but now that I’m out of school things started to change, I guess.”

      Amber’s father walked over and kissed his wife on the cheek. “What’s this?”

      Lisa, slightly thrown off looked at her husband as he poured her coffee. “Amber is thinking about withdrawing from Yale and going to school closer to here. She wanted to know how I felt about it.”

      Amber watched her father’s face straighten. He slammed the coffee pot down and turned to her. “I don’t understand. This has been a longstanding dream for you. You worked your ass off to get into there, and it is a one-way ticket to a successful future. If you do this, you are going to throw your whole life away. It’s one thing to want to study history, I can swallow that, but I can’t swallow the idea of you just tossing your future into the trash and walking away like it is no big deal. You are young, too young to make a decision on a whim like this. You can’t change like the wind in life, and I won’t allow you to start doing it now.”

      Amber looked at her mother as her father stomped over to the plate of food on the counter for him. She gave Amber a comforting look and squeezed her arm. “I think it should be discussed more but, in the end, if that is what you decide, I will support you.”

      Matt slammed a piece of toast down and walked out of the kitchen. Amber’s mother grimaced and turned from them, walking after him. Jordan got up from the table and put his dishes in the sink. “Wow, sis. You have the world at your fingertips and you want to throw it away without any explanation. I mean, I’m always on your side, but I can’t say I’m happy with you doing something that will ruin your chances at a bright future.”

      Amber opened her mouth, but then closed it again, realizing she really didn’t have anything constructive to say back. She watched as he grabbed a banana and strode from the room, not saying another word. Amber turned and fixed her coffee, the scene not yet settling into her head. All she could hear was her father’s words over and over again in her head. It was damaging to her psyche, to say the least, and she hated being treated like a child. She had made every right decision growing up. She never got in trouble, she always worked hard, and rarely ever needed guidance. Yet when it came down to her own life, her family couldn’t stand behind her and understand that she wouldn’t make that choice lightly. At least, she didn’t think she was.

      She put her coffee down on the counter and wrung her shaking hands together. Tears were beginning to well up in her eyes. She hadn’t expected the reaction she had gotten from any of them, especially her father. She had never been chastised like that by them, and it wasn’t even something that had run through her mind when she went down for breakfast. They had always discussed things calmly, but her father had flown off the handle the same way that he did when Jordan did something stupid. The last thing she wanted was to upset her father like that, but she knew she had to stand up for what she wanted.

      Amber sniffled and looked up as Logan walked over and handed her a tissue. She turned and sighed, blotting at her eyes. Logan gave her a minute to compose herself, but just having him near her made her feel so much better.

      She dried the tears and tossed the tissue in the trash. Logan rubbed her arm and looked at her with caring. “Are you seriously thinking about not going to Yale? About going to one of the colleges out here?”

      Amber swallowed hard and nodded her head. “It’s been on my mind for a while. I’ve teetered back and forth with it and I always come back to the same conclusion.”

      Logan just stared at her. “By a while, how long are we talking?”

      Amber looked down at her hands. “Since you and I started seeing each other. I just don’t think that I can leave you behind and go all the way to the other side of the country. I know it sounds crazy, and like something a love-sick puppy would do, but there’s a connection there that I can’t explain. My whole life has been segmented, planned out at every step for something that I consumed myself with. I never thought about anything else in life. I never thought about relationships, hobbies, or life outside of one alma mater. I refused to look at the rest of the world because I was afraid it would deter me from my goals. But then there was you, and you showed me there is so much more to life than where I go to school. Despite what my father thinks, I will not ruin my whole life because I choose a non-Ivy League education. I am a smart girl and I will excel anywhere I go.”

      Amber watched as Logan stood, gathering his words. “For as long as I have known you and your family, the one thing that you have always been certain about was the fact that you wanted to go to Yale. You made your father take you to tour the school when you were eleven years old. I haven’t been that sure about anything in my life, not even the kind of toothpaste I like to use. It has been a lifelong dream for you. You have to go; it’s all you have wanted.”

      Amber shrugged her shoulders. “I have new dreams now. Sure, they changed in the blink of an eye, and they are based on something I can’t even tell anyone about, but it’s something I want more than that insignia on the back of my car. Call me crazy, but I look at my parents and know that they got where they are not because of a degree or school but because of the strength of the bond between the two of them.”

      Logan slowly allowed himself to smile and reached over, pulling her into a hug. She tried to pull back, but he wouldn’t let her. “Let someone walk in and see, who cares? I am just giving you a hug.”

      Amber relaxed into his arms. “Thank you.”

      Logan chuckled. “I should be the one thanking you. You have made my day, and probably more than that. I don’t want you to make choices you will hate me for in the future, but at the same time I have hated the idea of you leaving. I will stand by you no matter what decision that you make.”

      Amber pulled back and Logan ran his hands through her hair, cupping her cheek with his hand. He leaned in and gently pressed his lips against hers. She could feel the heat in her chest and her heart beating wildly. Her knees were almost too weak to stay upright. He looked back at her and smiled. “Everything will turn out okay in the end. We just have to have faith that we are making the right decisions.”

      Amber smiled and kissed his nose. He backed away and she turned to make her coffee just as her mom walked through the door into the kitchen. Amber jumped slightly and turned to look at her.

      Lisa picked up the phone that she had left on the counter and paused. “Just give him some time, sweetie. Your father wants what is best for you, or at least what he thinks is best for you. Maybe the two of you can sit down and you can tell him your plan. That will help him be more secure in the idea that you are making the right decision.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Amber replied.

      Lisa glanced over at Logan and nodded before walking back out of the kitchen. Amber took a sip of her coffee and thought about her mother’s words. A plan? She had no idea what she would do if she stayed there. She had only just realized she couldn’t leave Logan behind, not even for Yale. She glanced over at him and smiled to herself, watching as he ate his croissant and watched the birds out the kitchen window.

      She may not have a plan, she may not have Yale, and she may have zero clue about what to do next, but she wasn’t alone in it. She had something she valued way more than that, and that was Logan at her side no matter what.
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      Everything got pretty complicated, and fast. Lisa and Matt owned a condo out in Colorado, and shortly after the conversation in the kitchen, they got a call that one of the Airbnb renters had completely trashed the place. Matt had put Logan and Jordan together on a plane to fly out there to assess the damage, and fix what they could. When they had said damage, Logan expected dirty floors, maybe a broken piece of furniture, but when they had arrived they were completely shocked.

      There were holes in the walls, the furniture had been destroyed, the television broken, and chunks nicked out of the solid oak floors. The place looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to it, and it wreaked of alcohol. Whoever had rented the place had a serious rager and just blew the condo to shreds. Logan had already been upset that he had to leave Amber behind in LA, and from the looks of the place when they arrived Tuesday night, they might be there for a few days.

      After the conversation in the kitchen Monday morning Logan hadn’t been able to find alone time with Amber at all. She was either with Taylor or having long discussions with one or both of her parents. Jordan had been coming home early, so there was no waiting until they were in bed to watch a movie together, either. It had been hectic, to say the least, and all he wanted to do was get back to LA so he could be there for her. She was struggling with the fact that her father was so upset with her over Yale. She just wanted people to respect her decision.

      Logan wasn’t very excited about the prospect of her giving up what she wanted for him, but he hated the idea of her leaving. It was a tricky situation, something he knew that deep down Amber hadn’t fully committed to yet. He knew there was a chance that she could decide to stay the course and go to Yale in the fall. There was no way he could try to discourage her from that; it truly was what was best for her. At the same time, his own stubbornness and selfishness kept him from coaxing her into changing her mind on not leaving.

      Flying out to Colorado in the middle of it all didn’t help in the least. It put him out of sight and put her father’s insistence at the forefront. He was terrified he would get back home and she would have changed her mind. Logan stepped over a pile of trash and grabbed the pieces of a broken lamp, feeling helpless.

      Jordan came from the back room and slung down a trash bag full of liquor bottles. “If I ever see these assholes again, I seriously might snap their necks.”

      Logan chuckled. “What, you never went to a raging party where people went bat shit crazy and destroyed everything in the house?”

      Jordan lifted an eyebrow. “No, no I haven’t. Have you?”

      Logan shook his head. “No. Most people I tended to hang out with at least didn’t want to go to jail.”

      Jordan pulled out his camera. “Have you started on the kitchen yet?”

      “No, not yet. Just moving through the living room.”

      Logan nodded. “Okay, I think that’s the last room I have to photograph. I gotta send these pictures over to the detective.”

      When they arrived and saw the damage, the first thing they did was call the cops. They thought maybe there had been a break-in, but there was no damage to any door or window and the place had been locked up when they arrived. They had just had a fraternity staying there for a brother’s ski weekend, and they could only assume it had gotten out of hand. They went ahead and filed the report because someone was going to have to be responsible for the damages.

      The cop had told them to take pictures of everything just as it was and send them over to him and to their insurance company. After that, they could start cleaning up the mess and assessing the repairs. Jordan was livid; some young idiots had come into his parents’ house and acted like it meant nothing to them. Logan could see the fierceness that was flowing through him every time he picked up a broken trinket or a leg from one of the chairs.

      “Of course. They rolled up in here and broke the fucking dishes. Who fucking does this?” Jordan yelled from the kitchen.

      Logan groaned as he swept the floors, moving all the debris into one pile. “I don’t know, brother, but we’ll get this place back into shape and we’ll catch the assholes who did it. Luckily, we have all the information on who rented it last and the statement from the housekeeper that it was perfect before they got there, and hours after they left it looked like this.”

      Jordan emerged from the kitchen, tossing a shard of a plate into the pile. “It just pisses me off because my parents may have a lot of money, but they got there because they worked their asses off. Then some entitled idiots come rolling through and start breaking all their shit. I told my parents when I heard about the listing that it was a bad idea, but Dad was in a fraternity and had no idea how different it is now.”

      Logan swept the large debris into a trash bag. “The good news is we are almost done cleaning up and you said the repair guys are coming this afternoon, right?”

      Jordan rubbed his face. “Yeah, they will be here in a few hours.”

      Logan patted him on the shoulder. “That’s good. As long as your father is satisfied with the work we did, we should be able to get back to Los Angeles by tomorrow. You’ll be stress free by this time Friday. That’s a good start to a weekend.”

      Jordan sat down on the edge of the couch, pulling a liquor bottle from between the cushions. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Logan continued cleaning. “So, you gonna go out to the bars and grab some hot chick to take your frustration out on?”

      Jordan scoffed. “No, actually. I kind of met someone back home. She’s a really cool chick, smart, funny, super sexy. I think that this one is one I might want to stick around for a while. She’s not the same as all the others. I met her at a convention my dad took me to and we had a few drinks and hit it off. We haven’t even slept together yet.”

      Logan was shocked. “Wow, man, that’s huge for you. She must be amazing. I don’t think I can remember the last time you talked about a longer term relationship unless you count the one with your car when you named her and gave her a personality.”

      Jordan tilted his head. “You leave Annalise out of this. She is my baby. She has been nothing but faithful to me.”

      Logan laughed. “I know, man, but at some point, you have to start thinking about committing to someone who has a heartbeat and isn't a piece of machinery.”

      Jordan grinned. “I know. And this girl, who knows, she might be the one to do it with. She is a ball buster, though, I won’t lie. She is strong and assertive, she doesn’t let anyone kick her in the teeth. She’s in the movie business too, directing small time and then script writing, actually, for some larger people like Nicholas Sparks. She had to work her way through a man’s world and was kind of content with just focusing until we met. We’ll see where it goes. How about you?”

      Logan smiled as he swept. “Actually, yeah. I have someone in my sights for sure. There is a lot to it, but she is pretty awesome. As far as this girl you are talking about, it sounds great, man. I want you to be happy and maybe start shedding some of those college years.”

      “Ha! Not sure that will ever fully happen, but she gets it and she is patient about it, at least so far.”

      Logan picked up the trash bag and set it to the side, looking around the room. “Okay, so this room just needs a vacuum and mop so that they can get the stains out of the hardwood. We’re tossing the rug, right?”

      Jordan nodded. “Yeah, my mom hates it, but I told her there were several different types of bodily fluid on it and she said it was worth buying another one.”

      Logan wrinkled his nose. “Uh yeah, that’s disgusting. And by a few you mean…”

      Jordan put up his hand. “Just think about it. I don’t even think that I can explain it to you without wanting to vomit all over myself. It’s as bad as it sounds. Trust me.”

      Logan grabbed the vacuum and did a quick sweep over the floors as Jordan mopped behind him. When they were done, they moved onto the kitchen, pulling all broken things from the shelves. Jordan walked over to a small cupboard next to the island and put a key in the lock. He opened it up and smiled, pulling out an old picture of his mom and dad on their wedding day.

      Jordan held it up in the air. “Look at these two feisty kids. You think they were as wild as we are?”

      Logan looked over at the picture. It looked like a young Amber in a wedding gown. “No, and mostly because your father has been a stout hard ass since he came out of the womb barking orders to the doctors.”

      Jordan laughed. “I know that’s right.”

      Logan filled up one trash bag and went onto another. “Why do they keep that stuff here?”

      Jordan locked the cabinet back. “This was the first vacation home they ever purchased. When they come here to stay, they like to put touches of home out. So, back to what we were talking about earlier. When am I going to get to meet this mystery woman who has you occupied in the brain and checking your phone every five minutes?”

      Logan shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. I mean we both have some pretty big decisions to make in our lives, her more than me, and if she goes for it, she will move to the other coast. I don’t think a long-distance relationship would really work out since we just started to see each other. It’s all really up in the air right now. I think it would be best to keep her out of my very personal life until we decide whether she’s going to be a part of it for an extended period of time.”

      Jordan stopped and looked at Logan. “Extended period huh? Are we talking just girlfriend, or are we talking you could love her if you let yourself?”

      Logan thought about it for a second, knowing the answer was simple. He already did love Amber, but he couldn’t say he loved said random girl after a couple of weeks. It wouldn’t make any sense to Jordan. He wouldn’t have a clue that Logan had known her his entire life, and that wasn’t something he could tell him. He would instantly want to know who, since they pretty much had the same friends for all that time. “If I knew she was staying, and I let that guard down yeah, I think I could love her really easy. She’s that type of girl that you can’t help but love. It’s not complicated as far as feelings are concerned.”

      Jordan sat down in the chair looking lost. “I have to admit something to you. I think I know exactly what you are saying because I might feel that way for this girl. I won’t know until more time passes, but she is really special.”

      Logan continued cleaning thinking about just how special Amber really was. She might be rest of his life special.
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      Amber pressed the send button on the computer and let out a deep breath. She leaned back on the bed and put her arms behind her head, thinking about Logan and everything that she wanted to say to him. She was making some seriously big life decisions based on him, but she felt sure when she did it. He was incredible and everything she ever wanted in a partner. She just knew that once they straightened everything out with their family, things would fall into place for them.

      The phone beside her bed began to buzz and she picked it up with a wide smile. “Well, hello there. I was just thinking about you.”

      Logan chuckled. “Oh yeah? I am always thinking about you. In fact, I was laying here in my hotel room wondering what you were doing right at this moment.”

      Amber shut the laptop. “I just withdrew from Yale actually.”

      Logan sounded excited at first but then tried to muffle it. “Really? That’s… that’s…. are you absolutely one hundred percent sure that you want to do this. It’s a huge decision to make based on me.”

      Amber wrinkled her forehead. “Are you having second thoughts?”

      Logan let out a deep breath. “No, not even in the slightest. I am absolutely thrilled you aren’t going to be leaving, but that’s a huge thing, saying no to Yale, the place you wanted to go your whole life. I just want to make sure you are sound and resolute in your decision.”

      “That I am. Sound as I’ll ever be,” she said confidently.

      “Good, then I am more than excited about this,” he replied.

      “So, how was the condo? I heard dad screaming the other day, so I assume it wasn’t good.” Amber already knew she just didn’t want him to get off the phone yet.

      Logan whistled. “It was a doozie. Everything was pretty much trashed. Furniture, dishes, the floor, a couple holes in the wall, all the electronics, destroyed. But we got it all cleaned up and the workers came earlier today and cleaned the floors and patched holes. Your mom’s decorator out here is going to go by and redecorate the place, but we don’t have to stay for that.”

      Amber perked up. “Does that mean you’re coming home?”

      Logan smiled. “Yes ma’am, it does. We fly out in the early morning tomorrow. I was trying to convince your dad to let us come back tonight, but he said he wants us to double check the craftsman work before we leave.”

      Amber pouted. “He really is a kill joy recently. Of course, he has no idea he’s killing any joy but your and Jordan’s, and he likes doing that. Other than that, you okay? Not meeting any Colorado ski bunnies up, there are you?”

      Logan laughed. “No, none at all. Besides, I already have it out for this one chick back home. She’s tall, sexy, smart, and I can’t keep my hands off of her.”

      Amber bit her lip and moved her laptop off the bed. “Oh yeah? Sounds like a lucky girl. And exactly what would you be doing to this girl right now if you had the chance?”

      Amber could hear Logan pause and clear his throat. He obviously wasn’t expecting that, but he didn’t take much time to come back. “What are you wearing right now?”

      Amber looked down at her tiny pajama shorts and white tank top. “A tank top and panties, panties that are already wet just thinking about you here with me.”

      Logan breathed hard into the phone. “Oh yeah? God my cock is so hard right now baby.”

      Amber closed her eyes. “You don’t know how much I want you. My pussy is throbbing. Tell me what you would do to me right now.”

      Amber could hear Logan taking off his clothes and it excited her even more. He came back on the line, the springs of his bed echoing through the phone. “First, I would pull the straps of that tank top down, and reach inside, pulling out those hard, firm titties. I would lean down and suck one of them into my mouth, nibbling and tugging on them gently.”

      Amber ran her hands over her shoulders moving her straps down her arms. She let her breasts spill out the top and ran her palm over her nipples. She moaned softly into the phone before twisting her fingers around her hard bullets. “Yeah? And then what, baby.”

      She could hear him breathing more heavily as he continued. “Then I would bring my lips up to your face and swirl my tongue around in your mouth as I pressed my cock along the outside of your wet panties. Grinding up and down over your clit, I would wait until my boxers were soaking wet from you before taking them off.”

      Amber rubbed her knuckles over her clit on the outside of her fabric shorts. She groaned into the phone, feeling the heat rising in her belly. “I would grab that big cock and pull it up to my face.”

      “Mmm,” Logan groaned, smacking sounds begin to pick up speed on the other line.

      Amber licked her lips as she rubbed her tits. “I would turn to the side so you could fuck me with your big thick fingers while I slowly pushed your cock way down into my throat. My tongue would swish back and forth, and my teeth would gently rake along the shaft. Mmm, it tastes so good.”

      By that point, Logan was panting. “While you did that I would push your panties to the side and rub two fingers down through your juices and then thrust them into you. I want you to do what I’m saying right now. Take those panties and slide them down to your ankles. Then take two of your fingers and thrust them into your pussy.”

      Amber pulled her panties down to her ankles and rubbed them down through her folds, moaning into Logan’s ear. She took two fingers and pushed them inside, letting out a gasp. “Yes, baby, and all the while I am bobbing my head up and down on your cock fast and hard.”

      Logan growled low. “Fuck yeah. Now start pushing those two fingers in and out of you over and over again, wiggling the tips when you are in there deep.”

      Amber pulled her knees out to the side and began to finger herself fast and hard. She could hear Logan jacking his cock to the same beat that her pussy made. “Oh, fuck yes, baby. Fuck me with that big cock.”

      “You want this cock?”

      Amber pulled her fingers out and stuck them in her mouth, making sure that he could hear the sucking noise. “Yes, baby please give me that cock. Fill me up. Fuck me hard.”

      The slapping on the other end got faster and it made Amber ready to ride him all night long. Logan groaned, and she could tell that he wanted it just as badly as she did. “Turn over on your knees and reach between your legs.”

      Amber quickly turned over and got on all fours, the panties still around her ankles. “Now what baby? You gonna fuck me hard?”

      “Oh yeah, just how you want it. Now rub three fingers through your pussy and push them as far into you as you possibly can. Push them in and out over and over again, and picture my big hard cock slapping you from behind. Feel my body slamming into your round perfect ass.”

      Amber screamed into the bed as she cupped her hand and used three fingers to fuck herself. She could picture him behind her, holding onto her waist, thrusting in and out over and over again. She could feel his skin slamming against hers, and his hand reaching around, rubbing her clit as hard as he could. She breathed heavily into the phone, small whimpers and moans escaping her throat.

      She turned her head toward the phone and pressed speaker, not giving two shits at that point. “You picturing fucking me right now, baby? Feeling my wet pussy wrapped around that big cock?”

      “Oh yeah. Now fuck yourself faster. I want to make you cum all over that pretty little bed of yours.”

      Amber moved her hand faster and faster, moaning quietly into the phone. She could hear him beating it harder as she felt the heat bubbling up in her stomach. She pulled her thumb around and rubbed her clit over and over again. “I’m gonna cum, baby. Oh god, yes.”

      Logan groaned loudly. “Yeah baby let me hear you come. Fuck yes.”

      With those words Amber let out a squeal, pushing her mouth into the bed. She moaned over and over as her pussy squeezed hard against her fingers. On the other line Logan groaned hard, jacking it faster and faster.

      “Oh fuck!” he shouted as he exploded, grunting into the speaker.

      They both laid there in silence for several minutes, gathering themselves. Amber pulled her fingers out and pulled up her panties, putting her shorts back on over top. She wiped her hands on a tissue and took the phone off speaker. When she put it to her ear, she could hear Logan breathing. “You still alive over there?”

      He growled. “Barely. That was fucking amazing. Not as good as the real thing, of course, but definitely amazing.”

      Amber smiled and leaned back against her pillows. “I would have to agree. It’s so hot hearing you jack off.”

      “Yeah? I’ll have to do it a bit in front of you, see if it turns you on.”

      Amber giggled. “Stop it, or you’re gonna make me start touching myself again.”

      Logan chuckled. “Would that be such a terrible thing?”

      “I might pass out before we end this conversation if you keep getting me off like that. I wish you were here, though. I want to wrap my arms around you.”

      Logan sighed into the phone. “I wish I was too, baby. I’ll be back soon, and we can start making plans for the future, you know? Things could really turn out well for us. I was even thinking of getting a place of my own in case you wanted to spend the night or just come over and jump me.”

      Amber laughed. “I like the sound of that. Though I would miss having you down the hall from me. It would be better if I could sneak in there at night and fuck you before going back to my room.”

      “It probably would work, with the way everyone in your family sleeps. But holy shit, if we got caught... I would be out on the streets.”

      Amber laid down and turned on her side, letting out a yawn. “Tell me about your favorite things.”

      “Like what?” Logan asked.

      “Like your favorite color, food, movie, anything really,” she replied.

      Logan thought for a moment. “Okay, my favorite color is blue, my favorite food is spaghetti, and my favorite movie would have to be The Patriot.”

      Amber wrinkled her nose. “He ends up with his dead wife’s sister. It’s weird.”

      Logan snorted. “Yeah, but she’s dead, so its not that weird. I guess you can’t help who you fall in love with.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “I am really glad that I don’t have a sister right now.”

      Logan let out a deep breath. “Yeah, you know, just not enough of me to go around.”

      “You are ridiculous,” she laughed.

      They sat on the phone talking about anything and everything for several hours. In fact, neither of them ever actually hung up the phone. They both fell asleep with the other soundly in their ear. It was the best they could do with the circumstances they had been given.
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      “I still hate flying, after all these years,” Jordan said, watching the planes taxiing through the large glass panels in front of them.

      Logan smiled, flipping through a magazine with his feet resting on his suitcase. “Well, when it’s your time, it’s your time. Going down in a plane can’t be the worst way to die. You pretty much evaporate when you hit the ground. Unless the pilot slows us down, then it could get painful.”

      Jordan slowly turned his head toward Logan and snatched the magazine from his hands. “You are not being at all helpful right now.”

      Logan reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone to play a game. “Hey, you’re the one who insisted we get here three hours early. Now you get to watch your death come to fruition as it pulls up to the gate.”

      Jordan shook his head. “I didn’t think that it would only take an hour to look over all the work we did. We’ve got twenty minutes until the flight boards. I’m going to grab a coffee and a Danish. You want anything?”

      Logan shook his head, trying to kill birds on his phone. “No thanks. Don’t be late, I won’t have them hold the plane for you.”

      Jordan scoffed as he put his suitcase in his seat and turned. “Thanks, you’re a real pal.”

      Logan chuckled to himself as he pressed the screen over and over. Suddenly, mid shot, the screen changed to a number that Logan didn’t recognize. It wasn’t a California area code at all. He thought about it for a second and then slid his finger across the screen, answering. “This is Logan.”

      “Good afternoon, Logan. This is Helen Alderson from the human resources department at Bloomberg in New York.”

      Logan sat up quickly and straightened his shoulders. This was the tech company that he had interviewed for at the end of his senior year. This was the company that was the key to his success in his own business. “Yes, Ms. Alderson, it’s good to hear from you.”

      She had a pleasant tone to her voice. “I hope I’m not interrupting.”

      Logan looked around. “Nope, just waiting to take a plane from Colorado back home to Los Angeles.”

      “I love Colorado, it’s so beautiful. We always try to take a trip out there during ski weather,” she replied.

      Logan rolled his eyes, knowing she was one of the typical tourists that clogged up the slopes. “Yeah, it’s great. My family has a condo out here, so I spent a lot of time on the slopes when I was a teenager. Anyway, how can I help you?”

      “Well, I was calling to let you know that we decided to offer you our paid internship at the company. Are you still interested in the position? I know you interviewed back during the winter.”

      Logan was shocked. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity. He didn’t even think, he just answered. “Yes, of course I am. That’s fantastic.”

      The sound of typing could be heard from her end. “Fantastic. I am sending an intake package to you through your email right now. When you get home, look over everything, and if you have any questions just let us know!”

      Logan looked up as his plane stopped at the terminal. “Thank you so much. I will definitely do that. Have a wonderful day.”

      “You too.”

      Logan hung up the call and lowered his phone staring at the screen. A huge smile went across his face and he pumped his fist. Jordan walked up beside him with a coffee in his hand and a Danish in his mouth. “What’s up? You look like you won the lottery.”

      Over the loudspeaker the voice called for all first-class passengers to board the plane. Logan gave Jordan his ticket. “I’ll tell you once we’re in our seats.”

      They made their way onto the plane, putting their luggage in the overhead and taking their seats. Logan always took the window seat and Jordan just hung on tightly even before the plane left the ground. This time though, Jordan was too curious as to what was going on to really hold on to anything. “So, what is this cheerfulness? I was gone for like five minutes.”

      Logan took in a deep breath. “So, Bloomberg just called me, and I got the internship.”

      Jordan grabbed his arm. “That’s fucking awesome dude. Congrats!”

      Logan nodded. “Thanks, but here’s the problem. I take the job and that is it with me and this girl. Long distance isn’t really viable. Even on the same coast we will be hours apart from each other.”

      Jordan put his hand up stopping him in his tracks. “Stop, stop, stop. This is the answer to all your hard work in college and all of your dreams of making a company for yourself a reality. There will be a ton of girls out there. Don’t make a decision on your future based on one girl. If it's really true, what you two have, things will work themselves out. Right now, you need to be focused on the opportunities that are ahead of you.”

      Logan agreed, kind of. “Right, lots of other girls.”

      Jordan smiled. “This is awesome news, bro. I’ll order us some drinks to celebrate.”

      Logan told Jordan that he agreed but deep down, he had no idea what he was going to do. He cared deeply for Amber and she had just given up Yale for him. He couldn’t just pick up and run to the other side of the country. At the same time, this was his answer; it was exactly what he needed to start fitting the puzzle pieces together. He didn’t know if he could just shut it down like that.

      Jordan handed him a beer and cheered. “To the future, bro.”

      Logan tapped his cup to Jordan’s. “To the future. Hey, do me a favor and keep this between us for now.”

      Jordan understood. “Yeah, of course, man. This is your news to tell how you want to. I won’t stand in your way. Just, such great shit man.”

      Logan sat back in his chair and looked out the window as the plane started down the runway. His mind was completely shattered. He didn’t know what to think. He cared so much for Amber and she had given up her dream for him. But how was he ever supposed to be the man she deserved if he didn’t take the opportunities to build his future? It was frustrating, to say the least. Everything always ended up being so damn complicated.

      He drifted through the rest of the flight with Amber on his mind, his anxiety building and building. When they landed they collected their bags and headed out to the street to catch a cab. They climbed inside and Jordan gave the home address.

      “Actually, can you drop me at Sixth at the Whole-Body Gym?” Logan asked.

      Jordan looked at him strange. “Working out already?”

      “I need to clear my head. Just got so much rattling around up there. It’s hard to concentrate.”

      The cab dropped him off at the gym and he went inside, changing his clothes and jumping straight on the treadmill. He put the incline to max and took off at a sprint. He ran and ran, trying to get his brain to work things out. It almost always worked, but this time, he just felt worse the more he climbed. After about thirty minutes and a gallon of sweat, he slowed it down to a walk and dropped the incline. Working out wasn’t working, but at the same time, Logan wasn’t ready to go home and face Amber just yet. He didn’t know how he could look her in the eye knowing that he had agreed to leave her.

      He stopped the treadmill and wiped off the equipment, realizing that working himself into a coma wasn’t the answer. He didn’t know how to handle telling her the news, but in the end, he was going to have to. She deserved to know so that she could make her own decisions on life not based on where he was. Maybe they could work something out, and maybe they couldn’t, but Jordan was right; this was his chance to start his life and build the business he had promised himself he always would. Any other time in his life this would have felt like winning the lottery or finding the genie in a bottle, but at that moment, it was nothing but heartbreak.

      Logan grabbed a cab and headed back to the house. When he got inside no one was downstairs, so he headed up to take a shower. As he passed by Amber’s room, he noticed the door was open and her light was off. Apparently, she wasn’t even home to tell. It was a bit of relief, but something he knew wouldn’t linger. Eventually, he was going to have to face her, and blowing her off would only cause her more pain.

      When Logan walked into his room, he dropped his bags on the floor and sat down on the side of his bed. He took off his shoes and rubbed his hands over his face, just wanting his brain to be calm and quiet for at least a moment. He looked around , then opened the top drawer of his side table, pulling out his journal. It was old and faded. He had started using it the day his parents died. He didn’t write in it every day or even every week, but when things were really heavy, good and bad, he would pull it out to get the thoughts out of his brain.

      He sat back on his bed, resting against the headboard, and opened up to a blank page. As soon as the pen hit the paper he started writing, talking about the internship and what it would mean for his future. He wrote down his concerns, and his conversation with Jordan. Then it hit him, he knew what he needed to do. It felt like the coward’s way out, but facing his entire family and saying goodbye, he just didn’t feel like he was strong enough to do it. In the end he knew they would understand but, in the moment, they would be hurt.

      His plan was simple; the day his flight was booked, he would gather up his things while everyone was sleeping and leave without anyone knowing he was going. That way he wouldn’t have to deal with the repercussions of dipping out, and he wouldn’t have to see the hurt written all over Amber’s face. He wouldn’t have to feel the sting of her pain vibrating through his chest. He already knew no matter how he handled it, telling her or not, she was going to be devastated. He knew his own heart was going to be broken into a thousand pieces.

      It wasn’t that he didn’t want Amber in his life; he couldn’t imagine his life without her. It was the fact that this opportunity was the key to him having a future. Amber would succeed whether she went to Yale or the community college. She was smart, dedicated, and came from an affluent family. No matter how much he loved the Stark family, he wasn’t one of them when it came to the nitty gritty. He was an orphan, a man without parents, and he was going to have to do everything he could to make it on his own.

      All that Logan could hope was that he was making the right decision and that some day, Amber would be back in his arms. He knew that was a very small possibility after he dipped out on her, but it was the only way he knew how to handle it. His life had to move forward, or he would be stuck in the movie industry for the rest of his life and never become the man he was supposed to be.
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      Amber stared out the window of her mom’s SUV as it raced down the highway. They were going to visit her mother’s childhood friend, Elise Crenshaw, who just happened to be the head of admissions for UCLA. They had pulled some strings and got her late application accepted and pulled her in for an interview. It was definitely not a college on her list, but it was a good school and it would keep her close to Logan and the rest of her family.

      She watched the buildings pass by outside and the kids running along, enjoying their summer. She wished for just a moment that things could go back to as simple as they were when she was that age. She wished it was all still simple, but she lived in the real world, and life always had ups and downs. For Amber, Logan was enough of an up to change everything she had planned for.

      Amber looked away and over at her mom, reaching across and rubbing her hand. “I just want to thank you for supporting me. I know this is hard on everyone, with me just up and changing all of my plans, but it is the best for me. I’ve put a lot of thought into it.”

      Her mom squeezed her hand and glanced over as she drove. “I will always be there for you sweetie and so will your father. Know that your dad will come around eventually; he just needs to adjust to you not going to his Alma Mater. You know how he is about those things. Sometimes I think he’s spent too much time in Hollywood around rich people. But in the end, he just wants what is best for you. You know he is a stubborn man and when he doesn’t get his way he can be ruthless. But he really does love you.”

      Amber sighed and put her hand back in her lap. “I know he does. It’s just the first time in my life that he hasn’t whole heartedly supported a decision I wanted to make. It’s really disconcerting not to have him on my side.”

      Her mom scrunched her forehead. “Amber, honey. He may be mad at you, and mad at the decision, but he is always on your side. He just has to come to terms with the fact that you are an adult now and you are going to make the decisions that are best for you. He won’t always know what is best, but as parents we sure try to make the best guess at it.”

      Amber smiled. “You guys have been incredible parents, to all of us, including Logan. I couldn’t ask for better role models in my life.”

      Her mom sniffled like she was going to cry, then took in a deep breath, composing herself. “Are you excited about the idea of going to UCLA? Some really brilliant minds have come out of here and I think you will fit in nicely.”

      Amber looked over as they drove up onto the campus. “I am. I think that it will be a great place. And who knows, when I get to my doctorate status, maybe I’ll go back to Yale and finish it all up there.”

      Her mom pulled into a parking space and gave her a warm hug. “As long as you are happy and fulfilling your dreams, then we will be happy for you.”

      Amber blew out air and puffed out her cheeks. “Okay, here we go.”

      The two women walked across the campus to the admissions building and into Elise’s office waiting area. Before they could even speak to her secretary Elise walked out the door with her arms wide. “Lisa. Oh, it’s so good to see you. Oh my gosh, and this is Amber. The last time I saw you, I think you were in fifth grade. What a beautiful young woman you have become.”

      Amber shook her hand. “Thank you.”

      Elise stood to the side and opened up her office door. “Come in, both of you. I’ve been looking forward to talking to you all day long.”

      She showed Amber and her mom into the office and they sat down in the chairs across from Elise’s desk. The tall, slender woman in Dolce and Gabbana sat down and opened up a file. “So, Elise. I was excited to get your file on my desk. Valedictorian of your high school, 4.0 student, and president of three different clubs. You were definitely a busy girl. Tell me, what it is about UCLA that made you want to come here?”

      Amber smiled enthusiastically. “Well, there is so much. UCLA is consistently ranked among the top universities in the world for academics, research, and community impact. You offer over five thousand different courses, which makes finding what I want incredibly easy. You have a diverse student population and a very high matriculation rate. I think my research said seventy eight percent for freshman and ninety percent for six-year students. On top of that, you have some of the most prestigious professors in the country teaching here. Nobel prize winners, Pulitzer Prize winners, and so much more. I just love your community involvement as well. It’s very important to me.”

      Elise looked extremely pleased. “You really did your research, though with the application essay and the transcripts in front of me I am not the least bit surprised about that. I’ll be honest, we had already made up our mind about you before you got here, but just listening to you talk makes me so proud to say that I am convinced that you would be a perfect fit for us. You can consider yourself a student at UCLA.”

      Amber clapped her hands together and wrapped her arms around her mom. “Thank you so much. This is so exciting.”

      She shook Elise’s hand. Elise paused for a moment. “I do have one question. I heard you were accepted into Yale and then withdrew. Can I ask why?”

      Amber shrugged. “I guess I wanted to make sure that the place I fulfilled my necessary duties for my future was a place that I felt like home in.”

      Elise smiled. “Good answer. We will get all the necessary information out to you as soon as possible and you can set up a meeting with admissions to get your placement exams completed.”

      Amber, her mom, and Elise sat there talking about Amber’s future at UCLA as well as family life, and so much more. She knew that they had only even considered her late application because of her mom, but that didn’t matter to her, she had found a place she could call home. When they were done, Lisa happily drove them back to the house.

      Amber walked into the living room to find both Jordan and Logan sitting on the couch. They muted the television and looked at her curiously, noticing just how excited she was. Amber was almost bursting, even more so than when she had gotten her acceptance letter to Yale.

      She put her hands out and took a breath to calm herself. “Guess what, guys?”

      Jordan opened his eyes wide. “What?”

      “I had a meeting at UCLA today, and I’ve been accepted!” Amber jumped up and down excitedly.

      Jordan jumped up from the couch and picked Amber up in the air, hugging her tightly. “This is freaking fantastic, little pixie. Oh man, I have to admit, I’m really glad you aren’t going all the way across the country for college. It was causing me some really serious anxiety. I can keep a good, clean eye on you here, even if you decide to live in the dorms. I gotta make sure those frat guys don’t fuck with you.”

      Amber shook her head. “Hey, I’ve got my pepper spray and my sweet moves. I can take a dude down.”

      The two of them started sparring with each other in the living room. Her mom laughed and edged around them, heading into the kitchen. Jordan grabbed Amber and threw her over his shoulder laughing loudly. “See, you need me little sis. The world is a big, bad, scary place and you have the honor of having one, no two, of the most protective men on the planet looking out for you. We’ve faced those dickheads and we have taken them down.”

      He put Amber down and she laughed, giving Jordan another hug. “Thanks, big bro.”

      Jordan turned to Logan and put his hands out. “We would have her back and look out for her even if we have to go there and walk her to her classes. Right, Logan?”

      “Hell yeah,” Logan jeered.

      Jordan gave him a high five. “That’s right, my brother.”

      Logan stood up and gave Amber a hug, making sure not to linger too long. “Congratulations and your brother is one hundred percent on point. I will protect you from any loser who thinks he can get within ten feet of you. These guys haven’t seen protection until they’ve met me, and your brother, but he’s wishy washy on his upper cut.”

      Jordan narrowed his eyes. “I’ll show you an upper cut.”

      Logan laughed and turned back to Amber, looking her straight in the eyes. “I’m serious, we both are. Anything that you need, you just let me know. There isn’t a soul out there that I would let harm you.”

      Jordan jumped up from the couch and wrapped his arm around Logan’s shoulder. “And maybe one day you will meet the man of your dreams, who is just as awesome as us.”

      Logan glanced at Jordan. “Well, almost. It’s hard to live up to these standards.”

      Amber smiled but on the inside, she felt like she was going to boil over. The way that Logan was being protective turned her on to no end. She had never had someone like him pledge their protection to her like that, and immediately visions of him shirtless carrying her away from a trauma flashed through her mind. She shook her head and tried to focus on her brother.

      “Let’s grab a beer from the fridge and put on a movie. We can chillax and wait for Dad to get home so you can tell him the good news.” Jordan motioned for the couch.

      Logan nodded. “Yeah, I’ll grab the beers.”

      Amber shook her head. “You guys are too much. And as far as Dad is concerned, I don’t think anything would make him happy at this point. I think that Yale is the only word he wants to hear.”

      As Logan walked away, he secretly winked at her, making her stumble over her feet. Jordan grabbed her before she could fall. “See, you definitely need protection. You can barely walk on your own anymore.”

      Amber sat down on the couch and put up her feet, relaxing back into the sofa. She was trying to get the heat to dissipate from between her legs, but as soon as she saw light Logan walked back around the corner. Everything about that man, from the way he moved, to the way he talked, to the way he treated her turned her on. The fact that she switched colleges was starting to look like the smartest choice she could have made.

      She didn’t know where things in the future would go with Logan, but she was so stoked that she was going to get the chance to figure that out. She realized right there that she would sacrifice just about anything for him, and she had a really good feeling that he would do the same for her. They were not meant to be together, but now that they were she was going to enjoy every last minute of it. He was the guy for her, she knew it, there was no doubt in her mind. All she had to do was to eventually convince the others.
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      Logan stood in his room, tying and retying his tie. He straightened his suit jacket down and picked a couple of pieces of lint off of it. He didn’t mind wearing a suit when it meant he got to spend the evening with a beautiful woman. He had planned the perfect date for him and Amber, a beautiful dinner at private table at a very exclusive restaurant. Jordan had actually helped him get the reservation, though he didn’t tell him who his date was.

      Logan knew he was leaving, but he didn’t want to waste the time that he had. He and Amber had been dying for some time alone. Ever since he left for Colorado, things had been non-stop, and with Amber enrolling in her new school, her mind was completely frazzled. It had been nearly a week since they had been able to even talk to each other alone, much less be together without interruption, and it was driving Logan absolutely nuts.

      Everywhere he looked he saw her, every thought he had was about her, and he just couldn’t continue living like that. She had snuck into his room the night before and told him she wanted a date and he was not going to refuse her. He had tried to get her to stay, but Jordan was still up on the phone with the girl he had been seeing and they were too afraid to get caught.

      He walked over to the bed and picked up the dozen red roses he had gotten for her. The deal was she was going to get ready at Taylor’s house, and that was where he was going to pick her up. They figured it would be a little suspicious if they left together all dressed up in the same car. In fact, it would be a dead giveaway. Everything was perfect at that moment, and he didn’t want to ruin it with an unnecessary burden, like the family trying to murder him in his sleep.

      Logan turned and held the roses up to his side, looking in the mirror. He looked suave and smooth, his hair actually done and not all over the place, his clothes perfectly fitted and pressed, and his face freshly shaven. He even sniffed the collar of his jacket after spritzing Jordan’s two-hundred-and-fifty-dollar cologne on himself. He was exactly how he wanted to be, but there was still something missing. Deep down inside himself he could feel the tension just bubbling inside of him. All of it, in some ways, seemed almost cruel, and he was not normally a cruel guy. Taking Amber out, showing her the town, bonding even further with her, all so he could get up early one morning and jet out without any kind of notice. He knew it was fucked up of him, but he couldn’t turn away from her.

      So, he did what he had become best at, and buried the secret as far down as he could. When his parents died, he had taken those emotions and pushed them down, so he knew it was possible. When he eventually left, he would push the heartache down too, because he knew better than anyone that life could be unbearably cruel. It wasn’t something he wanted to purposely impose on Amber, but he had to stick with his decision.

      “Woooweee, look at that handsome fucking man standing in my house. Hey, I was looking for my best friend, he’s about your height but completely not put together,” Jordan joked.

      Logan was thankful for the intrusion; it forced him to clear his thoughts. “Hey, man. Thanks for the help with all of this.”

      Jordan sat down on the bed. “Hey, no problem. Have you told her yet about the job?”

      Logan sighed. “No, not yet. I just want to have some time with her unencumbered before all of that drama unfolds.”

      Jordan nodded. “Understandable. What time are you picking her up?”

      Logan looked down at his watch and jumped. “Oh shit, in ten minutes. I gotta go.”

      Jordan waved to him as he grabbed the flowers and his keys and raced out the door and down the stairs. Logan had let him borrow his BMW convertible for the night, so he leapt over the side and into the driver’s seat. After adjusting the mirrors, he sped out, making his way to Taylor’s as fast as he could. He pulled into the driveway and stopped, looking in the mirror at his hair.

      As he did, something sparkling caught his eye and he looked up in the doorway to the house. Standing there in absolute radiance was Amber. Her black dress fit tightly against her body and stopped right below her knees. It was strapless, and her perfect breasts hovered over the top in the exact right amount of cleavage. She tapped her black stiletto heel and gripped her bright red bag as she smiled big at him. Her long dark hair cascaded down over her shoulders in loose curls, and her makeup accentuated her beautiful blue eyes.

      Logan was nearly speechless. He got out of the car and raced up, putting out his arm for her. Taylor stood in the doorway, giggling, and waved at them as Logan made his way out to the car. He opened the passenger door and gave Amber his hand. “You look absolutely amazing right now. No joke, amazing.”

      Amber giggled. “Thank you. You don’t look too bad yourself, handsome. I don’t think I’ve ever seen that suit before.”

      Logan tugged on the front of the suit jacket. “It’s your brother’s. I wanted a nice suit to wear that wasn’t the blue striped one I wear to your parent’s parties, but didn’t have enough time to get a tailor to make one.”

      Amber sat down in the car and swung her feet in as he closed the door. “Well, you make the suit look good, not the other way around.”

      Logan leaned down and kissed her red lips gently. “And you make me look good.”

      He waved at Taylor and jumped into the driver’s seat, heading into town. As he drove, Amber reached over and took his hand, smiling at how blissfully normal everything was. He pulled the car up to the valet at the restaurant and hurried around, helping Amber out. She put her arm through his and held on tightly as they walked into the restaurant.

      The waitress was ready for their reservation and showed them out onto the terrace for a private dining table. Amber was impressed. “This is beautiful. Good job, mister. Good job.”

      Logan took a seat and reached over, grabbing her hands. “I just wanted it to be special. We haven’t really gotten to do anything normal since we started seeing each other.”

      Amber nodded. “I know, and this is more than perfect.”

      The waitress came up with the wine selections and poured them both a glass. Amber took a sip and nodded thankfully at Logan. Apparently, there it didn’t matter how old she was. They ordered their appetizer and then took in the beautiful night air.

      Logan leaned back and stared at Amber in the moonlight, not believing how gorgeous she was, inside and out. “So, you got into UCLA. That’s amazing. What are you thinking as far as your major?”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “That one is still up in the air.”

      “What do you want to do when you get out of school? What do you see yourself doing?”

      Amber wrinkled her nose. “Honestly? I would love to be a history professor. I have always loved history, I am planning on getting a PhD in whatever I study, and the idea of teaching others what I love just sounds amazing. My father isn’t too excited about that, but it’s my life, you know? I gotta start doing for me. How about you? You graduated. Now what do you want to do?”

      Logan bit the inside of his mouth nervously. “I want to own my own tech company. I want to create great big things, be on the cutting edge, make things that help others and makes life as a whole more enjoyable. It’s funny, my mom always told me that one day I would own my own company and I thought she was crazy. Now that’s all I can see myself doing in the future.”

      Amber took a sip of her wine. “Moms are pretty intuitive in that way. I remember your mom being your number one fan.”

      Logan looked down. “Yeah, she was.”

      Amber reached out and took his hand. “I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about them.”

      Logan shook his head. “No, you know, it’s okay. When they died, I took all of that hurt and that sadness and I stuffed it way down inside. Over the years it has come out a little at a time, affecting my life greatly. Now, I feel like I can think about them and smile. I know that they would be proud of me, and I know that they are looking out for me, wherever they went. As a kid, it was really hard to understand, even though I was a teenager. Now, though, I can see what kind of people they were, and I want to be that kind of person.”

      Amber gave him a kind half-smile, listening intently. “They gave you a lot of good roads to follow. They were and still are a great example of what people should be like. My parents are like that too, at least they are to me. My mom is strong and unapologetic, but at the same time the softest spoken and kindest woman I have ever met. And my dad drives me nuts, but he is a good man. I’m lucky.”

      Logan smiled. “And they are lucky to have you as their daughter.”

      They continued on with dinner, talking about everything from her excitement over UCLA to his ideas to start his tech company. He had so many ideas and had kept them all bottled up for so long it felt good to talk to someone who genuinely seemed interested. By the end of dinner, they were both reeling with a bond that they hadn’t had before.

      They drove back to the house together, figuring they would make an excuse if anyone asked questions. When they arrived, though, they found the house empty. Her parents had gone to a friend’s for dinner and drinks, and Jordan was out with his girl. Amber walked into the living room and put down her bag, turning and putting her arms out. “Looks like we’re all alone, at least for a while.”

      Logan undid his tie and took off his jacket, tossing it over the back of the couch. He sauntered over to Amber and looked her up and down, finding her more attractive than he ever had before. It was crazy to him how every day he cared more and more about her. He wrapped one arm around her waist and yanked her forward, pressing his nose against hers.

      He kissed her gently on the lips and stared into her eyes. “Thank you for dinner tonight. I feel like we really needed that time together. I learned a lot about you that I had no idea about before. I knew you were passionate, but girl, you are wild.”

      Amber smirked and kissed him again. “Thank you for taking me on such a lovely date. It felt really good to just be together and not have to worry about anyone else in the world. I felt like we were an actual couple instead of two kids running around behind our parent’s backs, doing it in the closet.”

      Logan leaned his head back and bellowed. “I am a tall dude, that would be uncomfortable, but hey I’ll try anything once.”

      Amber looked around them at the silent house. “So, now what?”

      Logan looked at her for a second and grinned mischievously, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the kitchen. “Come with me.”
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      Amber held tightly to Logan’s hand as he pulled her into the kitchen and stood her in front of the island. He turned her slowly around and unzipped her dress all the way down to the small of her back. He stepped forward and pressed his lips against her neck, sliding the dress down until it dropped to the floor around her feet. She stepped out of it and turned to face him, wearing nothing but a pair of lace panties and her stiletto heels.

      Logan took a deep breath and shook his head. “You are so fucking sexy.”

      Amber licked her lips and reached up, unbuttoning his shirt. She kissed him passionately as she pulled the shirt down his arms and flung it over onto the kitchen table. She kept her eyes locked on his as she unbuckled his belt and unbuttoned his pants. She gave them a tug and let them fall to the ground. He flipped his shoes off and stepped out of his pants, his cock already bulging from his boxers. He stood back up in front of her and she reached down, rubbing her hand up and down his shaft.

      Logan groaned, leaning forward and pursing his lips by her ear. “I told you the second day I was going to fuck you on the kitchen island and I figured now was a better time than any. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of you at dinner, and the way you look without that dress on is fucking amazing.”

      Amber could feel the shivers moving down her spine and heat begin to pool between her legs. She grabbed him by the chin and ran her tongue over his lips, sucking his bottom lip into her mouth. “I’ve been dreaming about you fucking me here for what seems like forever.”

      Logan groaned. “Just listening to your voice makes me think about that phone sex we had. That was so incredibly hot. While I got off, all I found myself wanting was more of you. The sound of your moans…”

      She moaned in his ear.

      He smiled. “The whisper of your voice, it was hotter than anything I’ve ever experienced before. Knowing I could get you off from the phone was fucking nuts.”

      Amber was hot and heavy and feeling incredibly sexy. She pulled her head back and kissed him again, this time swiping her tongue through his mouth and across his teeth. She pulled away and smirked, watching his eyes roll back. His cock was bulging out of his boxers and rubbing up against her stomach.

      She reached down and yanked his boxers down, grabbing his shaft tightly. “You know what I found incredibly sexy? The fact that you wanted to be so protective of me. All I wanted to do when you were talking about that was bend over the couch and let you have your way with me. I like it when you tell me what to do, when you take control of my body and give it to me just the way you know I’ll like it.”

      Logan leaned forward and put his hand on her neck while running his tongue up the side. “You like it when I take control?”

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “Mhmm. Full control.”

      He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up onto the counter, wrapping her long legs around him. He gritted his teeth, sending heat bubbling through Amber’s chest. She watched as he grabbed his cock tightly in his hand and began to stroke it, the back of his hand sliding up and down her thigh. Her breath quickened and her pussy melted, the juices flowing freely.

      She watched his hand jacking hard and fast up his cock, just the way she imagined it on the phone. The view was incredibly hot, and she opened her legs wider, inviting him in. He smiled, and his eyes darkened as he pushed his cock down and grabbed her hips. He thrusted forward slamming his cock through her juices and deep inside of her pussy. She reached up and gripped his shoulders, screaming out in ecstasy.

      Amber watched Logan watch her as she grabbed her tits. He held her panties to the side with one hand and held tightly to her thigh with the other. “Yes, fuck, yes.”

      Logan bit his bottom lip as he gyrated his hips. “You like that?”

      She threw her head back. “God, yes.”

      He stepped closer, leaning her partially back and began to rock his hips back and forth. She could feel his body rubbing up and down her clit. He leaned back again and grabbed her panties, ripping them off of her and throwing them to the side. Amber was in complete ecstasy, the feeling of his long cock sliding in and out of her pulsing wet mound. Logan reached down and rubbed his thumb against her clit as his hips began to thrust again. He moved faster and faster as Amber leaned back, arching her back off of the marble counter top.

      Logan grabbed her by the hips and pulled her forward, slamming his cock into her over and over again. He lifted her legs from around his waist up and over his shoulders as he moved forward again, pounding her harder with every scream of ecstasy. Her breath caught in her throat as the wave of pleasure erupted inside of her. She reached out and grabbed onto the side of the counter, cumming hard and fast. Logan groaned, feeling her pussy pulsating against his shaft, but didn’t slow down, making her orgasm last longer and longer.

      By the time the whole thing was done, she was breathing heavily, and her heart was pounding. Logan reached down and pulled her up and off the island, setting her down on her feet. He twisted her around so she was facing the counter and pushed down on her back. She smiled as she laid her head on the cold marble and spread her legs apart, shaking her ass from side to side.

      Amber looked up over her shoulder and winked. “You want more of this?”

      Logan licked his fingers and rubbed her pussy from behind, every so often pushing two fingers deep inside of her. She reached out and grabbed the other side of the counter, bracing herself. Her moans echoed off the granite covered kitchen as he twisted his fingers from side to side inside of her. She could feel how wet she was, the juices just bursting from her non-stop.

      Amber groaned and scratched at the counter as he stepped forward and thrusted his fingers in and out of her as fast as he could. She turned her face toward the counter top and gasped, feeling him slowing the motion and pulling up behind her. The tip of his cock rubbed against her pussy, already red and swollen. He grabbed her hips as he pushed very slowly inside of her, digging his fingers into her skin.

      Her mouth flew open as he slid it all the way back out and then pushed into her again. It was so hot that she couldn’t even make a sound, just hold on tight and hope it lasted a long time. Logan smoothed his hand over her ass and then slapped it, rubbing the sting away. She jolted and giggled, feeling the intense mix of pleasure and pain. It was something she hadn’t experienced before, but she liked it a lot.

      She turned her head and looked back at him. “Fuck me faster.”

      He smiled and spread his feet apart before grabbing her and moving his hips faster and faster. Her ass jiggled like waves, and the sound of their bodies slapping together echoed around them. She moaned and grunted with each thrust, feeling his balls slapping against her clit.

      Logan reached down and bent one of her legs forward, leaning into her as he pushed up on the balls of his feet, slamming his cock deeper inside of her. She lifted up slightly and huffed and puffed, waving her head from side to side. “Yes, that is so hot, baby. Make me cum again.”

      He licked his lips and pushed up into her again. “Oh, I plan on it, baby.”

      He reached one hand around her stomach and cupped her pussy, rubbing her clit as he pushed up into her over and over. She could feel the heat building more and more with every thrust until she could no longer contain herself. She fell forward and arched her back, yelling loudly. The explosion rocked her to the core and spread out through her veins into every part of her body. She could feel him thrust twice more before pushing deep inside and holding himself there, cumming hard along with her. His cock pulsated as he continued to push up and back in short bursts.

      Slowly, they both relaxed back onto their feet and Logan pulled out, leaning forward so they were skin to skin. He kissed her back and helped her stand back up. She wobbled a bit, her knees weak, and took off her heels, not wanting to do a face plant on the floor. Logan picked up her dress and kissed her as he handed it to her. The two got dressed in silence, still trying to stabilize themselves.

      Amber walked over to Logan and pointed at her back. He smiled and pulled her zipper up, clasping the top of it closed. She whirled around with a big grin, giving him a sensuous kiss on his lips. He pulled his tie around his neck and shook his head at her as she walked over, looking for her panties. As she skimmed the counter, she found them by the stove.

      “Hey, you two,” her mother’s voice said, coming from behind them.

      Amber turned quickly, balling her panties in her hand and hiding them behind her back. “Hey, Mom. I didn’t know you would be back so early.”

      Her mom kissed her on the cheek. “Yeah, we’re old fogies now. You two look nice.”

      Amber pointed at her and then him. “Funny actually. Taylor took me out to Ramone’s for a celebration dinner and we ran into Logan.”

      “So, you met his date?” Jordan asked rounding the corner.

      Amber stuttered over her words. “Oh, I…his date…”

      Logan cut in. “My date cancelled so I was having dinner on my own. It was good to see the girls. Since she was coming here anyway I just drove her home.”

      Lisa pouted. “I’m sorry about your date, but I’m glad you two got to have dinner together. I love how close the three of you kids are. It really warms my heart, and makes me miss your Aunt Terry.”

      Logan smiled and glanced over at Amber. “Well, I’m exhausted so I think I’m going to hit the hay. I’ll see you guys in the morning, okay?”

      Lisa waved with a smile. “Night, sweetheart.”

      Amber yawned, covering her mouth. “Yeah, me too. They served me wine there, so I’m a bit sleepy now. I love you, Momma. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Amber kissed her mom on the cheek and then her brother, before heading off down the hall and up the stairs. When she got to the top, Logan grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the side. He wrapped his hands around her face and kissed her deeply. “I just couldn’t go to bed without telling you how absolutely amazing you are and how beautiful you looked tonight.”

      Amber was speechless, butterflies pelting her over and over in the chest. “Sweet dreams, handsome. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.”

      Logan let her hands go and blew her a kiss as he walked into his room and closed the door. Amber held her bag to her chest and tilted her head back. She was completely smitten.
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      Logan sat reclined on his bed with his journal open, writing furiously. Sunday had been so amazing, not just the sex, but the dinner too, and he could barely get it all down on paper.

      She was magnificent. She glowed brighter than the moon as she sat across from me at Ramone’s talking about her dreams, her fears, and her secrets. She let everything go with me, and I opened up to her, too. Talking about my parents was something that I hadn’t ever done, and though it hurt, it was like having my sins absolved in church. So much of that pent up hurt just flowed from me out into the atmosphere. There hasn’t been a time in my life I felt that comfortable with another person. She made me question everything I had planned for myself.

      Still, my dreams for the future stay the same, and sadly, I think I have to choose. Actually, I have already chosen. I am going to make the trip and take the job, but if there is anything fateful about my existence, I hope with all my heart she will be here when I return. I don’t know what any of it will mean if I don’t have her by my side.

      Logan stopped for a moment and thought about things. Everything was so hard to come to terms with. No matter what fairytale he had created out of his life there in LA, it would all become stagnant if he couldn’t move forward with his career. This internship was the answer to all of that. He knew it, even though he wanted to fight it with everything in him. He sighed and continued writing.

      Even as I sit here knowing the course of action I chose, I question myself. Soon I will be boarding a plane to New York City, and I fear the silence of her absence will be too much for me to bear. If only I could say these things to her. If only I could hear her tell me…

      “Hey…” Amber said as she walked into his room and froze.

      Logan closed his journal and threw it in the top drawer of his bed stand. “Oh, hey. What’s up?”

      Amber narrowed her eyes at him and took a step forward, pointing at the drawer. “Were you just journaling?”

      Logan glanced down at the table. “Uh, no. I was just making notes that’s all.”

      Amber lifted an eyebrow. “No, that was totally a journal. It said journal on the outside of it.”

      Logan wrinkled his nose. “It’s just a book with paper. It can be used for anything. Notes, whatever.”

      Amber walked over toward the drawer and reached out to open it. “Then you won’t mind if I take a look at your ‘notes’.”

      Logan grabbed her hand and shook his head. “They won’t interest you.”

      She pulled her hand back and laughed. “You totally were writing in your diary. Do you start the pages out with Dear Diary? Do you draw like little hearts on the inside and doodle pictures of us kissing?”

      Logan gave her a dead stare. “Okay. That’s quite enough from you.”

      He stood up and took her by the arm, turning her toward the door. She continued teasing him. “I had a diary once when I was fourteen. I was going to be Mrs. Evan Harris, this boy in ninth grade who always gave me dirty looks. I thought it was because he liked me, but it turned out he liked boys.”

      Logan stopped and let out a deep sigh. “Yes, okay. I was journaling. Can we move on from this, please?”

      Amber smiled and watched him walk back over and sit on the bed. “Everyone is downstairs getting ready for dinner.”

      Logan nodded. “Okie dokie. I’m starving.”

      Amber bit her lip and walked over to the bed, leaning down close to Logan. He could feel the electricity shooting between them. “I’m ravenous too.”

      She pressed her lips against his, running her hand up his thigh. For a moment he let it happen, wanting her so badly all the time. However, as the smell of food wafted from downstairs, he pulled back and kissed her on the nose. She pouted and stood up, putting her hands on her hips.

      Logan laughed and stood up in front of her, wrapping his arms around her. “I’m not rejecting you. It’s just way too risky right now. It’s different when everyone is in bed for the night. When everyone is awake, we could be caught in a split second. I’ve walked right into your mom before because she walks so quietly down these halls. And ever since your dad put the runner in you can barely hear anyone walking.”

      She smiled and turned from side to side. “But you don’t even come into my room at night. How am I supposed to survive when you are depriving me of my basic needs in life?”

      Logan chuckled. “Your basic needs? I think, my dear, you might be a bit dramatic tonight. I’m pretty sure you survived eighteen years without my dick. You can do it for a couple of nights.”

      Amber shook her head. “Nope, it’s like water to me now. I need it for basic life functions. Otherwise, I get so fidgety and all I can think about is that hot night on the counter top. Can’t you just give in a little?”

      He leaned forward and kissed her nose, finding her unbelievably adorable. “The moment I give in is the moment your father walks in on us doing the nasty and throws me straight out that window, where your brother will then meet me to beat my ass. Do you really want to sacrifice my welfare just for my dick?”

      Amber pretended to think about it for a moment. “Well….”

      Logan grabbed her on the waist and tickled her. “You little vixen. I’ve turned you into a monster.”

      Amber sighed and stomped her foot. “Fine. I guess you’re right. Besides, my father is already pissed enough at me for not going to Yale. If he found that out he might send me off to a nunnery and have them lock me in the basement of the church.”

      A twinge of guilt pounded at Logan’s chest, but he kept a straight face, not showing it. He had forgotten that out of everything, Amber had given up her dreams to be with him and now he was dipping out on her to follow his own. With every day that passed, he was starting to feel like more and more of a terrible human being. Karma was going to strike him down for what he was doing, he just knew it.

      Logan nodded toward the door. “Come on, let’s join everyone for dinner.”

      They headed downstairs, secretly holding hands until they reached the bottom. Everyone was already seated around the table when they got there, and Amber took her normal seat across the table from Logan and between her mother and father, who took the two ends. Jordan was sitting next to Logan, but engrossed by his phone and paying little attention.

      Lisa put her hands together and smiled. “This is my favorite, having us all here. I made spaghetti and meatballs tonight, with garlic bread and salad, so dig in.”

      Logan took in a deep breath, enjoying the scent of the food. He was really going to miss Lisa’s cooking; it was one of his favorite things about her. She was an amazing mother and an amazing cook. She made all of the family favorites, including his, because she never treated him differently than her own children. They passed the plates around and Logan took a healthy helping of spaghetti. Jordan didn’t respond, so Logan put some on his plate and passed it across to Lisa.

      He took a bite and rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Lisa. I don’t know what your secret ingredient for this spaghetti is, but I love it.”

      Lisa smiled. “It’s no secret. I make my own sauce from a really simple recipe of garlic, onion, bell pepper and one big and one small can of diced tomatoes. Then I add spices, simmer it for just about twenty minutes, and blend it to make it smoother. I add butter and garlic powder to the noodles when they are done, before putting sauce on them. It’s probably one of the easiest dishes I could make, and it feeds all of you hungry men, and us two ladies. Of course, tonight I might have more leftovers than normal because one of my children is glued to his phone.”

      Amber snickered. “Better than glued to the bar.”

      Without looking, Jordan picked up his napkin and threw it across the table at Amber. A smile moved over his face as he stuck his phone in his pocket. “Sorry guys, just the woman of my dreams on the phone.”

      Matt stayed quiet the whole time, sitting down the table eating his spaghetti. There was still some serious tension between Amber and her father, but Logan could tell she was trying to ignore it and enjoy the rest of dinner. Logan bit into a piece of crunchy garlic bread and thought about how he was going to have to teach himself how to cook in New York. Just as he thought that, he glanced up, meeting Amber's eyes.

      Another pang of guilt rang out in his chest, but he hid it away, trying to enjoy the evening with his family. Jordan took a bite of his spaghetti and looked up at Amber. “So, how is everything going with UCLA? Did you take your placement tests yet?”

      Amber swallowed and wiped her mouth. “I did, actually, today. They are graded immediately, and I was placed above what I finished at in high school, so I am happy with all of that. I also tested out of two of my history classes, but since that is where I am leaning for a major I might take them anyway.”

      Matt grumbled, but everyone just seemed to ignore his grumpiness. Logan looked over at Lisa. “Are you happy that your baby girl is staying here?”

      Lisa smiled at Amber. “I’m happy with whatever she is happy with. She worked so hard in high school that she earned the privilege to go to pretty much any college that she wanted to. I’m proud of her for picking a school like UCLA. They have amazing programs. I know she will do wonderfully wherever she goes. On a personal level, though, I am ecstatic to have her here with us. I would have missed her dreadfully if she had run off to the other coast. I miss all my kids when they’re gone, including you, Mr. Logan.”

      Logan choked on his spaghetti and took a big gulp of water. “Oh, I missed you too when I was away at college. It has definitely been nice having a family to come back to. You guys have been my rock through the years, and I really appreciate that. So, if I never said it before, or even if I did, thank you.”

      Lisa reached out her hand over Jordan and gripped Logan’s tightly. “It wasn’t a question in our minds.”

      Jordan raised both eyebrows. “So, are we all going to start crying salty tears into our spaghetti here, or are you guys okay? I mean, I can move, if you need a moment.”

      Logan elbowed Jordan in the side and laughed. “I’m sorry we are hurting your fragile sensibilities with gratitude. Suck it up and learn something, your new girlfriend will probably appreciate you listening and saying what’s on your mind.”

      Jordan waved his hands at Logan. “Meh, she likes me for who I am.”

      Amber looked up at Jordan. “A raging ass with a sarcastic attitude?”

      Jordan sat up straight and proud. “Why yes, that’s exactly right.”

      Everyone laughed, including Matt, and Logan couldn’t help but feel sad that he was going to miss them so much.
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      There she was again, stuck in the world of dreams, trying to figure out exactly what was happening. Amber reached her hands down by her sides, feeling the soft satin of sheets beneath her. The fog was starting to clear and she could hear the lapping waves hitting the shores. A warm sensation ran up her torso and into her chest, and she could feel the swishing of Logan’s tongue across her pussy. She looked down, finding him with his head between her knees, looking up with his incredible green eyes.

      “Just relax,” he whispered as he ducked his head back down.

      She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, feeling the hot sensation of Logan licking her wet mound from front to back. The sensation was incredible, and even though she knew she was in a dream, she didn’t want to wake up from it. His mouth was so amazing, swirling his tongue wildly over her clit. She gripped the sheets and leaned her head back, crying out softly into the wind. The sound of the waves faded from around her and the feeling of a soft breeze blowing over her body began to recede.

      When she opened her eyes again, she disappointingly found herself awake and back in her own bed. She rubbed her eyes and groaned, still feeling the pleasure pulsating through her. It was like the dream ended, but the pleasure hadn’t subsided in the least. Her breathing was increasing by the second and she shifted her legs, freezing as she felt someone between them. She blinked hard, staring down at Logan, who was laying between her thighs, her panties pulled to the side. He wiped the glistening juices from his chin and stared up at her with dark eyes. She could barely believe that he was there.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, still unable to move.

      Logan sat up a bit. “Well, I was laying in my bed dreaming about you bent over the railing of that restaurant I took you to. Your dress was around your waist and I was pounding my cock into you over and over again. Your screams echoed all over Los Angeles. When I woke up, my cock was as hard as a rock and I knew I had to have you. So, I figured this was the best way to wake you up.”

      As he talked, he slid his fingers down and pushed inside of her. She gasped and glanced up at the clock on her wall. It was only three in the morning, hours before her father would wake up for work. She knew they had plenty of time to get it all out of their systems, at least for the next few hours. She bit her lip and stared at him intently as he continued to finger her, licking her taste from his lips.

      Finally, after some persuasion, she let go of her fears and nodded her head. She laid down on her back, feeling him sliding her panties off. His face moved across her thigh and he skimmed his plump lips across her mound. She shifted, whining slightly, wanting to feel his tongue again between her legs. He pushed her legs further apart and dove down, licking and lapping at her clit.

      She moaned as she allowed her legs to fall to the sides and felt his fingers push through her folds. He slipped them down and began to finger her as his tongue flickered against her nub. Shimmers of shock vibrated against her nerves, making her legs shake. She lifted herself up on her elbows and watched as he licked her like a lollipop. He glanced up her, watching her squirm, and smiled.

      He sat up and crawled toward the head of the bed, laying down on his back. “Come here and sit on my face.”

      She grinned and turned, bringing her legs up and straddling his face. She hovered a few inches away and he grabbed her hips, pulling her hard down onto his face. She reached back and grabbed onto the headboard, feeling his tongue moving from her clit down and pressing inside of her. She moaned and groaned, keeping one hand firm while the other grasped her tits hard. He swirled his tongue around and flickered against her clit, making the heat in her belly begin to simmer.

      “Fuck,” she whispered, throwing her head back.

      Logan gripped tightly to her thighs as he swished his mouth back and forth in her folds. She had to put her hand over her mouth to keep from screaming out in ecstasy. As he flicked at her clit again she growled, falling forward and grasping her head board with both hands. She started moving her hips greedily, grinding down on his face. He moaned, licking wider and wilder as she pressed her juices over his chin.

      She could feel the heat start to rise higher as she pushed herself to the limits. She dropped all of her inhibitions and let him pleasure her in the best way he could. He reached up with both hands and grabbed onto her ass, gripping it tightly as he moved his face in circles over her pussy. She could feel the soft whiskers on his chin smooth over her clit and she moaned, white knuckling the headboard in front of her.

      Amber opened her eyes and looked into the mirror, seeing their reflection. The sight of the two of them in the throes of passion was more than she could bare. She moved her hips wildly over his face until the heat inside of her exploded. She screamed out and arched her back as he pulled down on her, lapping at her juices flowing from her vibrating pussy. He continued to lick until her clit was so sensitive it almost hurt to touch.

      Amber rolled off of him onto her back and he followed, taking her leg and pulling it up to her side. She stared at him, dizzy, as he swooped his hips down and over her, pushing his cock deep inside. Her mouth opened, but nothing came out as she clung tightly to his shoulders. His cock was harder than she had ever felt it before and he pushed deeper and deeper inside of her. She dug her nails into his skin, feeling the pleasure pulsating through her body.

      Logan growled, putting both of his hands on either side of her head and pumping his hips in short bursts. His body slammed against hers. She took her hands away and put them up over her head, pushing against the headboard for leverage. They were trying hard not to lose complete control and make too much noise, but the springs on the bed seemed to have a mind of their own.

      Logan slowed his pace, pulling out and then pushing back in, slowly and steady. He lowered his body on top of hers and she wrapped her legs around him. As he pushed in, he rubbed his lips across her sensually and with caring. She ran her hands up his neck and cupped his face, pulling his lips to hers. He kissed her so gently, she could feel her heart thumping in her chest. He reached under her back and they rolled together until she was on top of him.

      Amber put her hands down on his chest and slowly pushed up and slid back down. She rolled her head back as she did it again, feeling the intensity as he filled her to the brim. With every climb and every fall, he met her with his hips, rubbing her clit with his fingers. She groaned, wanting more but not having the strength to move faster.

      Logan put his hands down and pulled himself back, resting his back on the headboard. He took her face in his hands and kissed her gently, but passionately. He kept his hands there, holding her face close to his as she ground her hips like a wave against him. Both of their breathing began to increase, the intense closeness between them making it difficult to even wrap their heads around it.

      Amber had never felt something so intense or so strong with anyone in her life. She felt like she could freeze time and stay right there in that moment forever. There was a connection that before was only a whisper, but now had turned into a full-fledged storm. They were lost in each other’s eyes, in each other’s souls and all they could do was breathe.

      Amber rolled her hips and began to move again, breaking the spell enough to keep going. Logan licked his lips and leaned his head back, feeling the pleasure of her body rubbing against his. He ran his hands up and down her thighs, feeling every inch of her skin. She leaned forward and whispered into his ear. “Take me. Take me and make love to me.”

      Slowly Logan opened his eyes and nodded his head. He leaned forward and wrapped his arm around her back. They turned over, and he carefully laid her down, her head comfortably on the pillow. Logan moved on top of her and moved the hair from her face, running his lips over her cheek and gently across her lips. He slid his hand down over her breast and under her ass, gripping it tightly. With one smooth thrust, he was inside of her, holding it deep and grunting softly over her shoulder.

      She smoothed her fingers across his back, feeling the bulging muscles rippling. He pulled back and then thrust forward, hard and fast. She gasped in pleasure as he did it again, and again, locking his eyes with hers. Over and over he would pull slowly out and then thrust hard into her, their eyes not wavering for even a moment. She was so caught up in the power of it all she didn’t even want to blink.

      His moves were hard but meaningful, and after three or four more thrusts they both began to tingle from head to toe. He held tightly to her, pressing his forehead against hers. Both of their mouths hung open, but no sound escaped as the flow of pure bliss took over their entire beings. They stayed like this for several minutes, unable to move a muscle, not wanting to separate. As the climax began to dissipate, Logan lowered himself and rolled onto his side, pulling her close into him. He took time to rub her hair back and gently kiss her lips. There was an emotion to it all that Amber couldn’t even begin to describe.

      “I have to go back,” he whispered, almost shattering everything inside of her, although she didn’t know why.

      He kissed her lips tenderly once more and rolled off the bed, grabbing his clothes. He dressed quickly and came back to her side, kissing her forehead. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She gave him a small smile and nodded, watching as he carefully and quietly moved from the room and shut the door behind him. She rolled over onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, completely blown away. It was the most erotic moment of her life up to that point, and the bond she just felt with him was unbelievable. All she wanted was to be in his arms, and she knew that he felt the same. She had asked him to make love to her, and that was exactly what he had done.

      The caress of his lips, the move of his hands left her reeling and completely speechless. She turned back over on her side and pulled the covers over her, snuggling into the pillow that still held his scent. She knew that whatever she had gotten herself into, she was in deep and her feelings for him were crazy.
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      “I’m really glad you decided to come by today,” Matt said walking next to Logan.

      Logan smiled. “I wanted to see how everything was coming along with the changes that you had decided to make. I also felt like I just don’t spend enough time with the two of you. Life can be crazy sometimes, that’s for sure.”

      Matt stopped and looked at him. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to say something. I don’t know who this girl is that you have in your life, but I think she really is good for you. I’ve seen a softness in you the last few weeks that I haven’t seen in you since before your parents passed. I worried for a long time that you had lost something that you could never get back, but I am seeing the old you in there again.”

      Logan breathed deeply, feeling calmer than ever. “Thanks. And it’s true, she is really good for me. She does things to my emotions and my mind that I didn’t think would ever happen. It feels like the right thing, you know?”

      Matt slapped him on the shoulder. “I do know. Bickering or not, that is how Lisa made me feel, and still does. She is my calm in the storm. Don’t let this one go, no matter what.”

      Logan felt that guilt again, only this time it ached in his heart like nothing he had felt before. He opened his mouth to let it out, to get it over with, but Jordan walked in the back door, holding hands with his girlfriend. Logan smiled and turned toward them as Jordan introduced her. “Dad, this is Melissa, my girlfriend. Melissa, this is my dad.”

      Matt put his arms out and hugged her. “You can call me Matt. We’ve all been patiently waiting to meet the woman that has calmed my son down more than I’ve seen since he was a baby.”

      Melissa was pretty. She was tall, with long brown hair and a comforting smile. She didn’t look at all like the bombshells he usually went for, but then again, he actually cared for this one. Matt was right, she had calmed Jordan the way that Amber had calmed him.

      Jordan turned toward Logan. “And this is my best friend and brother from another mother, Logan. We’ve known each other since we were in diapers.”

      Logan smiled and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, finally.”

      “You too, Jordan talks about both of you constantly. I was starting to wonder if I’d ever meet you,” she giggled.

      Matt clapped his hands together. “Why don’t we go take a tour around the facility? Melissa, have you ever been to a production studio before?”

      She raised her shoulders and walked beside Matt, Jordan looking back at Logan with a huge smile. Logan gave him the okay sign and followed along behind them. Melissa seemed really nice and cheerful, and Logan wished that he could do that same thing with Amber. To take her places, introduce her to people, reveal to his best friend that he was in love with her, but he knew it would turn out badly. They wouldn’t be happy about it like they seemed to be in this moment.

      Logan rubbed his hand across his chest, feeling that all too familiar pain. Just thinking about Amber, especially after the night before and the connection they had made, made his heart break right there in his chest. He watched the others around the corner and took the side door, going outside to get some air. He leaned over, putting his hands on his knees and taking in a deep breath through his nose.

      “I’m making a damn mistake,” he said out loud to himself. “This girl is everything that I or any other human being would want in their lives. Get it together, Logan.”

      He put his hands together and began to pace back and forth. He knew that he had made a mistake deciding to go take that internship. She had given up everything for him, and he couldn’t give up this one thing? He cared too much about her to think about letting her feel even a pin prick of pain. He wanted to protect her from everything in the world, not to be the man who broke her heart.

      It was right then and there that he decided he would call Bloomberg on Monday and tell them that he couldn’t accept the position. It was just a job, after all; there would be plenty more out there for him. If it meant that he would have to build his business the hard way, it would be worth it to get to spend every moment with Amber. No one would even know the difference, besides Jordan, but he knew he wouldn’t say anything to anyone. Amber would have no idea he was even offered the position, and that was for the best. He didn’t want to cause her any pain or have any question in her mind as to his feelings for her.

      “Hey, what are you doing out here?” Jordan said walking out.

      Logan stood up straight, feeling better already. “I just got lightheaded and needed some air.”

      Jordan looked at him with concern. “You alright, buddy?”

      Logan walked over to Jordan and put his hand around his shoulders. “I think I am now. Actually, I know I am now. It’s funny how the smallest things in life can trigger you to really rethink things and make decisions you never thought you would make.”

      Jordan nodded. “I don’t really know what you are talking about, but sure. The little things in life are what really determine the power of the big things. My dad always tells us it’s the little things that we will remember, not the big things. Those are usually the things that don’t bring the quality that we all strive for in our lives.”

      Logan shook his head. “Exactly on point. Come on, let’s not leave that girl too long with your dad. You want to keep her as your girl, right?”

      Jordan laughed. “Yeah, that would be preferable.”

      The guys walked back into the building with Jordan adding a bit of a pep to his step. He wouldn’t have to break Amber’s heart, or his own for that matter. He could go on with things the way they had been going and build a life with her. She was one of the most important things in his world, and he already couldn’t believe that he would have made any decision that could have jeopardized that.

      They found Matt and Melissa in the control room, with Matt telling her all about the new machines that had just been installed. “These boards are going to give us state of the art sound, picture quality, and editing capabilities. We no longer outsource anything in this company, and all our employees are paid above industry standard.”

      Melissa looked impressed. “Wow. That’s really great. Most companies these days put profit over employees, and that really makes it hard to keep that profit up. It sounds like you have your feet firmly planted here.”

      Matt glanced over at the guys. “Not forever. Eventually, I am going to hand this all over to Jordan and let him take it into the next era. Movie making has changed so much just in the last twenty years. I can’t wait to see what it will be like in another twenty. Hopefully, by then, I’m the one taking the tour and he’s the one making the decisions.”

      Melissa smiled. “He talks about it a lot. About this place, and the company. He is smitten with the fact that you have given that opportunity to him. He can’t see himself doing anything else.”

      Logan and Jordan could see the pride wash over Matt, and Logan leaned in. “Man, she is good. She just managed to fix your entire relationship with your father in two seconds. You need to keep her. She can be your liaison to your parents so there aren’t any more fights.”

      Jordan nodded. “I think that sounds like a perfect idea. I always hoped I could say as little as possible to my parents and still have them be satisfied.”

      Logan grinned. “Listen, I’m going to head out of here. I want to hit up the gym before I go home. You guys coming by the house?”

      “Nah, not today. We have a thing at her parents’ place. I’ll see if you’re awake if I get back early enough. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow. And for God’s sake, bring that girl around. We all want to shake her hand.”

      Logan patted him on the back. “Yeah, eventually.”

      “It was nice meeting you,” Melissa yelled waving her hand.

      Logan waved back. “You too. Keep our boy in check.”

      Melissa gave him a thumbs up. “Oh, I got this. I promise.”

      Matt jogged over and shook Logan’s hand. “If you change your mind about working here, I think you and Jordan would make a fantastic team. Just let me know and I’ll make sure there is a position here for you.”

      Logan nodded. “Thanks, Matt. I really appreciate that.”

      Logan headed out of the studio and jumped in his Jeep, leaving the top down and sides off as he cruised through Los Angeles toward the gym. He let the air blow over him as he went, feeling the sensation of love palpitating in his heart. He had taken the next step with Amber the night before, and it was what ultimately changed his mind. It was like he could see clearly for the first time since he had gotten that phone call, and he was kind of mad at himself for being such an idiot about it. Luckily, he came to that revelation when he did and there would be no harm done.

      He pulled into the gym and grabbed his bag, going inside. This time, instead of killing himself on the treadmill, or doing the stepper for an hour straight, he worked with weights. He didn’t have any anger or stress at all to worry about. Logan worked out for about forty minutes before wiping off his equipment and heading out. He whistled as he walked, swinging his bag back and forth and greeting others as he passed. He felt on top of the world, knowing he would get to be with Amber. There was nothing he could think of that could put a damper on that, except maybe Jordan and Matt finding out.

      Logan loved Jordan, but he had to start listening to his own intuition instead of trying to have other people make decisions for him. As he pulled into the drive, he noticed that Amber’s care wasn’t there, but he knew she would be back soon. He wanted to make sure he got a shower before she got home, so that there were no more instances of her making fun of him for being a gym rat. Just remembering the conversation made Logan laugh as he climbed the steps and went inside his room.

      He threw his bag on the floor and grabbed some clean clothes from the drawer. He turned on the shower and immediately got in, letting the water heat up slowly on his skin. He leaned forward and let the waterfall run down over his head and into the tub below. The heat massaged all of his sore and tired muscles, which made him wonder at first how he had gotten so sore. Then he remembered the hot and sensual sex they had been having, an activity which, until recently, had been completely foreign to him. He was building muscle and having sex with his girl; it was like killing two birds with one stone. Now all he had to do was get their relationship to a place where they could actually be together in public, and his world would be sealed.
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      “Call me later and let me know how everything goes with you two. I’m really glad to know that you are happy and being taken care of.” Taylor hugged Amber tightly.

      Amber smiled at her best friend and walked out the front door. The girls had been out shopping all morning, and then ran some errands for school. Taylor couldn’t have been happier that Amber would be staying in the area; she was her best friend. At the same time, she wanted to make sure Amber was positive about what she was doing. Amber couldn’t have been more positive if she tried. There wasn’t even a whisper of a doubt in her mind.

      Amber drove up the driveway at her house and pulled her car up behind Logan’s Jeep. There were no other cars there, so she could assume that they would be alone at least for a little while. She entered the house, hanging her keys on the hook by the door and went to the kitchen to grab a snack. She drank her bottle of water and ate the package of cheese crackers she found in the pantry. Above her, she could hear the shower running and assumed that was Logan, who had probably went by the gym.

      She meandered up the stairs and down the hall, walking into his room and looking around. He was definitely in the shower, and as much as she wanted to join him, she knew that it would be a really bad idea. That was the moment they would get caught, and not only would it be mortifying, it would be bad juju for their future. Instead, she sat down on his bed and leaned back, putting her arms under her head. The ceiling fan spun around and around, making practically no sound at all. His huge flat screen television was off and the only sound in the whole house was the water falling in the shower.

      Amber was trying to be as patient as she possibly could be, but she just wanted to be near him, to feel his arms wrapped around her. It was the most comforting feeling in the world, and she felt almost vulnerable without it. She sighed and turned her head to the side, spying his bed side table. She bit her lip and sat up, thinking about the journal inside. On a normal basis, Amber didn’t consider herself a nosey person, and she tended to trust most people. However, when she found out that he had been writing in a journal, her interest had been instantly peaked.

      She looked up at the door and then over at the drawer, giving up and moving over there. She quietly slid the drawer open and pulled out the faded old journal from the top. She held it in her hands for several minutes, trying to give herself enough balls to open it. After a few moments, she just sat back and opened it to the first page.

      Today my mom and dad died in a car accident. They say the other guy was a drunk driver but I guess it doesn’t really matter because they are gone. I feel numb, unloving and unloved. I have been given the offer to go live with my best friend in their huge estate, but even that place has memories of them. Where am I supposed to go with no one to guide me?

      Amber turned the page, almost feeling awkward for reading such an intimate post. The next page was two weeks later.

      It’s been a week since the funeral and everyone keeps telling me I need to grieve. I am grieving, just in my own way. Jordan’s parent’s Matt and Lisa are amazing. They are there for me but they don’t smother. They accepted me into their household without question and they treat me exactly the same as they treat their own kids, Jordan and Amber. I can see in the future that I will love them like I loved my parents, I just hope I don’t let them down.

      Amber flipped through the book, page after page, reading excerpts from his writing. A lot of it was documented teenage angst and nothing else. There were some interesting parts, but mostly just bitching about college, girls, and Jordan being an asshole all the time. Amber flipped through to the summer before that, and saw there were only three writings. One was about drinking and bars, but another was about the family.

      Came home for summer break before my senior year. Matt and Lisa seemed just as excited to me that they did to see Jordan. It made me feel good on the inside. Jordan’s little sister, Amber, grew leaps and bounds and now looks like a full-fledged hottie walking into high school. It’s a good thing she is working so hard toward her goals, because all the guys would be trying to screw her. She is beautiful and there is something that I feel that I can’t quite put my finger on. Maybe it’s just a crush.

      Amber giggled after reading that, finding it interesting that he had been harboring his feelings for her the same way she had been doing for him. They were too young before, and she knew very well as a senior in high school she would have shied away from him immediately. She had been too busy planning for her future to notice that her future lived two-bedroom doors down from her. It had all worked out for the best, and he seemed to be even more committed to her than she thought.

      She continued flipping the pages, skipping over most of it. She came to one of two last pages written very recently.

      I just got back from a trip to Colorado to clean up the condo for Matt and Lisa. While I was sitting at the airport I got a call from Bloomberg. They actually offered me the internship that I wanted to get my feet on the ground with my own business. In the moment I said yes without hesitation but then I started to think about Amber. About how she had sacrificed so much to be with me. I ran things by Jordan, even though he doesn’t know who the mystery woman is. He told me to take the job, there would be plenty of women. But all I could think was that none of them would be like Amber.

      I had the whole plane ride to think it over with Jordan snoring in my ear. I have to take the job, if I want any chance at a future, a way to support myself and my own family one day I have to take the internship. I don’t want to leave Amber, but I will be no good to her without any prospects for the future. The thing is, I can’t figure out how to tell her. I can’t stand the thought of hurting her.

      So, after a long deliberation I decided what the best plan would be for me. It may be cowardly but I am going to get up early in the morning, and just leave before any one is out of bed. I will leave notes, and I will contact them once I land in New York, but I can’t watch Amber’s heart break while mine is shattering too. She deserved so much better than that but I know that if I don’t go I will regret it for the rest of my life. It is my only chance to fulfill my dreams. Hopefully I can bring myself to do it.

      “What are you doing?” Logan asked, walking into the room from the shower.

      Amber didn’t hear him get out of the shower, but she didn’t give a damn. She had read the words, and she was standing there trying to process them. She was trying to make sense of everything that had just crossed through her mind. While she was over here dropping out of Yale and making sacrifices, he was planning to leave her all along, and not in a good way either. He was literally planning walking out without telling a soul and just leaving a note.

      Logan walked over and snatched the journal out of her hands, pissed. Amber didn’t care if he was pissed, she was a lot more furious at him than he was at her. She watched as he looked down at the page she was reading and then up at her face, worry replacing the anger. She gripped her fists tightly at her sides, trying to calm down before she spoke, but she was having a really hard time doing it.

      “I can’t believe you,” Amber said at a whisper.

      Logan put up his hands. “Hold on a second, Amber. You read one entry and didn’t look at the others.”

      Amber knocked the journal out of his hands. “I don’t need to see the others. I read exactly what you are planning on doing. You took an internship in New York, and instead of facing me like a man you were going to just run out in the middle of the night. You weren't even going to show you cared enough to try to explain the internship to me! How dare you!”

      Logan looked desperate. “Amber, please, let me explain.”

      Amber shook her head, all the anger coming to the surface. “No! Fuck you! You had the opportunity to explain before, but you refused. Instead you hid behind your little fucking journal and made plans to just run out on me. You are such a fucking asshole! I am such a fool. I thought you really cared about me. I thought you were going to start a life with me. You stood by while I quit Yale and didn’t say a damn word.”

      Amber stomped forward toward the door, but Logan grabbed her arm. “Wait. Amber, please.”

      Amber spun around and slapped him hard across the face. “Enjoy your life, enjoy this internship that was more important than what we had. I want you to pretend that I never existed, because I don’t want anything to do with you. When you come back here for holidays, don’t even acknowledge me. You are nothing to me anymore, and I hope you leave really soon because I can’t stand to look at your face!”

      She pulled her arm away from him and ran from his room and down the stairs. She raced to her car and got inside, ignoring the fact that he was chasing after her. Her head was spinning so fast, she could barely see straight. She felt like someone had taken a dagger and stabbed her right in the heart. How could she have been so stupid to think she would ever be more important to him than anything else? He chose his career over what they had shared and even worse, he had continued sleeping with her and stringing her along for days after he made his decision.

      She started the car and raced down the drive, just wanting to get away from him. She made the first turn she could find and parked at the back of a shopping center parking lot. She leaned her head against her arms, propped on the steering wheel, and just let all go. Tears flowed rapidly from her eyes as she cried loudly, rubbing her hand across her chest. She had done it, she had played the fool, and it didn’t turn out good for her at all. In fact, it had turned out exactly the opposite.

      Now, she was stuck in a city she didn’t want to be in, going to a college leagues below what she had originally planned on, and everything she made for herself sat in ashes at her feet. She had broken the number one rule for girls, and had changed her entire life to be with a man. She would never let that happen, ever again.
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      Logan put his suitcase and duffel bag on the bed and stared down at it. He couldn’t wait any longer, he had to leave. Things had been silent in the house all day, and Amber hadn’t been home since she ran out on Friday. That slap did more than hurt his face, it broke his heart, and not because she was angry; she had every right to be angry. His heart was broken because he had hurt her so badly.

      He walked quietly over to his closet and pulled down his suit, zipping it into a hanging bag for the plane. He would have to buy more suits when he got to New York, but that would at least get him in the door for his new job. He went through his clothes, folding each piece carefully and setting it into his suitcase. Anything he wasn’t taking he consolidated into one drawer of his dresser. When he had packed all his clothes and toiletries, he reached up into his closet and pulled down a box.

      Sitting it on his bed, he opened the lid and pulled out a stack of photos. He slipped several of him and his parents into his suitcase and then sat staring of the one of him, Jordan, and Amber as kids. He went to put it in his bag, but stopped, dropping it back into the box and returning it to the shelf. He had just cut ties with Amber in the worst way possible, and after he left, he wasn’t sure what relationship he would have with the rest of them.

      He finished up with his luggage and walked down to the kitchen. Carefully, he wrote a note to each person in the family, thanking them for taking care of him for all those years. He apologized for leaving in the manner in which he was, but he didn’t want to hurt anyone, so he knew it was better that he did it that way. The tearful goodbyes and the sad words weren’t what he or any of them needed. He put each letter careful in an envelope and sealed them, writing their names on the front. He set them out on the counter, where he knew they would find them when they came down for breakfast.

      Logan stood, leaning against the kitchen island, looking around the quiet house. The sun hadn’t even come up yet, and there wasn’t a single sound echoing through the halls. It reminded him of the silence of his parent’s house after they were killed. It sent chills down his spine as he tried to push the memory away. All that pain he thought he had given up when talking to Amber and having her close in his life had flooded back to him without warning, and he was struggling to push it back. His mind was tired, and his heart was exhausted. Nothing had been that heartbreaking since their death, and he hated every moment of it.

      He grabbed another piece of paper and sat on the stool, writing one last letter to Amber. In that letter, he didn’t hold anything back. It was too late to keep trying to put up a happy face. He bared all of his feelings to her, he poured out his heart like he had never done before.

      Dear Amber,

      The days and weeks that I have spent in your arms have been the happiest ones of my entire life. I never thought in a million years I could love someone even more than I love myself, but then there was you. You could see through my fake smile and my good posture. You could see the man that I was on the inside and you allowed that man to be freed if only for a little while…

      Logan leaned back in the chair and took a deep breath, wiping a tear from his eye. He gripped the pen tightly and finished writing the two-page letter to her. He signed it with all his love, but he knew that would only anger her. He didn’t care. He had to let her know what had happened to lead to that point. When he was done, he wrote a second one to go with the others that simply said, “See ya, Amber.” It was just another lie, so that the family wouldn’t know what had happened. What was the purpose of them knowing at that point? It would only affect her, and she didn’t need any more pain or grief in her life.

      He took the long letter upstairs and slipped it under her door, knowing she would read it when she finally came back. There was no doubt that Jordan would call her to tell her he had gone. He went back to his room and looked around one last time to make sure that he had gotten everything. He put his duffel bag around his neck, hung his suit bag over his arm, and pulled his suitcase behind him. He paused briefly and looked back at the space which he had spent so much time turning into a home, before shutting off the lights and closing the door.

      He crept down the hall, glancing over at the picture of a pixie painted on Amber’s door from when she was a little girl. He could remember Jordan asking Lisa to do it for her as a surprise, not wanting to be the one to paint a fairy in fear of his masculinity being dented. The thought brought a smile to Logan’s face, but that quickly faded as he thought about Amber’s face as she stood there gripping his journal, hurt and anger blowing through her.

      Logan gritted his teeth and moved on, pushing the handle down on his suitcase and heading down the stairs. He grabbed the keys to his jeep, leaving the house key behind, and walked out the front door, unsure if he would ever come back, or if he would even be welcome back there, for that matter. As he drove down through LA, he took in the warm California air and the sights and sounds of the town he grew up in. There were so many memories there, some from his parents, some from Jordan, and even more special, the ones with Amber.

      He found himself driving faster and faster toward the airport, just wanting to get through it and get to New York. Maybe if he got out of there, it wouldn’t hurt so bad. When he arrived at the airport he put the key in the glove box, having left instructions for Jordan to pick it up and take it back to the house. He could have taken a cab, but he didn’t want to accidently wake up anyone in the house.

      “Name?” the attendant at the desk asked.

      Logan pulled out his ID and handed it over to her. “Logan Townley, picking up a ticket to New York.”

      She typed rapidly on the keyboard and nodded as she printed out the ticket. “You are first class on flight 2345 from here straight to New York. Your plane will be boarding at Gate 19, but not for about an hour and a half.”

      “I have luggage I would like to check.”

      They went through the process and then Logan slumped along through the security check, barely anyone in line that early in the morning. He was just lucky that the company had booked him an early morning flight, otherwise he would have had to sit in the airport all day. When he was through security, he grabbed a coffee and a Danish like Jordan always did and sat down in the empty loading area where, eventually, his plane would pull in.

      An older gentleman was two seats down and smiled kindly at Logan. “Traveling all alone?”

      Logan smiled. “Yeah, heading to New York for a new job.”

      “Well, that sounds exciting!”

      Logan shrugged. “I guess. I am leaving on not the best terms, so I think the excitement got overlooked.”

      The old man stood up with the aid of his cane and looked out the window. “You know what my father used to tell me? He told me that no one wanted to be the fool, but sometimes it took being the fool to get everything you ever wanted. Seems to have worked for me until now.”

      Logan nodded his head, shocked at what he was hearing. How many people were going to tell him to be the fool? Besides, he felt like he had long surpassed foolery. He had dabbled on the edge of complete insanity, and it did nothing but hurt everyone around him. He needed to lead the life that he wanted, to work hard and achieve his goals.

      The old man picked up his bag. “You have a good flight, young man. And remember that it may seem tough now, but the longer you live, the smaller these things seem. And if they still seem big later on, well, you know what you need to do.”

      Logan gave him a half smile. “Thank you, sir. You have a good flight, too. And be safe out there, acting like a fool. I’ve come to find out it doesn’t always turn out the way that you want it to. Then again, I probably don’t have to tell you that.”

      The man tilted his hat and grinned, walking off down the hall. Logan shook his head and finished off his coffee, throwing the cup in the trash can. Now, all he could do was wait, and he didn’t even know if that would help him anymore.

      Logan sat there, staring out the window, daydreaming the entire time. When his plane finally arrived and they called his boarding, he got in line. The woman smiled sweetly at him, taking his ticket and giving back the other half. “Have a wonderful flight.”

      Logan nodded. “Thank you.”

      Logan pulled his carry on down the terminal, stopping and stepping to the side as his phone buzzed in his pocket. He was getting texts from Jordan, Lisa, and Matt all worried about him. They didn’t even seem mad, just concerned that something had happened that they could have prevented. Logan didn’t want them to feel that way, so he put together a group text and sent it over explaining it was nothing they did, he knows they are hurt, but he promised that when he got to New York he would call and explain things.

      He went back to the text screen, but there weren’t any other messages. Either Amber didn’t know, or she no longer cared enough to text him. He didn’t blame her in the least, though. She had been the one to get hurt the worst out of all of it. He turned his phone off and shoved it in his pocket, making his way down to the plane. He found his seat by the window and stowed his carryon underneath the seat in front of him. The flight was pretty empty, which was surprising since it was going to New York, but Logan was happy about it. He didn’t have to share his row with anyone.

      As the plane taxied down the runway and then sped up, lifting off the ground, Logan looked out the window at Los Angeles in the background. He put his hand up on the plexi glass and felt the cold air on the other side. There was his home, moving off into the distance. But it wasn’t even that part that hurt his chest, it was the visions of Amber, so beautiful and so sweet, her heart broken and left behind.

      He leaned his forehead against the window and closed his eyes, feeling the heat of tears in the corners. His heart was shattered into a million pieces, and it was so bad that he wasn’t sure he would ever recover. He wasn’t sure if he would ever see her again.
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      “Mr. Townley?” Logan opened his eyes to see a middle aged, perfectly pressed stewardess staring down at him.

      “Yes. I’m sorry, I must have dozed off,” he replied, sitting up in his chair and straightening his tie.

      “It’s no problem at all. Most do, especially in first class. I just wanted to let you know that the captain will be turning the seat belt sign on in about three minutes as we make our decent into Los Angeles,” she replied with a smile.

      Logan nodded. “Of course, thank you.”

      The stewardess walked away and Logan buckled his belt, gazing out the window at the beautiful bright skies of California. It never failed; every time over the last almost five years that he had flown back from New York, he got butterflies in his stomach. Usually to calm those nerves he took his private jet, but the luxury of it all was getting to be too much for him. He was still first class, but it felt more normal, more human.

      He sat quietly and comfortably as the plane descended and touched down on the runway. He could feel the huge plane bounce along the cement, something he didn’t feel in his private jet. It woke him up and brought him out of his thoughts. The thoughts he was having were about Amber, anyway, and he knew that wasn’t healthy. He hadn’t seen her since the day before he left, almost five years earlier. It was difficult for Logan to come to terms with, so he had thrown his whole self into work, making the life he wanted for himself.

      As the plane taxied along the runway and began to slow, Logan shut the panel on his window and reached into his jacket pocket, pulling out his phone. The captain’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “This is the captain speaking. I wanted to thank everyone for flying with Delta, and have a wonderful stay in Los Angeles or wherever your next plane takes you. As we pull up to the gate, feel free to turn your electronics back on. And as always, thank you for your patronage.”

      Logan turned his iPhone on and sighed at the sheer number of messages and emails that came up in the alerts. He skimmed through the emails, nothing dire, but from the texts, it looked as if his top salesman was having a bit of a meltdown back in the New York office. Logan grabbed his bag and hurried off the plane, stopping right outside the gate.

      He dialed the office and waited. “Hey, Gina, this is Logan. I got a ton of messages from Tony. Figured I would call back. Is he available?”

      The secretary put him on hold, but only for a second. Tony answered and immediately launched into a dramatic diatribe of rhetoric concerning one of their biggest advertisers. Logan took in a deep breath. “Tony, calm down. What does our company handle?”

      Tony cleared his throat. “A multitude of extraordinarily successful millennial apps and an online publication.”

      Logan nodded. “And what were our numbers last month?”

      Tony grumped. “We got more views than Time Magazine Online.”

      Logan chuckled. “That’s right. We have worked our asses off for this. I spent six months at that slave driving internship with Bloomburg, and knew there was a better way to do business. Four years later we are one of the most lucrative and popular technological firms in the country. Take it one day at a time, okay? I want you to do a quick look over of the client’s portfolio, put together some ideas to get them back, and I’ll check back with you before the end of the day.”

      Tony had calmed down. “Right. Thanks, boss. You always pull me from the noose.”

      Logan smiled, looking up to see Jordan standing there staring at him. “That’s what I’m here for. I’ll call you later.”

      Logan hung up the call and Jordan grinned from ear to ear, walking toward him with his arms wide. “Logan, brother, it’s so good to see you.”

      Logan put down his bag and hugged Jordan tightly. “Man, you too. It’s been too long since the last visit.”

      Jordan pulled away, nodding. “Hell yes it has, but you are a crazy successful entrepreneur with handsewn suits by the elves in the valleys of the Alps.”

      Logan looked down at his custom suit and laughed. “Yeah, you know, gotta help the gnome economy.”

      Jordan shook his head. “Come on, let’s get your bags, I’ve got a car waiting outside for us.”

      The guys grabbed Logan’s bags and headed outside, where the attendant handed Jordan the keys to the BMW parked on the curb. They threw the bags into the trunk and headed off toward Jordan’s house. As they drove through the warm California air, Jordan looked over at him and smirked. “Man, I can’t tell you how good it feels to have you back in town. I’ve been having best friend withdrawal.”

      Logan leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “I’ve been having fresh air withdrawal.”

      Jordan scoffed. “If you think LA has fresh air, I know you’ve got your head in the New York City smog. Why didn’t you bring the jet this time?”

      Logan shrugged. “Just wanted a normal flight. Besides, with the new office opening out here, I let the guys who will be running it bring the jet over. A ‘thank you’ for moving all the way across the country.”

      Jordan gave him a side glance. “You should be one of those guys. I need you here to keep me grounded in married life. The wedding planning is already driving me nuts.”

      Logan chuckled. “How is Melissa? I missed her last time I was here. I think she was off at a work retreat or something.”

      “She’s fantastic, and still putting up with my ass after almost five years. That’s a big feat. When she said yes, I knew I was just inches away from locking her in so she couldn’t change her mind.”

      Logan laughed. “That’s right, trick a girl into forever. That works well. No, I’m just messing with you. Melissa loves the hell out of you. I’m really happy for you guys.”

      Logan put on a pleased face, and he was happy for his friend, but there was still a bit of jealousy and bitterness that sat in the pit of his stomach. Part of him blamed the family for him not being able to let them in on him and Amber, which had made things a lot harder for them. Then again, it had been a half a decade ago, and he had reunited and mended relationships with all of them except Amber. She had made sure to not be anywhere around when he came to visit.

      They pulled up to a stoplight and Jordan took his glasses off. “You know, I was thinking. Maybe since you’re going to be staying out here for a while, you could rekindle your romance with that girl from before. You know, the one who broke your damn heart into a thousand pieces and sent you sneaking off in the middle of the night. The one you never got over.”

      Logan took in a deep breath, pushing back the feeling in his chest. “Dude, I got over her a long time ago, trust me. I have been too busy building a company to worry about relationships. Besides, I’m not staying out here, just getting the new office up and running and then I’m going back to New York. If she didn’t want long distance before, that’s not going to change now. I don’t need the distraction of something that will never work out. Besides, I’m pretty sure she would never agree to meet with me. I left and didn’t really even say goodbye, just poof, gone. I deserve whatever anger she still has toward me.”

      Jordan rolled his eyes. “I don’t agree with that. It’s been almost five years, bro. If that girl is holding onto that animosity after this long, then that means she is still in love with you. She’s just hiding it behind anger.”

      Logan looked out the window at the passing busy streets. “That one is long ago over and buried, and I’m not going to dig it up and hurt her again. She has avoided me at all costs, and if that is how she feels, then I will respect that.”

      Jordan shrugged. “Hey, it was just a suggestion. I like to see you happy and that was a point in your life when you really seemed upbeat and proud. Not that you don’t now, but I think you traded your love for her for a love of business and everything tech. The only problem with that is those things don’t love you back.”

      Logan chuckled. “Sure they do; it’s called a multi-million dollar corporation, private jet, and huge bank account.”

      Jordan gave him a half smile. “Yeah, I suppose. It is funny, though. I feel like we switched places in life. You were the thinker and I was the wild man. Now I’m the family man and you are all sorts of single and loving to be that way.”

      “No ties to bind me, bro. That’s how I need it. Not because I’m some man whore like you were, but because I need to focus on what I have in front of me. Besides, New York women are some kind of hard to read.”

      Jordan wrinkled his nose. “No way. I love that Melissa tells it like it is. She doesn’t hold back. Sometimes it can be interesting, but I never have to guess how she feels or what’s on her mind.”

      Logan shook his head. “You are the only man in the world with that gift.”

      Logan made light of the situation, but in the back of his mind he couldn’t help but think about the time he had spent with Amber. From the first night making love unexpectedly, to the sneaking around with each other, and the way that magnetic pull between them blew his mind. It had been the most exciting, and most terrible experience of his life. He hadn’t felt that way about another girl since, and he was pretty positive that he wouldn’t ever feel that way again. Amber was one of a kind, almost like they were made for each other. The pull between them was unbelievable.

      Just being back in LA, seeing the familiar sites, he felt like he could hear her voice right there in the car.

      Amber had been standing in her parents’ house, looking sparkling and radiant, flirting with him in the corner where no one else could hear. “I saw you standing across the room in that suit, being sweet to an old lady, and my first thought was how could I get you upstairs to my bed without anyone noticing. Oh, the things I would do…”

      Suddenly Jordan slapped Logan on the arm, bringing him out of the day dream. “You know what I’m saying? It’s nuts, really it is. My dad’s pretty much given me full control, but he still struggles to let go. He is there every day, just kind of wandering around until someone asks him for help. His eyes light up like a Christmas tree. He wanted me to originally take his office, but after watching his eyes fill with sadness every time he walked in with no desk to sit behind, I gave in and had them bring up another identical one so that we could share the space. It seemed to make him happy.”

      Logan smiled. “Your dad will never fully let go, but now that I own my own company, I can’t lie; I kind of understand why he feels that way. You kill yourself creating your dream, and no matter who it is, no matter how much you trust them, handing over the reins is difficult. I’m sweating just thinking about leaving this new LA office alone without me.”

      Jordan nodded, letting Logan know he hadn’t noticed his absenteeism. He let out a quiet sigh and glanced up at the gate to the house. The memories there were almost unbearable.
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      “Come here you little monster.” Amber laughed as she chased Bradley down the hall of her apartment.

      “Nooo,” he screamed, playfully.

      She grabbed him around the waist and flipped him over in her arms, tickling him wildly. “We have to get ready to go. Remember, I have a surprise for you.”

      She took him back into the room and sat him on the bed, putting on the socks that he had pulled off three times already. “I want to stay and play with my trains.”

      She sat back and looked at him, his facial expression sending sparks of recognition to her chest. She brushed it off and grabbed his shoe. “How about I tell you what the surprise is, and then we’ll see if you change your mind?”

      He crossed his little four-year-old arms indignantly. “Okay.”

      Amber smirked and Velcroed his shoe closed. “We’re going to the set at the studio to watch Auntie Taylor film her first ever scene with the new television show.”

      Bradley’s eyes lit up. “I love going to the studio!”

      Amber giggled, putting on his other shoe. “I know. I thought you would like that.”

      He reached over and grabbed his teddy bear, hugging it close. “I get to see PawPaw. I love PawPaw!”

      Amber loved hearing that. Bradley had a connection with her dad that warmed her heart. Though, sometimes, she wondered if it was because Bradley’s dad wasn’t in the picture. Either way, it was good for Bradley and for her dad; she had seen her father soften over the years with her son in the picture.

      She held up his sweatshirt jacket and he jumped down, turning and putting his arms in the sleeves. “I think Pawpaw is going to be even happier to see you then you are to see him.”

      Bradley turned around with a warm smile. “’Cause he loves me?”

      Amber tapped him on the nose. “That he does and how could anyone not? You are the brightest, handsomest, cutest little boy in the whole world.”

      He stood up straight and pulled his coat closed seriously. “I am handsome. I’m a big boy.”

      She chuckled and stood up. “You are, you are. I wish you weren’t, but you are a big boy now. So big, in fact, that I know you can be very, very quiet when shooting starts on set, right? We want them to only take it once, and then we want to make Auntie Taylor feel sooo special.”

      He nodded his head, still clutching the teddy. “Can I take my teddy?”

      Amber smiled and put her hand down for him to hold. “Of course you can. Come, on, let’s go grab the car and head over.”

      They made their way down the condo complex and into the parking garage, where Bradley hopped into his car seat and Amber buckled him in. They rode along, listening to the Sesame Street soundtrack and singing loudly. The gate guard at the studio chuckled as they drove into the parking lot, waving them through. Amber parked and pulled Bradley out of his seat, carrying him inside on her hip.

      When they got there, Taylor was just about to do her part. Amber looked at Bradley and put her finger to his lips. He buried his mouth in his teddy and waved at Taylor. She waved back and then pulled down on the blue Armani power suit she was using for the scene. It was a law drama, one that had been on for a couple of years, and Taylor had been cast for the new main part.

      “The legal ramifications of this case are enormous. There hasn’t been a person in the last thirty years that got off with this much damaging evidence against them,” Taylor said walking around the supposed criminal.

      The guy, handcuffed to a table, shook his head angrily. “But I swear to God, I didn’t do it. It was a set up and I can prove it.”

      Taylor turned to him and put out her hands. “Well, go ahead, then.”

      He slowly looked up at the camera. “Talk to Senator Krenshaw. You might find that he has more blood on his hands than anyone else.”

      The camera shifted over to Taylor’s face as her mouth dropped open slightly. The director walked forward and clapped his board together. “And cut! Excellent job, Taylor. All right, everyone, let’s take a lunch break and then come back for the evening scene in the apartment. Taylor, make sure you go over to wardrobe before that.”

      Taylor gave him a thumb’s up and hurried across the set, holding her hands out to Bradley. “Come here and give me some kisses!”

      She buried her face in Bradley’s neck and blew a raspberry. He giggled and looked up at her, grabbing her face with his little hands. “You did great!”

      She laughed, surprised at his grown up reaction. “Well, that’s all I ever needed to hear. Career made.”

      Amber laughed and kissed Taylor on the cheek. “He’s right. You did fantastic. You are a natural out there. When I heard you were taking this part, I knew you would be perfect for it.”

      Taylor laughed and rolled her eyes. “You think? Ugh, it’s so nerve wracking. Come on, let’s grab food from the craft services table.”

      They walked over and got some plates of food, setting Bradley down on the floor to eat the donut and grapes he had picked out. Taylor turned and looked at Amber. “So, how are you? I feel like we never talk anymore. Anything new with the job search?”

      Amber shook her finger, swallowing a grape. “Actually, yes. This new company called RiverRun Technologies actually called me back. I just got the call this morning, and they want me to come in for an interview as soon as possible.”

      Taylor’s eyes went wide and she grabbed Amber’s arm. “Oh my God, Amber, that is so great. Seriously. I mean you deserve it. You worked so hard getting your degree. Taking care of a baby, doing all those online courses, and finishing with your MBA early, it’s impressive.”

      Amber took in a deep breath. “Thank you. I mean, it’s been a struggle, that’s for sure, but one day I will own my own company. Until then, though I need some practical experience, and I wanted to do it outside of the production company. You know, pave my own way.”

      Taylor nodded. “I totally understand. You’ve always been that way, though, and I love that about you. So, when did you apply to this company?”

      Amber chuckled. “Actually, I sent my application in there the day before yesterday.”

      “Holy crap, they must really want you,” Taylor said, impressed.

      Amber shook her head. “I mean, of course I hope that’s why they’re calling back that fast. I really tried to make my resume as impressive as I could for having no real practical experience, except for the internship I did with my dad. At the same time, though, they’re apparently under a larger company based in New York, but they didn’t reveal who that is. They’re opening a brand new branch out here in LA and are pretty desperate for help. The woman told me they went through hundreds of resumes in just a couple of days because the boss is very picky about who they bring in.”

      Taylor nudged her. “See? That’s a good sign. They’re picky, but they still called you back right away. And don’t scoff at that internship, they don’t know you’re his daughter, and he worked you. I remember. Having that on your resume is like a golden ticket. This company is highly respected in business because your father is like a genius when it comes to numbers.”

      Amber nodded. “You’ve got that straight. He hasn’t ever hired an accountant, not even to do the taxes. The man is like a genius when it comes to that stuff. Don’t get me wrong, I know that I was incredibly lucky to have that opportunity at my fingertips. I took it without hesitation because of that. And him being my dad pretty much made the internship ten times harder than any other one would have been. My father wanted to make sure I understood every nook and cranny of the business side of things.”

      Taylor looked up at the clock. “I’m proud as hell of you. When you told me you were pregnant, I saw the despair in your eyes. But you made it all work out so well. And Bradley, oh my God, he is like the best kid ever.”

      Amber looked over at him and giggled, watching him airplane a grape into his mouth. “I know, right? I was lucky. Then again, I pretty much had the best support in the world. This job interview is a good thing, though. It’s time I took my life into my own hands and moved forward with it. It was amazing being able to be his full-time mom the last four years, but I am going to eventually have to be mom and dad too. I think that’s what is making me so nervous about this interview. That, and I am positive I’m going to go in there and freeze up. I‘m going to just start spitting out random words.”

      Taylor laughed. “Hello, Miss Stark, can you tell me about your experience? Uh…frog leg.”

      Amber chuckled, covering her mouth and nodding. “Yes, that is exactly what will happen.”

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “Not in a million years would that happen. You always get so nervous about stuff like this, and then you wow the interviewer. You remember when you were sixteen and you wanted to work at that frozen yogurt place?”

      Amber threw her head back. “Oh my God, yes.”

      Taylor was laughing hard. “You launched into an explanation of the Spanish War and somehow tied it to customer service. The guy hired you because he didn’t know how to tell you no. You were so smart you froze his brain.”

      Amber shook her head. “No, he was a dirty old man who liked to look at my butt.”

      Taylor shrugged. “That too. Oh, shit. I got to get to wardrobe. I love you for coming to see me.”

      Amber smiled. “You are doing amazing. I’m going to take him back to see his Pawpaw and then we’ll probably head out. It’s almost naptime, and we both know what happens when he misses a nap.”

      Taylor grimaced, turning toward Bradley. “Give me kisses, I gotta go to work.”

      Bradley ran over and hugged Taylor tightly before taking Amber’s hand. Taylor blew kisses to them both and walked out toward wardrobe. Amber sighed and cleaned up their plates before picking him up, Teddy in his arms, and carrying him to the back. “Gotta go see Pawpaw, right?”

      Bradley put his arm up in the air. “Yeah!”

      They turned the corner into her dad’s office and Matt stood up, excitedly leaning over as Amber put Bradley down and watched him run full force into her dad’s arms. “Hey buddy. I missed you!”

      Bradley smiled. “I missed you too, Pawpaw. Look, I brought my Teddy with me. You gave him to me.”

      Matt nodded. “That’s right, I did, when you were teeny tiny in mommy’s belly. What have you guys been up to?”

      “Watching Auntie Taylor. Then they talked. Mommy has a job interview,” he blurted out.

      Amber laughed and Matt looked up at her, excited. “You do?”

      She nodded. “Yep, with a new tech company in the area, or at least a new branch of it. I sent my resume in the day before yesterday and got a response this morning.”

      Matt was shocked. “On a Saturday? They must really want you.”

      Amber sighed. “I sure as hell hope so.”
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      “You look so good. So grown up, but so good,” Lisa said, straightening Logan’s blue button up shirt.

      He smiled. “Thank you. You look fantastic as always. And this… you didn’t have to throw me a party.”

      Matt was walking by with a plate of meat. “It’s a barbecue, not a party. That sounds a lot more relaxed, right?”

      Logan chuckled, raising his beer. “Much more casual. Though this is the first barbecue I think I’ve seen table linens at that weren’t made of plastic on top.”

      Lisa shrugged. “I never get to use the linens anymore. You gave me an excuse to do so.”

      Jordan walked up with Melissa beside him. “Look at this party…”

      “Barbecue!” Matt yelled from behind them.

      Jordan shook his head. “Whatever. They don’t throw me barbecues when I come over to visit.”

      Lisa patted him on the shoulder jokingly. “Because you aren’t our favorite child.”

      They all laughed. Jordan snarled. “Thanks a lot.”

      Logan took a sip of his beer. “It’s actually because they try to get rid of you, and they think if they tempt you with beer and steak, you’ll move back in.”

      Melissa smirked. “He wishes. Then he wouldn’t have to pick up his own socks off the floor all the time.”

      Logan gaffed. “How is the house building coming?”

      Melissa sighed, exhausted. “Half the time it’s exciting, the other half I’m arguing with the contractor because he put the wrong tile in the bathroom.”

      Logan grimaced. “Was it bad?”

      Jordan let out a loud bellow. “Dude, she was so excited, and she ran upstairs and just screamed. I came rolling up thinking there was a dead body or something, but it was worse.”

      Melissa nodded. “Way worse.”

      Jordan shook his head, still laughing. “The whole thing, top to bottom, was tiled and finished in hot pink shiny tile. It was the most horrible thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t even know how they screwed things up that badly. But, thanks to my future wife’s balls, everything is as it should be.”

      She poked him in the side and he kissed her on the nose. Logan looked down at his beer, trying to keep the smile on his face. Watching them together brought back all kinds of confusing feelings, and he couldn’t help but glance over at the door every time someone walked through. He was hoping so badly that Amber would show up, even though he had no idea what he would say to her. He figured if she at least came, that meant she was willing to speak to him again.

      Things were busy for her, he knew that. Jordan had given him the rundown of her life when they patched things up. She had graduated from college with her MBA, and she had done it all after having a baby. The kid was probably about four years old, plus or minus a couple of months, by this point. He could still remember the sting he had felt when he found out about that. He had done the math, and had felt the heart wrenching realization that she had almost immediately moved on from him.

      Logan had told himself over and over again after he moved to New York that he wanted her desperately to find happiness. He didn’t want her to linger on him forever. He didn’t want her to be heartbroken like he was, because he cared about her too much. However, knowing she had almost immediately met someone else made him feel like shit. He hadn’t even been able to look at another girl after he left LA, much less jump into a relationship with someone.

      At the same time, though, he knew that she was raising that little boy on her own. The father, whoever he was, had decided not to be a part of Bradley’s life. That hurt Logan, too. He had no idea how anyone could just decide to up and leave their child like that. He knew the pain of losing parents, and it wasn’t even by their choice; they had died. He couldn’t imagine how heartbroken and devastating it was for Amber to go through that and then have to raise a baby on her own. Not to mention the fact that he would never understand why anyone who had the option of having a family with her would turn that down. She was amazing. He had walked away, and he felt like it was one of his biggest regrets.

      Jordan slapped Logan on the back. “You alright, dude? You just got super quiet.”

      Logan cleared his throat. “Oh, yeah. Just thinking about the old times here at the house. I can’t help but do it every time I come back.”

      Lisa sipped her wine. “I do the same thing every time one of you kids comes rolling back into the house. I can’t help but remember you guys as little boys, playing in the back yard and raising hell. Even you, Logan, when your parents would bring you over. We would sit right out here and watch you play, talking about the trials and tribulations of motherhood. They were wonderful days, but man I miss that little boy laughter.”

      Jordan smiled. “You still get that. Bradley is like the cutest kid on the planet.”

      Lisa nodded heavily. “Yes. Yes, he is. He brought youth back into this household, let me tell you. All you kids were running off to start your own lives and I was feeling like it was time to get a walker and join a local bridge club. Then along came Bradley, a surprise, but one of the best kinds. He just lights up this whole house when he is here. A showman, that boy is. He got the Stark genes that’s for sure. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that kid won’t go into the business with Pawpaw when he gets older. He’ll be vying for your slot, Jordan.”

      Jordan lifted his beer. “And I would give that kid the world. But I will put him through rigorous testing, like Dad did to me. He can go into the Stark bootcamp with our kids.”

      Melissa’s eyes grew big. “Oh boy, he’s talking about kids again.”

      Lisa laughed. “You just watch, you’ll have a football team.”

      Logan listened to them talk about Bradley, wishing he had met him. “Is Amber coming today?”

      Lisa sighed. “No, I called this morning and Amber said she didn’t want to bring him out because he had the sniffles. Probably picked up something at the studio, since it was jammed full of people yesterday. They went to see Amber’s best friend on set. She’s on that law show I can’t ever remember the name of.”

      “In the Name of Justice,” Jordan replied.

      Lisa pointed at him. “That’s it. But yeah, she won’t be coming. I feel like you haven’t seen her in years.”

      Jordan nodded. “He hasn’t. He has never met Bradley, either. Amber is always busy when he’s in town.”

      Lisa glanced up at Logan. “I think you might have scared her away.”

      Everyone laughed, including Logan, who forced it out even though he knew she was right on point. Lisa lifted her hand and waved at an older couple coming through the patio doors. She leaned in and whispered. “The Greys are here. I better go occupy them before she starts gossiping too much. You kids have fun and eat food.”

      Lisa went scurrying off and Logan turned to Jordan and Melissa. “You guys have the wedding plans nailed down yet?”

      Melissa just looked at him. “It’s like the house building; a never ending pile of problems. It was so much fun at first, but now I just want to hand it off.”

      Jordan lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t let her fool you, I offered that. She said she was too invested in it and could never let anyone take over at this point. She likes to torture me with different types of paper and samples of terrible hors-d'oeuvre.”

      Melissa pouted. “You liked the mousse and the crab balls.”

      Jordan nodded. “Yes, I did. I also liked the whole cake tasting thing the first time, but by the fourth one, I was about to order you pies for the wedding.”

      Melissa furrowed her brow. “I would kill you. We would be married for an hour, and I would murder you at the reception. I would do it dramatically, too, so that my face would be all over the newspapers. Crazy Bridezilla kills husband at reception with a pie plate.”

      Jordan coughed, swallowing his beer. “Lord, could you at least make sure there’s a pie still in it? I want to have a tasty death, if I get to choose. Lick the apple filling off my cold dead hand as I take my last breath. It would be poetic. I would become a cult hero of men all over the world.”

      Melissa chuckled. “Yeah, probably not. Women would understand, though. I would get off. All I would have to say is, ‘he ordered pies for the wedding cake.’ Done, innocent.”

      Logan laughed and emptied his beer. “I’m gonna go grab another beer and use the bathroom. I’ll be back.”

      Jordan nodded. “That’s cool. I’ve gotta introduce this woman to all the old people.”

      Logan wrinkled his nose. “Better you than me, Melissa.”

      Logan walked back up onto the deck and into the house, crossing into the kitchen and tossing his bottle in the trash. He leaned against the counter for a second, flashes of the hot sex he had with Amber right there on the countertop flashing through his head. At the same time, he could also remember looking back at the notes he had left everyone that early morning when he had packed his bags and left. The house just didn’t feel like home anymore. It felt like a tomb of heartbreak and lost love. He was glad he had decided to rent a condo while he was there. He didn’t think he could live every day with Amber’s ghost.

      He grabbed another beer from the fridge and headed down the hall and up the stairs. Partway down the hallway he paused, and glanced over at Amber’s old room, knowing she didn’t live there anymore. Standing in the doorway of the room he had spent so many years in, he smiled at the same bed spread still on the bed. He walked over to the closet and opened up the door, reaching up and pulling out an old box. He set it on the bed and took off the lid. Inside were pictures, token, movie stubs, and everything else he kept from growing up.

      He picked up a stack of the pictures and flipped through. The ones on top were his baby pictures, ones with his mom that made him smile. Below that were pictures of fishing with his dad in upstate New York. It was one of those memories that made him chuckle. He had not been the camping kind of kid, and the whole ordeal had been basically miserable since it rained. From the picture, though, holding a huge fish and smiling hugely, you could never tell.

      He put the picture down and looked at the next one, a tightness flowing through his chest. It was him, Jordan, and Amber as kids, their arms over each other’s shoulders with big smiles on their faces. He missed those days. Things were so much less complicated. At the same time, he did not regret loving Amber, no matter how it had ended. He wished she had come to the barbecue, and every time he figured it was to get away from him, he reminded himself it was a long time ago and she was probably over it.

      At the same time, though, he had broken her heart, so the fact that she was avoiding him didn’t sound that crazy at all. Whatever the reason, the house wasn’t as bright with her not in it.
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      “Please come in, Amber. Have a seat,” the interviewer said, leading her into a large conference room.

      “Thank you,” she replied, feeling the nerves surging through her.

      “My name is Rachel, and I am the hiring manager for the company. I will be working here out of this office permanently, so if you come to work with us you will see me often. I will also be heading up the HR Department.”

      Amber was surprised. “Wow, that’s quite the undertaking. You are going to be a busy woman.”

      Rachel scoffed. “Going to be? I haven’t stopped running in two weeks.”

      Amber laughed, watching the thirty something woman brush the piece of brown bobbed hair out of her eyes. She was stylish, much more so than Amber, with a tight black pencil skirt, a white blouse, black shiny stilettos, and a fresh short bobbed, long banged haircut. It made Amber think about changing up her look.

      Rachel pulled out Amber’s resume and ran over it quickly. “You did online school, but through UCLA. That’s very impressive. I love their online program. Small classes, expert instructors, and it fits some people perfectly.”

      Amber nodded. “Yeah, I was apprehensive at first, but once I got into it I was very impressed. It was definitely challenging, but I was ready for it.”

      Rachel nodded. “I can see that. You graduated number two in the whole graduating class, including the on campus students. Very impressive. So, tell me, what do you hope to accomplish here with us?”

      Amber took in a deep breath and folded her hands on the table in front of her. “Well, I grew up with one of the most brilliant businessmen I’ve ever met; my father. I always knew one day that would be me. Production and the movies aren’t my thing, but I wanted a strong company, with good goals, and somewhere I could grow and learn. Like so many others, my dream is to own my own business one day, though I know I probably shouldn’t tell you that.”

      She laughed. “Actually, the owner of this company built this place from the ground up and he got his foot down through working for other companies. We don’t discourage it. Obviously, if you are good at what you do, we want to keep you as long as we can, but we encourage personal and professional growth here.”

      Amber smiled. “That is fantastic. I mean, really refreshing.”

      Rachel pulled out another sheet. “I called all your references and I have to say, Amber, you have quite the fan club. People love you, your ethics, your determination, and how you overcome obstacles. I’ll be honest, I had already almost completely decided to hire you just based on this information, but meeting you absolutely cements that for me.”

      Amber’s mouth dropped open slightly. “Really?”

      Rachel nodded sticking out her hand. “Yep. I would like to make you an offer, if you feel comfortable here.”

      Amber shook her head. “Yes, absolutely.”

      Rachel clapped her hands. “This is great. I’ll have my girl finish up the contracts while I show you around and have you meet the CEO. He likes to meet every person we hire, down to the mail clerk. He is very hands on with the employees, and will be here until we are ready and settled.”

      Amber was excited, but also nervous as hell, as she followed Rachel out of the room and down the hall. Everything she had ever imagined about CEO’s of huge companies usually revolved around a business suit, an attitude, and someone who barely listened. What if he didn’t like her and decided not to hire her? She really wanted this job, with this company, it just seemed like a perfect fit for what she was looking to get into.

      They headed through halls that smelled like fresh paint and new carpet. All of the offices were super modern, but comfortable at the same time. A huge wall art of lettering showcased the front page spreads of their online magazine. Beautiful and brave faces staring back at her as she slunk by. Rachel stopped outside of a set of double doors and put her finger up. “Hold on right here for just a second. I want to give the boss the run down, so he knows about you before you walk in.”

      Amber nodded and clutched her hands in front of her. Rachel went inside and closed the door behind her. Amber had no idea what to expect from the man. The only CEO of a company she had ever met was her father, and he wasn’t the typical stereotype of a boss. He cared about his people, never looked uppity, and remembered every single employee’s name after meeting them only once. He made everyone feel like family, which garnered a lot of respect from his employees. Amber actually found it quite brilliant; people worked harder for him because they cared for him.

      When she was growing up, she always pictured herself being the same kind of boss that her father was. Caring, kind, family oriented, and the kind of person with an open door policy at all times. She never wanted people to feel as uncomfortable around her as she was feeling in that exact moment, standing in the hallway of the new office. To her right, a monitor was playing, going through all the apps that the company had. Amber didn’t really pay much attention; her nerves were way to high at that moment.

      Suddenly, Rachel poked her head out. “You ready?”

      Amber nodded, her teeth clamped together, not wanting to open. She followed Rachel inside and through a receptionist area, though there was no one at the desk. She looked around as she entered the big office, noticing that it also had a sitting area and three large screen televisions.

      Rachel put her hand out. “This is Amber, our new Business Analyst.”

      Amber looked up and froze in her shoes, her mouth dropping wide open. It’s freaking Logan! Her lips parted, but not a single sound came out. She could not believe that she had just been interviewed by Logan’s company and hired. From the look on Logan’s face and how quickly he opened her file, she could tell he was just as shocked as she was.

      Rachel cleared her throat, looking as if she could tell she had just gotten caught in the middle of something. “I’ll let you two get to know each other. I’ll be back in a few.”

      Amber gathered herself enough to nod at Rachel, but didn’t take her eyes off of Logan for even a second. When she closed the door, he rubbed his face, chuckling. He leaned back in the chair and crossed his legs. Immediately, for some reason, his reaction enraged Amber. How dare he laugh like it was some silly misunderstanding?

      She took a deep breath, no longer afraid to lose the chance she had been given. “You. You are the CEO of this company. For fucks sake, no wonder I got a call back that fast. And to think that I thought it was actually because I worked really hard to get here.”

      Logan shook his head. “I had zero idea that you even applied to my company. I won’t be working from this office forever, and I think it’s important to put faith in the people that work for me to do the job they were hired for. I gave Rachel full authority of hiring, interviewing, the whole nine yards. I didn’t mean to laugh, Amber. It’s just so… so… I don’t know, like some movie. Of all the people.”

      Amber crossed her arms over her chest. She had no idea how to react to Logan. On the one hand, she had butterflies, but on the other, she wanted to jump over the desk and choke him out. After all the excitement she had over this job, and she applies to the one and only person in the world she went out of her way to avoid. She knew he was in town, but she had purposely not gone to the barbecue because for the last almost five years she hadn’t wanted to see him, and that hadn’t changed.

      Logan looked at her knowingly. “Listen, you won’t have to be around me long. I promise. I’m glad that Rachel picked you, I think you will do great. If you have the same dedication and motivation that you had before, you will rock this job. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re running the show out here eventually. If I had known you were looking, I would have offered it to you sooner, out of respect for your resume, not out of our past or our connection at all. You look like you want to storm off.”

      “I’m trying to decide,” she replied through clenched teeth.

      “Don’t do that. You are really going to do great at this,” he said, dropping the smile since it was only making her angrier.

      She dropped her arms by her sides and clenched her fists. “How would you know? It’s not like we know each other anymore.”

      Amber was doing everything she could think of not to blow up. She couldn’t help but be bitter about what had happened between them. It had changed her entire life, and it had changed who she was. It had hardened her in so many ways, and there were times after he left when she didn’t know if she could ever be happy again. Then Bradley had come, and he filled that hole inside of her. Standing in front of him, though, that hole seemed to be opening up.

      She glanced down at his tight fitting blue button up and rolled sleeves. Amber quickly diverted her eyes, surprised at the intense desire that suddenly popped up inside of her. Her whole body felt warm, and she shifted in her stance, feeling a bit uncomfortable. She just hoped like hell her cheeks weren’t turning red at that point. She shook her head and reached down, bracing herself nonchalantly on the chair in front of her. She pushed back the desire, the want, the need, and the emotion. She was still incredibly hurt by what he had done to her.

      Amber had planned out everything in her life from the time she was a little girl. When she had started seeing Logan, she was on the fast track to the life she had worked so damn hard to have. He changed everything, and she changed her entire world. Then, out of nowhere he just up and left her, like nothing they had mattered. Not only did he make her feel amazing on the inside but the things he did to her body made her weak in the knees even five years later. He was everything she always wanted in a man; sexy, smart, driven, kind, and handsome. They were like magnets, pulled together struggling to hold onto each other… until he left.

      Her eyes met his, and he tilted his head at her. “I may not know you personally anymore, but I know what kind of person you have always been deep down. That is the kind of person we want here, working for the company. Your talent and brains will be an incredible asset to us, and I hope that this meeting doesn’t make you change your mind.”

      Amber shook her head. “I don’t know. I need to think about whether this is what I want or not. The job sounds incredible, but this is a bit much for me to process. I…”

      “Hey guys,” Rachel chirped behind them. “You ready to see the rest of the building?”

      Amber stared at Logan for another moment, then forced a smile on her face, turning around. “Sure, I think we’re done here anyway. I don’t want to tie up his time like that.”

      Logan nodded at Rachel and Amber followed her out of the room, not even looking back at him.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            30

          

          

      

    

    







            Logan

          

        

      

    

    
      Logan went the entire rest of Monday and into Tuesday thinking about Amber and what had happened. He had been genuinely almost knocked out of his seat when she walked into his office. He hadn’t bothered to look down at her resume before she came in. From the look on her face, though, he could tell that she still harbored the same anger and same hurt from him that she had when she had read his journal, two nights before he left for New York. Nothing had changed, and he knew for sure that she hadn’t come to the barbecue because she was avoiding him at all costs.

      Logan had wanted to reach out to her again before he even left the building after the interview, but he knew that she would need some space. If she was still as stubborn as she used to be, he knew calling her that same day, or hunting her down in the office, would only make the situation worse and might even get him a good chewing out. That was definitely the last thing that he wanted to happen. Pressing the matter was not the route to take with a girl like Amber.

      He leaned back in his office chair and pulled out her resume. She had graduated top of her class, early, with an MBA. Not to mention the fact that she did all of that while working an internship and taking care of a child. She was determined, and he could see that through what she had done since he had left. Logan shook his head. She had impressed him beyond belief, and everyone in the office too. In his line of work, they were always looking for people like Amber. People with the grit and motivation to get things done, not to impress their boss, but because they wanted to better their own lives. They wanted people willing to sacrifice the golden things to push themselves to their potential. Amber was the kind of girl that pushed herself beyond the potential she even knew she had.

      The job needed someone that would latch on and not let it go for even a second. In the world they lived in, things changed from minute to minute. Fads faded, people went from hero to villain, and technology flipped at the drop of a hat. He knew that Amber would not let her position fail if she could help it. Besides wanting her for the position, he knew that he had to have her. He just wasn’t positive on going about convincing her to work for the company. He had thought about sending Rachel to do it, to woo her and stalk her into the job, but he knew that wouldn’t work on Amber. She would see right through it and know he was too much of a coward to do it himself.

      Logan slammed his hand down on the desk and shook his head. He needed her to know how much his company needed her there. He ran his finger down the application and stopped at her phone number. He drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment and then grabbed the phone, dialing the number before he could lose the courage to do it. The phone rang and rang, but she never picked up. “Hi, you’ve reached Amber Stark, I can’t come to the phone right now…”

      He bit his lip and then hung up the phone. He figured leaving her a message wasn’t going to do any good. He needed to talk to her directly. If she didn’t answer because she knew who it was, she definitely wouldn’t drop what she was doing to call him back. Logan pulled his cellphone from his pocket and scrolled down through the numbers, calling Jordan.

      “My man,” Jordan answered.

      “Hey, dude, sorry to bother you this late.”

      Jordan scoffed. “Please, it’s like six. Are you still at your office?”

      Logan looked around the room. “Yeah. Actually, I was calling for a favor. I don’t want to go this whole time here without popping in on Amber. I was hoping you could give me her address. I thought I would swing by on the way to the hotel.”

      Jordan had no problem giving up the address. Logan thanked him, promised to come by over the next week, and hung up. As soon as the phone was in his pocket, he was up and out of the chair, heading out to the car that was parked out front waiting for him. He gave the driver the address and sat back, the nerves finally starting to sink in. They drove through the city, people milling around all over the streets going to dinner and going home from work. Up ahead, Logan spotted a flower stand.

      “Can you stop here really quickly?”

      The driver nodded and pulled to the side of the street. Logan hopped out and perused the flowers, finally finding a large bouquet of lilies. They were Amber’s favorite. He paid for the flowers and headed over to her place, trying to rehearse what he was going to say to her in his head. He wasn’t sure if flowers were appropriate, but he didn’t want to show up empty handed when he just dropped in on her unexpectedly.

      As they made their way to the condos, he leaned his head on the window. He still couldn’t believe that after all that time, and all the effort on her part to avoid him, she had shown up as a new hire at his job. He couldn’t help but feel like something about it was fate, but he pushed that aside. He had to remember that, he was going there to get her to come work for him, not to woo her or try to get her back. She had made it very apparent with her dagger stares that the idea of being with him was not something anywhere close to her mind.

      “Right here sir,” the driver said as he pulled up in front of a new condo complex.

      Logan took a deep breath and nodded. “Thank you.”

      He got out of the car and buttoned his jacket, smoothing his free hand down the front. He held the lilies tightly in his hand, squeezing the stems to try to gather up his nerves. He took the elevator up to the ninth floor and walked down the hallway, standing for a moment outside of her door. He closed his eyes and picked up his fist, knocking on it.

      Logan could hear the sound of feet walking across the room and the door unlocking. She was smiling when she opened it, but the smile quickly faded. She pulled her sweater closed around her and looked at him with shock and irritation. “What in the world are you doing here?”

      Logan opened his mouth to reply but stopped when a little boy came running up beside her. He looked up at her with love out of the same beautiful blue eyes that she had. His hair was brown like his, and curled up on the ends. He turned his attention to Logan and grabbed Amber’s leg. “Hello.”

      Logan smiled and bent down in front of him. “Hey there. I’m Logan.”

      Logan stuck out his hand and the little boy eyed it for a moment before grabbing it and shaking hard. “I’m Bradley. Do you know my mommy?”

      He nodded. “I do. I know your Uncle Jordan, and your grandma and grandpa too.”

      The little boy’s eyes lit up. “You know Pawpaw!”

      Logan smiled. “I do.”

      Bradley looked up at his mom and pulled on the edge of her cardigan, whispering. “Aren’t you going to let Logan in?”

      Logan couldn’t get over just how absolutely adorable Bradley was. He looked so much like his mom, and at the same time had a familiarity that Logan just couldn’t put his finger on. He couldn’t help but wonder who the boy’s father was, and whether he knew him or not.

      “How did you know where we live?” Amber asked.

      Logan stood up and handed her the flowers. “I called Jordan and told him that I didn’t want to go this entire trip not saying hi. He gave me your address. I looked on your resume, but it just had the city.”

      Amber looked at the lilies. “You didn’t have to bring flowers.”

      Logan chuckled. “Your mom always said never to show up at someone’s house without bringing something. You know that stuck. Jordan would have killed me if he knew I showed up here empty handed.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “I’m going to kill him.”

      Logan smiled. “Don’t be too hard on him. You know he doesn’t know anything about anything. He just thought I was being nice. Which I am. I am being nice. I just wanted to talk to you face to face. I think I was stunned when I saw you earlier and I didn’t get to say what I wanted to say.”

      Amber looked at the flowers, down at Bradley, and then up at Logan again. To Logan’s surprise, she opened up the door and stepped to the side. “Alright, come on in but just for a few minutes. I have things I have to do.”

      Logan nodded and stepped inside, looking around. The place was huge, and he could only assume that Matt had gotten it for her. He had probably done it when Bradley was born. Bradley stood there, staring at Logan as Amber walked over to him and grabbed his hand. “Say goodnight to Mr. Logan. It’s bedtime.”

      Bradley groaned and stuck out his lip. “Goodnight, Mr. Logan.”

      Logan smiled. “Goodnight, buddy. We’ll see each other again.”

      Amber looked unsure. “Go ahead and sit down in the living room. I have to put my son to bed. He gets cranky if he misses his bedtime. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Logan grinned. “Take your time.”

      Logan meandered into the living room and looked around, seeing all the pictures of Bradley and the family on the walls. He sat down on the overstuffed couch and leaned back, glad to see that she at least seemed to have a good life. She was taken care of, her son was taken care of, and they lived in a really nice place. He waited there on the couch, trying to imagine what her daily life had been like for the last four or five years. What it had been like for her to be alone there with a little baby.

      “Do you want a water or something?” Amber said, coming around the corner.

      Logan sat up and shook his head. “No, thanks. I won’t take a lot of your time. I just wanted to come by here and tell you again how much I want you to come work for the company. With your skill set, and your qualifications, you could take over. We need people who will see between the lines, who will give solid ideas to the table, and won’t back down because they are nervous or scared. I need a keen eye and a strong work ethic, and knowing your father, you have those traits like you have blood in your veins.”

      She walked over and sat down on the couch next to him, no longer looking angry. “I’m sorry I reacted the way that I did. I got caught off guard when I walked in there. Seeing you…”

      She fell quiet and Logan picked up. “Knocked you for a loop? Because it did me, too. I couldn’t see straight, swallow, move, speak. I always wondered what it would be like to be face to face with you again, and that was not at all how I pictured it.”

      She chuckled. “At least we still have a feisty streak between us.”

      He laughed and stared into her eyes. He was locked, and hadn’t expected it at all. From her intense stare it looked like she was too and out of nowhere, passion flooded him. Without thinking, he reached his hand up to her face and pulled her in, pressing his lips against hers. Right or wrong, nothing had changed about the way he felt for her.
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      Had someone told Amber just eight hours before that she would be sitting in her living room in a strong embrace with Logan, she would have laughed them out of their chair. There she was, though, his lips pressed firmly against hers and his inviting and familiar body close. She was telling herself, screaming at herself to pull away, to tell him no, but she just couldn’t do it who. He had been her person, the man that stole her heart, and she had never gotten over him, no matter what she told Taylor, or herself for that matter. She hadn’t avoided him all those years because she was angry, she avoided him because she knew if she found herself in that situation she would never be able to back away from him.

      The desire deep within Amber’s chest pulsated through her body. Every vein, every muscle, and every piece of skin ached and yearned for his touch. She could already sense him on her, already feel him clinging to her soul, and she wanted nothing more than to let herself go and just allow him to take her. The only thing holding her back was that small aching in her stomach, that familiar feeling of loss. She had felt it when he left and then every day after that. With everything she had gone through, she thought she would be able to handle it, but as his hand gripped the back of her head more tightly, she knew she was lost.

      She let out a deep breath and pushed against him, gripping the front of his shirt with her nails. Their heads moved wildly back and forth, the passion between them over the top. It was like they couldn’t be close enough, like they would swallow each other whole before they were done with it all. There was nothing there to stop them, especially not her willpower. She tightened her hands on his shirt and leaned back, pulling him with her. Her leg went up around his side, but he held fast to her hair, running his tongue through her mouth, tasting her like he had wanted it for so long.

      Feeling that wanted, feeling him practically begging with his body for her, made her even hotter. She could feel the moist heat between her legs and she pushed her pelvis up against his crotch. His cock was hard, pushing against his pants. She moaned into his mouth as she ground her hips upward, rubbing her clothed pussy over his shaft. She could remember what every single inch of his cock felt like, what it tasted like, and the kind of pleasure that it gave her.

      He released his lips from hers and trailed them over her cheek and down her neck. He took his hand and ran it over her side, reaching down and grabbing ahold of her ass. He pulled her up and thrust his pelvis forward, swaying his hips. She gasped and leaned her head back, closing her eyes. She focused on every sensation, every squeeze of his fingertips, every claw at her clothes. She wanted him, but she wanted more of that. She wanted him to play with her, to rub her body like he used to, but she wasn’t sure she could hold on that long. His rock solid dick pushing against her folds teased her and called to her like nothing before.

      Amber reached up and ran her nails down his back as he dry humped her with her legs wrapped around him. She could feel the heat building inside of her and knew if he continued that he would make her cum right then and there. But that wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted to feel her pussy tighten around him, to feel the trickle of her juices running down his shaft. She wanted to hear that catch in his throat as he tried to hold on. Amber was no longer the love sick puppy she used to be. She had taken control of her life and everything in it and that was what she was going to do with him, even if it was only one night.

      He released her ass and pushed his hands between her legs, moving her cotton shorts to the side. She wasn’t wearing panties, which only excited her more as he quickly found the folds of her tight, wet pussy. He pushed her wide open and rubbed over her clit gently, cupping her pussy as he rubbed it. She bit her lip and growled, trying to keep her voice down. He picked up his head and pressed his open mouth against hers, feeling the vibrations of her moans in his throat. He rubbed harder and faster until she couldn’t take it anymore.

      She shoved her hands down and started franticly unbuckling his belt and undoing the button. As she lowered the zipper she looked into his eyes with lust. “Fuck me. Hurry.”

      He didn’t miss a beat, grabbing the waist band of her shorts and pulling them straight down off of her. He stood up for just a moment and dropped his pants to the ground, his boxers going with them. His big, hard cock bounced out and he lifted his shirt up, leaning over her and grabbing her behind her back. He rubbed the head against her pussy for a moment, sliding it down and pressing the tip just inside. Amber grabbed his hips and pulled him hard into her, loving the sound of his groans. Slowly, he pulled back out and she grabbed him again, slamming him into her. It was like a game, a game she wasn’t going to play.

      “Fuck me,” she demanded.

      His eyes went dark and he pushed her up into the corner of the couch, holding onto one arm and the back. He pulled out slowly and rammed it into her again and again, watching her roll her head back and moan quietly. He ran one hand over her breast and squeezed hard as his hips picked up. She slid her hands under his shirt and looked down, watching him entering her over and over again. She looked at him with a sly smile and lipped the tips of her fingers, rubbing her clit as he watched. He was so entranced by it that he slowed his hips, but she wanted more.

      Amber pushed him off of her and climbed on top, quickly finding his cock herself, sliding down his shaft. She pushed all the way to the bottom and groaned deeply, feeling him fill her up. He ran his hands up her sides, lifting her shirt over her tits and pulling them into his mouth. She put her hands on his shoulders and began to bounce up and down, the sound of the springs of the couch playing a tune with their motions. She sat down hard on his cock and rocked her hips back and forth, letting her clit rub against his skin. She reached around behind her and cupped his balls as her hips rolled in circles, sending shots of pleasure through her whole body.

      Her mouth dropped open from the sensation and she could barely move. He grabbed her hips and moved them for her, pushing and pulling her backward and forward. He thrust his hips upward and pulled her down, grinding her hard against him. She took her hands and ran them up over her tits, rubbing the nipples between her fingers. She growled, biting her bottom lip as he picked her up and started thrusting his cock into her over and over again. She reached down and gripped his shoulders, digging her nails into him. She flipped her long hair back and closed her eyes, using her legs to meet him, slamming him deep inside of her.

      “God, you feel so good,” he groaned, leaning his head back against the cushion.

      She moved her body like a wave, rounding out her hips against him. As she did this, she slid down and pinned him to the couch. She gripped his chest with her hands and pushed back and forth, feeling the heat rising and rising to the boiling point. He dug his fingers into her waist as she jolted, exploding in ecstasy. As her body shook and clutched he thrust his hips upward one last time and held her tight against him. They were silent for what seemed like forever, letting every wave of ecstasy burn through and fizzle out.

      Amber let her body rest against his until she could feel his muscles relaxing beneath her. She closed her eyes and took one last breath of his scent before pushing off of him. It was almost immediate that she felt remorse for what she had just done. She turned and grabbed her shorts, pulling down her shirt and pulling her shorts back on. He did the same, carefully tucking his shirt into his pants and staring over at her with caring.

      She couldn’t bring herself to look him in the eyes; she was too embarrassed that she had allowed herself to fall into that trap. She was too embarrassed that she had gone against everything she had told herself for the last five years, just because she was too weak to stop it. He walked over and wrapped his arms around her, kissing her on her forehead.

      Everything in her wanted to just fold into his arms and let him take her in, but she knew that would be disastrous for everyone involved. She no longer just had herself to worry about and she reminded herself of that. Amber leaned back and put her hand on his chest, looking up into his eyes. “We shouldn’t have done that. We should have never done that.”

      Logan tilted his head at her and smiled. “Why not?”

      She pulled away from him, sighing. “Because, five years ago we got too caught up in this fairytale that we created. Because I learned very quickly that fairytales are not real, and all they bring you in the end is hurt and anger. Look, I’m not upset with you, I’m upset with myself. I should have stopped myself before we got anywhere close to that. This can never happen again.”

      Logan stared at her for a second, picking up his wallet and putting it in his pocket. “I don’t know what you’ve been through the last five years, but I do know that you’re wrong. These things can work out, and these things can be right even if we try to tell ourselves they are. I understand your apprehension, completely. I just want you to know that I won’t stop trying. I will never stop trying, because you never left my thoughts while I was away, not even for a second.”

      Amber didn’t say anything, she wasn’t sure what to say. She walked over to the door and opened it up, wrapping her arms around herself. He walked over and kissed her again on the top of the head. He lifted her chin up and smiled. “I’ll change your mind.”

      With that, he walked out and she closed the door behind him. She turned and leaned her back against the door, tapping her head against the wood. She couldn’t lie; there was a huge part of her that wanted him desperately to change her mind. She wanted him to show her that love was real, and that it didn’t just get up and walk out the door like he had so many years before. At the same time, knowing that her little boy was sleeping down the hall reminded her of just how hard life could really be.
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      Logan sat at his desk, typing an email back to the home office. He pressed send and leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen against his lips. The screen went black and the screen saver came up, but he didn’t even notice. Without looking, he reached over and grabbed the papers and started tapping them in front of him, slipping them into an envelope.

      “Knock, knock,” his secretary said, poking her head in.

      Logan looked over and smiled, handing her the envelope. “The projections you asked for.”

      The secretary hurried over and took them from him, sliding them out and reading as she walked toward the door. She slowed her pace and turned toward him. “Uh, Logan. These aren’t projections. This is a copy of the employee manual. You trying to tell me something?”

      Logan looked over at the packet she was holding up and then down at the desk. “Oh, shit, sorry.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and grabbed the paperwork. “Swimming in the clouds today, huh?”

      Logan shrugged. “Maybe a bit. If you could hold all non-emergency calls for me for about an hour, that would be great.”

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      When the door closed, he stood up from his desk and walked over to the window, looking out at the bright blue sky. To say that he was distracted would be an understatement. He hadn’t been able to get Amber off of his mind at all. Not only had it felt so right having her back in his arms, the sex was hotter than ever before. She took control, did what she wanted, and didn’t take any shit from him. It was hot. The way her skin moved across the palm of his hand, and the smell of her as her tits rubbed across his lips, it was enough to make his cock hard right then and there.

      The whole thing had been an accident. He’d had zero intentions of doing anything but trying to get her to come work for him. When she sat down next to him and he got a waft of that lavender and vanilla body spray she still wore, he had been done for. He had no control over the fact that his hands just leapt up and grabbed her. He had no control over his lips finding hers.

      He chuckled to himself, thinking about what he was thinking when he first sat down on the couch. It had nothing to do with fucking her and everything to do with just being happy that she looked to be comfortable. He was bracing himself for her wrath when she returned, fully expecting her to let him have it for just showing up unannounced. He had been wrong, though, and she seemed just as into it and just as needy toward him that he was to her. There was this sense of heat that just erupted and from that point forward there was no stopping either one of them. They were in it.

      The familiar twinge of heartbreak thumped in his chest and he shook his head, walking across the room and sitting behind the desk. He looked down at the picture of the three of them that he had put on his desk. They were young, happy, and carefree. Things had been so perfect between him and Amber when they had started seeing each other. It was something neither of them had expected to be so powerful, but he could remember not wanting to be anywhere out of her sight. He had wanted to protect her from the whole world, but instead he had thrown her head first into it and walked away. It had been the hardest moment of his life, and that pain had extended for years without her.

      A knock on the door brought his attention back to the present. His secretary stuck her head in. “Hey, I know you said hold everything, but I have an Amber Stark out here who says she needs to talk to you. She says it’s vital.”

      Logan straightened his shirt and took in a deep breath, trying not to show the distress that he knew was all over his face. He had gotten caught up in his thoughts and they were driving him back into a depression he had already fought off years before. “Okay. Of course. Please send her in.”

      He sat up tall in the chair and turned the picture away so that she wouldn’t see it. Amber poked her head around the corner, looking just as beautiful as when he had left her at her apartment, only a little more dressed. “Amber, it’s good to see you. Please, shut the door and have a seat.”

      She nodded and shut the door behind her, walking over and ringing her hands as she sat down in the chair across from him. “Thanks for seeing me, I know you’re busy.”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow. “Not too busy to talk with you. What’s up?”

      Amber took in a deep breath. “I’ll be quick, I have to drop some things off at Bradley’s daycare, so I can’t stay long. Look, like I said at the apartment, I should have shown a lot more constraint last night. In fact, I should have shown full restraint. If I am going to work here with you, or even if I’m not, things between us need to stay strictly professional. There can’t be flirting, googly eyes, none of it.”

      Logan chuckled. “Googly eyes? Do I do that?”

      Amber smiled. “Yes, yes you do. And you can’t anymore. We have taken chances in our past that could have ruined our relationships with the people that we love the most. And we both ended up hurt and bitter over it. And before you fight me, yes, Jordan told me about some girl that broke your heart and you were half of a man…”

      Logan wrinkled his nose. “I wouldn’t say half. Sheesh. He never knew it was you, or the fact that I guess I broke my own heart by leaving you. I was a mess, though, so I get what he was saying. But, I know what you mean about keeping it professional. Unfortunately, one of the things that comes with owning a company like this is having to worry about the public’s opinion of me so that we continue to sell shares. The media cannot find out that we are sleeping together. When I decided to take this company public, the board told me straight up they wouldn’t deal with an owner or CEO that couldn’t handle his own personal life. They didn’t want a playboy, and they were concerned because I was so young. I didn’t want that image either, but ever since then I have been really careful with the way I am perceived in public. For them to find out I’m sleeping with one of my employees, that would definitely kick me in the teeth later.”

      Amber narrowed her eyes and put her finger up. “Let me just clarify something for you. We are not sleeping together. We slept together one time, that is it. This is not some major love affair or relationship that you have to contend with the media about. We literally went at it and now we are finished. That is another thing I wanted to reiterate to you. I was not playing around with you last night. I have made some bad choices in the past and they came back to bite me, changing everything about my life. I won’t do that again and, in fact, I can’t. I have someone else very important that I have to think about first.”

      Logan nodded. “Bradley.”

      Amber looked down at her hands. “That’s right, Bradley. His life is extremely important to me. The way he looks at me, thinks about me, and learns from me. I am his mother and his father, and that means I have to be extra careful on my decisions and how they will impact him. So, there won't be any more. No more kissing, no more showing up at my condo, no more sex, and no more thought of any of this. I want this to be put behind us. We can chalk it up to something that we needed to get out of our systems after the way things were left, and that is it.”

      Logan looked at her for a moment, his heart hurting in his chest. He wanted to scream at her, tell her no, that he loved her, that he wanted her. He wanted to make a grand romantic gesture and sweep her and Bradley off their feet. Every bit of emotional attachment Logan had for Amber came flooding back to him. He realized in that moment that because of that, he had to make the choice that she wanted. He couldn’t do to her what he had done before. It was so difficult, though, because he loved her, he had never stopped, and she was even more magnificent than before.

      He took in a deep breath and nodded. “I get it. I accept what you are saying, and I will respect your request. I can’t ask you to do something that you don’t want to do. At the same time, I hope this means that you have decided to come to work for me.”

      Amber stared at him thoughtfully for a few moments. “I think so. I think that you are right about this place being a perfect fit for me, and I want to start my life. I’m tired of being left in a sort of limbo.”

      Logan knew that statement not only had to do with her graduation and job hunt, but it had to do with him, too. He wondered if that was what she had felt like all those years, stuck in a limbo, an in between place where she wanted to scream and cry at the same time. He wondered if that had helped her move forward without him, because he wasn’t in limbo at all, he was just plain unhappy.

      Logan flipped open his calendar. “Good. Take the rest of the week and the weekend, and then start on Monday. That will give you time to get things in order, so you don’t have to rush around doing it.”

      She smiled and put her hands down, lifting herself from the chair. “I appreciate it. I’ll see you Monday, then. And Logan, I just want you to know… actually, you know what? Never mind, strictly professional starting… now.”

      Logan gave a fake smile and waved at her, watching her leave his office. He had to admit, the fact that she didn’t want to continue anything with him any longer was a bit hard to hear. Sure, what he had told her was true, but he had never found himself in the hot seat with the media and he doubted dating an employee would do that. He just wanted her to feel secure in the decision that she was making. It was obvious from her expression and the fact that she came all the way out just to say it, that she had put quite a bit of thought into the subject.

      Logan sighed and clicked the computer back on, scanning through his emails but not really reading. He wasn’t sure what to do anymore. He wanted to be there for her, to be there with her, but what could he do? Force her to let him in? He knew for damn sure, with as stubborn as she was, he wasn’t going to be able to force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. He was stuck between a rock and a hard place, and he knew that it wouldn’t be as simple as putting her out of his mind. He had been trying that for five years without her working just down the hall from him. Doing it at this point would be an impossibility. Either way, she was resolute, or at least seemed that way, and Logan was going to have to come to terms with it.
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      “The itsy-bitsy spider went up the spout again…” Amber and Bradley sang in the car.

      Bradley clapped his hands. “Again!”

      Amber smiled and shook her head. “We’re almost to school, baby. You have daycare today, remember?”

      He kicked his feet up and down. “I know. We’re making macaroni houses with Ms. Brown. She likes to do art stuffs.”

      Amber chuckled. “I had better get that for the fridge.”

      “There’s no more room.”

      Amber looked at him in the rearview mirror. “Then I guess we’re going to have to buy a whole other fridge.”

      Bradley giggled. “Nooo, that would be silly.”

      Amber laughed. “It would, wouldn’t it? Well, we can hang them up in the other places in the house. I love it when you make me art.”

      Bradley got quiet as they pulled into the daycare, he always did. No matter how excited he was to do whatever was planned for the day, he had a hard time leaving Amber’s side. She just went with the flow, though, recognizing early on that if she made a big deal about it, he would struggle even harder. She parked the car and got out, going to his side and unbuckling him from his car seat. He jumped down and grabbed her hand, walking along in his little shoes with his adorable tiny curls at the nape of his neck.

      When they got to the door, Ms. Brown was standing ready to warmly welcome him. Amber took a knee in front of him and put his backpack on, handing him his teddy. “You have a fun and fantastic day today, okay? I’ll be here later to pick you up. I love you, monster.”

      He smiled and kissed her. “I love you too, Mommy.”

      Ms. Brown put out her hand and Bradley took it, running off into the house to greet the other kids. Amber sighed and headed out to the car, texting Taylor that she was on her way. They had made lunch plans, and Amber desperately needed to talk to her. As she drove along, she thought about Logan, and how much she missed him when he was gone. She wondered why it was so hard for her after all these years.

      Amber arrived at the restaurant and met Taylor, who was already seated, inside. Her friend kissed her on the cheek. “You look bright eyed today. Was Bradley wide awake?”

      Amber laughed. “Yeah. We sang Itsy Bitsy Spider like eight times.”

      Amber looked down at her hands and Taylor narrowed her eyes. “Okay… and what else?”

      “So, you know how I told you that it was Logan’s company?”

      Taylor nodded.

      Amber took a deep breath. “Well, what I didn’t say was that the night after my interview, Logan showed up at the house. He came to talk to me about taking the job because he said it would be perfect for me. Well, one thing turned to another and….”

      Taylor squealed. “You did it! Oh my God, that is so cute.”

      Amber scoffed. “I do not think it is cute in the least. Actually, I think it’s horrible. I think I made a mistake of mass proportions, and I’m hoping it doesn’t bite me in the ass.”

      Taylor grimaced. “Yeah, that happened once already.”

      Amber sighed and rubbed her face. “I just can’t believe I let my guard down like that. I mean seriously, he came over and with him standing next to Bradley there was just something that clicked inside of me. I know he doesn’t know Bradley is his, but the two could be damn twins. The way he talked to him softened me up, and then I sat on the couch, he kissed me, and I lost all control over myself. I was yelling at myself to stop but I just didn’t listen.”

      Taylor shrugged her shoulders. “I think it’s a good thing. If something comes of it great, if not, you got it out of your system.”

      Amber stared at the glass of water. “Whether I did or not, that means nothing. I will not let that happen ever again. Seriously. The last thing I need is for him and me to get attached again. I mean, how would I ever find a way to tell him I had his child and just never told him about it? I seriously thought I would never see the man again, and now I’m working for him.”

      Taylor took a bite of her salad. “Personally, I would bet money on the fact that you two will hook up again. There is something between the two of you that is just absolutely insane. You’re like magnets. You just have to be near each other. You can see it in both of your eyes. I mean, I don’t know about now, but if you slept together already, then I can only assume that it is still there. I think your heart is stronger than your mind on this issue. I think that no matter what you do, you will always end up back in each other’s vicinity.”

      Amber shook her head. “I think you’re wrong. In fact, I know you are wrong, because I am personally vowing to never even put myself in a situation where that could have the slightest possibility of happening. If I’m weak, then I just need to go back to the tactic of completely avoiding him. Then, when I build my courage back up, I will be able to fight it off on my own. There’s too much at stake in my life, and I am not going to go throw everything into a whirlwind of drama because Logan came back to town. Besides, he isn’t even going to stay in town. He’s going to work out of the New York office. He is just here to get things set up, and then back on a plane he goes.”

      Just then, Amber’s phone rang, and she looked at the screen. “Ugh, it’s my mother.”

      Taylor waved. “Tell her I said hi.”

      Amber put the phone to her ear. “Hey Mom. It’s good to hear from you.”

      Her mom was peppy. “Hi, my sweet. What are you doing?”

      Amber glanced up at Taylor. “Having lunch with Taylor, talking about work.”

      “Oh, tell Taylor I said hello.”

      Amber waved back at Taylor. “Is everything okay? I don’t usually hear from you this time of day.”

      Her mom chuckled. “Yeah, I’m putting together the menu for tomorrow.”

      “What’s tomorrow?”

      Amber’s mom sighed. “We’re having a family dinner, something we haven’t done in a long time. I was calling to tell you about it because I really want you and Bradley to be there. I know you have a lot going on, but you will be starting your new job soon and things will get even busier for you. I think it would be nice to have us all together again. I thought about demanding it, but then I remembered you aren’t a child, so I figured asking nicely might work better.”

      Amber chuckled, glancing up at Taylor. “A family dinner, huh? Is this because Logan is in town?”

      “Well, that doesn’t hurt. I love having you all together, and we have Melissa now, too,” her mom said with a pouty voice.

      Amber rolled her eyes. “Let me see how daycare goes today, okay? I’m not promising you anything, but I will call you tomorrow and let you know.”

      Lisa clapped her hands and cheered into Amber’s ear. “You had and better come  spend time with your old mother. I might not be able to cook anymore in a few years, and you’ll have to blend my dinner.”

      Amber smirked. “Mom, you aren’t old, relax. Blended food comes way later, but I’ll keep it in mind, don’t you worry.”

      Lisa snorted. “My only daughter, already planning my senility.”

      “You know it. Anyway, let me jump off of here. Taylor is sitting here staring at me. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Lisa blew Amber kisses, as she always did. “Of course, love. Give Bradley a huge squeeze from Grammie.”

      Amber got off the phone and stared over at Taylor with annoyance. Taylor swallowed hard and laughed loudly. “Hey, you’re the one who bucked at the universe saying you were going to go back to avoiding him completely. It heard you, and it answered with a vengeance. Besides, you should have known that was coming soon. Your mom is a dinner party whore.”

      Amber wrinkled her nose. “I don’t like it when whore and my mother are in the same sentence, but you’re right. It is one of her favorite things to do and, with Logan back, it was about that time. I managed to get out of them for the last four years. I don’t know how I did it, but I did. I haven’t been to one full family dinner in four freaking years. I am a pro.”

      Taylor shook her head. “You can’t just run away from heartbreak and uncomfortable things for the rest of your life.”

      Amber sipped her water. “Why not?”

      Taylor chuckled. “Because, that’s not how the world works. And you’re going to give yourself an anxiety attack. I think you should go, personally. You’re going to be around the entire family, with Bradley, in a comfortable setting. You won’t be doing it on the table by the turkey. You can engage with the people who love you the most, besides myself of course, and Bradley can be around his family too.”

      Amber just stared at her. “Can’t you ever just take my side?”

      Taylor shook her head. “Not when your side is boring and wrong. I speak the truth, my friend. Maybe it will allow you and Logan to get back into the groove of being around each other without either fucking or fighting. You’re going to have to work with him, even if it isn’t forever, and even though I think you will totally sleep together again, if you are dead set on making sure you don’t, then starting out in a friendly environment like that won’t hurt a thing.”

      Amber sighed. “What about Bradley?”

      Taylor shrugged. “What about him? You and I are the only two people in the whole world who know Logan is his father. I respected your wishes never to mention it, and I won’t be there. The only person who could possibly spill the beans is you, and I can’t see you just jumping at the chance to do that. Just let the kid be around his family. Logan will leave eventually, and he won’t even remember him when he gets older. Or hell, tell him the truth over the toast at dinner and let the chips fall where they may.”

      Amber chuckled. “Uh, no. That would be the biggest disaster ever. My mom would faint, my brother would punch Logan, Melissa would scream, and my father would just sit there like a statue until he blew away with the wind. I don’t think that’s a very good start to a professional relationship. I just walk up when I’m leaving and say, ‘I’ll see you Monday. Reports will be on your desk. Bradley is your son. Goodnight.’ Yeah, right.”

      Taylor giggled. “Hey, I was just showing you that you have more than one option. I didn’t say it was more than one feasible option. And trust me, you have blurted out crazy shit before when you get nervous.”

      Amber groaned. “I know! Too many times I’ve done that, and it never turned out good in the end. If I go, I’m going to be silent the whole time. Just nod my head and smile politely.”

      Taylor took a bite of her sandwich. “Mhmm. That’s a sure-fire way for no one to ask jabber jaws what’s wrong with her.”

      They both giggled, and Amber looked over out the window. She still had no idea what she was going to do.
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      The chauffeur opened the door to the blacked-out town car and Logan stepped out, running his hand down his white button up. He adjusted the sleeves, rolled up to just below the elbow, and looked down at his jeans and loafers. It was as casual as he got anymore, but he was glad that he had changed out of his suit; that would have felt awkward. He climbed the stairs and rang the doorbell, hearing heels clacking across the marble floors.

      Lisa opened the door and held her arms out. “Why in the world are you knocking? This is your home too.”

      Logan smiled and hugged her, handing her a bottle of wine. “I brought this for you from New York. They have a fantastic wine cellar just down the street from my condo, and I know how much you like wine.”

      Lisa oohed. “That’s lovely, Logan. And it will be perfect with dinner. Come on in, the meal is almost ready. Matt, Jordan, and Melissa are in the living room subjecting Melissa to baby videos of Jordan.”

      Logan chuckled. “That sounds riveting.”

      Just then, the door opened behind them and Amber ushered Bradley inside. Lisa bent down and scooped up the little boy as he ran straight for her with his arms out. Logan was shocked that Amber had actually come. He didn’t think there was a chance in hell she would show up that night. She glanced over at him while Lisa was busy with Bradley, and he could see a small blush move across her cheeks. He grinned and turned away so as not to embarrass her.

      Lisa waved an arm. “Come on, you can show Bradley where you guys used to hide out in the backyard.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “This should be good.”

      “My pixie!” Jordan shouted as he walked out of the living room.

      “Hi, big brother,” she smiled, giving him a hug.

      Melissa walked out behind him and smiled. “Amber, I’m so glad that you came.”

      Amber hurried over and hugged Melissa. “Mom talked me into it. Besides, I can’t leave you here all alone. Dad might force you to watch old homemade movies.”

      Melissa pouted. Amber wrapped her arm around Melissa’s waist, leading her to the back door, which Bradley was already running through. “They already started, didn’t they? I’m sorry, girl. I should have gotten here earlier.”

      Melissa shrugged. “I saw a video of Jordan at fifteen. It was hilarious.”

      Amber nodded. “Awe, yes. That was the Metallica, braces, headgear, freckle face phase. Not one of his more handsome moments.”

      The girls laughed as Logan and Jordan followed them outside. Across the yard, Bradley waved his little arms. “Mr. Logan, come see.”

      Logan looked at Jordan and laughed. “Kids always did stick to me like glue.”

      Jordan took a sip of his beer. “Better you than me, unless it’s that little man. Then normally I would fight you for favor. I’m going to let it pass this time, because you are new and shiny to him. Eventually it will wear off.”

      Logan smiled. “Thanks, man, that’s so nice of you to say.”

      Amber stopped him on the way across the deck. “You don’t have to…”

      Logan scoffed. “Please, we’ve got treasure hunting to do.”

      Jordan clapped his hands. “Amber, you remember when we sent you to go find the treasure in the shed?”

      Amber winced. “Yes, and there were about a million spiders and no treasure. Then you locked me in there and the light wouldn’t work. You guys freaked out because the lock got stuck, and left me in there until dinner when Mom and Dad finally realized I was missing.”

      Jordan put his arm around Amber and winked. “We love you, little sis.”

      She elbowed him and they both looked over at Logan in the yard, playing a rousing game of chase with Bradley. The little boy giggled loudly, and Logan ran and jumped, making him laugh even harder. Jordan furrowed his brow. “Funny, I’ve never actually seen him play with a kid. Bradley reminds me of Logan when he was younger. It’s cute.”

      Amber swallowed hard as Jordan walked back inside. Melissa stared at her for a moment, then put her hand on her arm. “Did you and Logan ever date?”

      Amber’s eyes shot over to her. “What? Why?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know, it just seems different between the two of you.”

      Amber shook her head wildly. “No. We grew up together, in the same house. That’s all.”

      Out in the yard, Logan laughed, chasing the little boy through the grasses. He was running slowly, trying to let the boy have a chance. Finally, he caught up with him and scooped him into his arms, tickling his belly. Bradley giggled loudly, and Logan laughed. “You sound like your mommy.”

      Bradley sighed. “I love her. She has to start work soon. I’m going to miss her, but I think it’s good for her.”

      Logan was surprised. “Well, aren’t you wise beyond your years? Why don’t you go in and help your grandma get the table set up?”

      He set Bradley down and he took off back toward the house, grabbing his mom and pulling her back into the house. She glanced back at Logan quickly and his heart skipped a beat. He sighed and shook his head, walking back up to the house.

      Dinner was ready right on time as usual, and Logan had to admit it was the first home cooked meal he’d had since the last time he visited.

      Lisa frowned. “That was a year ago.”

      Logan shoved a bite of mashed potatoes into his mouth. “I know. I’m not much of a cook.”

      Logan was really glad to be closer to home. He missed his family, he missed his best friend, and as always, he missed Amber. The idea of him staying there in LA instead of living out of New York passed across his mind. He liked the thought of it, but he knew that he needed to see what came out of he and Amber first. If nothing did, then he would go back to the East Coast. To him, if he couldn’t have Amber there was no way he could work around her all the time. It would be too hard on him.

      They sat around the table for hours, eating, drinking, and talking. Jordan and Melissa talked about their wedding plans, Amber talked about Bradley, and Matt talked about the new movie coming in for filming in a week or so. Everything was exactly as it should have been, and how he had missed it the most.

      When dinner was done, Amber stretched and looked over at Bradley, who was passed out in Pawpaw’s lap. “It looks like we should be heading out. The little guy is tuckered from a day of macaroni houses, baths, and Pawpaw.”

      Logan yawned. “Me too, but not from macaroni houses. I’ve been up since about four working on something for work. I am beat, I won’t lie.”

      Amber was the one who left first, carrying Bradley out and carefully strapping him into his car seat. She waved goodbye to her family, who all went back inside, all except Logan. He watched as she put the key into the ignition and turned it, the sound rattling and then nothing. She tried it again, but this time it just clicked. He could see her lower her head and shake it. Logan made his way down to the car as she stepped out. “Pop the hood, let me see.”

      He looked under the hood and stared. Amber walked over and tapped him on the shoulder. “You have no idea what you are looking for, right?”

      Logan laughed. “Not a clue, but I had to offer.”

      Amber tapped her hand on the side. “I think it’s the starter. I’ll have to have it towed to the auto place in the morning.”

      Logan thought for a second. “Why don’t you let me drive you home? I have the town car over there waiting to take me back, and you aren’t that far away from me. Then you can have the car towed in the morning, and tonight you can just get the little man home.”

      She looked at him, over at Bradley, and then back at him apprehensively. “I don’t know. I mean, Dad will just lend me one of his cars and I can drive it back tomorrow.”

      Logan just stared at her. “Or get a ride from me and have the rental meet you there tomorrow.”

      Amber took in a deep breath and finally agreed to it. “Okay, let me just get Bradley out and then grab his car seat for your car.”

      Logan nodded. “I’ll help.”

      Logan walked over and opened the passenger door, reaching in and carefully unbuckling him from the seat. He lifted him up and put Bradley’s head on his shoulder. When he turned around Amber was just staring at him. “Grab the car seat, okay?”

      Amber nodded, acting strange, but Logan just ignored it. He stood to the side as she loaded the car seat and then set Bradley gently inside, stepping to the side so Amber could buckle him in. She slid in next to him and Logan took the front seat with the chauffer. They headed over to her condo and parked the car out front. He got out and headed to Bradley’s side, opening up the car and pulling him out as Amber grabbed her bags. “You don’t have to carry him.”

      Logan smiled. “I like it. He’s a cool little kid.”

      She smiled and headed to the elevators. They climbed inside, but didn’t say a word to each other the whole way up. The elevator opened, and Logan followed Amber to the condo and went inside. She set her keys down and motioned for him to follow her. They went into Bradley’s room, which Logan was completely in awe over. It was a deep blue with planets and solar systems painted all over it. His furniture looked like small space shuttles, and he had his own walk in closet.

      Logan laid him gently down on his planet sheets and stepped back, letting Amber attend to him. “I’ll step out here.”

      She nodded and smiled and he turned, walking back down the hallway. He thought about leaving; that was what she had originally said she wanted, but he couldn’t just do it. He wanted to at least be able to say goodnight to her. Instead, he put his hands in his pockets and paced the entry way, looking at the different art pieces she had on the wall. To the left was a large canvass with two large green eyes. It was almost mesmerizing to look at, with how the broad strokes were painted, how the colors seemed to sparkle, and how the eyes never left you.

      “I found that at an art market in the Valley,” Amber said, walking up behind him.

      He turned toward her. “It’s cool. Like eerie, but interesting at the same time. They are actually about the same color as my eyes.”

      Amber looked at the picture and then back at him. “Huh, that’s funny. I never even thought about it. Crazy, since your eyes are so unique. But anyway, thanks for the ride, I really appreciate it. I hate when Bradley misses his bedtime. He’s a horror the next day.”

      Logan stepped closer. “It was no problem. I want to make sure that the two of you are safe and taken care of.”

      He took another step closer, feeling that pull, that magnetic grasp that she had on him. She stepped forward too, her chest heaving. “We appreciate that. No one really looks out for us like that.”

      He was almost touching her body with his. “That’s a damn shame.”

      They stared at each other for a moment, then Logan leaned forward, kissing her long and hard. He gave zero fucks at that point.
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      Amber sighed and leaned into him, lifting her arms up and wrapping them around his neck. She wanted to fight him, but gave up after about two seconds. She knew that when she was feeling like that about him, there was no use in fighting it. She just needed to give in. He had been the perfect gentleman all night long. He had played with Bradley, he had smiled at her across the table, and then he had taken her home and carried Bradley all the way upstairs.

      Amber had spent so much time being self-sufficient that she didn’t know what it was like to have someone there to help shoulder the burden. Whether it was something that would last or not, she didn’t care, and she realized just how much she felt like she needed Logan in that moment. She twisted her fingers through the curly ends of his hair and opened her mouth, letting his tongue explore hers. Her body was pressed tightly against his and he had his other arm wrapped around her waist, making sure she couldn’t run off anywhere.

      She leaned up on her tiptoes and he lifted her off the ground, wrapping her legs around his waist. They stood there in the entry way unable to move any further. They were completely and totally wrapped up and lost in the kiss that they were having. It was passionate, emotional, and had more to it than just lust, from both sides. Butterflies were churning wildly through her stomach as she felt the explosion of emotion between them. There were fireworks going off in her head, and the feeling of his heartbeat against her chest made her sink even further into him.

      Slowly, he lowered her back to her feet and she took his hand, not saying a word, and led him down the hallway into her bedroom. She closed the door behind them and walked up to him, staring him straight in the eyes. She went to reach for his shirt buttons, but he grabbed her wrist, smiling. He ran the back of his hand down her cheek, across her neck, and between her breasts. He carefully unbuttoned each button of her blouse and slid it off her arms, letting it drop to the floor.

      Logan leaned forward and kissed her skin as he unclasped her bra, spilling her breasts out. As he stood back up he rubbed his palm over her nipple and pulled on her skirt, dropping it around her feet. He took her hand and helped her step out of it before leaning down and cradling her in his arms. She held tightly around his neck, kissing his rough cheek as he carried her to the bed. Carefully, he laid her down and slipped her panties off, setting them on the nightstand.

      He didn’t say a word, just stared intensely at her, scoping over every single part of her body. He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, his tight muscular body glimmering in the light from the moon. He took off his pants and shoes and rubbed his hand down his hard shaft. Slowly, he pulled himself over Amber and she watched as he skimmed his lips against her flesh, carefully pressing his lips to her skin as he went. He moved over her entire body, kissing her breasts and down her stomach. He trailed his fingers over her stretch marks from Bradley and kissed them too, before moving back up to her lips.

      He hovered over her, just inches from her lips. “You are so beautiful.”

      She could feel the heat moving to her cheeks, not expecting that kind of gesture in the least. Her breath caught in her throat and she thrust her head up, kissing him deeply. She wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him down beside her, turning on her side to face him. They laid there, intertwined, their bodies touching and their lips swirling over one another’s. He moved his hand down her stomach and between her legs, cupping her pussy. She moaned softly as he rubbed her clit, keeping his lips pressed to the skin on her neck.

      Amber’s eyes rolled back from the feeling of his touch and she rolled over, spreading her legs apart. He followed her, pleasuring her at every moment. He pulled up onto his knees and ran his hand down her mound, collecting her juices and back up, rubbing circles around her clit. She stretched her arms out to the sides and moaned, grabbing tightly to the bedspread. He moved his hand down again, this time dipping two fingers inside of her and then pulling back up. She reached down, laying her hand on top of his as he repeated the motion over and over again.

      Amber could feel the fire burning deep inside of her, the pleasure completely engulfing her senses. She reached up and grabbed his cock, pulling it out of his boxers and rubbing her hand down the firm shaft. He groaned and pushed his fingers back inside of her, this time as deep as he could go. She screamed out in pleasure, lifting her hips from the bed, feeling him flick the tips of his fingers inside of her. She gripped his cock tighter as he moved faster and faster, fingering her at full speed by that point.

      Her head flew back and her mouth opened, feeling the heat igniting. He bit his lip and watched her. “Yeah, baby. Cum for me.”

      Her legs dug into the covers and her back lifted up, arching into the air. She screamed out as her body shook with orgasm. She could feel her juices explode down his hand as he continued to finger her, slowing ever so slightly each second. She white knuckled the blanket for a moment longer before letting the air out of her lungs and lowering herself back down onto the bed.

      Logan smiled and pulled off his boxers, rubbing his hand up and down his cock. Amber lifted herself up on her elbows and licked her lips, loving the sight of him stroking his cock. She slid her fingers between her legs and gently rubbed her sensitive nub. He moved his hand up and down the shaft and over the tip, groaning as she made circles over her pussy. She wanted him inside of her so badly, wanted him to fuck her until she came.

      She reached out and grabbed his cock from his hand, nodding. “I want you so bad.”

      “Mmm, I want you too,” he groaned, climbing over top of her.

      He pushed her knees up by her chest and grabbed her under the hips. Pulling her closer, he directed his cock to her pussy, pushing easily into her. His cock glided through the wetness dripping from her skin and he didn’t stop, pushing all the way until she could feel his balls bouncing against her ass. She gripped her knees and held on as he immediately pulled back out and slammed into her. Over and over again, he beat her hard with his cock, slapping his body against hers. She could feel every wrinkle, every ripple, and every vibration his dick had.

      She stretched her legs down to the side and slapped her hands against his ass. With every thrust she lifted her hips, grinding hard against him. She dug her fingers into his ass cheeks, slowing him down as he pulled out so she could feel every sensation. She leaned her head back and moaned, closing her eyes.

      He shifted and pulled back, grabbing her under her back and flipping her over onto her stomach. She giggled as she bounced on the bed. He reached around her and brought her onto her knees. She pulled her upper body up and forward, grabbing onto her headboard. He slapped his cock against her ass a couple of times and then dipped down, pushing up inside of her. She gripped hard against the headboard as he held her waist, pushing into her again and again.

      Her hands wrapped around the metal bars as she took him into her over and over. The more he fucked her, the wetter she got, until she could feel it dripping from her. He leaned his body forward and wrapped his hand around her, rubbing his fingers through her folds. He found her clit and started to caress it as he slammed into her.

      Amber couldn’t believe it; she could already feel her climax coming again. She huffed and puffed, whimpering in between as he moved faster. “God, yes. Again. Make me cum again. Cum with me baby. I want to feel it.”

      He growled loudly as he thrust his hips upward, holding tightly to her clit. She whipped her head back and forth, the heat exploding inside of her. She leaned her head back and held her breath as her entire body stiffened. He grabbed her waist with both hands and gyrated his hips in and out as fast as he could. With one last hard, deep thrust he came hard inside of her. He held tightly to her body as he groaned into her ear, pushing up slowly and steadily. She could feel his cock pulsating inside of her as the two of them drifted through their climaxes simultaneously.

      When their bodies began to relax, Logan rolled to the side and laid down on his back. Amber laid down beside him and stared at his face as he caught his breath. He turned and looked at her, taking her face into his hands and kissing her lips gently. He sat up and pulled her covers up over her naked body, kissing her shoulder.

      She watched as he stood up and quietly walked around the room, putting on each piece of his clothing. She wanted to say something, but in that moment her body was too blow apart from orgasms for her to even think straight. When he was done getting dressed, he sat down on the edge of the bed for a moment and caressed her face. He leaned over and pressed his lips to her forehead and held it there for a moment.

      Amber closed her eyes, trying to hold onto the feeling of him being that close to her. It had always been one of her favorite feelings. He lifted up slightly. “I’ll see you Monday.”

      She nodded and smiled, watching him leave the room and close the door behind him. She sat there, clutching the blankets to her chest, listening to his footsteps fading away until the front door closed. Amber looked up at the ceiling, the fan swirling around above her. Her heart was both excited and in pain at the same time. She didn’t want to let herself do this. She knew that if she allowed her mind to sink into this bliss like it was fighting to do, she would be a goner. Amber couldn’t take losing Logan all over again, and then there was the issue of him being a father and never knowing it.

      She groaned and rolled over, grabbing her panties and pulling them on. She got out of the bed and walked over to the mirror, grabbing a pair of shorts and a t-shirt from the dresser below it. Pulling her hair back into a ponytail, she entertained the idea of having him in her life on a regular basis. The thought was amazing, but before she could start to truly want it, a sound came from the hallway. It was Bradley, getting up for water.

      Amber peeked around the corner at her little man standing on a stool in the bathroom, drinking from the sink faucet. She smiled and then turned away, letting out a deep breath. She had to stay the course. She had to protect Bradley and herself.
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      Logan stood in front of the mirror, straightening his tie. He looked at his dark gray suit and deep teal tie, smiling at the combination. He would have to remember to tip his stylist again when he got back to California, because she knew exactly what he should wear. He was glad, too, because picking out his suit on the first day of work for Amber was making him a nervous wreck. In fact, the whole situation had him nervous as hell. He would have the girl to whom his heart belonged working right down the hall from him, and he didn’t know how to read her at all.

      She was acting hot and cold, but on the inside, he could tell she sat at a balmy temperature. She was just as attached to him as he was to her, but she wouldn’t admit it. He walked out to the living area of his hotel and opened the door to the sound of a knock. The bell boy was standing outside with his morning bagel and coffee.

      “Thank you,” Logan said, taking the food and tipping the boy.

      He looked down at his silver Rolex, and grabbed his wallet, food, and coffee and headed out of the hotel. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to be late. He wanted both the company and himself to make a good impression on Amber for her first day. Maybe she would look excited, but he assumed she would try to be as professional as she possibly could. Not only was it a new job, but it was also a way to show him where she stood in the office. He knew she was smart enough to try that.

      He hurried out to the car that was parked out front and climbed into the back, nodding at the driver. They sped through Los Angeles, long before most other people were up. The business district was busy, but the tourist areas were barely even open yet. That was one thing Logan liked about LA, among many others. In New York there was always traffic, no matter the time, the weather, or the day. They pulled up in front of the office building and he got out, heading through the front doors. He took the elevator up to the top floor, where his and several other’s offices were, and went straight into his office. His secretary didn’t come in for another thirty minutes.

      Logan sat there, enjoying his coffee and bagel, and thinking about all the things he could expect from Amber. She was one of the smartest people that he knew, and he would get to see her in professional action for the first time ever. He had a feeling she would be a shark, a bad ass at anything he handed to her. He also knew he would have to start her heavy or she would be insulted.

      “Logan, Amber is here. She said there was a note in her office to come see you,” the secretary said, poking her head in, still wearing her coat.

      Logan nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

      Amber walked into the room and gave him a professional head nod and smile. He kept his big grin bottled up, just looking at her already for work. She was wearing a black dress with a calf length pencil skirt, a thin belt around her waist and black heels. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail and her eyes glistened.

      Logan cleared his throat. “Good morning. Are you excited for your first day at the office?”

      Amber nodded. “I am. I’m anxious to get going.”

      Logan grabbed his coffee. “Good. I will be personally showing you around this morning, so let’s get a move on things.”

      She nodded, her hands folded in front of her as he led her from the room. He could feel her close proximity and could smell the lavender and vanilla on her skin. He took in a deep breath, trying to knock away the images from Friday night. “This is the break room for everyone on this floor. There is almost always coffee made. You can put your lunch in the fridge, eat in here, whatever you need. Down the hall on the right-hand side are three conference rooms. They will be used for things like office meetings and client meetings.”

      “Do we need to schedule those?” Amber asked.

      Logan shook his head. “Not yet. Though I am sure eventually you will. People will want to use these for client meetings because of the amazing view.”

      Logan and Amber peeked inside, seeing the floor to ceiling windows that overlooked LA. From there, he took her to the other levels, letting her know where she could find the different departments. When they arrived back upstairs, he showed her back to the conference room and took a seat at the table. His secretary brought them coffee and Logan opened up a file. “So, I already have you assigned to two rather large projects. I know this will be new to you, relatively, but I have faith in you that you can handle them.”

      He handed one of the files over to her and she opened it up. “Wow. That’s nice.”

      Logan nodded. “It was the first thing we started out here. She will be the LA side of our publication. It will be cross referenced in other publications, but generally it will stand alone. Those are all the numbers, the PM’s assessment of a time line and crew members needed. There is also a list of costs for equipment. You will need to do some research on those and come up with projections for the future of that publication. I put notes inside. I would like to see the projections at the different consumer price points.”

      Amber took some notes on the front of the file. “Okay. I can handle that.”

      He slid another file across. “That is our new app. It’s actually at the end process of production, but the numbers for the projections are way off because, as you know, nothing ever goes as planned. Our breakeven point on these apps are like six months normally. Rework those numbers to see where we can meet or exceed that goal.”

      Amber labeled the two files and looked down at the third in front of him. He smiled and slid it over to her. “This one is a mock up, my idea. I would like a full analysis on that from cost to projections of profit. If there is information in there that you need, just let me know and I can get you answers. That one, of course, is the least urgent one, so it can wait until the other two are done. You will be doing a lot of those. We have ideas flying around constantly. Your analysis will determine whether we launch the new app into production or we scrap it.”

      Amber took a deep breath. “Got it. I can do this.”

      Logan smiled. “I know, I wouldn’t have hired you if you couldn’t.”

      Amber smirked. “Technically, your hiring manager hired me.”

      “Semantics,” Logan whispered.

      Amber looked around realizing that they were completely alone. People were stuck in their offices, working on projects, and no one was paying any attention to them. “I need to talk to you really fast. I just want to make sure everything is clear and concise.”

      Logan lifted an eyebrow, getting the feeling this wasn’t going to be about work. “Hit me.”

      Amber bit her lip. “I’m sorry about Friday. It wasn’t something on my radar that I wanted to let happen. I think I made that clear in my ranting the day before. It did, though, and we can’t just act like it never happened.”

      Logan leaned forward. “True. But what are you saying?”

      Amber shook her head. “Nothing that I haven’t already said before. I stand with that still. Nothing can happen between us. We need to keep our relationship completely professional. There will not be another time that we have sex. Sex is completely off the table. I had a weak moment, I let you in a bit, but that isn’t something that I want to happen. I have too many important things in my life.”

      Logan nodded his head, but she wasn’t done talking. “You know what it does to both of us every time we find ourselves in that situation. Then we have to have one of these talks. It takes away from the time we have for work, for family, for everything else. I’m not saying I didn’t enjoy myself. I did, very much. I am just saying that the cost outweighs the benefit, or at least I feel like it will if we continue. I can’t even believe I am sitting here saying this for the second time. I’m like a child that can’t follow the rules, and that is not how I got where I am now, which is a lot better than where I started.”

      Logan put up his hands. “I know, and I knew that you were going to say that today.”

      Logan put his hands in his lap and stared over at her, staring at the file’s cover. He agreed with her, but he knew that she was doing nothing but lying to herself. Her lust and want was just as strong, if not stronger, than his was. She was denying herself something that she wanted badly, he could tell. He could almost see her fighting with herself over it. She looked up and met his eyes, studying his face.

      She was grimacing and shaking her head. “I’m very serious about this Logan. We can’t do this anymore. Someone is going to get hurt again, if not both of us. And I have a little boy to think about as well as a career. We can’t just randomly fall into each other’s beds whenever we want. You know we could never have that casual of a relationship, not after everything that we have been through.”

      Logan let out a long breath and reached over the table, putting his hand over hers. She immediately calmed, like so many times in the past when he had done that for her. He tried not to notice it, though; it only brought back hard feelings. “You don’t have to worry about anything. Take a deep breath. I fully understand that you want this to be strictly professional from here on out. I get it. The other night was a fluke, neither night was planned out, and we lost control a bit. No big deal, we sweep it under the rug and move forward. Does that sound good?”

      Amber looked at him for a second, her eyes glistening before she shook her head and forced a smile. He knew it. He knew that wasn’t what she really wanted, but she was forcing herself to push back from him. He was so frustrated by the whole situation.

      Logan stood up and buttoned his jacket, clearing his throat. “Okay, so you’re setting up your office, correct?”

      Amber nodded.

      Logan reached and opened the conference door. “Excellent. If you have any questions on any of those, just dial my extension.”

      He walked out of the conference room and kept going straight into his office. He didn’t look back, he didn’t wait to walk her to her room, he just walked away. He could feel a lump in his throat from her reaction, knowing that if it weren’t for the logistics, they could actually have a shot at being happy together. She was so gun shy, not that he blamed her. It was an incredibly delicate situation and he had to be careful with his choices from then on out. He didn’t want to push her away forever, but that could easily happen with the wrong move. Amber was becoming more complex by the day, and Logan just wanted to know if she still loved him. That was all that really mattered.
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      Amber looked down at the file on her desk, doing a couple of calculations in her spreadsheet. It had only been a day, but Amber felt at home there, despite the tension between her and Logan. Her first day flew by; she had organized her office, ordered a few books that she needed, and then got to work studying her cases in depth. Per Logan's request, she was starting with the App that was already fully developed. She hadn’t done the full calculations yet, but from looking at the numbers she had a feeling that they would actually come out better off than the original projections.

      Work was going well so far. It was everything that she had hoped she would find in a job, and she got to be in on the ground floor. On Tuesday more new people arrived, but she was the only one in her department for the time being. The projects that she was given were corporate level, just like they had said they would be, and it really excited her.

      “Knock, knock,” a voice said from her doorway.

      Amber looked up to see the head of HR standing there, smiling. “Hey. How are you?”

      She walked into Amber’s office and looked around. “I’m well. It looks like you got settled in just fine.”

      “I did. And I am already well into my first projects. I am really excited about all of this.”

      Rachel put her hands together. “That’s so awesome. I won’t keep you, but I wanted to first check in on you to make sure you were good and then tell you that next week I will be fitting interviews in on your online schedule, so just be aware.”

      Amber was confused. “Interviews? For what?”

      Rachel sat down. “Well, since you were the first hired and are already diving in you will be given the head position in your department. I want you to do the second round of interviews for your team. You will have a team totaling ten, but you can take your time. Just because I send someone to you doesn’t mean you have to hire them.”

      Amber smiled. “Oh, wow. That’s amazing.”

      Rachel nodded. “Of course, we’ll draw up a new employment contract for you to reflect the changes in title and salary. I also need you to interview a couple of people for your secretary. That is a pretty specific job, so I figured you would want to pick them out.”

      Amber nodded enthusiastically. “Thank you. Yes, I would love to pick them out.”

      Rachel looked down at her watch. “Okay, it’s about time to get going. Just be on the lookout for those appointments.”

      “Will do. Thank you, Rachel.”

      Amber laughed to herself and looked over at the clock. “Oh, shit.”

      She jumped up from the chair and grabbed her raincoat, needing to go pick up Bradley from his daycare. She still wasn’t used to the days going by so quickly, but she was super excited to see her little boy, even more so than her promotion. She raced out of the building and jumped into her car, heading over to the daycare center. Ms. Brown was standing out front with Bradley and a couple of other children when she arrived.

      Amber hurried up and gave Bradley a big hug. Ms. Brown smiled. “He did so good today. He has been anxious to tell you all about it.”

      Amber looked at Bradley. “You did? Well, I was thinking that we would go have some pizza!”

      Bradley put his arms up in the air. “Yay!”

      They headed over to the local pizza shop and got a table, munching on some cheese bread while they waited for the pizza. Amber looked over at Bradley, thinking about how amazing of a day she had. “So, tell me all about your day.”

      Bradley wiped his face with the napkin that was as big as his head. “I got all of my ABC’s in the first try. Then I read the first three pages of a book to the class and I only messed up once. Everyone thought I was the best reader of the day. Ms. Brown gave me a special reading sticker for my board. I get to pick the book during next reading circle time.”

      Amber gasped, putting her hands together. “That is so wonderful, monster. I am so proud of you. I know you’ve been working hard on the reading every night before bed. Before you know it, you will be reading Tolstoy.”

      Bradley wrinkled his nose. “What’s Toystoy?”

      Amber laughed. “Tolstoy, and don’t you worry about that yet. Spot the Wonder Dog is probably better, anyway. Tolstoy doesn’t put awesome pictures in his book. To be honest, he is kind of boring even to us old adults.”

      Bradley giggled. “So, what about your day, Mommy? Did you do anything exciting at your new job?”

      Amber grinned. “Mommy got a promotion, and she gets to start interviewing her new team next week.”

      Bradley was wide eyed. “You got a promotion? What’s a promotion?”

      Amber threw her head back and bellowed. “Oh, little boy, you have so much to look forward to. I got a bigger title and more money. I will be in charge of people. Ten people. We will work as a team to get the job done, since there are so many parts to it. One person can do it, but it will take them a long time and they could make mistakes without having someone to check their work. I will also have a secretary.”

      “Like Pawpaw has?” he asked.

      Amber shook her head. “Yep, like Pawpaw has. She will answer my calls, set up meetings, and whatever else that I need. She will be a whole lot of help. Or he, maybe I’ll have a man secretary.”

      He looked at her with awe. “Wow, that’s really cool. You must be important, like Pawpaw. Everyone says he is the most important man in the building.”

      Amber tilted her head slightly. “Not yet, but one day I hope to be. And your Pawpaw has always been the most important person in the building, or so he thinks so.”

      The waitress walked up to the table and set the pizza down. Amber looked up at her and smiled. “Ms. Handley, don’t you own this place? What are you doing waitressing?”

      The older woman sighed. “Can’t keep waitresses on staff. They just want to go party with their boyfriends. So, I’ll just have to do it myself. How are you, dear? You guys look so great. And my goodness, Bradley is huge. I still remember when you came in here nine months pregnant, just craving some pizza. You had to sit three feet back from the table. You did a good job, Momma.”

      Amber grinned. “Thank you. And I think that’s where his love of pizza came from. I sure ate enough of it when I was pregnant.”

      Ms. Hadley patted her on the shoulder. “That’s how we keep the customers coming from generation to generation. You guys let me know if you need anything at all.”

      Amber reached up and put a slice of pizza on a plate and cut it up into pieces for Bradley. He took his fork out, determined to eat like a big boy. She sat back and watched him eating his pizza, her hand on her belly. Her thoughts moved to Friday night and the way that Logan had kissed her stretch marks and told her that she was beautiful.

      Sparks shot through her chest and she took a sip of her soda, trying to hide the feeling. It was the sweetest thing any man had done to her before. He had been so gentle and made her feel like the most beautiful creature ever to walk the planet. It made her heart skip a beat every time she thought about it.

      At the same time, though, she was terrified that he was going to find out about Bradley. She had found out she was pregnant, despite the birth control, just a month after Logan had left. She could still feel that fear pulsing through her chest as she sat in her bathroom, staring at the plus sign on the test. At the time, she had been so angry and bitter that Logan had deserted her that she had made a promise that she would never tell him or anyone else, except Taylor. She would never let anyone hurt her child like Logan had hurt her.

      Dealing with her parents had been a challenge at first. They wanted to know who the guy was, but Amber had insisted he didn’t even live there anymore, and he wasn’t interested in being a father. She was on her own, and she was okay with that. After a couple of weeks, though, they had let up and had begun to welcome the idea of their first grandchild. Of course, her dad was a bit less welcoming until the moment he held Bradley in his arms in the hospital. Amber could see his face go from fear to pure love and joy, and her father had never looked back after that.

      After some time passed and the bitterness left her, Amber thought about contacting Logan, but had been too afraid. So much time had passed that she didn’t think she could ever tell him the truth. She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. She didn’t want to tell him and have him abandon them all over again, or worse, try to take him away from her. She had protected Bradley from everything in the world up to that point, she wasn’t going to stop just because Logan was being sweet to her. He wouldn’t be so sweet if he found out she had hidden his child from him for four years. She could only imagine just how livid he would be. No, she was going to stick to her guns on that one and keep the secret as far from him as she could.

      “Mommy, you got quiet,” Bradley said, kicking his feet, pizza sauce on his cheek.

      Amber reached over and wiped his cheek. “I sure did. I’m sorry. I was thinking about when you were just a baby in my belly. Ever since you came into my world, it’s been me and you. I love that I have my best boy by my side.”

      Bradley smiled. “Do you ever miss my daddy?’

      Amber choked a bit on her pizza. “What? Where did that come from?”

      Bradley shrugged. “Mikey asked me about my dad, ‘cause he went fishing with his last week. I told him I didn’t have one. At least not one that I ever met.”

      Amber immediately felt incredibly guilty. “The truth is, I do miss him from time to time. But in the end, we are both better off on our own. We have each other, we have Pawpaw, Grammy, Uncle Jordan, Aunt Melissa, and Aunt Taylor. What else do we need? You have so many people to love you, it’s crazy. I am jealous sometimes.”

      Bradley took another bite. “I love all of them but guess what?”

      Amber set her slice down. “What, monster?”

      “I love you the most, Mommy. You are my best friend.”

      A tear pulled at the corner of Amber’s eye and she held up her cup. “Let’s make a toast like we do at Pawpaw’s house.”

      Bradley held up his kid’s cup. “What to?”

      Amber thought about it for a second. “To you being the best reader ever, and to me and my new career.”

      Bradley held his cup back. “And to being the best team ever, me and you.”

      Amber smiled and clapped her cup against his. “Here, here.”

      Amber was going to do anything and everything she could to keep Logan from finding out the secret. She loved her son too much to risk either of their heartbreak.
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      “If you changed the character in the beginning, though, it would change the entire feel of the app. Right now, it has a medieval feel, but if you go with this character, you get more of a Viking pub whore look,” Amber said, flipping through the sketches from the artist.

      “Hey, people like Viking pub whores,” Logan pointed out.

      Amber chuckled, not looking at him. “If you’re a guy. Do you want to cut out fifty percent of your audience because you like pub girl on the cover? I think that would be dumb.”

      Logan laughed. “You’re right. I’m just joking about her, anyway. I was never a big fan of that character because of the way she looks. I think that cuts back on our age group, too. Mom is not going to swipe the card for her little boy when she sees her bouncing up and down on the screen.”

      Amber tilted her head back and forth. “Maybe, but at the same time your target shouldn’t be kids, it should be people with money. People with credit cards at the press of a button. Your goal is not just to sell downloads, it’s to sell products within the app. Timmy is gonna want a pack with three swords and a pint, but Timmy’s dad will buy it sitting in his man cave.”

      Logan shuffled through his papers. “And if Timmy’s dad is our target, we should create packs that go along with what adults want.”

      Amber nodded. “Which is their money’s worth, options, and the ability to create exactly what they are looking for.”

      Logan snapped his fingers. “Precisely. A mix and match pack. You can pick from three or four different price points, and with those you pick exactly what you want from each category.”

      Amber shook her head. “This is nuts.”

      Logan looked up at her. “What is?”

      Amber put down her pen. “That I am working on prize packs for virtual swords and chainmail. That people actually spend their hard-earned money to have a graffiti covered suit of armor in their app.”

      Logan scoffed. “I know, right? The first time I ever worked with an app designer I was blown away by the shit that people would buy for these things. People love the extras. They spend millions of dollars a year on things they will never hold in their hands. It’s crazy nuts.”

      Logan couldn’t help but notice that the two of them were right on the same page. They had started out jaggedly, and now they were completely in sync. She was brilliant with the project stuff, and the two of them seemed to have minds that worked almost the same. He couldn’t deny their connection and from the look of how hard she was pulling back, neither could she. Her face was straight, but he could tell she was enjoying the flow of how well they were conversing.

      Usually Logan struggled with criticism, especially when it came to things that he had his hand in creating. He was brilliant when it came to tech, but not as much with marketing. For him, she seemed to be on his page. She understood the concept he was trying to present and didn’t want to change it, but offered things to the table that would make it better and more profitable. She went beyond her job title to make it successful, which was exactly what he wanted in someone of her position. It wasn’t often that he just meshed with someone like that, but then again it didn’t really surprise him with their past. They had always, at least when things were good, meshed together.

      Logan wanted Amber to loosen up. He was tired of her being so scared to show her softer side to him. She had always been funny and fun to be around and he thought if she mixed that into her brilliance at work, she would be unstoppable.

      He put his pen down and cleared his throat. “What do you call a field of cows masturbating?”

      Amber blinked wildly looking down at her paper and then sighed, putting her pen down and staring up at him blankly. “I don’t know, what?”

      Logan smiled. “Beef strokin’ off.”

      He leaned his head back and laughed loudly, slapping his hand to the table. He loved that joke, but like so many others he had told it to, she just sat there staring at him blankly, not even a smirk on her lips. She picked up her pen and went back to work, completely ignoring the fact that he found himself incredibly hilarious.

      He leaned his head forward. “You get it? Beef s-t-r-o-k-i-n-g off? Bahahaha.”

      She smacked her lips together and continued writing, not saying a word. He wiped the tears from his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest. She was doing everything she could to try to ignore him. In fact, the stern look on her face was incredibly sexy.

      “Come on, you can’t ignore me,” he smiled.

      He reached out to poke her hand, but she stood up nonchalantly and walked away, filling her coffee cup from the carafe in his office to the side. He tilted his head to the side and watched her walking, her long pencil skirt tight on her ass. Her tall six-inch heels made her legs look like they went on for miles, and he took a deep breath, looking back down at his work as she turned around.

      She sat down and started writing again. Logan pouted. “You know if you laugh at my joke, that doesn’t automatically mean you’ve committed to a relationship with me.”

      She slowly looked up at him. “I would have laughed if it was funny in the least.”

      He grinned and nodded. “Oh, okay, so you’re a professional joke teller now. Well, come on, give me one.”

      She looked at him and narrowed her eyes, pursing her lips. “Okay. How do you circumcise a hillbilly?”

      Logan tilted his head. “How?”

      She smiled mischievously. “Kick his sister in the jaw.”

      Logan’s mouth fell open and there was silence for a few moments before he burst into laughter. She was laughing too, with a smile that he hadn’t seen from her in many years. The attraction he felt for her was growing stronger and stronger. He wanted her. He wanted her more than he had ever wanted a woman in his life. The way she smiled, the way her eyes creased in the corner and her nose wrinkled. The way her breasts heaved and she put one hand on her stomach. She was so sexy in every way imaginable.

      She looked across the table at him still laughing and he caught the spark in her eyes. She quickly moved them over his body, the way she used to from across the table during family dinners when her foot moved up his leg playfully. He could tell she felt the exact same way as him. He could tell that there was a spark, or more like an explosion happening between the two of them. It was always there, just waiting for the fuse to be lit, and all it took was a brush of skin or a dirty joke to make it burst to life.

      They both fell silent, looking down at their paperwork. Logan knew though, just like him, she wasn’t actually focused on it. The lust and attraction in the room was thick as fog, but they were in the office. They were in the exact place that she said she wanted things to be strictly professional. Anyone could knock on the door at any time and catch them in the throws of passion. Not only would it be him breaking his own office policy, but it would be something that could take him down if it got back to the wrong people. In that moment, he absolutely hated his office. He hated the restrictions all around him. They were like chains that were binding his hands and his legs to the floor.

      Logan glanced up as Amber gently pushed a piece of hair behind her ear, revealing her long, feminine neck and soft, supple skin. The urge to press his lips to it made him shift eagerly in his chair and lick his lips. He watched as she brought the end of her pen to her soft, supple lips and bit gently on it. It was in that moment that he realized it wasn’t just her that turned him on so much. It was the understanding that sex in a forbidden place with her was so hot and so enticing that he couldn’t get his mind off of it.

      He slid his hand down into his lap and pressed down on his massive erection. Maybe he wanted to throw caution to the wind and take chances for once. Maybe he wanted to have her wherever and whenever he wanted. Maybe, just maybe, he wanted to get caught with her. He would never want to bring pain to her, but having it out in the open would give him a chance to really be with her. On top of that, the thrill of the creaking of the floor on the outside of the door, the turning of a door handle as he pushed inside of her, it was incredibly hot.

      Logan had never done anything like that before, in fact, he hadn’t been with anyone since he left Amber five years before. He wanted to do those things with her, it was her body he lusted after, and this was just another daring escapade they could add to their resume of sexual experiences with each other. After a few moments, he couldn’t contain himself any longer. He pushed his chair back and walked around the table, sitting down in the seat next to her and leaning forward.

      As his hand swiped her hair gently back from her ear, her breath hitched in her throat, making him grin. He leaned back and took her hand, pulling her from the chair and walking over to his desk. He leaned her back against it and stood close to her. He could tell she was so taken aback she couldn’t even speak a word to him. He ran his lips across her cheek and poised next to her ear.

      Logan was straight forward, no bullshit. “I want to fuck you right here on my desk.”

      She gasped slightly as he stepped to the side and shoved everything off onto the floor. She swallowed hard, trying to protest, but her lips just quivered as his cock rubbed against her leg. He pulled his lips right to hers and began to whisper. “You know you want to, stop fighting yourself. Stop fighting me.”

      Her eyes fell to his and she looked into them for a moment before giving in and slamming her lips onto his. Her hands flew right to his belt buckle, and it was on. They were ripping and tearing at each other, trying to be close, trying to not let the moment slip by. Logan grabbed her ass with both hands and lifted her up on the desk. He slid her skirt up to her hips and pulled her panties off, tossing them to the side.

      He pulled back and looked at her for just a moment before letting his pants drop. She reached down, frantically pulling out his hard shaft and scooting to the edge of the desk. He grabbed her around the waist and bent his knees slightly, thrusting his long, hard dick inside of her. She gasped, and he pressed his lips to hers. Over and over again he slammed into her, breathing heavily into her neck. Her hands gripped his back.

      It didn’t last long; the lust and passion was just too much. It was the perfect amount of time. He thrust hard into her and grabbed her lower back, pushing himself deep as his cock began to pulsate. Her mouth hung wide as she held her breath and rolled her eyes. They came hard, frozen on top of the desk until their muscles slowly began to relax.

      Logan kissed her on the nose and pulled out, pulling up his pants and tucking his shirt back in neatly. She smiled and hopped down off the desk, grabbing her panties and straightening her skirt. She went to walk past, but he grabbed her hand, about to pull her in. Just then there was a knock on the door and he let her go, clearing his throat.

      Jordan walked in with a smile. “Hey, fools. I was looking for you two. Come on, let’s go get lunch.

      It’s on me.”
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      “I’ll knock,” Bradley said seriously.

      Amber giggled. “Okay, you are the man of the family, after all. Go ahead and knock.”

      Amber knew that Taylor was on the other side of the door, just waiting for the little man to ring. He put his little fist up and tapped on the door. Amber stepped to the side as Taylor opened it, looking around at her own eye level. “Huh, I swear I thought someone was out here.”

      Bradley put his hands on his hips. “Down here, silly.”

      Taylor looked down and gasped. “I almost shut the door. Come here, you little rug rat.”

      She reached down and picked Bradley up, kissing him hard on the cheek. She looked over at Amber and smiled. “Come on in. Dinner’s almost ready.”

      “What are we having?” Bradley asked as they walked inside.

      Taylor put her finger to her lips. “Chicken toes and monkey brains. Sound good?”

      Bradley laughed. “Nooo.”

      Taylor sighed dramatically. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to have the lasagna I made, then.”

      Bradley put his arms in the air. “Yay!! Mommy, we are having my favorite.”

      Amber’s eyes grew wide. “I know! That’s so exciting. Make sure you thank Auntie Taylor. She’s been cooking all afternoon.”

      Bradley grabbed her face and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you. Can I watch the tv?”

      Taylor set him down. “Of course you can.”

      Amber just grinned, watching the two of them interact. They tried to have dinner at Taylor’s whenever they could. Taylor was a fantastic cook and Amber liked Bradley to have more than just her in his life on a regular basis. Taylor absolutely adored Bradley, too. She made a big to do over him on a regular basis, ever since she found out Amber was pregnant. She bought him his first stuffed animal and came over to help design the nursery. Amber didn’t know what she would have done without Taylor during that time. She took the role of what Logan would have been, putting together furniture, checking on her, spending the night when she was super pregnant, and even running to the store whenever she had a craving.

      “How are you, Miss Thing?” Taylor asked, the two of them walking into the kitchen.

      Amber sighed deeply and plopped her purse on the island, sitting down on the stool. “Good. You know, living the dream at my new job.”

      Taylor tasted the sauce. “Yeah? Do you like it?”

      Amber nodded. “I love it. It’s the job I always wanted, outside of owning my own company.”

      Taylor lifted an eyebrow. “But?”

      Amber shook her head and groaned. “But… it’s so hard to be around Logan in a professional manner. We’ve had sex two more times. I seriously don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      Taylor laughed. “I knew it. I just knew it. I knew that the two of you wouldn’t be able to keep your hands off each other. Your little rule was meant to be broken, my dear.”

      Amber covered her face. “No, it wasn’t. I think I’m losing my damn mind. I have always been so resolute in my decisions, but one glance from Logan and I’m panty dropping.”

      Taylor giggled. “It’s not that hard to figure out, my dear. You have all the signs and symptoms. You have ever since you met the man.”

      Amber didn’t look up from her hands. “What signs and symptoms? The ones that will land me in a padded room with a straight jacket?”

      Taylor pulled the lasagna from the oven and set it down. “No. Not even a crazy house could cure you of what you have. You, ma’am, are still in love with Logan.”

      Amber’s head flew up, her hair falling in her face. “Oh no. No, no, no. That is absolutely not true at all. You are crazy, there is no way after five years, him leaving me, me raising a child, and moving on with my life that I am still in love with him.”

      Taylor pulled down the plates and turned, looking at Amber. “You never really moved on with your life, Amber. You always had this little whisper of Logan in the back of your mind. You would bring him up nonchalantly in conversation, you shoved a picture of the two of you in the drawer in the living room, but I know you look at it from time to time.”

      Amber pointed at the other room and lowered her voice. “Not because I love him, but because ten times a day I see his dimples, his smile, and that stubborn look he would give. That all shows on Bradley’s face when I look at him. There is no way that he can’t be on my mind. I care about the fact that he is the father of my child, but that is it. I am not still in love with him. I… I…”

      Taylor shook her head, getting the other dishes down. “You… you… you… what? If you put as much effort into denying your feelings for the man that you put into just caring about him, you two might actually have a very successful relationship. You might actually work out. But you are so damn stubborn.”

      Amber gasped. “I’m not stubborn, I’m realistic. I don’t live in the clouds.”

      Taylor shook a fork at her. “No, you do live in the clouds, ones where you want to torture yourself, for some reason. You are still in love with that man, no matter what type of ridiculous excuses you give. I think the fact that Bradley crinkles his nose or laughs or whatever like Logan makes you love him even more than you already do. It’s like you were able to hold onto Logan even after he was gone.”

      Amber just stared at her hopelessly, knowing there was no reason to fight Taylor on this. She would never believe her anyway. “Regardless of any feelings, he is not here to stay. He has a life, and that is that.”

      Taylor stopped and looked at her seriously. “Are you ever going to tell him about Bradley’s dad?”

      Amber shook her head. “No, absolutely not. I have waited far too long to reveal that information. Now, it would only upturn everyone’s worlds. My parents and brother would go crazy. Logan would be completely blown away. And then there is the most important person out of all of this, Bradley. I can’t let him get attached to someone that just might up and leave the next day. No.”

      Taylor just stared at her. Amber glanced up at her grounding glare. “What? I know you never understood why I didn’t tell him or anyone else. I know you think I should just throw myself at him and hope for the best, but it’s not something I am capable of.”

      Taylor let out a deep breath. “Amber, I got it when you chose not to tell anyone before, and I get it now. Do I think it’s the right decision? No. But I am not Bradley’s mother, and I am also not your heart. I can tell you up and down what I think you should do but, in the end,  you have to do what you feel is right, and I will support that. With grumpy commentary along the way, of course.”

      Amber chuckled. “Of course, and thank you. This is why I desperately need to stop sleeping with him. Every time we sleep together, it gets easier and easier to let my guard down. That is something that can’t happen. It can’t happen because of Bradley, but also because I do not want to get hurt. I don’t want another replay of five years ago. If he would leave when it was simple and amazing, he would have no qualms about going back to New York now. I just don’t think I was ever as important to him as he was to me. He showed me that when he left.”

      Taylor smacked her lips. “No, he showed you that he cared about you and his future. He told you in that letter he left you that he couldn’t be the man you deserved unless he made something out of himself. I don’t think that was bullshit. I think he really meant it.”

      Amber looked over her shoulder to make sure Bradley wasn’t coming in. “It doesn’t matter what I feel for the man. I made my choice when Bradley was born and I have to stick to that. There is nothing for me to do.”

      “You should tell him the truth before you ruin whatever bit of friendship that the two of you have left,” Taylor said.

      Amber couldn’t even fathom that conversation. “I just don’t think that I can. I don’t think that I could bring myself to do it. I don’t even know how I would approach it. I wouldn’t even know what to tell my son, and he trusts and understands everything I tell him.”

      Taylor shrugged. “Just think about it, Amber. Think about it long and hard, because it will never be easier than the moment you are in. Time will continue to make that revelation harder and harder to share. I just want you to know that.”

      Amber nodded. “I know.”

      Taylor handed her the plates. “Good, now, let’s go feed that adorable little human out there and try to have a good evening. Just know that it’s something you will have to face eventually. It may be when Bradley is twenty, but eventually you will have to come to terms.”

      Amber took the plates and sighed. “I know. I’ll think about it. I promise.”

      Taylor picked up the lasagna and they headed to the dining room. “Little man, dinner is ready.”

      Amber watched as Bradley jumped up off the couch and ran across to his chair, climbing up on it. She loved her child more than she loved anything else in the world. Part of her wondered, though, if Taylor had been right. Did the fact that she saw Logan in Bradley’s face on a daily basis play a role in her not being able to get over Logan? Did she hold onto him through her baby?

      He was there, right in front of her now. She could give up her body and have amazing sex with him, but what she couldn’t bring herself to do was give up her heart. Maybe she was still in love with him, but it wasn’t something she was going to allow herself to get trapped in. She spent too many nights crying, too many nights lonely, too many nights longing to turn back around and just let him do it to her again. She couldn’t bear it if he did the same thing to Bradley. Her son was too caring, too trusting, and something like that, finding his dad, loving him, just to have him leave would break him.

      Amber shook the thought out of her mind, deciding to enjoy dinner with her best friend and her son. All of this had come down on her in such a short amount of time, and it was starting to feel like too much to handle. Her mind was tired and her heart ached, and she didn’t like either feeling in the least.
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      Logan stepped out onto the curb and took a deep breath, readying himself for a Monday at the new office. There were going to be a lot of new faces there, and he knew that even more were on their way for interviews. It was starting to actually look like a company, and he loved it. On top of that, he knew he was going to see Amber for the first time since Friday, and he could already feel the fluttering in his chest.

      He took the elevator up, greeting some of the new employees in the sitting area in the front. As he walked down the hall, Amber walked out of her office, almost making him stumble over his own feet. Her hair was down and in bouncing curls. She was wearing more makeup than usual, and her outfit was something he hadn’t ever seen before.

      The tight black skirt was shorter, coming part way up her thigh. She had a tight red tank top tucked into it and a black, open dress coat that came to her waist. Her legs shimmered in the black stockings that had a black line that ran up the back of both of them. Her shiny stiletto heels finished the look off. She looked even sexier than she had the previous days at the office.

      She put an envelope in her box outside of the office and walked back inside, only glancing at him for a second. He walked around the corner and smiled, nodding at a woman leaving her office. He leaned against the doorframe and watched her perfect frame move over to her desk and sit down. She looked up at him and crossed her legs.

      Logan cleared his throat. “You… you look fucking amazing. I saw you when I was coming down the hall and I had to tell you.”

      She pursed her lips looking almost as if she was hiding a smile. Logan narrowed his eyes, wondering if she looked that hot on purpose, to make him suffer. She glanced back up at him. “Thanks.”

      He stepped into the office, looking at her suspiciously. “You wouldn’t happen to be doing that for my benefit, would you? Because if it’s to tease me, you are doing one hell of a job and I don’t want you to stop.”

      She burst into laughter. “Oh sweetie, if I was doing it for you, you would know it. I happen to actually take pride in my appearance now. I’m no longer under my mom’s fashion thumb and my focus isn’t squarely on getting into a college. I tend to enjoy looking my best when I go somewhere.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Well, keep it up. You are putting every other woman in this city to shame.”

      She cleared her throat, her cheeks going red. “Um… are we still having that meeting this morning?”

      Logan smirked, looking down at his watch. “Yeah, give me about ten minutes to get situated.”

      She nodded not looking up at him. He turned and walked down to his office, greeting his secretary with a bit more cheer than normal. “Morning there. I have a meeting with Amber in ten. She can come on in when she gets here. Make sure we aren’t disturbed.”

      The secretary nodded. “Of course.”

      The meeting went off without a hitch, both of them focusing as much as they could on the work at hand. Logan couldn’t help but catch glances of her legs every now and then, though. He was powerless against her sex appeal. By the end, he knew he wasn’t ready to let her go.

      She straightened her papers and looked at her watch. “Lunchtime already.”

      Logan smiled. “Can I take you to lunch? I know this amazing bistro down the street. I think you would like it.”

      She looked at him for a second, but finally agreed. “Let me grab my purse. I’ll meet you at the elevator.”

      They headed over to the bistro in his car and walked inside, being greeted happily as he usually was when he was in LA. They sat in the back corner and Logan noticed immediately how much more relaxed around him she seemed than the week before.

      “I like that tie. It brings out the color in your eyes,” she commented.

      He looked down at it. “It was a gift from the board when we signed the deal for this LA office. But thank you. My eyes were always a point of conversation with people.”

      She put the napkin in her lap and looked up at him strikingly. “They are gorgeous. They always have been.”

      “I have to be honest, the first time you really looked at me, I thought my knees would buckle from your eyes,” he said.

      She blushed and smirked. “Looks like we could have a staring contest that ended with us both on the floor.”

      Logan chuckled. “I don’t think I would mind that too much.”

      Amber’s lips curled to one side. “From past experience, I don’t think either of us would mind that too much. Though I’m pretty sure they might have rules against that here at this restaurant.”

      Logan waved his hands. “Meh, let them watch. I’ll leave a big tip.”

      She laughed loudly. “Wow, look who developed a pretentious attitude, Mr. Big Bucks.”

      He shook his head. “Nope, just telling it like it is. Besides, you are too beautiful for people not to look.”

      She wrung her hands. “Then I guess they would have one hell of a show.”

      They were both being extremely flirty with each other. Logan noticed, though, that in between she would look down at her lap and take a deep breath. He felt like she was hiding something from him. “Are you all right? You look like you have something on your mind. I’ve seen that look a million times and it says, ‘I am hiding something.’”

      She immediately looked up and plastered a smile on her face. “No, I’m fine. Just a little hazy because it’s Monday, that’s all.”

      Her calming smile led him to believe that she was telling the truth, so he let it go. They continued on with their lunch, talking and flirting the entire time. It was like old times, when they didn’t feel like they had a care in the world. It was so easy for them to be comfortable with each other. When Amber let her guard down, he could see how much she enjoyed being around him. He loved the way that she smiled at him and the way she put her hand on his when she laughed. It was just a, easy swipe of her hand against his, but to him it was everything.

      His attraction to her deepened every time he was near her. With every laugh and every smile, he wanted to kiss her more and more. At the end of lunch, he paid the tab and pulled her chair out for her. As she stood up, putting her jacket back on he stopped her in her tracks, grabbing her cheeks. Leaning down, he pressed his lips softly against hers and held them there for several moments. Her hand patted against his chest, but she wasn’t pushing him away, just strengthening the connection between them. He could feel the breath catch in her throat, and it did the same to him.

      When he pulled away, she smiled abashedly and shook her head. “You couldn’t help yourself, could you?”

      Logan chuckled, rubbing his chin. “I suppose not. To be honest, I can’t stop thinking about being with you, being near you, making love to you. It’s on my mind constantly, and if we are throwing it out here, its driving me a little crazy. Every time I get anywhere near you, I want to take you somewhere private and strip all your clothes off.”

      She grinned and tapped her hand against him, pushing in her chair. “Well, you’re just going to have to figure out how to stop feeling that way. I made a rule and we seem to not be able to keep ourselves from breaking it. Don’t get me wrong, I really had fun, and it was hot and everything that goes along with it, but it was irresponsible. We tried this, Logan, and it didn’t happen, and now life is different. I have a son to think about and I can’t go throwing my career away because I can’t control myself. I’m an adult now, and so are you, and with that comes a lot of responsibilities. As adults, we can’t just give into any little whim we have at the drop of a hat. We have to think about the people around us.”

      Logan looked her in her beautiful eyes. “We did that before, too. We shielded everyone around us all the time.”

      She smiled. “That was a good thing. As far as this… it’s not happening anymore.”

      Logan laughed. “It’s already happened three times. And may I point that two of those times were after you made your rule.”

      Amber took in a deep breath. “Yeah, well it’s not going to happen anymore. I can promise you that. I have the self-control to think about my future and the future of my child before I make any more selfish choices. You should do the same. You worked really hard to get where you are, and that shouldn’t change because you came back here.”

      Logan chuckled and put his hand out to lead her from the restaurant. “Sure, sure. I’ll keep that in mind the next time we have a conversation like this one.”

      She just shook her head and walked out in front of him with a smile on her face. Logan could tell that she may be putting on a tough face for him, putting her foot down, but she didn’t believe what she was saying. The truth was, the two of them were attracted to each other by a force that seemed to be stronger than either of them. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t help but kiss her, and no matter how hard she tried to pull back or refrain, she always gave in at the first touch of his hand.

      He wasn’t testing her on purpose, he literally was struggling to control himself. It was a battle he fought now every time he was in the same room with her. Meetings were going to be hell standing up in front of everyone and staring over at her across the table. Part of him wondered if it was dumb of him to have hired her, but the other part of him knew it was the perfect choice, at least for the company. He couldn’t believe how perfect she fit in there. It was like having another him walking around the office which made him more comfortable knowing the company would be okay when he left, if he left. He still hadn’t decided on that one and was kind of just playing it as it went.

      Logan walked to the car, bumping into someone by accident. “Oh, sorry, bud.”

      The guy nodded, putting his camera to his chest and looking back at Logan as he walked. In that moment it didn’t seem strange to Logan at all. People flocked to LA from all over the world, and tourists brought the best cameras they could find. They took pictures of everything from the Hollywood sign to obscure graffiti on the sides of buildings.

      He climbed into the back of the car with Amber and gave her a smirk as the car pulled off. He wanted so badly to reach out and take her hand, but he withheld, knowing she would probably pull away anyway. He didn’t know why they were torturing each other, but he knew he had to pull them out of it. What he didn’t see coming was the brick wall he would slam into in just a few hours.
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      Amber rolled over in the bed, groaning and staring at the alarm clock on her side table. It wasn’t even five in the morning yet, still an hour before she had to get up for work. All she wanted was to go back to sleep, but the constant buzzing of her phone on the dresser refused to allow her to do anything but get up. She sat up in the bed, her hair a mess, and slapped her hands on the mattress below. She pulled her feet around and slugged across the floor, grabbing her phone and climbing back into the bed.

      She pushed the hair from her face and blinked as she flipped on the side table’s lamp. She held the phone in front of her face and furrowed her brow. She had missed four calls and had five unread texts. She opened up the message screen and clicked on the first one. It was from Logan.

      Amber, I don’t know how to express just how deeply sorry I am. Call me when you get this. We’ll fix it. Don’t freak out. That was a strange text from Logan.

      There was a missed call and text from Taylor, so she opened the message. Girl, I know you are dead asleep but seriously wake the fuck up and check the news. I am not kidding. Call me as soon as you do.

      Amber rubbed her head, flipping to the next one from her brother. What the fuck Amber. I want an explanation and I want it now. Wake the fuck up.

      Amber was taken aback by the message. Both of her parents sent texts to call them. She dialed the voicemail and listened to her mom’s message. Like everyone else, she sounded shocked, but there also seemed to be an air of excitement in her voice which was strange all in its own. “Hi sweetie, it’s Mom. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me what was going on. Call me as soon as you get this. Let’s talk. Love you, honey. Keep your chin up.”

      Amber tossed the phone to the side, now more than awake, and grabbed her laptop. She didn’t know what had everyone in such a tizzy, but whatever it was, it had gone down the chain. Why would Logan of all people be apologizing for anything? He had only been there a few weeks and him and her were completely secret. She flipped back through her mind, trying to figure out if someone had died, if someone told on her for Bradley, if someone had dug up dirt on her, but nothing came to mind. She was one of the most chill people that lived, never getting herself into anything deep.

      She typed in Google news, and waited for the stories to process. There were stories about the current politics, war, the Emmy’s and…

      Amber froze in place, absolutely still, not a movement in her body. Three lines down in the entertainment section was a picture of her and Logan sharing a kiss at the restaurant from the day before. Her mouth dropped open as she clicked right, finding that same picture on just about every tabloid page that came up.

      “No, no, no….” she whispered to herself as she clicked on the article.

      The headline made her cringe, but the article was so much worse. “Millionaire and eligible bachelor Logan Townley just might not be on the market any longer. He was spotted inside the posh café, Blue’s on 3rd, Monday afternoon schmoozing it up with this dark-haired beauty. They laughed and joked, leaning toward each other and smiling. When the lunch was over he took her face in his hands in a movie-sequel pose that made every girl weak in the knees and kissed her gently on the lips. Reporters captured this image before watching the two leave the café and ride off in one of his private chauffeured cars. What will come of this, we are all waiting to see. It has been long known that Logan Townley, for business sake, has been contracted to keep any and all relationships strictly behind doors if at all. This would be the first romantic connection the press has ever been able to connect to the Tech Genius…”

      Amber clicked the screen off and shook her head, rubbing her face. “This is so bad. Oh my God.”

      Just then her phone buzzed again. It was her brother, Jordan, calling. She grimaced and picked up the phone, putting it to her ear. “Hello?”

      “MOTHER FUCKING HELL! What in God’s name were you thinking Amber! I am so pissed off right now, it’s not even real. I can’t calm down.” Jordan was more than livid.

      Amber put her hands up. “Just take a deep breath Jordan. I didn’t find out anything about the picture until five seconds ago. Let me process.”

      Jordan scoffed. “Process? You want me to let you process what is going on? You are the one that knew about it and kept it from every member of this family. I mean seriously, did you think you could get away with hiding it forever? The press has been chomping at the bit for four years to get something on Logan. He is the angel boy and no matter how well they play the media, no one is as innocent as he claims to be to the public. They knew eventually he would fuck up.”

      Amber was a bit put off. “Fuck up? I don’t really think kissing me can be considered fucking up, but thanks for the vote of confidence bro. Just because you’re mad about MY life, doesn’t mean you can insult me.”

      Jordan sighed. “I didn’t mean you are a fuck up… No, you are not turning this around on me. You always do that and I am not falling for it this time. You are like some double agent. I want to know, one, what the fuck is going on? And two, how long has it even been happening?”

      Amber didn’t even know what to say. “It just happened, you know, since he’s been back and I’ve been working for him. It’s nothing serious.”

      “It’s serious that my little sister is kissing my best friend on the cover of every tabloid in the country,” he yelled out.

      Amber felt terrible. Not only did he just catch her in a lie, but then she continued to lie about her and Logan’s history together. If it weren’t for Bradley she would just come out and tell him they had been together in the past, but that was dangerous. If she told him when they had been together, there would be a really good chance that Jordan would connect the dots and figure out that Logan was the father of her child. That was an incredibly dangerous revelation for him to come to. In fact, it was dangerous for anyone to come to that conclusion.

      Not only would they immediately go to Logan, but she would have to explain herself to her family. That was not the conversation she wanted to have with them over family dinner. They definitely wouldn’t understand their connection, they wouldn’t understand what had happened between them, and they would definitely not get why they were fooling around again. On top of that, if they found out that she had purposely lied about Logan being the father, they would be more than disappointed in her.

      Bradley would be the one that was hurt most in all of it. “Look, Jordan. It was just a thing that happened. It’s not something to blow up about. The media is blowing it completely out of proportion.”

      Jordan snorted. “From the look on your face in the picture it looks like they got it exactly right. You didn’t look like you were the least bit uncomfortable or nervous. That leads me to believe that is not the only time or the only thing you have done.”

      Alice stiffened her shoulders. “Don’t go there, Jordan. We are not having a conversation about my sex life and I don’t even want you to think that you can attempt that right now. I may be your little sister but I am an adult, a grown adult. I can make whatever decisions that I want to. I know you are pissed, but you really need to calm down. At least you know Logan is a good guy.”

      “No, don’t pull that shit on me. He is my best friend, older than you, and not even staying in LA. What the hell do the two of you think you are going to accomplish with this? You can’t think that it can be serious with him all the way in New York and you and Bradley here. You aren’t thinking with your brain, you are using your emotions, and that isn’t like you.” Jordan had lowered his voice but was still jabbing at her.

      Amber let out a breath in irritation. “You are jumping to so many conclusions here. We haven’t even considered anything long term.”

      Jordan’s jaw was clenched. “I’m going to fucking kill Logan.”

      Amber looked over at the clock. “Look, I gotta get to work. We can talk about this later.”

      Jordan hung up the phone without saying another word. Amber looked at her cell and shook her head. He was having the exact reaction that she always knew he would have. The difference was, she wasn’t in a relationship with him that time around. When they were together they managed to keep it hidden. Now that they weren’t, it was spreading all over the place like she was some royal member of court.

      She got dressed in irritation and pulled her hair back in a ponytail, not even bothering to put any make up on. She was so exhausted with it all already, and it had only been an hour. If it was that popular of a story, she knew there would be even more media hunting her down, and that was not something she was looking forward to. She headed to the parking garage and got her car, driving toward the office. When she arrived, there was press everywhere. She couldn’t even get into the parking garage.

      The valet came running over. “They’ll never let you in there. Here, I’ll park your car.”

      She grabbed her bag and stepped out. “Thanks.”

      Immediately, camera flashes began to go off and she put her arm up, pushing through the crowding media trying to get to the front doors. They were yelling out questions, but she kept quiet. “Amber, how long have you been seeing Logan?”

      “Amber, is it true that you have known each other all your lives?”

      “Amber, can you comment on the agreement he has with the board and what this will mean for the future of his company?”

      Amber shook her head and finally made it to the front door where the building security guard opened the door and hurried her inside, closing it behind her. She straightened out her wide leg dress pants and pulled her jacket closed, buttoning the middle buttons. She stepped onto the elevator and leaned her head back against the glass as the doors shut.

      This was not at all what she had expected out of her Tuesday morning. She couldn’t believe that kind of drama was going on. When the doors opened several of the staff stared and whispered, but she just pushed through, walking past her office and into the waiting area of his. His door was cracked, but his secretary shook her head. “He’s been in phone meetings with the board all morning. I’ll let him know you stopped by.”

      Amber gave her a comforting smile. “Thank you.”

      As she began to walk away she could hear him raise his voice. “God damn it, am I supposed to spend the rest of my life alone? It was a kiss, not me wandering drunk with a prostitute.”

      Amber left the office feeling absolutely terrible for him. Everything was falling down on his shoulders.
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      “I can’t fucking believe you, bro. You are my family; my best friend and you betrayed my trust like this. She is my damn little sister,” Jordan yelled into the phone.

      Logan shook his head. “Jordan… it was just a kiss, and it’s not like I planned this. You had nothing to do with the thought.”

      Jordan growled. “Obviously. Maybe I should have been. It’s not like it’s just some random girl I don’t know. We all grew up together. You lived with us.”

      Logan winced. “Ouch, dude, I thought I was family.”

      Jordan sighed. “I thought that you were too. At least, I thought you thought of us as family and didn’t hold secrets like that back from us. The whole situation is disgusting to me. I don’t need you as my best man anymore. In fact, if I ever see you again, Logan, I will fucking kill you. Stay away from my sister.”

      He slammed the phone in Logan’s ear. Logan tossed the phone on his desk and leaned his head back. It was probably worse than what he had imagined it would be like when they finally found out. Only this time, Amber and him weren’t in a relationship. He shook his head and pressed the new com button on his phone.

      His secretary answered. “Yes?”

      “Hey, is Amber still in the office?”

      “No, she left a while ago. She did come by this morning, but you’ve been in on calls all day,” she replied.

      Logan nodded. “Thanks. Go ahead and get out of here for the night.”

      “Thanks. Let me know if you need anything.”

      Logan released the button and swiveled his chair toward the windows. The sun had already gone down and he could see the sparkling lights of LA. He felt terrible for not getting a chance to talk to Amber that day. Not only that, he felt absolutely terrible for all the things he had put her through over the years. This was just another smack in the face for her. She was going to have to deal with her family on top of everything else. That part was a bit simpler for him because he didn’t have to face them, but she did, and she would have to do it on her own.

      He got up and walked over to the window, looking out over the city. He felt like total shit. Everything that had happened had been his fault. If he hadn’t pushed her to take the job, and had controlled himself and respected her wishes, none of them would be in the situation they were in. Logan had these visions of grandeur when it came to Amber, and he felt like it had clouded his judgment to the point to where he had overstepped his boundaries and it all was coming crashing down on them. He should have just stayed away from her like she had asked, made it easier on her to continue living her life like she had for the past five years.

      Feeling the streams of guilt, he grabbed his suit jacket and headed out, taking the back exit and jumping into the car waiting for him. He wanted to avoid the press at all costs, and they had been waiting there for him to come out the entire time. He took the car to Amber’s house and slowly rode the elevator to her floor. He paused outside of her door, wondering if he should even be there, but before he could knock, she opened it and stared at him. There were tears in the corners of her eyes and he braced himself for the backlash.

      To his surprise, though, she stepped to the side, whispering, “Come in. We have to be quiet. Bradley is asleep. He could tell something was wrong with me, so it took me a while to get him down.”

      Logan stepped inside and waited for her to close the door. “I promise you, I have no idea how the picture got out. They must have been at the restaurant with us the day before. Amber I am so sorry.”

      Just then the vision of him running into the guy with camera flashed through his mind and he groaned, rolling his eyes. She looked at him, confused. “What?”

      He shook his head. “When we were coming out I ran into a guy with a camera but I just thought it was some tourist. He must have been photographing us. Fuck. I’m so sorry.”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and shrugged. “It is what it is, I suppose. I don’t think you did it on purpose. Hell, you have more to lose than me. I read about your agreement with the board. I think it’s crazy, but I get it.”

      Logan looked up at the picture of the family on the wall. “And your family. They must have had so many questions.”

      She followed his eyes to the picture. “Mom and Dad not so much, but Jordan yes. I ended up just telling him that it happened this time around. I was too afraid to tell him about last time because I knew he would be even more pissed than he already was.”

      “He called me and let me have it, then banished me from the title of best man. He also told me he would kill me if he ever saw me again.” Logan sighed.

      Amber rolled her eyes. “He is so dramatic. It’s my life, I don’t know why he thinks he can run it with idle threats and bullying. Still, I understand why he is upset and I made sure to just downplay everything as much as I could. I didn’t want an incident at your office to make things ten times worse. These things can spiral out of control before you even know it. One day you are Brittany cutting your hair, the next day you are crazy Brittany with a baseball bat.”

      Logan laughed, but in a sad way. “I understand. It’s for the best that at this point they know as little as possible. There is no reason to tell them about before. It will only bring more drama.”

      Amber gave a comforting smile. “I heard you talking to the board earlier. How are they taking it?”

      Logan groaned. “Exactly how I thought they would. They aren’t happy about it at all. From the way the media spun it to be some sort of sorted affair, the stocks started to fall. I don’t understand why people think if a man is in a relationship he can’t run a business.”

      “I think it’s more the drama behind it than anything,” she said, shrugging.

      Logan nodded. “I think, though, if I can spin it, I won’t lose my investors. If I can’t, then they will all start to pull out. They all rely on each other’s intuition and kind of follow the leader on things like this. So basically, if I lose one I’ll end up losing them all. It’s like a whirlpool sucking everything right down the drain. Once it gets going it doesn’t stop. They are old crochety men who see scandal as weakness and they are terrified that it’ll go from a kiss in a café to a crazy binge drinking weekend in Vegas. They weren’t my first choices in investors, but when I started the company I was really a nobody and had to go with who I got.”

      Amber shook her head. “I understand that, though. When you are starting out you just want to see it happen. How were you supposed to know they would be this strict down the line?”

      “I should have. I should have thought about the fact that I wouldn’t stay single for the rest of time, and in this day and age keeping a relationship quiet is almost impossible. Between citizen journalism, social media, and money hungry paparazzi, it’s a no-win situation. The thing about it was, it was a clause that expired when I turned thirty. I figured I could hold out until I was thirty considering I was going to be building a business and wouldn’t have much time for anything else anyway.”

      Amber chuckled. “Well, you almost made it to thirty. Damn me, I’m always throwing a wrench in your plans, aren’t I?”

      Logan put his hand to his chest and stumbled back a bit jokingly. “Ouch, that was a low blow.”

      Amber grinned. “I think after all this time I was allowed at least one low blow.”

      Logan nodded. “I think you are aloud a lot more than that after everything that I have put you through. First, I leave with no word and then this, your business and life spread all over the front page, and it was right before you told me to knock it off, too. It’s funny how the universe likes to play little games with us, isn’t it?”

      Amber widened her eyes. “I am starting to think the bitch hates me and has some weird extermination plan for me. She is taking me down some twisty roads in this life time.”

      Logan shoved one hand in his pocket, thinking about Bradley. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”

      Amber took a deep breath. “So, what is your plan to spin this all for good? I have a hard time figuring out what would possibly make them see it in a new light.”

      Logan stared at her standing there in her nightgown, her bare feet tapping on the wood floor, and her hair all around her shoulders. He smiled and stepped forward. “I have some ideas.”

      He leaned down and kissed her lips, taking her breath away. She looked up at him curiously. “At least we know there aren’t any paparazzi hiding in my closet.”

      “True, and I figure if its already out there, why hold back right now?”

      She bit her lip and contemplated it. He stood there with his arm around her waist, watching her face go from curious to mischievous in about two seconds flat. She put both her arms around his shoulders. “Well, if you lose your company you can rent a room from me. Doubt my dad would be up for you moving back in there.”

      Logan’s eyes flashed dark. “I think being your roommate would entail a lot of extracurricular activity that we are supposed to be refraining from.”

      Amber giggled. “Hey, you’ll be out of a job. Beggars can’t be choosers. You’ll have to work that rent off somehow, right?”

      Logan pulled her closer and threw his head back, laughing. “You are bad.”

      She leaned in and sucked his lip into her mouth and then pulled away. “You haven’t even come close to seeing just how bad I can be.”

      Shivers ran down Logan’s spine and he dug his fingers into her back. Slowly he ran his hand down and under the back of her short nightgown, cupping her bare ass. She just stared at him with low eyelids and leaned forward, running her tongue down his neck. He breathed heavily, smelling her sweet scent and feeling the bulge in his pants getting harder and harder. He reached his other hand down and grabbed her other ass cheek, squeezing it and pulling it apart. She moaned against his skin as he slipped his hand down further, running it back and feeling the wetness dripping from her.

      There was no doubt in his mind that she wanted him as much as he wanted her. He had already crossed boundaries and gotten them caught. At that point, there was really nothing to tread carefully through. If she was open to it, he was ready to give her all he had. Her tightened body against his was exactly the kind of release he needed, no matter what his conscience was telling him.
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      Amber didn’t care anymore, not about people finding out about them. The cat was out of the bag. As far as Bradley was concerned, Amber had no intention of letting that out. She knew that Logan would eventually leave and go back to New York, but for the time being she was done fighting herself. She couldn’t not be with him. He was so hot, standing in her entrée way with those puppy dog eyes staring back at her. When he put his hands on her, she just melted right into him.

      She ran her hand up his side and leaned back as he cupped her ass, looking deep into his eyes. She reached down and took his hand, turning and strutting along down the hallway in front of him. The way she moved her own hips, the way she could feel his eyes all over her, was so incredibly hot. If she didn’t get him to her room she knew she would just fall to the ground right there and make love on the wood floors. That was too much of a risk with Bradley in the other room, so she took the moment and led him to her bedroom.

      They went inside and she closed the door behind her. As she walked toward him, she lifted her nightgown up and over her head, stepping across the carpeted floor, butt naked, staring him in the eyes. He licked his lips and looked down her body, rubbing his palms over her skin. She reached up and undid his tie, tossing it over on the end of the bed. Carefully, she unbuttoned his expensive button-down shirt and slipped it over his strong, broad shoulders. She kissed his skin, loving the smell of him, missing that heat that rose from his body.

      She tossed the shirt on the dresser and kissed his lips as she unbuckled his belt, undid the button, and slowly slid the zipper down. She dropped his pants to the floor and he kicked them to the side. He took off his shoes and socks and stood there just watching her as she slipped her hand down his stomach and inside of his boxers. As her hand wrapped around his huge, hard shaft he gasped, closing his eyes and tilting his chin up. She ran her hand down his dick and back up, his boxers still snuggly wrapped around his body. She stepped closer and kissed his chest as her hand moved again, sliding down and back up to the tip. She rolled her hand over, letting the head roll over the palm of her hand.

      Amber could feel the juices dripping out of her, sliding down the inside of her thighs. Her body pulsated with need, but she wasn’t ready to jump in head first just yet. This time they would take it slowly, sensually exploring each other’s bodies. She wanted to taste him again, and she wanted to feel his tongue on her as well. She stepped back and slowly dropped down to her knees in front of him. Hooking her fingers in the waist band of his boxers she slid them down and threw them to the side.

      His cock bounced out and she grabbed it, leaning her head forward and running her lips over the tip as she stared up at him in desire. She could feel the goosebumps pop up all over his legs and she smirked, parting her lips and lowering her head down over his shaft. She closed her eyes as she dipped down low, opening her throat and taking in the entirety of his cock. When her lips hit the base, she reached up and caressed his balls. Slowly she raised her head back up to the top and quickly went down again. She bobbed her head up and down, listening to the groans coming from his throat.

      His hand reached down and wrapped through her hair, pushing her down to the base and bobbing up and down just slightly. Slowly he pulled her back up, letting her get her breath, and then pushed her back down again. She moaned as he pulled up, sucking with the back of her throat all the way to the tip. She turned her head from side to side and back again, feeling his cock sliding up and down her tongue. She swirled it around, wrapping it around the tip and gently nibbling on his skin.

      She looked up at his face, covered in ecstasy, and pulled back, standing up. She put both hands on his chest and pushed him down on the bed. Slowly, she crawled over top of him and turned around, sitting down on his face. As she leaned forward, he grabbed her hips and immediately started to go to town licking her pussy. She screamed out as she shoved his cock in her mouth. She moved her head up and down, faster and faster, deep throating his cock and bouncing back up. The faster she moved, the faster his tongue moved with her.

      Amber could feel his hand slide up and two fingers shove deep inside of her. She turned her hips, groaning, trying to focus on his cock but the pleasure was too much. She sat up and grabbed her tits, closing her eyes and throwing her head back as he continued. He licked her pussy up and down, stopping and massaging her clit. His fingers rammed in and out of her and he groaned, his tongue slurping at her juices as she rode his face. She gripped tighter to her tits, feeling the heat blowing through her. As he slipped a third finger deep inside of her, she called out, feeling the explosion rock all over her. As she shook from head to toe, gripping her tits, he slowed his tongue, pulling his fingers out, and lapped at her.

      She held tightly until the entirety of the climax shook her and then slowly released her muscles. He grabbed her hips and flipped her over on her back, giving her one last lick, then looked up at her with a smile. She watched as he climbed up her body and put her legs up to his sides. Carefully, he slid into her, pushing deep and holding there while he smoothed his lips over hers. As he opened them and rubbed his tongue through her mouth, he began to thrust. She shivered as his body rolled over her tender clit, sending electric shocks through her entire body.

      She reached up his sides and scraped her nails against his skin, tasting her brand on his tongue. It turned her on even more and she lifted her hips, meeting his gentle glide. Over and over again he thrust, not moving his lips from hers. She moaned deep into his mouth, feeling his body sliding up and down hers. The sweat from their stomachs made it easier to move, and she could feel his balls gently slapping against her. It was erotic in a way she never knew before. The way his hand caressed under her back and their bodies arched into each other with every push. He gave her one last deep thrust and then slid out, falling to the side and turning her away from him.

      She bit her lip, feeling him grab her thigh and lift it up in the air. With his other hand he slid his cock up into her, filling her completely. She moaned out and buried her face in the pillow. She reached her top hand back and grabbed onto his wrist as he pushed up and back faster and faster. He twisted his hand and took hers, pulling it over her body and placing it on her clit. He used his fingers to guide hers, rolling circles over her nub. She gritted her teeth as he slammed up into her, rubbing deeper and deeper with her hand into her pussy. She pushed down and felt his cock sliding in and out with the tips of her fingers as her palm rubbed against her.

      The feeling was incredible, and she could already feel herself teetering on the edge of ecstasy once again. Her breathing elevated and her eyes shut tightly as he lifted his hand and let her continue rubbing on her own. She moaned softly as the fire erupted in her belly and her body shook wildly. He didn’t stop fucking her, though, he thrusted harder and faster until her body finally settled.

      He slipped out and leaned over her with a grin. “Oh, you’re not done.”

      She chuckled exhaustively as he turned her over on her stomach and spread her legs wide. She wrapped her arms around her pillow as he mounted her, squatting over top of her and pushing his cock up into her at an angle. She leaned her head forward, her eyes opening, and screamed into the pillow, feeling his cock raking against her insides. Amber had never been in so much ecstasy in her entire life. He ran his hands up her arms and gripped her elbows, using them as leverage to thrust his hips back and forth inside of her.

      Low growls bellowed from the pit of his stomach as he pushed forward and slowly slid back again. She stretched her arms out and grabbed the headboard, pushing back against it to keep herself from moving. He pushed again, this time going deeper than ever before. She could feel his dick rub the inside of her abdomen. His hips moved three or four more times before he pulled out and grabbed his cock with his hand. She turned over and looked at him with a grin.

      “I want to see your face when I come,” he whispered.

      He dropped down on top of her and lifted her legs up over his shoulders. He slammed his cock into her and smiled as she writhed beneath him. His body slid up and down her clit, bringing that heat straight back to her belly. She gripped onto the covers on both sides of her and tilted her head back, her hair stuck to the sweat on her forehead. He pushed deep into her, not taking his time this time around. Over and over again he humped her, hard and fast, gripping the bed next to her. As his body slapped against hers, she screamed out, arching her chest high into the air. Her pussy squeezed around his cock and that was all he needed. He pushed deep and pulsated fast and short as he exploded deep inside of her.

      She could feel the pulsating rhythm of his cock as it fought back against the tightness of her mound. He fell forward, his mouth meeting hers, and laid there like that until both of them were completely spent. Their bodies twitched wildly from the pleasure and their hearts raced. He pulled out and fell to the side, pulling the covers over both of them. She could feel his arms reach around her and pull her close to him, his breath warm on her neck.

      “Wow,” he whispered.

      She giggled. “You’re telling me.”

      She laid there, rubbing her hand up and down his arm, knowing she should probably tell him he had to go, but not being able to pull herself away from his arms. She kept telling herself just a few more minutes, just a few more. She hadn’t ever felt the comfort of having him lay there. She had never felt the wonder of his arms wrapped tightly around as if he never wanted to let her go. Even five years before they always had to separate, and now that they were there, she couldn’t fathom ripping that connection apart. It felt almost as if she did, they would both be lost forever.

      So, in the darkness and comfort of her bedroom, they laid there, breathing in the emotions between the two of them until they both fell fast asleep.
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      Logan had never in his life slept that hard or that comfortable before. Falling asleep with Amber in his arms felt like the eclipse of his entire life. Owning a business, becoming a millionaire, fulfilling his promise to his parents, none of that even touched the connection he felt when he fell asleep. He had wanted that moment for so very long and it had taken them five years to get there. He was so comfortable, in fact, he didn’t hear the door creak open or tiny feet pitter patter across the floor. He didn’t feel the gentle bounce of the bed as a little human climbed up on the edge of it.

      Logan yawned and stretched out his arms with his eyes still shut. His hand hit something hairy and he felt around, gripping on to a small head. The giggle that he heard next shot his eyes open and he stared at Bradley, who was sitting on the edge of the bed staring at him with curiosity. Slowly he glanced down to make sure that the blankets were covering him and then straightened out his face. “Good morning, little man.”

      Bradley tilted his head to the side. “Why are you sleeping with my mommy?”

      Logan laughed and choked at the same time, not knowing what to say. Luckily the voice had woken Amber up and she gripped the blanket to her as she sat up high in the bed. “Bradley. I’m sorry honey, did my alarm not go off?”

      Bradley shook his head. “Not yet. I woke up and couldn’t fall back asleep.”

      Just then the alarm blared out and Amber scrambled to shut it off. “Mr. Logan and I were in here last night talking and we both fell fast asleep. I’m sorry if it scared you.”

      Bradley shrugged. “Nope. I was just watching him sleep. He smiles when he sleeps.”

      Amber and Logan glanced at each other and Logan chuckled. Amber tapped Bradley on the nose. “Why don’t you go to your room and get dressed for school? Your clothes are all laid out on the dresser. Remember, you are going to start dressing yourself.”

      Bradley nodded. “’Cause I’m a big boy.”

      Amber smiled. “That’s right. Because you are a big boy. Go on and we will be out there in a few minutes and we can get some yummy breakfast in our tummies.”

      Bradley glanced at Logan and jumped down from the bed. “Okay, Mommy.”

      He ran out of the room, shutting the door behind him. Amber fell back in the bed and blew air out of her puffed cheeks. “Well, that was interesting.”

      Logan leaned over and kissed her on the nose. “He is incredibly adorable. I just want to eat him up every time he is around. How do you ever discipline the kid?”

      Amber laughed, and to Logan it seemed a little nervous. “They will try your patience, trust me. They could be the epitome of adorable and you still want to shake them until their eyeballs rattle sometimes.”

      Amber got out of the bed and Logan watched as she went into the closet and pulled out a pair of dress pants and a blouse. He followed suit and picked up his clothes, putting on his pants and shirt, but leaving it untucked. He searched around the floor until he found his socks and shoes, and sat down in the chair in her room and put them on. They both had fallen silent, and Logan couldn’t help but notice that it felt almost awkward between the two of them for a moment.

      He couldn’t have that, so he got up and walked over to her where she was standing in front of the mirror, pulling her hair back in a ponytail. He kissed the side of her neck and she smiled, leaning her head back. “Last night was amazing.”

      “It was,” he replied with a smile.

      She turned and pecked him on the lips. “And now I make the monster some waffles and you and I some elixir of life.”

      Logan was taken back for a moment. “My mom used to call me monster. She still did it when I was getting ready to go into high school.”

      Amber avoided eye contact, but walked over and kissed him gently on the cheek. “How do you like your coffee?”

      Logan let out a deep breath. “Black, please.”

      They went out into the kitchen as Bradley rounded the corner, his shirt on backward but everything else on point. Logan laughed and put his hands to his cheeks. “Oh no, Bradley, your head’s on backward.”

      Bradley looked down and started giggling wildly. “No, silly, my shirt is.”

      Logan put his hands on his hips. “Let me help you with that, sir. You never know when you could get confused and just start walking backward.”

      Logan helped him fix his shirt, then lifted him up into his chair. Amber smiled at Logan and put Bradley’s pancakes in front of him. “Here you are, sir. Gourmet Eggo waffles.”

      Amber walked over to the coffee maker and poured Logan a cup, handing it to him. He leaned against the counter and sipped it, watching Bradley eat his waffles, his napkin stuck in the neck of his shirt. Logan crossed his leg over the other and shook his foot at the ankle. He glanced down at Bradley, who had his back to Logan, and realized that the kid was doing the same thing. He thought it was a strange coincidence but shook it off, looking down at his watch.

      He really didn’t want to leave. Everything felt so natural with the three of them all together. It almost made him smile, thinking about what it would be like to do that every day with the two of them. He knew that was something that was very far down the road, if an option at all, but he couldn’t help but let the idea run through his head.

      After a few minutes, he gulped down the last of his coffee and set the cup in the sink. “I have to get headed over to my place so I can change and get to the office. Most likely all the conversations with the investors will be spilling out throughout today.”

      Amber wiped her lips and nodded. “Mmm, I have to get him to preschool before I head over. I’ll walk you to the door.”

      Logan followed her through the apartment after ruffling Bradley’s hair and saying goodbye just like his dad used to do to him when he was little. He was kind of surprised how naturally it came to him. Amber opened the door and Logan walked out, turning back and smiling at her. “Thank you for the lovely talk last night.”

      Amber chuckled. “It was my pleasure… literally.”

      Logan looked over her shoulder to make sure that Bradley wasn’t looking and then leaned in, kissing her gently on the lips. “I’ll see you at the office.”

      She nodded her head and smiled as she shut the door. He turned, his chest full and his face smiling, and walked down to the elevator. The entire ride to the condo he had finally rented to get out of the hotel, and the entire time he showered and changed, Amber was on his mind. There weren’t just flashes of the passion that occurred the night before, but also thoughts of that morning. Standing there drinking coffee together in the kitchen, with Bradley eating at the table.

      Logan wondered to himself if he would make a good father. He wondered if he could be a father to Bradley, since his father had left him. He wondered what life would be like if they could actually make it work together. Eventually, the media excitement over a kiss would fade, but he didn’t want the prospect of a future with Amber to do the same. She had become a staple in his life again, and he was feeling just as attracted to a life with her as he was to her herself. It was a crazy notion to him, but one that filled him with excitement, not fear.

      When he was done getting ready, he reached for a tie, realizing that he had forgotten his at Amber’s place. He shrugged his shoulders figuring it would be a good excuse to stop by there again. Hopefully, he wouldn’t have to do that forever. Hopefully, one day she would actually invite him to her house. He wasn’t sure if she would ever be open to the idea of something more with him, but he sure hoped that there would be more mornings like the one he had earlier.

      He called the car service and they met him downstairs, taking him over to the coffee shop to grab a brew before heading in. There were a couple of photographers there that snapped a picture, but Logan just let it go. Unless coffee had become scandalous over night, he wasn’t doing anything wrong.

      When he got to work, he got busy catching up on all the stuff he had gotten behind on the day before with the calls from the investors. He shuffled through paperwork, made notes, returned emails, and tried to have a normal day in the office. He knew if they called to talk again he would get pulled away, so he was trying to use every second possible.

      When lunch time rolled around, he had it delivered to his office and sat perusing the internet while he munched on his sandwich. On the main entertainment section, he found an article with Amber’s face on the front of it. He narrowed his eyes and began to read.

      “The mystery girl that everyone has been wild to know the identity of has been recognized as a one Amber Stark. According to reports, Amber and Logan have known each other their entire lives. Her brother, notorious playboy gone reformed, and future heir of Stark productions was Logan’s best friend since diapers. Everyone knows the tragic story of Logan’s parents’ death, but few know that it was in fact the Stark family that adopted him. His arrival back in the LA scene was structured well, since he hadn’t spent much time there over the last five years. This is where the story gets interesting. Rumor has it, there was something going on between Logan and Amber long before and coincidentally, just weeks after he left, Amber was seen with a growing baby belly. Speculations can only conclude that the young Stark boy of Amber’s just might be the spawn of none other than Logan Townley himself….”

      Logan’s mouth fell open and he leaned back in his chair. He went through his memories, thinking about the dates and how close they really were to when he left. There was actually a real possibility that Bradley was his. Just then, there was a knock on the door and Amber stuck her head in. “Got a minute?”

      He stared at her for a second and then nodded. “Yeah, but close the door.”

      She closed the door and looked at him suspiciously. “You okay? You look whiter than usual. Did you hear from the investors?”

      He shook his head. “No, they won’t probably get back to me until the end of the week. I just read something though that brought a sensitive question to my mind. I want to be transparent with you and I hope you will do the same.”

      She sat down on the edge of the chair and looked at him. “Okay. What’s going on?”

      He sat up and stared her right in the eyes. “It is rumored that Bradley is my son. Is this true?”

      He watched her freeze up for a moment and then let out a breath, giving a bit of a fake laugh. “No, of course not. I think you would know if you had a son. No, the answer is no.”

      Logan nodded his head and she continued on with a question about work. In the back of Logan’s mind, though, he couldn’t help but feel that she was lying.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            45

          

          

      

    

    







            Amber

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber pressed the button at the gate of her brother and Melissa’s house. The speaker crackled and Melissa’s voice came out. “Yes?”

      Amber leaned out. “Hey, it’s Amber. Can you open the gate?”

      There was a click and the large iron gates opened up to a grand drive that circled around a large fountain in front of the pillared entry to their home. Amber had seen the house before, but every time she came there she couldn’t help but chuckle. It was almost as big as her parents’ house, something Jordan had said all his life he hated. Now, he lived in almost the same house with his soon to be wife.

      Melissa was standing in the doorway with a concerned smile on her face. “He’s in the study with the door locked. He said he won’t come and talk to you.”

      Amber rolled her eyes and walked inside. “Then I guess I will just have to yell through the door. I swear, he is worse than my little boy. Bradley, would you stay here with Aunt Melissa?”

      Melissa smiled and reached her hand down for him. “We can look at the paintings.”

      Melissa giggled and watched as Amber walked down the hall and lightly tapped on the study door. “Jordan, it’s Amber. I want to talk to you.”

      His voice was muffled but understandable from the other side. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

      Amber sighed. “Then I guess you will just have to do the one thing you’ve never been very good at, and that is listening. I just need to say what is in my heart. I am sorry that we didn’t tell you what was going on. I’m sorry that things were a shock to your system. It’s not something that was planned or looked for, it just fell into place.”

      He grumped. “The wrong place.”

      Amber narrowed her eyes. “You know what? I am being more than understanding of your temper tantrum, Jordan Stark, but this is my damn life. I can make whatever decisions I want about it, and I don’t need your permission for any of it. It’s not fair that you are treating me like I stole your puppy or something.”

      The locks on the door clicked and Jordan appeared through its opening, standing there angrily. He pointed his finger in her face. “Every single thing I’ve said and done is absolutely one hundred percent fair. You slept with my best friend and then tried to hide it from me and everyone else in the family. There are a million men out there, and you had to sleep with my best friend. That tore him and me apart.”

      Amber crossed her arms over her chest. “No, you and your attitude tore the two of you apart. You are the one who cancelled him being your best man and threatened his life. You are the one who made it weird and awkward. You are the one who can’t come to terms with it.”

      He huffed and walked into the room, Amber following after him. She stopped and watched as he paced back and forth. Finally, he stopped and turned to her. “What about Bradley?”

      Amber sneered, shaking her head. “What does he have to do with this?”

      Jordan grabbed a piece of paper off the desk and held it out, her face wide at the top. “This article says that the two of you were seeing each other before he left five years ago. This infers that not only had this been going on right under our noses in Mom and Dad’s house, but that Bradley is really Logan’s child. Is Logan his father, Amber? Have you been keeping that from us and from him for the last five years?”

      Amber scoffed and threw up her hands. “No, damnit. You read one article where they are reaching, and reaching far, and all of a sudden you come up with that? Do you believe Jerry Springer is all good television and no dramatization or acting too? Come on, Jordan. Bradley is my son, and that is all anyone needs to know. The article is trying to throw shade, and it’s going to lose Logan his company if we aren’t careful here. You may say you don’t care because you are angry, but I know you do.”

      Jordan plopped down in the chair and threw the paper on the floor. “So, the article is bullshit?”

      Amber sighed and leaned against his desk. “Yes. Bullshit.”

      Jordan grumps. “Good, because I would hate to actually have a reason to kill him. Then there would be my conscience and Bradley to think of. It would get messy really fast. I just wish you could have been honest with me about what was happening.”

      Amber rolled her eyes. “You mean, call you the second our lips parted?”

      Jordan winced. “Gross. Just don’t.”

      Amber bent down in front of him. “Look, things are confusing. They got even more confusing when the whole world decided to weigh in on my life and make whatever story they wanted to. On top of that, I can’t even think about the simplest part of this, Logan and I, because my family is acting like I started dating Hitler. Everyone is thinking about themselves, how it makes them feel, but no one is considering that I can’t have five seconds to decide how it makes me feel.”

      Jordan looked up at her with pity. “Maybe you’re right. I should have stepped back a second and actually spoken to you. It just all made me so furious.”

      Jordan stood up and wrapped his arms around his sister. “This doesn’t mean I forget. I’ll just take a time out for a bit and let you take a breather.”

      Amber laughed. “Thanks, big brother.”

      He pulled back and shook his head. “You will be the death of me one day, pixie.”

      Amber smiled and turned toward the door. “I’ll talk to you soon. I gotta get the monster home, bathed, and in bed.”

      Jordan waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah. See you soon.”

      Amber walked back into the entrée way and put her arms out as Bradley ran to her. She gave Melissa a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks. I’ll see you guys soon.”

      Melissa nodded. “Hopefully in a better mood.”

      Amber scoffed as they walked out of the door and back down to the car. She got Bradley strapped into his car seat and climbed into the front. As they headed back out onto the road, Bradley called out to her. “Mommy?”

      Amber turned down the music. “Yeah, sweetie?”

      Bradley kicked his feet up and down. “Why did Uncle Jordan ask if Logan was my dad?”

      Amber’s eyes shot up in the rearview and panic built in her chest. She hadn’t realized that he had heard that. She took a second and then forced a smile over her lips. “Oh, honey, he was just joking. It was an adult joke between the two of us.”

      “Oh, okay,” he said happily looking out the window.

      Amber let out a deep breath thankful that Bradley was so little and bought it instantly. At the same time, though, looking in the mirror at the little person who she loved more than herself, guilt began to flood her. She was lying to her son, and never letting him know his dad. He would grow up always questioning that and not having any clue that his mom could have remedied that from the very beginning. She was always trying to do what was best for Bradley, that was her job. When he was first born, Logan was nowhere around and hadn’t spoken a word to her since he left. How was she supposed to tell her son his dad was close without risking that he would hurt Bradley?

      She took her eyes from him and stared at the road as she drove along. She never thought she would reach the moment where she was actually questioning her decision. She thought she would go the rest of her life avoiding him until he no longer came around anymore. Never in Amber’s wildest dreams did she think that she would end up working for him, much less be back in some weird relationship with him again. She hated that she cared for him so much. She hated that he truly was a good person. She loved and hated that every time he was around Bradley, it was like magic.

      That morning, she had even stood there watching Logan help Bradley turn his shirt around and wondered what it would be like for the three of them to be a family. She was allowing herself to get in too deep again and it was starting to raise questions all around her. She wasn’t sure if she could keep the secret with all the media snooping around her life.

      Up until recently she thought that Logan would be better off not knowing about Bradley. When he left her on her own and went out to New York, he showed her that his future was more important than their relationship. No matter what he wrote in that letter, she didn’t believe for a second that he was doing it for anyone but himself. Throwing the wrench of a kid into the mix would have confused him and caused a lot of damage between the two of them. In the end, she really didn’t think it would change a thing. Logan was used to his freedom, to his high living lifestyle, and to not having to be responsible for another person. Telling him that would change all of it. Or, if her worst fears were true, it wouldn’t change anything, leaving Bradley in the dust, broken hearted.

      The problem was, between the media, Bradley’s suspicion, and now her brother, she didn’t know if she was going to be able to keep the secret. She didn’t know if at any moment he was going to find out, or realize it. She could tell earlier that day that he didn’t believe her when she told him no. She could tell that he had his own suspicions and, if she was being honest, he would have to be dumb not to. In order for it not to be his, she would have technically had to have been sleeping with someone else before they broke up, which obviously wasn’t happening. Best case scenario, she slept with someone the day he left, but he knew her better than that. She wasn’t that kind of girl.

      They pulled into the condo’s parking garage and she rested her head back against the seat. She glanced up in the rearview mirror at Bradley, who was fast asleep. She stared at his angelic little face, seeing Logan more and more every day in those eyes, those cheeks, and the way he furrowed his brow when he was unhappy. She didn’t even know how she had gotten away with it for that long; the kid looked just like Logan. She guessed when you weren’t looking for it, it was easy to pass by.

      She got out of the car and went around, carefully unbuckling Bradley and pulling him into her arms. He wrapped his arms around her and laid his head on her shoulder. “Mommy…” he said sleepily.

      “Mhmm,” she replied, walking him to the elevator.

      “Will my daddy ever come back?”

      Amber’s heart broke right then and there with guilt. She didn’t even know what to say, so she just wrapped her arms around her son and squeezed him tightly. While Logan was over there blaming himself for everything, Amber was doing the same. Everything had led up to that point because she never told the truth. The question she had always dreaded from her son had just become a reality, and she didn’t know where to turn.
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      “Hey, sweetie,” Lisa said kindly, kissing Logan on the cheek.

      Matt reached out and apprehensively shook his hand. “Good to see you.”

      Jordan and Melissa were already inside Lisa and Matt’s dining room. They were having a family dinner again, and Logan knew this one wouldn’t go by without some sort of questions. Logan didn’t know what to say, though. He had barely talked to Amber at all. Work had been crazy at the end of the week, and everything else was just a blur. He had spent Saturday at home, sleeping half the day, and then answering back emails just to get his mind off of everything.

      Logan knew he could have called Amber, or even stopped by, but he didn’t know how to talk to her. He felt like she was lying to him, and about something that was really big. He wasn’t even sure, no matter what happened, even if they ended up together, if he would ever get the honest truth from her. That was what was bothering him the most; the fact that she wouldn’t be honest with him. Who knew, maybe she was being honest and it was all in his head, but he had never felt that way around her before. It was heart wrenching.

      On one hand, he wanted to be around her, by her side. He always wanted that, it was part of the connection that they had. At the same time, though, that connection felt almost dishonest when he couldn’t just look at her and get a straight answer out of her. He wasn’t sure what to do but to continue on the same course he had ever since he arrived. Things would either work out with Amber or they wouldn’t, and in the meantime,  he had a company that he was desperately trying to hold together. The investors were not happy, especially with the reports of him possibly having a child all that time. It made him look like a dead beat to the public, and the public was letting everyone know exactly how they felt.

      Between the posts, the articles, and the drop in stock prices, it was obvious that no one was interested in hearing what he had to say about it. The investors listened and took what he said into account, but when it came down to it, they didn’t care whether he had a kid or not, they cared if they were making money. They cared if the stories were pushing down stock prices. He may be worth millions, but the company was relatively new in the grand scheme of things. It was really in its infancy and hadn’t even begun to touch the depths of what was possible. If they were going to jump ship, they were going to do it when they could still make a profit on it, not when everything blew up in their faces.

      Just then, Amber walked around the corner holding Bradley’s hand. Her mom got up and gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Before we have dinner, we want to talk. Aunt Melissa is going to take Bradley in the other room and show him the new toy Grammie got for him.”

      Bradley’s eyes lit up. “I love toys.”

      Everyone chuckled, including Logan. Lisa kissed Bradley on the cheek as Melissa took his hand, walking him into the other room. Logan watched every step the little boy took, and he couldn’t tell if it was his mind playing tricks on him or just things he hadn’t noticed before. Now that he was paying attention, he couldn’t help but see the massive similarities between the little boy and himself.

      Amber took off her light coat and hung it on the back of the chair. She glanced up at Logan and then sat down. Logan could almost see the nerves pulsing through her, and he couldn’t figure out why. She had faced her parents before and they pretty much already knew what they were going to tell them.

      Lisa sat down and nodded at Matt. Matt took in a deep breath and crossed his arms. “There has been a lot of news floating around and we would really appreciate it if we could get the truth of what is going on from the source instead of reading it online each morning. We aren’t angry, I want you to know that.”

      Jordan grumped. “Speak for yourself.”

      Lisa tossed her napkin at Jordan. “Stop being so dramatic. This isn’t your life.”

      Jordan pouted but sat up, paying better attention. Matt shook his head at his son and looked over at Logan and then Amber. “It’s obvious that there is something more than just friendship going on between the two of you. Unfortunately, these pictures are out there from the restaurant last week. As much as I think it is despicable that the media is interfering in your private lives, I also want to say that I’m glad things are coming to light. We are your family, we support your decisions, and we will respect them. The problem is, we feel deceived. We feel like we’ve been left in the dark.”

      Amber sighed. “I’m sorry Daddy, and Mom, and Jordan. There was no evil scheme behind it. We weren’t purposefully trying to keep you in the dark. There were things we were trying to figure out before we came to anyone. It doesn’t do much good to come to you with something that we hadn’t even figured out ourselves. Then the picture came out, and the stories, and it all got blown out of proportion. Like I told Jordan when I talked to him the other day, neither I nor Logan have had a chance to sit down and take a deep breath. We haven’t had time to process anything before or after the pictures were put up. After that, everything started to explode.”

      Matt nodded his head. “And now that you’ve had a moment? Can we have an explanation of what is going on?”

      Logan spoke up. “Nothing is really going on. It’s obvious that I care about Amber very much and there is obviously something going on, but there hasn’t been enough time to explore those feelings. It happened out of nowhere. There was no plan behind it. I wasn’t chasing Amber down, and she wasn’t doing the same to me. Things came naturally between us, organically.”

      “That is often the best way,” Lisa said, winking at Amber.

      Matt rolled his eyes at his wife. “I read an article the other day that talked about the possibility of Bradley being your child. The timeline, I have to say, is pretty convincing. You left and then a few weeks later, Amber finds out she is pregnant. Those things don’t just show up overnight, and we didn’t even have an inkling that Amber was seeing a soul.”

      Logan put up his hands, glancing over at Amber’s panic. “All of that is the media trying to pull at straws. I’ll be honest, I don’t know the story behind Amber’s pregnancy and I have no right to because it has nothing to do with me. Nothing ever happened before I came back this last time…”

      Amber sighed and slammed her hand on the table. “Enough. Just stop. I’m tired of the lies, I’m tired of the hiding. I’m just plain tired. You all want to know the truth? I fell in love with Logan that summer when he left. He fell in love with me too. It came out of nowhere and just happened. We made plans to be together, to build a life together, but he left. In a letter he wrote to me he left because he felt he had to make a life in order to be able to support me and give me what I deserved. He asked me to wait for him, but I was so angry…”

      Lisa put out her hand and touched her arm. “Honey.”

      Amber shook her head, tears streaming down her face. Logan could feel the anxiety building inside of him. She continued. “I was so angry that I refused to ever see him again. A few weeks later I found out I was pregnant. It’s true. Bradley is in fact, Logan’s child. I was too afraid to tell you all, and too afraid to tell Logan because of how he left me. I wanted to protect Bradley from anyone and anything that could ever hurt him. But when Logan came back into our lives, I knew it was only a matter of time until the truth had to come out.”

      Logan’s hands gripped into fists as he sat there staring down at the middle of the table. Everything felt like a dream. Amber leaned forward catching his eyes. “I’m sorry, Logan. I’m so sorry I lied to you. I’m sorry I lied to everyone. I let my fear cloud my judgment.”

      Logan had thought for days that it might be the case, that Bradley might be his son. That didn’t stop the haze and fog from entering his brain. It was a lot to take in all at once, and with everyone silently staring at him. He had to wrap his head around the entire concept, he had to understand what was happening. He stood up from the table and looked around at everyone. “I’m sorry. I need to go… I need some air.”

      He took off from the table, not even waiting for anyone’s response. His thoughts were rushing through his mind. Visions of Amber and him, visions of Bradley, visions of a future he never thought he would have, they were all meshing together. He ran through the door and straight out to the car waiting for him. He jumped inside and the driver hurried into the front seat. “Done already, sir?”

      Logan nodded. “Yes, please take me home, and hurry out of here.”

      The driver nodded and pulled out of the driveway. Logan was too scared to look behind him. He didn’t think he could handle Amber chasing after him. He had been stomped out of his own son’s life for four years. He knew that part of it was his fault. He had left, abandoned Amber, and all after she had given up her dreams for him. At the same time, she could have told him at any time since he had been back, and not just that time, but the dozens of visits he had paid over the years. But she had hidden away, too afraid of him to come out with the truth.

      “I’m a father,” he whispered to himself as they drove along through LA.

      He stared at the lights, thinking about all the times he had ridden with his father through those same streets. He had been so young, and felt like the world was so big. In that moment, though, Logan felt like the entire world was crushing down on him. He felt like there was a million pounds sitting on his chest and another million on his shoulders. He didn’t know what the right response was, and he didn’t know how he was allowed to feel about it. He just wanted the air to return to his lungs.

      The car pulled up in front of his complex and he climbed out. Instead of going inside, though, he pulled on his suit jacket and started down the block. The fresh, cool night air hit him in the face and for a moment, he wanted to run away. He didn’t want to run from Bradley or from the truth, just the pain he was feeling for being deceived, for being tricked for all those years.

      He stopped for a moment on the sidewalk and watched the cars going by. That was when he realized that the feeling he had, was the same feeling that Amber probably had when he abandoned her. He was getting just what he deserved.
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      Amber swallowed hard and clutched her purse in front of her as she rode the elevator to the top floor of her office building. She had fought with herself all morning on whether to even go in or not, but she figured she had already dug one hole, and she might as well not make it even worse. The truth was out. Logan was Bradley’s father, and her whole family knew it. Logan hadn’t taken the news well, not that Amber had expected him to. She wanted to chase after him when he got up to leave, but Jordan told her that he would need some time to process. She had kept his child from him for four years, that wasn’t something that he could just process in an instant and be ready to face.

      Amber understood, so she hadn’t bothered him. She didn’t talk to him that night or that morning. She got up, got Bradley ready, took him to school, and then headed to work like she always did. She had no idea what to expect from Logan with all of it. She wanted to think that once he calmed down, he would be excited and want to be in Bradley’s life, but at the same time, he had shocked her before. She didn’t even know what to think about it all. For the last five years she had gone through it all on her own. She had been satisfied with the idea of being the rounded parent for Bradley, but now Logan was in the picture.

      Just driving to daycare that morning had made her feel bad, looking back at Bradley and knowing the fate of his relationship with his father was hanging in the balance. She didn’t know if he would accept or reject it, but at least at that point Bradley didn’t know so if he rejected, Bradley wouldn’t feel a thing. It was the first time in her life that she had no idea what she was doing. She was feeling around in the dark and hoping that something caught ahold of her.

      Amber went to her office and put her things down, greeting her new secretary, Bridgett. “Morning. I’m going to be waiting to speak to Mr. Townley, so please take messages for any calls I get. Unless, of course, it has to do with my son. I’ll be down in his office.”

      Bridgett nodded and smiled. “Of course. And Ms. Stark?”

      Amber turned and looked at her. “Amber, call me Amber please.”

      Bridgett chuckled. “Amber, are you alright?”

      Amber took in a deep breath. “I will be eventually.”

      She nodded and headed down the hall turning into the waiting area of his office. The secretary nodded. “He’s in a meeting, but you can wait if you’d like.”

      Amber took a seat, bobbing her foot nervously in front of her. “Yes, please. It’s pretty important.”

      “Of course. The investors showed up unannounced this morning, so it might be a minute.”

      Amber’s heart beat faster hearing that news. The investors had flown in from all over the country just to show up and talk to Logan. That didn’t seem like a very good sign from where she was sitting. She felt like if they were going to have good news, they would just tell him over conference call. She sat there impatiently, trying to hear the voices inside, but they were too muffled. Her nerves were completely on end, and she really hoped that her choice all those years ago didn’t ruin everything that he had worked so hard for.

      After about fifteen more agonizing minutes, the doors flew open and investors started exiting the room. They didn’t look happy in the least, and several of them whispered back and forth to each other as they walked out, shaking their heads. This wasn’t a good sign at all, Amber knew it. When the last had come out, she dipped into the office and shut the door behind her.

      Logan was standing at the window looking out, his hands behind his back. Amber cleared her throat, carefully walking forward. “What happened?”

      Logan lifted his head and turned around, looking at her with a straight face. “It looks like we might have to shut this location down. The full scale of this location hinged on the support from our investors. We wanted a standalone that could support itself and not drain the resources of the initial company. The initial one is young, well off, but young and could easily be taken down by a wrong move from this one. The investors are pulling their money from this project.”

      Amber started to panic. “They can’t. I mean, there has to be something that can be done. There is so much hope in this side of the company. It shouldn’t all be ruined because of a few rumors in a newspaper.”

      Logan looked at her, furrowing his brow. “Amber, those aren’t rumors. They are the truth. I was with you, we have a son together. They don’t care that I never knew about him until last night. They care what the people think, because those people buy stock in the company. That stock is where they make their money. If people aren’t buying, they aren’t making a wise investment. Because of public opinion, they no longer think that this side of the company is a wise investment. We have the main company still, but I am not sure I will be able to come up with a feasible way to keep it open without possibly damaging the other company. That is just how it works. I hate it just like you do, if not more. That is just how business works.”

      Amber covered her face. “God, this is all my fault. I lied to you, I lied to everyone, and now you are catching the shit end of the deal because of it. You didn’t even know what was going on… wait. That’s it.”

      Amber turned and ran from the room, ignoring Logan’s call out to her. She raced down the hallway and put her hand out, catching the elevator door before it could close. All of the investors looked up at her, immediately recognizing her face from the papers. “I’m sorry, I know you were on your way out, but if you could give me just five minutes of your time.”

      They all looked at each other and shrugged, stepping back out and standing in front of her. She gulped, feeling the enormity of the power standing in front of her. “My name is Amber, and I am the girl in all the media stories. The truth is, we are seeing each other, and it isn’t the first time that we have, either. The media got it right on the nose. They are good detectives. We do have a child together, but the truth is, he didn’t know that until last night. I have hidden our son from him and not for any reason of his own fault.”

      They glanced over at each other and back at her. The older gentleman narrowed his eyes. “Why are you telling us this?”

      She put her hands out. “Everyone is looking at the media attention as something that will ruin him. However, if you look at it from another perspective and take control of the story, it is actually something that could create an entirely new image for him. People could see him as a father, a man who stood up even though he had been kept in the dark. Instead of being the perpetrator, he could become the victim. He could be the underdog, and you how much America loves an underdog. The truth is, I want to make him look as good as I can to the public. I want them to love him, even if they hate me.”

      “And you think this can be done?” one of the board members asked.

      Amber nodded. “I know it can be. All I’m asking is that you give me a chance to make that happen. Give Logan another chance. Don’t pull out yet. Put it in my hands and let me work my magic. I think that by the time I am done, you will see that it was wise of you to stay with this company. If you still feel the same way when I have done all of this, then I won’t chase you down in the hall again. This was my doing, and I want to undo it. I want the public to want to be part of this company by investing in stock because the owner has high morals. He isn’t perfect, but he does the right thing every time it is asked of him. Will you let me try?”

      The gentleman looked around at each other, nodding back and forth. Amber stood there, nervously waiting for their reply. The older gentleman nodded his head. “Okay. Let’s say that you have three days to change our minds. We’ll be in touch.”

      Amber wrang her hands together. “Yes, oh thank you. You won’t regret this.”

      Logan stood in the background, watching them walk onto the elevators. He walked up to Amber and tapped her on the shoulder. “And just how do you expect to make this work?”

      Amber patted Logan on the shoulder. “Just relax. I’ve got this.”

      Amber hurried back to her office and sat down, cracking her fingers. She pulled up the press release form and started typing. She sat there for several hours, writing out the story, deleting and rewriting. When she was done, she released it to all of the major tabloid publications. She printed out a copy and walked over to Logan’s office. She set the press release on his desk and stepped back. “This is currently in the hands of all of the major tabloid publications.”

      Logan picked it up and stood up, pacing the floor and reading it out loud. “My name is Amber Stark, the girl you have been photographing with Logan Townley. I wanted to send out this press release to clear the air on what has been going on between the two of us. Logan has been made out to be a monster, but in reality, it is I that holds that title. Five years ago, Logan and I fell in love. We were kids with big dreams and wide views of what the future could hold. Our paths ended up leading us in different directions and I was hurt by that. A few weeks after he left for the internship that started his legacy, I found out I was pregnant. I was angry, scared, and honestly still cared about him deeply. I buried the secret of who the father of my child was and for four years have held dearly to that. I did not want to hold him back in life. Just last night, Sunday night, I revealed that information to him, letting him know he had a son. He was shocked, to say the least, but is a good man with good morals and I can tell from the way he looks at his son he already loves him dearly. Please report the news, as it is relevant, and tell the world what kind of man Logan Townley really is.”

      Amber stood there nervously. “So?”

      Logan nodded. “We’ll see what happens.”

      For the rest of the day they sat there waiting for the story to be released. Finally, around the end of the work day, the story began to trickle out. She was terrified of the backlash that she would receive from people, but she couldn’t hold that information back. She had to do it for him, he deserved to be able to keep his company and have his dreams come to fruition. She knew that if she did receive backlash she probably did deserve it. She had held back a very important secret for a long time.

      Only time would tell, and that time was coming close.
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      Logan sat at his desk early Tuesday morning, scanning through the articles popping up everywhere. The internet was freaking out over the news that Amber had released. It was incredibly brave of her to do it. She knew she was putting her own reputation on the line to save him and his company. He knew she was taking the full blame of what had happened, even though he felt it was partly his fault too. He had led her to believe, long ago, that he would always be there. She had made immense sacrifices not just for him, but for their son as well. She did all that after he walked out on their future, too cowardly to even speak to her face before leaving.

      He could still feel the chill run down his back, knowing he walked away from her just weeks before she found out that she was pregnant. He couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if he had stayed. Where would they be if he had been there to be the father he should have been? Some people were furious, saying that he was robbed of his time with his son, but he didn’t feel that way. He felt like he partly did it to himself. He could understand why she would be struggling to trust him. He could understand why, after so long, she wouldn’t be able to come out and just tell him.

      “How is it? Is it rough?” Amber said, poking her head in.

      Logan smiled. “Not as bad as you are imagining it. There is only a little bit of backlash toward you. You actually have a very strong number of people standing up for you. I think that its best that we ignore the negative and focus on the positive.”

      Amber walked in and sat down in front of him. “So, they aren’t angry with you anymore?”

      Logan shook his head. “No. Your press release stopped that really fast. People are being supportive of both of us, and they are happy thinking that we are going to be a family. They are starting to have respect for me again. Some publications spun it like you would think, but most of them reported the facts and included the press release in the statement.”

      Amber let out a deep breath. “And the investors?”

      Logan smiled. “They haven’t called yet, but I promise you they will. They are all just starting their days right now and probably are just reading what was sent out. I think that they will be happy, but it really all depends on what the market reads. They will track it for a couple of hours before making any real decision. I just hope that it is enough public confidence to bring people back to the stocks. I want people to want to be part of this company because they believe in it and they believe in me.”

      Amber nodded her head. “Right. I guess I’ll just wait in my office. Call me when you hear something.”

      Logan watched as she made her way to the door. Just as she was about to walk out the secretary came over the com. “Mr. Townley, your board of investors is on line three.”

      Amber whipped around, her eyes wide. Logan motioned for the chair in front of the desk. “You can listen, but don’t say anything, no matter what decision they have come to.”

      Amber understood. “Right. Lips sealed.”

      Logan cleared his throat, feeling the nerves running through him. He pressed the speaker button. “Gentlemen, it’s good to hear from you. Early, but good to hear from you.”

      One of the investors did the talking. “Logan. We woke to some pretty good news. The press release that Ms. Stark sent out seems to have done wonders for your reputation. I don’t know if you looked at the numbers, but the stocks have skyrocketed overnight. They are actually sitting higher than they were before this whole debacle started. It seems your lady has done wonders for your reputation. Therefore, we have unanimously voted to keep with the company and not pull out. Let’s just make sure we keep things on the up and up from here on out. Let us know before anything hits the tabloids.”

      Logan smiled big. “Absolutely, sir. And we are ready and prepared to move forward with energy and excitement. I’m glad to hear we will be in the same boat together.”

      The investors hung up and Logan clicked off the speaker. Amber smiled and clapped her hands together. “It worked! It freaking worked. I knew it would.”

      Logan stood up and walked around, helping Amber to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly, feeling her melt into him. “Thank you, Amber. I know that was incredibly hard for you to do. I know that it meant putting your own ass on the line, and you did it for me.”

      Amber pulled back and looked up at Logan. “I’m so sorry for never telling you about Bradley. It doesn’t matter what my excuses were, I did you wrong. I did Bradley wrong too. I robbed you both of four years together, and I can’t make that up. I am sorry that I lied to you. It was the hardest thing I ever did, and I never want to be in that situation again. We have to be honest with each other from now on. No matter where you and I end up, we are going to be parents of a precious little boy. That means that we have to trust each other enough to tell the truth when it matters the most, even if it’s hard to do.”

      He smiled at her, seeing the Amber that he recognized again. “It’s not all your fault. And I have done my share of bad things to us. All we can do now is move forward.”

      Amber nodded and looked down at her watch. “So, I have to go pick Bradley up from daycare at the end of the day. Obviously its early now, but tonight, do you maybe want to come over and spend some time with him? We can tell him together who you are and you two can take some time to get to know each other. I’ll fix dinner and we can all eat together. You can stay as long as you want.”

      Logan grinned. “I would love that. I really would. What time would you like me to be there?”

      Amber thought about it for a second. “Let’s say six?”

      Logan nodded his head. “Sounds perfect.”

      Amber put her hands together. “Good. I’ve got some work to do, so I’ll see you later.”

      Logan watched Amber as she walked out of the room, heading back to her office. He sat down behind his computer and leaned back. Just the thought of spending time with his son sent excitement through him. He couldn’t help but think about all the times he had spent with his father growing up. He always told himself if he ever became a father, he wanted to be just like his dad. He was going to get the chance to do that, and that was amazing to him.

      For the last five years, he had done nothing but think about business. It was not only the way he was able to create his empire, but it was the only thing he could do to keep his mind off of Amber. During that time, he figured that he wouldn’t have a life outside of work for a very long time. He didn’t want to date, he didn’t want to go out, and he wasn’t interested in meeting anyone else. He never thought he would end up with his own little family. He never thought he would actually have someone to hand his legacy down to. But there he was, Bradley, with his curled hair, his beautiful eyes, and his amazing smile.

      It seemed crazy to Logan, but he felt like he loved the kid already. There was some sort of unspoken bond that he had with him, something he had noticed but ignored the first time he played with him in the yard at his parents’ house. Logan was pretty sure that he had known all along that Bradley was his son, he just wasn’t able to admit it to himself until he heard it from Amber.

      The rest of the day went by quickly, and Logan couldn’t wait to get to Amber’s. When he got there, Bradley answered the door, smiling up at him. Logan brought flowers for Amber and a stuffed giraffe for Bradley. “I thought that maybe Mr. Giraffe could be friends with your Teddy.”

      Bradley’s eyes lit up. “I can name him Fred. He can be best friends with Teddy. Pawpaw will be happy that Teddy has a friend.”

      Amber walked in the room, wiping her hands off. “Bradley, let’s all go in the living room and talk.”

      Logan nervously followed after them and sat down next to Bradley. Amber knelt on the floor next to Bradley and held his hand. “So, there is something that I have never told you for reasons you won’t understand until you’re older. But I brought Logan here today because I wanted to introduce you to your father. Logan is your daddy.”

      Bradley looked at his mom and then over at Logan. “You’re my dad?”

      Logan nodded his head. “I am. And I want to start out by telling you how sorry I am that I haven’t been here.”

      Bradley stared at him for several moments. “It’s okay. But now that you’re here, things will be even better.”

      Amber and Logan laughed, both leaning in and hugging Bradley. During the beginning of the night, Bradley kept looking at Logan with curiosity. However, as the night went on, he seemed to warm up to the idea more and more. They all sat around the table and ate spaghetti together and listened to Bradley tell stories about what he did that day in preschool and in daycare. After that, they had dessert and watched a movie together.

      About halfway through the movie, Bradley climbed up into Logan’s lap and sat, watching from there. Logan glanced over at Amber, who had tears in her eyes. He sat back and wrapped his arms around the kid, nodding as Amber came and sat next to them. He looked around the dimmed room, the sound of a movie playing on the screen. Everything was relaxed, everything was chill, and they were all there together.

      Logan knew that the most whole he had ever felt was when Amber was around, but it wasn’t until that moment that he realized that having Bradley there too was exactly what he was missing in life. He had the opportunity to have a full-fledged family with the woman he loved, and an amazing child. At first, he thought that a company was all he ever wanted, but sitting there with them, he realized he had never been more wrong. That was what he wanted. Spaghetti dinners, movies, ice cream, quiet dimmed rooms, warm comfortable surroundings, and the people he loved the most all around him.

      It may not have happened the way that he wanted it to, and it may have been a bit of a shock to his system, but he was sitting in a room surrounded by the perfect life. There was no way in the world he was ever going to leave Amber again, and nothing in the world would ever tear him away from Bradley. He made a commitment right then and there to be there for both of them for the rest of his life. He may not have told Amber, but he had told himself, which made it more real to him than anything he had ever experienced.
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      Amber walked alongside Logan, watching as he cradled Bradley in his arms. Bradley was fast asleep with his head pressed against Logan’s chest. She smiled as they quietly moved down the hall and into his room. She pulled the covers back on the bed and Logan gently laid Bradley down. He pulled the covers up to his chest and leaned over, kissing his forehead. He reached up and held Amber’s hand tightly, just watching his little boy sleep. It was the most amazing thing she had ever seen.

      After about ten minutes, he stood up and waited in the doorway as she kissed her little boy, thanking the universe for all the amazing things that day had brought. She clicked on his star nightlight and they walked out, gently closing the door behind them. Logan looked at her, rubbing his hands up and down her arms.

      He shook his head and Amber smiled, wondering what he was thinking. “What’s going on up there? You look peaceful.”

      He pushed a piece of hair out of her face. “I feel peaceful. In fact, this is the perfect life, right here. I can’t imagine anything better. When we were seeing each other the first time, this is the life that I imagined that we would have. Maybe not what lead up to it, but definitely this part of it.”

      Amber smiled, feeling a warm sensation in her chest. “I couldn’t agree with you more.”

      Logan took in a deep breath and lifted Amber’s hands into his. “I want you and Logan to move in with me. I can’t tell you the logistics and whether that is here or there, that we can figure out later. I just know that I don’t want to waste any more time. I want to make up for that lost time in the best way that I can. I want the both of you by my side. I want my family, the woman I love, and my perfect little boy. What do you say?”

      Amber was overcome with joy. She could barely hold it in as tears welled up in her eyes and streamed down her face. “Yes, oh my God, of course we will. I have wished for us to be a family for a very long time. I never stopped loving you. I never stopped, in the back corners of my mind, hoping that you would show up one day and want to be with us. I may have been angry, but I understood and I wanted the best for you. I was just so afraid. I did things on my own for so long that I didn’t know if you would want to be part of it, and I didn’t think that I could take the rejection.”

      Logan cupped her face in his hands. “I will never reject you. And I will never leave you or that little boy ever again. I promise.”

      Amber threw her arms around Logan and leaned in, giving him a deep and passionate kiss. Their lips hit and fireworks exploded in her chest. Logan leaned down and wrapped his arms around her, picking her up in the air. He turned and walked into her room, closing the door behind them. Amber kept her lips locked to his as he set her on the floor.

      She opened her eyes and pulled back, the lust instantaneous between them. She closed her eyes as he leaned in, whispering into her ear. “Now, can I make love to the woman I love?”

      She giggled. “I have been waiting for five years.”

      Logan smiled and reached forward, pulling her t-shirt up and over her head. He kissed her lips sweetly and gently. She could feel his fingers unclasp her bra and carefully pull it down her shoulders. She gasped as the comfort of his warm palms massaged against her breasts. She watched as he leaned forward, sucking her nipple into his mouth. He rolled his tongue across it and nibbled slightly on the hard bullet forming in his mouth. She could feel the heat of his breath touching every one of her nerve endings.

      Her hands moved forward and unbuckled his pants, letting them drop to the ground. She pushed her palm inside of his boxer briefs and grabbed onto his long hard shaft. He groaned against her breast as she moved her palm up and down, getting him harder and harder. She looked up at him as he stood tall, pulling down her yoga pants picking her up in his arms. She held his gaze as they walked over to the bed and he laid her down in just her black lace panties. She watched as he unbuttoned his shirt and tossed it to the side before pulling off his briefs.

      He slowly climbed over top of her and hovered, looking deep into her eyes. “I love you, Amber.”

      Tears welled up again and she nodded. “I love you too.”

      She ran her fingers through his soft, dark hair as he moved down her body, rubbing his lips across her skin. He grabbed onto her panties with his teeth and pulled them down her body, tossing them on the floor. She ran her eyes over his hard muscles as he sat up on his knees, running his fingers through her folds. She leaned her head back, letting out a low groan, feeling the juices flowing out of her. He touched every single part of her body, making her more and more aroused as the seconds passed. She just wanted to feel him inside of her, be as close to him as she could possibly get. She wanted to feel his body writhing next to hers, and hear his deep breathing against her skin.

      Everything about the mood was both erotic and emotional at the same time. She could tell he was taking his time, caressing every inch of her body with his hands. He wanted to know her body better than ever before, and she wasn’t going to complain. Slowly he moved up her body and lowered his lips to hers. His fingers caressed her wet lips between her legs before pushing his large cock deep inside of her. She gasped into his mouth feeling the girth of his shaft filling her completely.

      She reached down and grabbed onto him, keeping him still for just a moment, taking in the sensations of his cock deep inside of her. As she let up on her grip, he began to move, his body swaying like the ocean waves against her. His stomach rubbed against her clit as he slowly pulled out and then even more slowly moved back inside of her. She reached her hands up over her head and grabbed onto the headboard. She swayed her body back against him, both of them lifted slightly off the mattress. She pulled her legs up and wrapped them around his waist, closing her eyes and taking in every last burst of pleasure that vibrated from their writhing bodies.

      Logan sat up a little and ran his hands down her body from her neck down to belly button. Her tits sat firm on her chest, her nipples hard and ripe. He reached around her waist and turned quickly, pulling her on top of him. She pulled her legs out from beneath him and sat up straight, rubbing her fingers down his hard, manly chest. She loved the way that he looked at her, his eyes gazing at every part of her body. He made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.

      He reached up and grabbed her hips, rotating them slowly around. She moaned as she ground against him, clamping her nipples between her fingers. She moved her hands down and pressed down on his chest, feeling the heat rising higher and higher. Her hips began to speed up, rotating around in a circle and then back again. She slowly lifted up, feeling his shaft between her legs, and then sat down, rolling her hips once again.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      “Mmm, cum for me baby,” he groaned.

      She picked up the speed, moving her body like a belly dancer. She could feel the friction heating up against her clit and she gripped harder to his chest. The climax was almost there and she ground down, feeling the need for release. As she twisted her hips again, her body exploded in pleasure. She tilted her head back and gasped, letting the pulsating waves of ecstasy move through her veins. He held tight to her hips, watching as she shook on top of him.

      Her warm juices trickled down his hard cock and he sat up, pulling her back with him. He leaned his back against the headboard and began to thrust his hips through her juices. She moaned, feeling the friction not ending. He smiled and lifted her body up just slightly, pumping into her over and over again. Her mouth fell open as she breathed heavily, not sure she was going to see relaxation before she came again. His cock rammed into her deeply as she gripped his shoulders, letting him take full control of her body.

      Everything about that moment screamed connection, screamed pleasure, and screamed trust. She gave into all of those things, feeling the heat already building back up before it had even completely extinguished. She wanted more and more of him. She wanted to feel his release deep inside of her. She leaned forward and bit his bottom lip, sucking on it and then sliding her tongue into his mouth. He moaned as he kissed her, tangling his tongue with hers.

      She huffed and puffed, getting closer and closer. “Oh God, I’m going to cum again.”

      Immediately, he flipped her backward, climbing on top of her upside down on the bed. He pushed his cock back in her and slid his hands up her arms. She looked deep into his darkened eyes and could see he was almost there too. He licked his lips and began to thrust into her, gripping her hands tight in his. “I want to see you when you cum.”

      She growled, throwing her head back as he pushed harder inside of her. She pulled her legs up to his sides and lifted her hips from the bed. With every push, she ground her pussy against him, getting as deep as she possibly could. He moaned, going faster and faster. Suddenly, he held down hard to her hands and pressed his mouth to hers, but she didn’t feel his breath. The pulsating of his cock blew her right over the edge. They came hard together, their hands locked and their bodies intertwined. A whimper blew from her throat as she shook wildly beneath him.

      “Oh God,” she gasped.

      She felt like the last orgasm lasted forever. Every muscle in her body tensed and released over and over again. Finally, after several minutes, he collapsed into her chest, releasing his grip on her hands. He laid his head on her breasts and caught his breath. He rolled off to the side and she turned toward him, kissing his lips softly. They stared into each other’s eyes in silence for quite a while.

      “This is perfect,” she whispered to him.

      He smiled and kissed her nose. “Yes, yes, it is.”

      She grinned and turned over, pushing back into him as he wrapped his arms around her body. She laid there, feeling the rise and fall of his chest behind her, reveling in the moment. It truly was the perfect place for her to be. After all those years she had found her way back into his arms, and it was better than ever. She knew things would be different. She knew that neither of them would ever leave the other again. They were going to be a family, and nothing would get in the way.

      For the first time in Amber’s life, she finally found her Happily Ever After.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      

      Logan tightened the strap on Bradley’s car seat and nodded at him. “All right, buddy, are you ready to head home?”

      Bradley put his fists in the air. “Yeah. Surprise time for Mommy.”

      Logan laughed. “That’s right, little monster. We are going to work on that for her.”

      Bradley nodded and grabbed his Teddy and his Giraffe, sitting up tall. “I’m really excited about this, Dad. I love giving Mommy surprises. She deserves it.”

      Logan ruffled his hair. “She sure does, this and so much more.”

      Logan climbed into the driver’s seat of the SUV and headed out of the preschool parking lot. It was a little early for him to be picked up, but Logan had to get him before Amber got home from work, or their plan wasn’t going to work. She was really up to date on everything with the preschool, so Logan had to lie and tell her that the school had called and told her that Bradley was sick.

      He hated lying to her, but there was a really good reason for it. He even got Ms. Brown in on the secret, so if Amber called to see what happened, she would know what was going on. Bradley knew there was a surprise they were working on, but he didn’t know yet exactly what it was. As much as Logan wanted to trust Bradley, he knew he was only five years old, almost six, and that kind of secret was even hard for Logan to hold onto as long as he had.

      Everything in their lives for the last six months had turned out perfectly. They decided to stay in LA so that Logan could help run the new office, Amber could stay working there, and they would be close to the family. Logan had to fly back and forth to New York quite a bit, but usually he took Amber and Bradley with him. He didn’t like leaving without them, and never wanted them to feel insecure about him going out there. He tried to be sensitive to what had happened in the past, but at the same time, not live in it anymore.

      They were a family, as if they had never been apart. Bradley already called Logan ‘Dad,’ and that had started very quickly. He had come to find out Bradley had been craving that dad figure, and Logan was lucky enough to have an amazing little boy to be that for. He had become so protective over Bradley, it almost eclipsed his protectiveness of Amber. He would give the world to keep them safe, comfortable, and secure. On that day, though, it called for a little sneakiness.

      The biggest problem that he faced was telling Amber that her little boy was sick. Of course, she wanted to be there to take care of him. She was one of the most dedicated mothers he had ever seen. This didn’t surprise him in the least, though. She was a beautiful person, inside and out. Of course, after he finally told her, Amber completely freaked out.

      “My baby is sick, oh man. I have a meeting later today on the new app launch, but I can just call and reschedule it,” she had said.

      Logan had laughed. “No baby, you can’t reschedule the Board of Directors. You have to go to this meeting. Everything will be fine, I promise. I will go right over there and take really good care of him.”

      “Do you know what to give him for a fever?” she had asked.

      Logan smirked. “Whiskey?”

      He could hear her breathing pick up. “What?”

      Logan laughed. “Children’s Tylenol. Relax. Take in a deep breath. I’m his dad, remember? I will make sure to call you if I have any questions about it at all.”

      She had finally agreed to not completely skip the meeting, since she was the one running it. Once that was taken care of, Logan was home free. He and Bradley went straight back to the new house he had bought them when they moved in together. When they walked in, Bradley’s eyes got huge. On the table were three dozen red roses and place settings for the three of them.

      “Okay, dude, I need you to take this bag of rose petals and spread them from the door to the table. So, all through the house. Can you handle that?”

      Bradley stood tall and nodded. “I got this, dude.”

      Logan laughed as he ran off, tossing down rose petals on the ground. Logan went to work setting up the rest of it, including lighting candles, playing some music, and getting their dinner heated up. He wasn’t a very good cook, so he had gotten catering for the surprise, but he knew she wouldn’t care. The place looked completely transformed and the smell of roses filled the house. The dining room went from chic to formal, and the mood went from light to elegant. Logan had put a lot of thought into it, and had even talked to Taylor to get the skinny on what the most romantic gesture would be.

      She had, of course, jumped right on board and he had come to find out she was a really good secret keeper. He even had her approve the surprise that he was about to give. He wanted to include Jordan, but he was so crazy about Amber being treated like a queen, Logan was afraid he would have the whole place draped in diamonds. So, he figured he could just be the first person that was called afterward. Either way, it was going to be perfect, and a night that she would never forget. Logan loved the fact that instead of bad memories, he was filling their lives with moments that would be looked back on with love and fondness.

      When Bradley was done, he came skipping back and grabbed Logan’s hand. “This is really nice.”

      Logan leaned down in front of Bradley. “Your mom is the most special woman that I have ever met. I want to make everything perfect for her.”

      Bradley looked confused. “Is it her birthday?”

      Logan shook his head. “Something even more special. You will see. It’s a surprise for you too.”

      Bradley was super excited. “I love surprises!”

      Bradley took a seat at the table, watching Logan walk around and finish lighting all the candles. Logan walked over and dimmed the lights in the room, bringing on a chorus of oohs and ahhs from Bradley. The fire from the candles flickered everywhere, casting shadows all over the walls like a disco ball. Logan patted his pocket and smiled before putting the trash away and pulling the food from the oven. Everything was ready, they just had to hope that Amber came home sooner rather than later.

      From the other room he could hear Bradley jump up and run toward the kitchen. His little feet pattered in and he looked at Logan excitedly. “Mom just pulled up.”

      Logan shooed him to the dining room. “Okay, sit in your seat and we’ll wait for her there.”

      Logan waited inside of the dining room until she walked in, putting down her bag with confusion. She looked down at the rose petals and up at all the candles, chuckling. “Why do I have the feeling Mr. Bradley isn’t sick at all?”

      Logan wrinkled his nose. “Well, it was a little white lie, but I promise it was for a good cause. Now, come sit down at the table. We have some delicious food prepared, and a surprise for you.”

      She followed him over and sat down as he pushed her chair in. She smiled over at Bradley, who bounced in his chair excitedly. There were domes over the food and he reached down, pulling hers off. “For you we have a crab stuffed chicken breast, potatoes, and asparagus.”

      “Mmm,” she said smiling.

      Logan walked over to Bradley and pulled his off. “And for you, sir, we have a fine course of dinosaur shaped chicken nuggets, fries, and carrots.”

      Bradley mimicked his mom. “Mmm.”

      Logan poured them both a glass of wine and Bradley a glass of sparkling cider. Amber shook her head, looking up at him. “This is so amazing, but what is it for?”

      Logan cleared his throat. “My whole life, I have had to deal with losing people. My parents died when I was young, my friends abandoned me when I was in grief, except Jordan of course. And then I lost you for a good five years. I almost lost this little man, too. When I got the two of you back, it was the happiest day of my life. For the first time, I felt like I could actually breathe again. I felt like everything in my life finally had a purpose. I felt like life had a purpose. There were so many things that seemed important before you guys, and then when I had you, those silly little things just drifted away.”

      Logan reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small black velvet box. He took a knee beside Amber and held her hand. She gasped and tears began filling her eyes. Logan pushed a piece of hair from her eyes and continued. “Amber Stark you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. You are smart, funny, kind, generous, and everything I always wanted in a partner. You take my breath away every day. You make me want to be a better person. I cannot be without you in my life. So, with Bradley’s permission, I would like to ask you if you would be my wife. What do you say, Bradley?”

      Bradley gave two thumbs up. “Of course.”

      They both laughed and Logan opened up the ring box to reveal a three-carat diamond on a platinum band. Amber put her hands to her mouth and sobbed, nodding her head up and down. She pulled her hands away and yelled out, “Yes, yes of course I will marry you. I have been waiting what seems like forever for you to ask me. I love you more than anything.”

      Logan grabbed her and lifted her from the chair, hugging her as tightly as he could. Tears gathered in the corners of his eyes as he looked her in the face. “You have just made me the happiest man in the entire world. You are everything that I ever wanted. Thank you for this.”

      Bradley got up from his seat and ran around, jumping up and down. Logan put Amber down and they both bent down, hugging Bradley tight. “I am so excited. I get to be part of a wedding!”

      Logan laughed. “That’s right, you get to be the best man.”

      Amber giggled, raising an eyebrow. “Though you may have to fight your Uncle Jordan on that one. He might not take second place.”

      Bradley made a muscle and kissed it. “I got this, he will go down!”

      Amber looked up at Logan with pursed lips. “Watching wrestling again?”

      Logan smirked. “It’s a guy thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

      Bradley nodded. “Yeah. For dudes, not girls.”

      They all laughed and set back up at the table, talking about the fact that they were going to get married. As Logan looked around him, he couldn’t have been happier with the way his life had turned out. He never thought he would see the sun at the end of the storm, but there he was. His family shined brightly to him, a beaming light at the end of a dark tunnel. Everything they were reflected in his eyes.

      Logan lifted his glass in the air to made a toast. “To be forever happy and loved. To a beautiful family to share everything in life with.”

      Amber raised her glass. “To love.”

      Bradley raised his glass. “To chicken nuggets and apple juice!”

      They cheered, even to chicken nuggets and apple juice. Logan was shocked, but he had finally gotten his happily ever after, and he would never let it go.

      

      
        
        ***The End***
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      Rafe Buchanan – 6’3’’. Hard muscle. Marine MP. My brother’s best friend. And the guy who took my innocence five years ago!

      Also the guy who gave me the most precious gift ever – my daughter (well, our daughter I should be saying).

      Did I tell you he kinda left me, asking me to move on?

      So, that’s what I did.

      I moved on to study further, to raise my child and to work with the Marines.

      Everything is going great until…

      Rafe shows up at my clinic.

      He’s seeking a cure for PTSD, and I’m his counselor.

      It’s totally f*ck*d up, right?

      Once again, our attraction is instant, the chemistry undeniable and don’t even get me started how good he is in bed.

      I want him so bad, but can’t let him know about our daughter.

      There’s no way our relationship could work.

      They say war is hell, but isn’t love a torture!
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      Summer

      I sat on the porch of our tired-looking, but love-filled home, as all our friends and family mingled in our front yard, enjoying barbecue, beer, and the huge sheet cake Mrs. Mason made with the words ‘Congratulations Summer’ and little plastic graduation caps on it. I was feeling extremely content. I’d achieved a big milestone; college graduate. I was the first in my family to achieve that distinction.

      “Look at you my pretty baby girl.” My father looked gruff with his buzz cut and ruddy facial features, but he was a big softy inside. “All grown up and now a college graduate. You must have been switched at the hospital because neither your mother nor I are smart enough to have bred the likes of you.”

      I smiled. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

      My father said he barely had an eighth-grade education, but I know he graduated from high school because I had the same guidance counselor as he did. Granted the counselor didn’t think much of my daddy or my brother, Gavin, but still, they both had a high school diploma.

      My father went to vocational school to learn about heating and air, and now, years later, he owned his own HVAC business. He wasn’t rich, but me and Gavin always had what we needed. I don’t know much about my momma. She ran off with some rich city guy when I was five and Gavin was nine. We talked to her a few times right after that, but within a year, she stopped calling, and we hadn’t heard from her since.

      “I’m just so proud of you, Summer, it makes my heart want to burst from my chest.”

      “Aw, dad.” I stood and gave him a hug.

      “There’s my brilliant sister.” Gavin’s voice cut through the din of noise of the guests. He walked with a limp, the result of losing his lower left leg while serving in Iraq. But the swaying was the result of drinking.

      I looked up at my father, who’s brows furrowed in a mixture of anger and pity. Since coming home from Iraq last year, Gavin had struggled to acclimate back to civilian life. He was bitter and angry a lot, and I suspected he suffered from PTSD, all of which he seemed to cope with by drinking.

      “Hey, Summer, congratulations.” Lainey Spalding, Gavin’s high school sweetheart, walked next to him. As he maneuvered the steps, he started to lose his balance. Lainey reached out to help him.

      “I can do it!” He jerked away, causing himself to nearly topple over the other way.

      “I can’t watch this,” my father murmured as he turned and headed into the house.

      “Thank you guys so much for coming,” I said to Gavin and Lainey.

      “Are you kidding? We wouldn’t miss it.” Lainey handed me a wrapped present.

      “Yeah, free beer.” Gavin grabbed a can of the brew from the cooler.

      I wanted to call my brother out, but we were at a party. He’d suffered so much in serving his country, it didn’t seem right to add insult to injury by embarrassing him in front of our friends and family.

      “Hey, Gavin!” John Lister strode to the bottom of the steps. “Hey, Summer, congrats,” he said to me before turning his attention back to Gavin. “Did you hear Rafe’s back in town?”

      “I heard his Memaw died,” Lainey said referring to Rafe Buchanan’s grandmother.

      The mention of Rafe’s name sent all sorts of feelings through me. He’d been my brother’s best friend and teammate in every sport offered at the high school and rec center, and sometimes partners in crime when they were up to mischief. They’d both enlisted in the Marines right after high school, but ended up in different places at the end of boot camp.

      For me, Rafe was the embodiment of perfection. From the moment I started puberty, he’d gone from ‘annoying friend of my irritating brother’ to the prince charming of every fairy tale dream I ever had. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. He was charming, mischievous, and while I didn’t know for sure, I suspected he was a great kisser because he had wonderfully full lips. Not that he ever noticed me.

      Rafe was raised by his grandmother because his parents couldn’t ever get off drugs and alcohol. I looked at my brother and wondered if he was heading down that same path. His drinking seemed worse every time I saw him.

      “Hard to believe God could get that woman up into heaven,” my father said returning to the porch. “Emmaline was probably dragged up there kicking and screaming.”

      I laughed. Rafe’s grandmother was known to be a handful, especially when it came to Rafe. Since she was his last living relative that he had anything to do with, I had no doubt she didn’t want to leave him behind all alone in the world.

      “Someone should invite him over,” Gavin said. “I can show him mine and he can show me his.” Gavin lifted his pant leg revealing his prosthetic leg. “Of course, knowing him, he’s unscathed.” There was bitterness in his voice that broke my heart.

      “His Memaw just died,” I said. “He’s not going to be in a party mood.”

      “Just as well. More beer for me.”

      I shook my head, wishing there was something I could do to help my brother. The military had made him hard, and war had made him angry and bitter.

      The party was in full swing, with everyone talking, a few people were dancing to the music, and a couple was necking out by the old oak tree. They were all occupied, which meant I could sneak off to visit Rafe.

      The idea that he was alone in his grandmother’s house made me sad. In the old days, Gavin would have gone, but he was nearly passed out with poor Lainey watching over him.

      Without telling anyone, I headed to the side of the house, which sat on a large corner lot, and then turned up the block toward Rafe’s grandmother's house.

      Hope, Virginia was a small, rural, country town sitting on the James River. It felt like the middle of nowhere, but in fact, was only about thirty miles from the capital, Richmond. In recent years, city folks had discovered the area, and some were moving down for the slower life and cheaper cost of living, while others had weekend homes here. It was both good and bad for residents. Good because these people brought money and improvements. The bad part was that it was driving up the cost of housing making it harder for us regular folks to live here.

      Rafe’s grandmother owned a bungalow on the river, which, when built in the 1940s, was probably considered spacious. Most of the homes around Emmaline’s house had been bought by rich folks, who tore them down and replaced them with giant three-thousand square foot homes. Fortunately, she had an acre of land, so they didn’t tower over her little piece of heaven.

      As I made my way toward the river, I wondered what Rafe was going to do with the house. While he’d been gone for nearly the entire six years he’d been enlisted, it always felt like he lived here. But now with his grandma gone, there was nothing to keep him in Hope. The idea that I might never see him again was depressing.

      As I approached the house, I saw the front door was open behind the screened door. It was May in Virginia, so it wasn’t too hot and humid yet, making it a good time of year to let fresh air in the home.

      I walked up the steps to the front porch and peered through the screen door. My heart skipped a beat as Rafe’s tall body stood with its back to me. He wore faded jeans that accentuated his fantastic back side, and a white t-shirt pulled tight across broad shoulders. He appeared to have one forearm resting on the mantel over the fireplace as if was studying the pictures there.

      For a moment, I second-guessed my visit. Perhaps he wanted to be alone. However, Southerners weren’t known for being neighborly for no reason. I just wished I thought to bring him something, like a casserole.

      “Knock, knock,” I said.

      He whipped around, almost as if startled. He stepped back, hitting the mantle and knocking over a picture frame.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Rafe.”

      “Summer.”

      In high school, Rafe had a pretty boy handsomeness to him. The man before me was still as handsome, but it was rugged, almost dangerous looking. His hair was shorter than I’d ever seen. It was buzzed along the sides, with just a little bit more length on the top. His eyes were still dark and his lips still perfectly full. But his face seemed thinner and harder like it had been chiseled from granite.

      “Hi. I hope I’m not interrupting. I just wanted to come by and tell you how sorry I was to hear about Emmaline.”

      His body appeared to be coiled up like it was ready for a fight. But with a breath, he relaxed and even managed a small smile. “That pack a day finally caught up to her.”

      I wanted to hug him. In fact, I felt compelled to pull him into an embrace. Not just because I’d been lusting after him for eight years, but because it looked like he needed one. Rafe was a big, strong marine, but even alpha males needed support.

      I walked toward him, holding my hands up so he’d know my intentions. His eyes showed surprise, but he didn’t step away or ward me off. It was hard to hug him because he was huge, nearly 6’3” to my 5’4”. Even if our height wasn’t a problem, his width would be. He was massive through the shoulders and chest.

      But I managed to get my arms around him, and rested my head against his chest. He seemed a little stiff at first but then relaxed, holding me and even dipping his head next to mine.

      “Thank you.” He said when I reluctantly pulled away. Then he cocked his head. “Aren’t you having a party or something today?”

      I nodded. “It’s my graduation party. I earned my bachelor’s degree.”

      He smiled, and it was magnificent. “Congratulations, Summer. That’s awesome. Is Gavin there?”

      “Yes.”

      He must have noticed a change in my expression because he faltered. “I heard he lost his leg. How’s he doing?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it will take time.”

      He nodded as if he knew. Of course, he would. He was with people in Gavin’s situation all the time. I studied him to see if he had any signs of injury.

      “How are you? I mean besides losing your grandma? Have you been injured?”

      His featured darkened. “I haven’t lost a limb.” The hardness in his tone told me this wasn’t a topic we needed to cover.

      I smiled, wanting to change the subject. “Have you been down to the river?”

      The tension in him relaxed slightly. “Not yet. I just got back this morning.”

      It felt presumptuous to invite him to his own riverside, so I stood there feeling like a goof.

      “I could use a break.” He said. “I don’t have anything to bring down there, food or drink wise though.”

      “That’s okay. It will be nice just to sit.”

      The area around the house and river was heavily wooded, making it feel private. Rafe grabbed a blanket from the back porch and we sat on it as we looked out over the river. The ripples of water and occasional fish jumping was hypnotic.

      “What are you going to do with the house?” I asked, taking a stick and drawing in the sand.

      “I guess I’ll sell it. I don’t see myself having the need for a house. Uncle Sam provides me with everything I need.”

      “You don’t think you’ll come back to Hope?” My heart clenched at the idea he wouldn’t ever come home.

      “There’s nothing here for me, now.”

      Those words stung, but it was stupid. I wasn’t important to him. I was his best friend’s annoying little sister.

      “You could rent it out. Lainey, you remember, Gavin’s girlfriend? She works for a company that manages rentals.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “They say that rental property is a good investment.”

      He shrugged. “So, what’s your next move, Summer?”

      “Graduate school. I’m going to get my masters in social work, and hopefully get a job working with children.” Although, seeing my brother’s difficulties, I was beginning to rethink my plans, and was considering working with vets instead.

      He grinned at me. “You’d be perfect for that.”

      His reaction surprised me, and at the same time, made me feel like I’d won a prize. “You think so?”

      “You have a great spirit. Your name fits you because you’re warm and bright.”

      I felt warm and bright. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      His smile faltered a little and turned to look out over the water, making me regret the comment.

      He picked up a rock and threw it in the water. “How about you? Are Gavin and your dad having to beat the guys off with a stick?”

      I embarrassed myself by snorting. “Hardly.”

      He looked at me and frowned. “Why hardly?”

      “First, I’ve been busy. I’m lucky that I can live at home and go to school saving me money, but college is expensive so I have to work and go to school. There’s no time for guys. Plus, have you looked at me?”

      “I’m looking at you now.”

      There was something in his tone and the flash of heat in his eyes that made all my girly parts come alive. I cleared my throat because all of a sudden my mouth was dry. “I’m not what boys want.”

      “Well, maybe you should try men instead. What are you now, Summer? Twenty-one?”

      I nodded.

      “Men like smart, kind women.”

      “Not overweight ones.” My weight had been a source of pain for me in high school, but over time, I learned not to care that much. It’s not like I’ve never dated, but you can’t grow up in America and not know that boys like small bodies and big boobs. The boobs I had, and I even had an hourglass shape, it was just rounder than most.

      “Men like curves.”

      I scoffed. I wanted to tell him he was being mean, but maybe that was his goal. Maybe he was teasing me like my brother would have done if he were sober enough. I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      “I like curves,” he added.

      My head whipped around to look at him, and that was when I realized how close we were sitting. My nose was inches from his. His dark eyes were intense as they gazed into mine. They drifted down, taking in my face and roaming lower. His gaze stopped at my breasts, the cleavage of which peaked through the tulip pink sundress I wore.

      An ache grew in my breasts and lower between my legs. It was all I could do to keep from throwing myself at him, but deep inside, I knew this wasn’t real. For a moment, I wondered if I was in bed asleep because this is just the type of dream I’d have had of Rafe.

      His gaze lifted back to my eyes and held. Sparks sizzled and the air grew thick with anticipation, of what, I wasn’t sure. But I hoped to God he was going to kiss me.

      “Gavin would kill me if he knew what was going through my head right now.”

      I swallowed. “Why? What are you thinking?”

      He moved closer. “Naughty, dirty thoughts that involve you, Summer.”

      Boy, was it hot. “Gavin isn’t here.” And the chances of him showing up were slim since he was probably passed out by now.

      Something flashed in his eyes. “Do you like naughty and dirty, Summer?”

      I wasn’t sure, but I liked what I was feeling so far. “I think I’d like them from you.”

      He jerked back slightly. “Summer…have you ever…are you a virgin?”

      I wanted to lie, but it wasn’t in my nature. Then I remembered that Lainey once told me men liked the idea of sleeping with virgins. She rolled her eyes as if it was stupid, but I wondered if it was true.

      “Only until you do naughty things to me.”

      “Fuck.”

      I thought he meant the word to express disappointment, like ‘fuck, I would have slept with you except you’re a virgin’. But instead, his lips captured mine in a hard, desperate kiss. Maybe Lainey was right.

      Every neuron in my body went on rapid fire. My pussy contracted and ached with such need I wanted to reach down and touch myself. My clothes felt confining and hot, and in a flurry of activity, I got naked and pulled him down on me.

      “Touch me, Rafe.” I was going to die if he didn’t touch me.

      But he wasn’t touching. I opened my eyes and he was looking at me with uncertainty. He was probably thinking about my brother. Or maybe he had a girlfriend. Or maybe he was repulsed.

      I put my hands over my breasts, now embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I told you men don’t like—”

      “Shut up, Summer.”

      I flinched at his tone.

      “This shouldn’t happen.”

      I started to pull away. “I don’t turn you on.”

      His eyes flashed with heat, and he took my hand pressing it against the fly of his jeans. Underneath, he was hard as granite. “That should prove to you that you’re wrong, but Summer—”

      “I want this, Rafe. I want you.” I squeezed his cock through his jeans, and he hissed. Then deciding on another course of action, I took his hand and placed it on my breast. I’d been felt up over my clothes before, but Rafe’s large, warm hand on my nipple made my pussy squeeze tight in pleasure.

      “Aw, fuck.” Rafe immediately kneaded my breast, and then leaned over to suck it into his mouth.

      My hips bucked as another sharp pinch of pleasure pierced my pussy. I let out a moan and grabbed his head to keep him from stopping.

      “You like that, my sweet Summer? You like it when I suck your tits?”

      “Yes.” The word came out on a long hiss. I wasn’t totally clueless to sex. Granted, I’d only had the experience of pleasuring myself. But I understood my breasts would get sensitive when aroused. I’d had an orgasm before at my own hand, but to be honest, I had wondered what all the fuss was about. Yes, it was nice in the same way scratching an itch was nice. But this? Holy cow.

      His fingers played with one nipple while he sucked and bit the other. Pressure built and I was sure I was going to come.

      I took his hand and pushed it down between my thighs. He laughed against my nipple, the rumbled of it sending sensual sensations through my body.

      His finger slid between my folds. “Fuck, you’re so wet, Summer.” He seemed surprised by that. His finger continued to stroke through my folds, pressing a little bit inside me. Each time, my hips would lift, seeking more contact.

      “Rafe, please.”

      “Please what?” He was teasing me.

      I’d show him. “Fuck me. Please fuck me.” It sounded so dirty and wanton, but wasn’t that what he’d promised me?

      “Fuck, Summer.” He stopped touching me, and I’d nearly yelled at him until I realized he was getting naked. I quickly looked around the area. It was wooded private property, but it would be just my luck some tubers would float by while we were naked on the riverbank.

      But then, I got distracted by the perfection of his body. He was lean and hard like he’d been sculpted by Michelangelo. He slid his pants and briefs down, and his cock sprang free. I’d never seen one up close. It was long and hard and thick. I knew first-time sex could hurt, but all I could think about was getting that beautiful large cock inside me because I was sure it was the only thing that could relieve the ache in my body.

      He maneuvered on top of me, resting on his forearms by my side. “You sure?”

      I nodded, lifting my hips encouraging him to get on with it.

      He tilted his hips, and I felt him bump into my entrance. Pleasure sizzled as he nestled and rubbed there. He reached between us, taking his cock and rubbing it harder against me, before finally pressing the tip inside me.

      “Oh, God...Rafe…more, please more.”

      He groaned. “You’re so tight. I want to fuck you hard but I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I don’t care…please.” I planted my hands on his butt and pulled while I lifted my hips at the same time. He moved in a little further, but he was resisting.

      “Summer…Summer!” The second time, he barked my name.

      “What…what, Rafe?”

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      What? My brain was in a lust filled fog. “It’s okay.”

      “You’re on the pill? Even though you’re a virgin?”

      “It’s fine, please Rafe.” I didn’t want to lie, but he couldn’t stop. Not when he was so close. Besides, I’d just finished my period two days ago. I knew from health education at school that ovulation occurred in the middle of the cycle, so I wasn’t fertile now.

      “Summer.” Rafe’s hands cupped my face. “Summer, look at me.”

      “Why are you torturing me?”

      He laughed, and then kissed me. It was sweet and gentle, and everything I’d wanted from him. “Look at me.”

      I forced my eyes open and peered into the brown depths of his.

      “I’m going to take your virginity.”

      I nodded. Finally. “Good.”

      “Then I’m going to fuck you.”

      “Will you start soon?”

      He laughed again. “Jesus Summer, you’re adorable.”

      I’d have preferred sexy, but I wasn’t going to complain when I was so close to getting what I wanted.

      He shifted again onto his hands. “I’m going to do this slow at first.”

      “Slow, fast…doesn’t matter.”

      He pushed his tip in a little bit farther, but not enough that I felt pain. He withdrew and pushed again. The feeling of him sliding in and out was delicious, and I finally began to understand what all the excitement of sex was about.

      “This time it might hurt, my sweet Summer.”

      I was so focused on him calling me sweet Summer that when I felt his cock push through my body’s resistance, I felt the pressure, but no pain. He withdrew again.

      “You feel so fucking good, Summer.”

      I smiled, happy that he was enjoying it too.

      “How are you doing?”

      “I need to come, Rafe.” I don’t know where I found the bravery to talk to him like that, except I felt safe and comfortable with him. I trusted him.

      “Good, Summer, because I do too.”

      I don’t know how he had so much control. If he felt like I did, he’d be fucking me already.

      This time he thrust and filled me to the hilt. My body arched and my pussy grabbed him, wanting to make sure he didn’t leave.

      “Aw fuck, Summer.” He growled. He held himself still deep inside me as my body adjusted to him. “You’re fucking massaging my dick.” He kissed me and ground his hips against my pelvis. “You ready, Summer?”

      I nodded, hoping I was.

      He pulled out and thrust in all the way again. My insides tingled with sensation. My clit felt like the size of a golf ball when his pelvis hit and ground against it.

      “Shit…Summer…sorry, baby.” And with that, he started fucking me. He penetrated me deep and hard, moving faster and faster. My pussy walls gripped him, and friction built until I couldn’t breathe.

      “Rafe…oh, God, Rafe…”

      “Come, Summer…fuck, you need to come now.”

      My pussy contracted and then sensation exploded out, radiating through my whole body. I cried out as the intense pleasure flooded my bloodstream.

      “Yes!” Rafe rammed into me as hot liquid filled my body. He did it again, and again until I could feel his warm essence dripping from my pussy.

      Finally, he went still and then rolled, pulling me until we were both on our sides. He kept an arm around me and rested his forehead against mine as our breaths came back to normal.

      I watched him, fascinated and enthralled by him. I lightly touched his face with my fingers, wanting to prove that this was real.

      His dark eyes opened. “You okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m glad it was you. I wanted it to be you.”

      “My sweet Summer. Finally, I got to touch you.”

      I jerked my head back. “Finally? I thought I was Gavin’s annoying sister.”

      His cheeks reddened with a blush. “You were until you turned eighteen. Remember when I was home four years ago? I didn’t see a little sister then.”

      I grinned. I knew my worth wasn’t in my body or looks, but I couldn’t deny that it felt good to have a man, especially one like Rafe, find my body alluring. “But you didn’t do anything.”

      “You’re Gavin’s sister.”

      “I’m still Gavin’s sister.”

      “You’re all grown up now.”

      “So, did you think about me in this way back then?”

      He gave me a wicked smile. “You’ve starred in many of my jerk off sessions.”

      A flood of heat rushed through my body, and I wondered how long we had to wait before we could have sex again.

      He must have known my thoughts because he laughed. “Sweet Summer is horny.”

      I blushed.

      His expression turned serious. “I don’t regret this Summer and I hope you don’t either.”

      “I don’t.”

      “But I don’t think Gavin would understand.”

      I nodded. Gavin of the past would have been able to be reasoned with, but this new Gavin was a wildcard. “I understand.”

      “I’m only here for six weeks, and then I’m back on duty.”

      He was telling me this was a short-term thing. Would I have liked a long-term relationship? Yes, but I was willing to have him for whatever little bit of time he could give me. Not just because it turned out sex was pretty spectacular after all, but also because I liked Rafe. I liked how I felt around him.

      “I know.” I brushed my fingers across his amazingly cut pecs. “Are you still an MP?”

      “I am. I’m a dog handler now. You should meet my partner. He’s nearly as cute and dangerous as you.”

      “Cute I get, but dangerous?”

      He ran his hand along my waist and over my hip. “Dangerous curves ahead.”
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        * * *

      

      Rafe

      I just fucked my best friend’s little sister and I didn’t feel one bit of shame about it. I knew I should, but it was impossible to feel anything but warm and bright around Summer. There was something about her that chased all the dark away and could make a man feel whole again.

      I probably shouldn’t have taken her virginity. To be honest, I was surprised someone hadn’t beat me to it.  She was beautiful in a natural way. Like she was a flower bloomed by the sun. And I’d wanted her since the last time I saw her. I’d been successful at avoiding her then. I didn’t even try to avoid her this time. I could blame the emptiness I was feeling on the fact that the only relative I had contact with was now gone. Or that I needed human contact after the horror of war. But if I was a decent man, I’d have found the strength to not touch her. She deserved better than me.

      Summer was the type of woman that should have a man who could be there long term, and that wasn’t me. I’d known from my first week of deployment in Iraq that I probably wouldn’t live to age 30 if Uncle Sam kept sending me back. In six years, I’d spent just about half of my time in a war zone. After dealing with my grandmother’s estate, I’d be going back.

      I was selfish enough to take what I could from Summer, which I supposed made me a bastard. But as she looked at me with those fantastic eyes that glimmered like gold, her sun-kissed blonde hair hanging loose and wild - like it should after good sex, I knew she understood this situation and she still gave herself to me. My sweet Summer.

      I ran my hand over her hip, recognizing the aroused look in her eyes. She wanted another round, and I was man enough to give it to her. My dick was already thickening. I slid my fingers between her folds, and she lay back, opening herself to me. I might be a bastard, but I understood the magnitude of trust she had in me and I’d do my damnedest to not hurt her.

      I pushed a finger inside her, but when she winced, I withdrew it. “Sore?”

      She nodded, and her face dropped. “I’m sorry.”

      “Shh, don’t be sorry.” I kissed her sweet lips. Since her eighteenth birthday, I’d dreamt about those lips, full and pink with a little cupid's bow that I knew would be fantastic wrapped around my cock. Slow it down, Rafe. “Do you want to come again?”

      “Yes. I want to be with you.”

      “Okay.” I moved down her body, taking a brief stop at her breasts. Along with kissing her sublime lips, I could spend a lifetime sucking her tits. They were magnificent globes with pink nipples that puckered and distended as if they were beckoning me. Only me, if she was telling the truth about her inexperience. One thing I knew about Summer, she wasn’t a liar.

      But there was more territory to cover, so with a few tugs of my teeth on her nipples, I started moving lower.

      “Rafe? What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to make you feel good, Summer.”

      “Down there?”

      “That’s where the erotic bits are.” I loved her sweet innocence. I loved even more that she was going to let me be her tour guide to all the pleasures a man and women could find flesh to flesh.

      Around us, the breeze rustled the leaves in trees and the water bubbled along the river. It was like there was no one else in all the world but me and Summer. What a world that could be if it was true.

      “But…it’s gross.”

      “No, it’s not.” I stopped because I didn’t want to do anything she didn’t want. “I can make you come without hurting you. Do you want that?”

      She nodded. “But you have to stop if it’s gross.”

      I laughed. “I’ll stop if it’s gross.” I settled my shoulders between her thighs and inhaled her sweet pussy scent mixed with the musk of my semen. I used my tongue to swirl around the hardened pearl of her clit.

      She hissed out a breath.

      “Okay?”

      “Yes, more.” Her hand pushed my head back to her pussy.

      I smiled. “You smell like sunshine and taste like honeysuckle.” I dragged my tongue down her pussy lips, swirling just inside her entrance, but not too far. Then I licked back up to her clit. I wrapped my lips around it and sucked.

      “Oh God, Rafe, that’s so good…don’t stop…right there.”

      Wanting to repay her for bringing a little light into my dark life and even darker day, I fucked her with my tongue and lips until she was writhing beneath me.

      Then her hips bucked up, and her sweet pussy juice coated my tongue. I gave her little kisses to bring her down, and then moved up her body and kissed her, so she could taste herself.

      “See, sunshine and honeysuckle.”

      She squished her nose.

      “There might be a little of what I deposited there earlier as well, but not gross, right?”

      “No.” She looked at me with eyes that looked a little dazed. “This isn’t a dream, is it?”

      “No, my sweet Summer, it isn’t.” I cradled her to me, wishing I could bottle her goodness and light and take it with me back to Iraq. At least if I died there, I’d have that part of her with me.

      “Can I make you come too?” She pushed me onto my back and sat up. My dick was already at a full salute.

      “Yes.” I reached between her thighs and scooped up a little of her wetness with two fingers and then ran it over my dick. Then I took her hand, wrapped it around me, and slowly stroked it. “A little tighter.” As soon as she had the right pressure and speed, I released her hand and laid back with my eyes closed to savor her jerking me off.

      “I can’t believe that was inside me.”

      I smiled. “You took it all, baby.”

      She giggled, which was a reminder of how young she was. Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this. Before I could rethink it, I felt softness on my tip. I opened my eyes to find those innocent lips wrapped around my dick’s helmet.

      “Aw fuck, Summer.” I was right. Her mouth looked perfect on my cock. My hips lifted, wanting to fuck those pretty little lips.

      Her hand continued to stroke down near the base, while her lips focused on the tip of my cock.

      “That’s right, oh…fuck that’s good…” Electricity sizzled along my cock as she worked more and more of it into her mouth. I watched her head bob up and down, her hair brushing over my abs. I wanted to ingrain this moment into my brain. It would star in every jerkoff session I had from now on.

      I wanted it to last forever, but nature had other ideas. “Summer, I’m going to come.” I pushed her head away, and put my hand over hers, increasing the speed and pressure as my hips bucked up and down, fucking her hand.

      “Ah...shit, yes…there…” I shot off the first stream, nearly hitting Summer in the face before it landed on my chest. To her credit, she didn’t try to let go. The second and third shots landed on my stomach.

      It took me a couple of minutes to regroup, but when I did, Summer was studying my cum.

      She ran a finger through it. “It’s milky.”

      “It’s messy.” I took her hand. “Let’s go for a skinny dip.”
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        * * *

      

      My six weeks home were a mixture of grief at losing my grandmother and dealing with her estate, and complete bliss with my secret affair with Summer.

      Then there was the sadness and feeling of helplessness about Gavin. I understood what was going on with him. I knew all about the dreams that made you not want to sleep. About the inability to hear loud noises or even helicopters without the urge to duck or run for cover. While I had all my limbs, that didn’t mean I couldn’t empathize with the life-changing impact that losing a body part would have. And so, I couldn’t blame him for drinking his pain and terror into oblivion.

      But Jesus, he had the love of a good woman in Lainey, a devoted sister, and supportive father. If he couldn’t make it, what did that say about all the other vets who didn’t have any of that? What did that say about my future?

      Summer asked me why I re-enlisted after my four-year term instead of taking the last four years in reserves, but what else would I do? I was an MP, so I might be able to get a job in law enforcement in the civilian world, but home felt alien to me now. Only when I was with Summer did I feel any sense of contentment and safety.

      But our time together was running out. I’d be heading back to base in three days, and by next week, I’d be back in Iraq. At least I’d have my dog again.

      The thought of leaving Summer twisted in my chest. It felt like I was going to leave my lungs behind and I wouldn’t be able to breathe. Did that mean I was in love with her? I pushed that thought away. I couldn’t afford to love. Even more, I couldn’t afford to let her love me. Chances were, I was going to die. She didn’t need that. I couldn’t let this weakness in my heart make me a pussy. I needed to be strong. The Marine’s required it. Not just physically, but mentally.

      But Jesus, I didn’t know how I was going to be able to look into those hazel eyes and say goodbye.

      “Rafe?”

      I turned to where Summer lay next to me in my bed in my grandmother’s house. I hoped to hell my grandmother wasn’t watching down on me because she would have had an eyeful…and an earful. The way Summer took to sex was a joy and delight. She was curious and we did a few things I’d never thought of based on her curiosity.

      But as I looked at her, I realized that saying goodbye would kill something inside us both. Something inside me said that this night would have to be the last night.

      “Yes.” I rolled her underneath me, wanting to make the most of the time we had.

      “You okay? You seem like you’re off in another world.”

      I was. I was in Iraq when what I needed was to be here, in the moment, with Summer. “I was trying to think of some new ways to debauch you.”

      She grinned. “We should get that Kama Sutra book. I bet it would take years to get through that.”

      There she went again, talking like we had a future. She knew our time was limited, but I think it made her feel better to act like we had more time than this moment. I liked it too, I supposed, because I never countered it.

      “No upside-down poses though.” I sucked on her nipple, wondering what she’d think if I’d suggested my fucking her tits. Just the thought of my dick sliding between those two fantastic globes made my cock go harder.

      “I agree.” She sighed as I moved to her other breast. “I wish we could stay like this forever.”

      I stilled, hating that I was prolonging a difficult goodbye. I was going to leave, and even if I didn’t die, I wouldn’t likely come back the same man I was today. I was already vastly different from the boy who left six years ago. Chances were, if I lived, I’d be like Gavin, and Summer didn’t need that.

      No, she needed to find a good man who’d love her and make beautiful babies with her, and support her goals to help children. My stomach turned to acid thinking about another man touching her, but there was no other option if I wanted her to be happy.

      But I could try to give her a memory of me. One that she could take with her. Maybe she’d use it to pleasure herself while I was gone. And maybe someday, if her husband had trouble satisfying her, she could use the memory to get off.

      I kissed her, with passion and tenderness. Tonight, I was going to give her every piece of me. All the good and light that was left in my darkening heart.

      “Rafe,” she sighed into my mouth. My hands roamed over her body, worshiping every inch of her. My lips caressed her skin, tasting her goodness. I focused on her, wanting to ingrain this moment so deep in my brain that even if I ended up with amnesia, this one memory would last.

      Her body hummed beneath mine. Her voice moaned and keened as I built her pleasure by slow degrees. Her face had a beautiful sheen of perspiration that made her glow.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, Summer.” I rammed into her, unable to hold back my need to be a part of this human miracle. The fact that she let me inside her was amazing.

      She cried out, and her legs wrapped around my hips as she moved in sync with me. I took her hands, clasping them in mine and holding them over her head as I thrust, and thrust and thrust like my very soul needed this to live.

      “Summer. Look at me.”

      She opened her eyes. They were so fucking beautiful, and my heart did somersaults in my chest. Jesus, fucking Christ, I was in love with her.

      She watched me and then bit her lip as if she was holding back saying something. I knew then, she loved me too. If this were a romance book, I’d tell her how I felt and we’d live happily ever after. But this was life and life wasn’t fair.

      There weren’t words, but the love hung in the air, wrapping around us as I pumped into her, again and again, until she arched her head back, and cried out my name.

      Her body clamped hard, like a vise around my cock, and shot me to heaven for one single perfect moment that I’d cherish forever as I headed back to hell.
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        * * *

      

      I was a total asshole, and Summer deserved better. I was a U.S. Marine whose job was to search locations for explosives in the middle of a war. But I wasn’t brave enough to tell the woman I loved how I felt, or to say goodbye. Instead, I’d spent all night writing after I walked her home; I set the letter on the mantle of the fireplace.

      Dear Summer,

      I hate myself for hurting you, but there’s no other way. I’m a coward and a bastard because I can’t bring myself to say goodbye. You brought me a little bit of sunshine where none had been for a long time, and for that, I’ll always be grateful to you.

      I don’t know what the future holds for me, but I know that for you, it will be filled with success in your career, happiness with your family, and someday, a husband and children of your own.

      Promise me that you won’t wait for me or try to contact me. You must live your life to the fullest, and you can’t do that with me. Don’t think about me or what may become of me, except to know that I will forever hold you in my heart.

      ~ Rafe

      I considered rewriting it, but to what end? There was no better way to say that she needed to know to move on without me.

      With one final glance at the letter, I picked up my duffle bag and hiked the strap over my shoulder. I walked out of my grandmother’s house for the last time and got into the cab I’d called to take me to the airport.

      The good news was that I wasn’t afraid to die anymore because I was pretty sure it couldn’t be any worse than the pain of leaving Summer.
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      Don’t think about me or what may become of me, except to know that I will forever hold you in my heart.

      Even after five years, reading Rafe’s letter still broke my heart. Not just because I loved and lost him, but because I could read in it his belief he wouldn’t survive and if he did, he wouldn’t be the man he felt he should be.

      I was young then, but not so young to know that nothing I could have said would have changed his mind. So, I had to respect his wishes, which was impossible to do. I would have never, ever forgotten those six weeks no matter what. They were as precious to me as the reminder of our time together that lay sleeping next to me.

      At four years old, Emmaline, Emma for short, took after her father with those large round dark eyes, thick dark hair, and olive skin. She often woke in the night and would come into my room to sleep, as she was now, all snuggled against me.

      I pushed a tendril of her long dark hair from her face, wondering what happened to Rafe and if he’d have changed his mind, not for me, but for our child.

      That first night that he’d taken my virginity, I’d known I was playing with fire to have sex with him. All I knew is I wanted him, and when it was over, I wanted him more. So, the next day, I drove up to Richmond, telling my father it was for grad school paperwork, and instead visited a clinic to get the fastest working most powerful birth control pills available. Turns out I could lie after all.

      Either it was too little too late, or the pills didn’t work. Either way, I discovered I was pregnant the day Rafe left. I was late on my period, which I initially didn’t notice because I was living in a love-filled bliss. But when I did, I rushed two towns over to buy a pregnancy test. I didn’t need people in Hope knowing I’d bought that.

      When it came up positive, I was scared, and yet happy too. I knew Rafe was pessimistic about life. His time with Gavin didn’t help much with that. He’d tried to help Gavin pull his life together. They’d gone fishing, as they had when they were boys. Rafe tried to find athletic activities Gavin could do, but Gavin told him he was an insensitive ass.

      So, instead of Rafe being able to encourage Gavin to get help, Gavin ended up representing what Rafe thought he’d become. I’d hoped that a baby would show Rafe the goodness in him and give him a reason to strive to live, as he wanted me to do.

      But when I got to his grandma’s house that night, all I found was the letter. I cried like a baby. And then I planned to burn the letter, I was so angry. Finally, I tucked the letter away, along with my precious memories, and did what Rafe asked. I lived my life to the fullest.

      It hadn’t been easy. Because of Gavin’s situation, I didn’t want to burden my father with my pregnancy, so I put off saying anything as long as I could. By the end of the summer, I was only a few months pregnant. Being a big girl already, a little extra weight around the middle wasn’t going to make people talk.

      I went to graduate school as planned and considered moving to Richmond to shield my family from town gossip. After all, my mother had run off, my brother was a drunk, and now I was knocked up. But with a baby coming and tuition to pay, I knew I couldn’t afford it. And quitting wasn’t an option because I knew I’d need the degree to support my child, and fulfill Rafe’s one request of me; to live my life to the fullest.

      So, in October, when I was five months pregnant, and my father was already reeling from the DUI Gavin got, I told him about the baby. Not wanting to lie, I told him the father was in the military and back in the middle east. I didn’t correct his assumption that the father was someone I met in Richmond.

      God, I loved my father. He was disappointed, but he also loved his kids, and he continued to let me live at home and offered me emotional support.

      In February the next year, Emma was born, and she was a true miracle. Gavin took one look at her and something in him changed. He started going to AA meetings and counseling through the Veterans Administration. He groveled and begged for a second chance with Lainey, which she finally gave him and eventually they married. The two of them, along with my father, helped me with Emma while I worked to finish school. Today, Gavin was four years sober. He owned a popular local restaurant, and he and Lainey were expecting their first child.

      Emma had her grandpa wrapped around her finger too. A part of me wondered if it was because of all the ladies that would stop to talk to him when he took her to the park. It didn’t matter. He let us live with him for the two years I was in graduate school, and one more year as I got my first real year of work under my belt. Last year, I rented a little townhouse in a newer section of town for Emma and me.

      Today, life was good. I completed my licensing requirements and passed the test so that I was now a Licensed Clinical Social Worker, but instead of working with children, I was working as a counselor at the Veterans Administration in Richmond.

      The only sad bit was that Rafe wasn’t here to see this little miracle he made with me. If she could inspire Gavin to get his shit together, certainly she could help Rafe see his worth. After all, he created her.

      Shaking my head of the melancholy, I put the letter back in my side table drawer, and rolled over to pull my daughter close.

      “Hey, sleepy head. Time to get up.”

      “Mommy.” She rolled away from me, pulling the covers up nearly over her head. She wasn’t a morning person.

      “Come on, pumpkin.” I gave her a raspberry on her cheek.

      She giggled. “Eww.”

      Our mornings were routine; getting up, dressed and ready for the day. I’d read a study that said kids who had meals with their families did better in school, so I always had breakfast and dinner with her, unless she was a sleepover with one of her little friends from daycare.

      We sat at the table eating our cereal when Emma pointed her finger at me. “Pull my finger, mommy.”

      I lifted my brows. “Who taught you that?”

      “Paw Paw. Pull it.”

      “I’m not going to pull your finger at the table. That’s gross.” I squished my nose and reminded myself to have a talk with my father about what not to teach my child.

      “Paw Paw’s farts are really loud. And smelly.”

      I rolled my eyes but smiled. It was surprising how funny she thought bodily function humor was. I could say the word ‘butt’ and she’d keel over laughing.

      “Can we go to the river again?” She was off on a new topic.

      “Soon, baby.” Apparently, Rafe had taken my advice and rented his grandmother’s property as a vacation rental. I thought he set up the short-term rentals instead of long-term in case he’d want to come home sometimes to visit. But in the last five years, no one had seen nor heard from him.

      I had an agreement with Lainey to let me know when the property was empty, and sometimes Emma and I would go there to have a picnic on the river. She couldn’t know her father, but she could learn about her grandmother. I didn’t tell her Emmaline had been her great-grandmother. I was afraid she might say something to my father or Gavin, or someone who knew them and then my secret would be out. But I did tell her about Emmaline and her grandson, Rafe, who was a brave soldier that worked with dogs.

      It had been nearly a month since we’d been there, but the last I’d checked with Lainey, the house was occupied.

      We were out the door on time, walking three doors up to my friend Jess’ house. She was a stay-at-home mom who ran a daycare from her home. She had a daughter, Chloe, who was Emma’s age and two other children who were in school during the day. The situation worked perfectly for me.

      “Emma!” Chloe ran with her arms up toward Emma. They hugged like they hadn’t seen each other for years, even though they’d seen each other the day before.

      “If only Steve greeted me like that,” Jess said about her husband.

      “Those types of greetings are why you have three kids.”

      “Oh yeah.”

      I kissed my baby girl goodbye and then headed from Hope up to Richmond to work. Forty-five minutes later I entered the Veterans Administration building heading to my office. I had several individual patients I met with but, also, I did a group for veterans. While all of them had PTSD, most were functioning pretty well in the world. They had jobs and families. Some had prior substance abuse problems but were now all clean.

      Outsiders might think they didn’t need counseling anymore, but they’d be wrong. These vets learned to manage the dreams, and the overwhelming fight or flight urge when a helicopter flew overhead or there was a loud noise. Most said it was exhausting to maintain normalcy, and so, they had a place where they could talk with others experiencing the same challenges.

      As I neared my office, Jacob Loeb, another therapist approached me. “Summer, do you have a minute?”

      “Yeah sure.”

      “I’ve got a new intake this morning, but my wife just called and my daughter has had some issue at school that I need to take care of. Georgia says you don’t have anything until ten this morning. Can you take this?”

      “Sure.” I took the file he handed me.

      “I can’t tell you anything about it as I haven’t read it.”

      “No problem. I’ll read it now.”

      “He’s in the waiting room.”

      Meaning there wasn’t time to read it. “Oh…well. I guess I’ll read it later.”

      “Great, I’ll have Georgia send him down. Thanks again, Summer.” Jacob ran back up the hall and I entered my office.

      My desk was against the wall, which gave more space for a small couch for my clients and a chair for me.

      I heard a motion at the door and turned to greet the new intake. “Hello, I’m—” My heart lodged in my throat.

      “Summer.” Rafe stood in the doorway looking even more handsome and lost than I remembered.
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      Summer was as beautiful and pure as I remembered. No, she was even more beautiful, and I couldn’t stop staring at her.

      “Rafe. Come in.” She walked from around her desk to approach me. I thought she’d hug me. I hoped she would. But instead, she extended her hand. It felt a bit like a slap in the face considering the last time I saw her, my cock was buried deep inside her tight sexy body.

      I swallowed and took her hand. It was small and warm, just like I remembered. “I didn’t know you were here. I thought you were working with kids.”

      She motioned for me to sit on the small couch, while she took a seat in a chair across from it. “After everything with Gavin, I decided I wanted to work with veterans. He’s much better now.”

      I nodded. I knew Gavin had gotten his shit together. I’d been emailing him and even saw him a few times since my discharge. But clearly, he’d kept my confidence and hadn’t mentioned my return to anyone, including Summer. He also hadn’t mentioned Summer’s job at the VA.

      “I didn’t know you were back.” Her tone had a slight edge to it. As if she was offended that I hadn’t contacted her. Again, considering that the last time I’d seen her we’d fucked like rabbits, I supposed it was rude that I hadn’t contacted her. I had thought about it. I’d wanted to. But she had a life now and I had nothing.

      “I’ve been discharged for about six months. Since then I’ve traveled mostly.” The truth was, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I couldn’t bring myself to go home. I didn’t know what sort of work I could do or what life to build. So I put all decisions off and traveled.

      As it turned out, Summer’s idea of renting my grandmother’s home was a good one, because I had a little nest egg saved from rental income.

      She nodded and shifted in her chair as if she was uncomfortable. It was strange to feel off balance around her. She’d always been the one person that seemed to put the world straight for me. But her discomfort made me uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry that I haven’t had time to read your file. What’s brought you here today?”

      I frowned. We grew up together. Were friends. Lovers. And now I was just a client? I sighed. “Gavin suggested I come.”

      Her brows rose in surprise. “You’ve been in touch with Gavin?”

      “Yes. I’d been feeling a little…displaced…unfocused now that I’m out of the military and he seems to have it all figured out.”

      She smiled, and it was so sweet and lovely it made my heart hurt with longing. “I’m so proud of him.” Then as if she decided she said something wrong, she stopped smiling and gave me an intent look. “So, you’re looking for some direction?”

      “I guess. Mostly I’m here to appease Gavin. I don’t see how talking is going to set my life right.”

      She nodded and had an expression that suggested she’d heard that statement before. “Well, what do you think is stopping you from figuring out what to do next in your life?”

      The dreams. The grief. The feeling like I don’t belong in the country I spent nearly twelve years protecting. I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and again, I felt like she had heard all this before. That’s when it dawned on me that she was treating me like a patient and not an old friend. Anger boiled in my gut. I wasn’t like all those other patients. Sure they may have the dreams and feelings of displacement, but how many had slept with her? How many knew every inch of her creamy soft skin?

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “What do you mean?” I worked to keep my voice level.

      “Your expression changed. Are you angry or upset?”

      I shook my head. “Just biding my time until you say I can go and I can tell Gavin I tried it his way.”

      “Except you’d be lying.”

      A flash of white-hot heat spiked in my gut. “You don’t know me.” Because the hot energy was too much to contain sitting down, I stood and began to pace.

      “I know you haven’t really given this a go. I know you have some intense feelings going on that you’re not telling me about.”

      I whirled on her. “You want to know what I’m feeling?”

      She nodded, looking all prim and professional in her dark skirt and a crisp shirt that should have looked boring, but on her curves was too fucking sexy.

      I leaned over her, putting my hands on the arms of her chair. “I’m pissed that you can sit in this chair and act like that last time I saw you I hadn’t fucked you until you screamed my name.”

      She didn’t flinch, but she did look up at me with those golden eyes. “I know this is awkward, but you’re here to see a professional. I’m being professional. If you want to fuck someone, you’ll have to go somewhere else.”

      I laughed derisively as I pushed away and stalked to the other side of the room. “I knew this was a mistake.”

      “Why?” How did she do that? Speak with such indifference?

      Still, she was right. I was there for professional help. But I didn’t like her, a woman I’d loved, using her psychological bullshit on me. Pulling my anger together, I sat on the couch. “Because talking doesn’t change anything.”

      “There are people who disagree with you.”

      “Does it bring back the brothers I lost? My dog?” Shit, I didn’t want to talk about that.

      Her eyes softened. “No, but it can help you work through the grief of it. I’m sorry for your loss, Rafe.”

      The way she said my name sounded like the old Summer, not professional therapist Summer. Still. “Everyone is sorry, but they’re still gone.”

      She nodded. “I know you’ve talked to Gavin, but have you talked to others?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why don’t you give it a try? Give yourself a month to talk to someone. We have a group that meets twice a week with men who’ll understand you and the challenges you’re going through.”

      “What do we talk about?” It seemed like a waste of time, but if I wasn’t needing a change, I wouldn’t be here.

      “Why don’t we start with why you’re angry at me for not fucking you right now, when you told me to move on and haven’t even bothered to tell me you’d come back home.”

      I was surprised by her statement and wondered if that was a real counseling question. Then again, she was right. I was an asshole. It’s why I didn’t tell her or anyone I was home. I didn’t want all that welcome home, thank you for serving our country bullshit.

      “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

      She nodded. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “I don’t remember you being so bossy.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “You’re upset because I’m not acting like Summer your friend.”

      The comment stung because I’d thought we’d been more than friends. “It’s taking some getting used to.”

      She stared at me for a moment. “All you had to do was ask Gavin how to reach me, and I would have been there, as your friend. But in this office, my job is to help veterans like you sort out their lives.”

      I sighed. “I don’t belong here anymore.”

      She studied me for a moment. “You mean in Hope?”

      “Anywhere. Except in the middle of a war. How fucked up is that?”

      “It is fucked up,” she agreed. “And not uncommon, which I don’t say to make you feel better. It’s just to let you know that it’s a common experience among vets who spend time in warzones.”

      She was right, it didn’t make me feel better. “So how do they overcome it?”

      “By talking about it.”

      That was a bunch of bullshit, but I was game if it meant being able to see Summer. “Sure. What do we talk about?”

      She sighed and put her notebook down. “The thing is, Rafe, you’re right that this is strange since I know you so intimately. Because of that, it would be unethical for me to be your counselor.”

      “What? You’re quitting on me?” Was it because I’d gotten mad?

      “Not quitting. There are excellent counselors here who can help you.”

      I was shaking my head before she finished. “I don’t want to talk to strangers. You know me.”

      “That’s the point.”

      “Who better to help me than someone who knows my history? Knows my demons. Counseling is fucked up if it says you can’t help me.”

      “You need a neutral party. I’m not neutral.”

      I’m not sure why, but I liked hearing that. Neutral meant no emotion. If she wasn’t neutral, she felt something. Even if it was anger, I’d take it. “It’s you or no one.”

      “Rafe.”

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “I see you or no one.”

      “It can only be professional.”

      “Sure. Of course.” And yet I’d already had a vision of bending her over her desk and fucking her from behind. I really was an asshole.

      She stood and went to her desk. I rose from the couch and stood across from her. As she looked through her calendar, I scanned her office trying to get a sense of her life. My gaze stopped on a picture of a little girl.

      I picked it up. “Who’s this?”

      For a moment she looked like deer with its eyes caught in the headlights. She took a deep breath. “That’s my daughter.”

      What the fuck? The statement was like a punch to the gut. Another man had loved her. They’d made a child together. I chastised myself because wasn’t that what I wanted for her? Hadn’t I told her that’s what she needed to do?

      “Who’s the lucky guy?”

      “It’s just me and Emma.”

      Emma. It was a pretty name. It made me think of my grandmother. Then I frowned. Where was this guy? Why were she and her kid alone? “Was he an asshole? Did he hurt you?” The idea of it sent a murderous rage coursing through my bloodstream. I didn’t sacrifice my heart just so some other asshole could break hers.

      She stood and took the picture from me, setting it back on her desk. “We have a group tomorrow that I think you should come to. You don’t have to share, but I think you’ll find value in hearing their stories.” She handed me a slip of paper. “Afterward, I can schedule in a session for you.”

      A session. “Gee, thanks doc.”

      She gave me a smirk. “Rafe, this is my job.”

      Asshole. “Right. Sorry.”

      She came around her desk again and walked toward her door. I guess that was my cue that my time was up.

      As she reached for the handle, I blocked her from opening the door. It put me in close proximity to her. Close enough that I could smell her sweet scent and feel her warmth. It brought back the memories of those six weeks I spent with her in my arms.

      I reached out and toyed with a tendril of her blonde hair. “My sweet Summer.”

      Her eyes flashed with heat, and I was glad to finally see recognition of the personal connection we’d had. Before she could remind me again that she was a professional, I dropped my hand and let her open the door.

      As I walked out of the VA hospital, I realized that for the first time in five years, my heart didn’t feel like a dead lead weight in my chest. My sweet Summer had brought me a little bit of warmth and light. I was still an asshole that wasn’t good enough for her, and I’d need to remember that.
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      It took a good fifteen minutes to regroup once Rafe left. It wasn’t just the shock of his sudden appearance, but the potency of the man. He’d always had something about him that made him stand out, but now it was even more. He seemed bigger, darker, more intense. And holy cow, sexier than ever. He got angry at my professionalism. If he only knew that the whole time I was imagining him naked while I straddled his giant cock and rode him on the couch.

      I laughed at myself because I hadn’t thought about sex much in the last five years. While there had been a few opportunities, including a proposition from married Jacob, I hadn’t been interested. When I was in need of some sexual relief, I took care of those needs by myself. When I did, Rafe was always the star of the show.

      Then there was the initial panic at his seeing Emma’s picture. She looked so much like him, I don’t know how he didn’t put two and two together. Thankfully he hadn’t. That thought made me feel guilty because he had a right to know. But until I knew his state of mental health and he got his life together, I had to protect my baby girl.

      Eventually, I pulled my emotions and hormones back in order and was able to get through the day. I left an hour early so I could visit my brother before picking up Emma from daycare. I had a few questions about his contact with Rafe, and why he never said anything to me.

      I arrived at his restaurant, which sat on the edge of town at the bend in the river. I was so proud of not only his business success but even more so how he got his life together and fought his demons every day to be the man he wanted to be. I had some concerns when he bought the restaurant with bar. As a recovering alcoholic, working around booze didn’t seem like a good idea, but so far, so good. He hadn’t touched the stuff since just after Emma was born.

      I walked in and saw a group of men standing in a circle. The tension was high although I couldn’t immediately figure out what was going on.

      “Lester, he doesn’t want a drink,” my brother was saying to Lester Smalls. Lester was alright, except when he was drinking. Then he was an asshole.

      “I just want to thank him for his service.” Lester reached his arm out as if he wanted to pat someone. That ‘someone’ was Rafe, whose eyes darted around the room, his breathing harsh and shallow. Oh God, he was having a panic attack.

      “He appreciates that, but he doesn’t want a drink. Now, please leave the man be.” My brother had his eye on Rafe and Lester, while other men stood around watching. Like Rafe was some freak show.

      I wanted to run to him and wrap my arms around him, pull him from the commotion and take him somewhere to soothe his soul. But I knew touching him might make it worse. He needed less stimulation right now, not more.

      “What is it about you pussy Marines? Can’t hold a drink,” Lester scoffed.

      I walked behind my brother, hoping that Rafe would see me, and if he did, I could lead him out of the restaurant.

      My brother didn’t take his eyes off Rafe but did acknowledge me. “Can you help him?”

      “I’ll try.” I had read through Rafe’s file finally, and it suggested he had nightmares, anxiety, and depression. He wasn’t on any medication to help manage the anxiety or depression. The person taking his call made a note that indicated Rafe was resistant to any medicinal help. I supposed that went back to his parents, and his desire to not end up like them. Of course, the medication to manage emotions was a far cry from fentanyl.

      Rafe took a step back from Lester and his eyes looked to the door as if assessing how far away it was.

      “Rafe,” I said his name calmly and gently.

      His gazed jerked to mine immediately and held.

      I smiled and started moving slowly toward him with my hand out. He looked at my hand as if it had cooties until finally he reached out and took it.

      “How about we get out of here?”

      He swallowed hard and nodded.

      “Can’t help you if you want booty,” Lester sneered. Rafe stiffened and shot Lester a hard, cold stare.

      “Lester I’m going to ban you from this place if you don’t stop being a fucking asshole,” my brother said. “Get him out of here,” he murmured to me.

      With a gentle tug, I lead Rafe outside. Once there, he inhaled a deep breath. “Fuck.”

      Then he started walking along River Street presumably toward his grandmother’s house. He seemed to have forgotten I was there, but I trotted along. I didn’t say anything, instead, giving him space to clear his head.

      Eventually, we arrived at his grandmother’s house, but he didn’t go in. Instead, he walked around the side to the back toward the river. About halfway through the wooded backyard, he started stripping his clothes. First his shirt, revealing a broad sculpted back that tapered down to a lean waist. Next, he kicked off his shoes and socks, then his jeans. Finally, near the water, his briefs came off.

      He was a man struggling with inner demons, but I couldn’t stop all the carnal images playing in my brain. He was so sexy, with hard chiseled muscles and a perfect ass. Just looking at him made all my girly parts come alive with wanton desire.

      He dove into the water without a glance back, making me wonder if he forgot I was there. When he didn’t come up right away, I had a niggle of worry about his intentions.

      “Shit.” I started to pull out my phone to call 911 before heading into the water, but then he surfaced, rolled onto his back and floated. Deciding he was okay, I put my phone away. I picked up his clothes, folding them and setting them on a rock near the water’s edge. Then I found a spot to sit and wait.

      Eventually, he swam to shore, and started to walk out of the water like James Bond, except Rafe didn’t have on swimming briefs. He was gloriously naked. Even when it wasn’t at full staff, his dick was sizable.

      He saw me and smirked. “Enjoying the view?”

      I had been, but his tone wasn’t playful. It had an edge of anger or maybe he was hiding his embarrassment at being vulnerable. His face had an expression as if he was daring me to respond. Not wanting to be pulled into his game, I focused on his face as he approached me.

      I knew I needed to choose my words wisely. He wouldn’t like me asking if he was okay. And he probably wouldn’t like me asking if diving into the river was one of his coping mechanisms. If I had to guess, I would have said working out was his method because I was certain there wasn’t a single ounce of fat on him.

      “Can I get you something?” I finally asked.

      He shrugged as he stopped in front of me still naked and dripping with water. It might have been sexy if a dark intensity wasn’t radiating off of him. Actually, it was still sexy.

      “Do you want me to go?” I asked.

      He smirked. “Last time we were here, I took your virginity, remember that Summer?”

      “I remember.” I was proud that my voice stayed cool and professional.

      His eyes flashed with annoyance, a clear sign he didn’t like that I wasn’t taking the bait. He grabbed his clothes and headed to the house. I followed him inside, wishing he’d cover up. At least his briefs. And maybe his shirt.

      Inside he got a glass and filled it with water, drinking it down. He took a few deep breaths, and I could see the tension begin to drop. “I’ve got some food if you want dinner.”

      His comment surprised me, and a part of me wished I could stay. I even wondered if he planned to cook and serve me while naked. But I shook my head. “I need to pick up Emma.”

      His head whipped around to mine. “That’s right, you’re a mom.”

      And you’re a dad. I had felt guilty for not saying anything in my office, except that discussion seemed like it would be better in a more personal setting. But after what I just witnessed, I felt like I needed to assess him more before exposing him to Emma. People with PTSD weren’t automatically violent. In fact, most weren’t and instead withdrew into themselves, as Rafe had at the restaurant. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t be violent or volatile. I needed to know before telling him about Emma. He had a right to know, for sure, but my job was to protect Emma. That came first.

      “I am.”

      He scoffed. “You got your happy, sunny, little life.”

      Rage rose up in me. I couldn’t keep my voice from sounding terse. “Don’t you ever dismiss my life.” I turned to leave.

      “I gave you that life.” He roared at me.

      I stopped, turning to him, not sure what he meant. Did he mean Emma? Did he know? Or did he mean when he left and told me to move on? Or that being a soldier, he gave all of us the ability to have safe lives? Either way, he was right.

      “Thank you.” Then I turned again to leave.

      “Thank you for your service…is that all I get?” he asked derisively.

      With my hand on the door, I said, “What do you want, Rafe?”

      “Fuck.” The word came out like he was exasperated. When he didn’t say more, I opened the door. “Summer.”

      I stopped again and looked over my shoulder.

      “Was he good to you? Your kid’s father?”

      I nodded. “Yes, he was.” Guilt and sadness flooded my senses as I realized what he’d meant before by giving me my life. He’d walked away from me when he hadn’t wanted to. But now we had to live with those choices. I walked out the door and back to town. I wanted to talk to my brother, but instead, I got in my car and picked up Emma. She was my life now.

      “Mommy?” Emma asked after we’d eaten dinner. “Can we do finger paints?”

      Inside I cringed. I didn’t want to deal with such a mess. I read a ton of books on how to be a good mom, and one had talked about the importance of tactile play. So, we had finger paints, a sand tray, a water table on the back porch, and the easiest to clean of them all, play dough that Emma I made from scratch. “How about playdough?”

      She thought for a moment. “Okay.”

      Once I cleared the table, I set up space for her and pulled out the containers of dough.

      “Will you play with me, mommy?”

      “Absolutely.” I sat next to her and pulled out a glob of green dough, rolling and squishing it in my hands. I had to admit, there was something cathartic about it.

      Emma rolled out little balls, lining them up in front of her. Then she started rolling out longer strips that looked like snakes. She began assembling them into what looked like stick people.

      “What are you making, Em?”

      “This is a family. Here’s the mommy.” She pointed to one of the people. “And here’s the baby.”

      “What’s this one?” I pointed to a third person.

      “That’s the daddy.” She looked up at me. “Chloe has a daddy, but I don’t.”

      I tried to smile, but inside I was dying a little bit. It wasn’t the first time she’d said something about not having a daddy. Each time, I was able to gloss around it, which I’m sure child experts would frown on. I didn’t want to lie, and yet, I couldn’t tell the truth. No one in Hope knew about me and Rafe’s summer fling, much less that he was Emma’s father. And as much as I wanted to tell her, I couldn’t trust that she wouldn’t tell others.

      “You do have a daddy, he just isn’t here.”

      “Doesn’t he like me?” Her little brows pulled together. She was killing me.

      “Oh, honey.” I took her little hands in mine and made sure I had her attention. “Your daddy being gone isn’t because of you.”

      “Then how come?”

      I sighed. “It’s just how it turned out. I know he’d love you to bits just like I do though.” The Rafe I saw today didn’t seem particularly paternal, but he was dealing with a lot of emotional baggage. I had to believe that part of the sweet caring man I’d known before was still there, and he’d love his child. But I couldn’t test that theory. Not yet anyway.

      “Can Uncle Gavin be my daddy?”

      I laughed. “No. He’s going to be someone else’s daddy when Aunt Lainey has her baby. But he can be an uncle and uncles sometimes do what daddy’s do.”

      “He doesn’t kiss you and sleep in your bed.”

      I snorted. Kids had an interesting view of the world. “Well no, but he and your Paw Paw take you to the park sometimes. And play with you.”

      She considered this and nodded. She then went back to her play dough. I smiled as I watched her. Being her mother might not be exciting. My life might be simple. And goodness knew that it wasn’t perfect. But it was good. The only thing missing was Rafe. But until I knew his plans and his mental health, all I could be was grateful that he gave me the most precious gift in Emma.
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      In retrospect, walking around buck naked in front of Summer may not have been the best idea. Or being an asshole to her, for that matter.

      In my defense, I was so focused on pulling my shit back together, I hardly noticed she was there. Well, that wasn’t quite true. I knew she was there, and there was a weird comfort to it. Like even though I felt like I was on the edge of losing myself, she would be there to catch me if I did.

      To her credit, she didn’t yammer at me about my feelings. She just followed me home, and let me do my thing, which in this case, was to take a naked dive into cold water to snap me out of it. While some vets took drugs or drank. I exercised or plunged into cold water to help me deal with the overwhelming anxiety that would hit for seemingly no reason. A sound. A jet plane or helicopter. An aggressive voice. Asshole fuckheads like Lester Smalls.

      Mixed with the comfort Summer’s presence had offered, I felt like a weakling. In my mind, I knew this wasn’t true. I knew my situation was the same for vets throughout history. But in my heart, in my gut, I felt like I should be stronger than that. I was a Marine for fuck’s sake.

      Because I couldn’t deal with having her see me like that, I lashed out, first with sexually verbal aggression. I scraped my hand over my face as I realized I’d done that in her office too when I caged her in her chair. I really was an asshole.

      Later, when she couldn’t stay because of her kid, jealousy had me lashing out again. Someone had taken what should have been mine. Yes, I gave her up and told her to move on, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt that someone else got to have what I could have had if I’d made a different choice. And now it was too late because even though that guy was gone, I still wasn’t good enough for someone as sweet and pure as Summer.

      I took a shower and got dressed, then made myself a sandwich for dinner, and contemplated getting in my car, the first I had owned since joining the Marines, and driving west until the road ended. I supposed that would be California.

      A knock on the door broke me of my pity party. For a moment, I’d wondered if it was Summer, but then I remembered she had a kid. She had more important things to worry about than me.

      “It’s Gavin.” The door opened and Gavin’s head popped in. “You decent?”

      For a minute, I wondered if he knew about my naked plunge in front of his sister. “I am now.”

      “Take a skinny dip?” Gavin knew of my methods for dealing with my crazy emotions.

      “First thing.”

      He quirked a brow. “Did Summer see that?” He sat in one of the old chairs that needed reupholstering.

      “In all my glory.” I raised my soda can to him in salute.

      “Jesus, Rafe.” He shook his head. “Well, at least it wasn’t the other way around. I’d have to beat the shit out of you if you saw her in all her glory.”

      Inside, I laughed. God, if he only knew. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Gavin’s face turned serious. “You’re alright though?”

      “Yeah.” I stared at him for a moment. “You didn’t tell me Summer was at the VA. Or that she had a kid.”

      Gavin sat back, and it occurred to me that if I was a good host, I’d offer him a soda. I was about to, when he replied, “I didn’t? I guess that’s because most of our talking has been about you.”

      Now I felt guilty. I wasn’t just an asshole, I was a selfish, self-centered asshole.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d see her. It wouldn’t be right for her to be your counselor since you two are friends. At least she wasn’t allowed to see me because I’m her brother. I assumed you wouldn’t run into her.”

      I decided not to tell him how I’d bullied her into being my counselor. “And the kid? Who’s the father?” I hoped he’d left town because I might have to beat him up otherwise.

      Gavin shrugged. “She never said. I got the impression she met him in Richmond when she was in school.”

      “So, he’s not around?” I wondered for a minute if she was pregnant already that summer. She’d said we didn’t have to worry about pregnancy when I was fucking her. But then I remembered she’d been a virgin, and I was pretty sure that was true because she was gloriously tight that first time. I guessed that meant she’d been ready to sow her oats, so to speak, after I left.

      Gavin shook his head. “He was military, apparently. Got shipped off. I’m not sure he even knows. I don’t have all the details since I wasn’t quite myself then. But Emma…ah, Emma…I hope my kid is as great as she is.”

      For a moment, I had a thought that she might have been referring to me when she told Gavin about her baby daddy. Clearly, she hadn’t mentioned our time together five years ago, because he would have beaten the shit out of me, and wouldn’t be helping me acclimate home. But I immediately rejected that idea. Summer was the kind of woman that would have told me.

      “Well, with Lainey as a mother, she has a fighting chance.”

      Gavin grinned. “Giving me grief, Rafe?”

      “That’s what buddies do.” It was nice to sit with him. Almost like when we were boys before we learned about how destructive the world could be. “Wanna go fishing?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”
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        * * *

      

      There were moments when I felt normal. Sitting on the riverbank fishing with Gavin, I had a glimpse of normalcy. In Gavin, I saw a man who was broken by war but was saying ‘fuck you’ to his demons and living a happy life. He swore it was due to a loving wife and family, daily AA meetings, and weekly groups at the VA, although not the one Summer runs.

      I still couldn’t see how talking could do anything but hash up the all the horror I was trying to escape, but my current plan wasn’t working, so I figured I should give it try. Maybe then my home town, even my own home, wouldn’t feel so foreign to me. Perhaps I could find peace and build a family like Gavin had.

      Summer’s gold eyes and gorgeous smile flashed in my brain. But I wouldn’t let myself believe that any family I could have would be with her, even though my soul yearned for it.

      That evening I went to bed tired, but for once not completely emotionally strung out, which was something considering I’d had an anxiety episode. My bedroom was the only thing different in the house from when I grew up. Being a grown man, I decided it was time for a bed larger than a twin. The king size bed took up most of the room, but I had space for a small bedside table and dresser. What more was needed in a bedroom?

      Once in bed, I opened the bedside table drawer and pulled out the picture Summer gave me five years ago. At the time, I’d been a little annoyed because it was another act that suggested she’d want more beyond the six weeks I could give her. Now I knew she meant it for what it was; a talisman to remember the good when things were bad.

      In the photo, her blonde waves were full and free around her face, her hazel eyes sparkled with gold, and her pink lips held a sexy smile. I carried that photo on me through the dust and heat of Iraq. A part of me wondered what people at home would think if I died and the photo was found on me. But it was like a lifeline to sanity, so it stayed with me, always.

      And now I’d be seeing her for counseling. In some ways, it would be weird to share the terror that existed in my head, and at the same, it felt natural. She was the only person I seemed to feel safe around to share what was rattling around up there. The only problem would be to keep my libido in check when I met with her.

      My dick jerked and started to thicken at the thought. I pushed the covers back and stroked a hand up and then down my cock. He thickened even more. There was a time I thought he was broken too, but as I conjured images of Summer in my brain, he came to life.  I closed my eyes and thought back to that first time on the riverbank when she let me be the first to experience her hot, tight pussy. She might have had another man since then, but I’d been there first.

      I used the precum on my tip to lubricate my dick as I massaged him, slowly, but firmly. I remembered the first moment I passed through her barrier, and my brain nearly exploded in intense pleasure. My hips bucked up, and my hand stroked faster. I remembered wanting to be sure she came but unsure she would the first time. But then she did and nearly squeezed my dick off.

      “Fuck…so good.” I squeezed and then focused my efforts on the sensitive rim of my cock. When I’d come back then, I filled that sweet pussy so full, it was dripping out of her. “Yes…” My hand resumed jerking the entire shaft. It was hard and red and ready to come.

      I slid my other hand down my body and cupped my balls, gently massaging them. Then picking up the pace, I stroked my cock, harder, faster. In my mind, Summer put those cupid-bow lips around my tip and holy fuck…I shot my load all over my chest and stomach.

      As I lay drenched in sweat and my cum, I realized that while I might not be good enough for Summer, she was good enough for me. The question was, could I be the man I was before and walk away, or was I a selfish bastard, who would take what he needed from her?
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      My job could be mentally draining, and while raising a child as a single mom was hard, it also helped offset some of the heartaches I had to deal with at work. At four years old, Emma was a delight with her inquisitive and curious nature, sweet disposition, and completely open heart. She could also be a little bossy, but the child development books said that was normal.

      So, after a morning discussing with Emma about where we might be able to visit in the world to find a real Unicorn, I headed off to work, ready to face the day, and hopefully Rafe. After yesterday, I wasn’t sure he’d come to the group or his session.

      The usual response people had to emotional and psychological trauma was avoidance, which made sense. Asking traumatized people to talk about their issues was asking them to re-experience the trauma, pain, fear, and grief all over again. But it was through facing and overcoming the demons that these vets could pursue a somewhat normal life.

      Rafe not only showed up, but he seemed open to the meeting. He gave me a smile but otherwise didn’t talk to me. It bugged me a little bit, but perhaps he took my talk about being professional to heart. Or maybe he was still annoyed at me for being a witness to his panic attack yesterday.

      The group went as usual. Simon, a Vietnam vet was having difficulty coping with his wife’s death from cancer several months back. “She always anticipated issues for me. I find I just want to stay home and hide from it all again.”

      The other members nodded their understanding, and a few offered to help with his needs like going grocery shopping with him.

      Rafe didn’t share anything except his introduction. His background as a dog handler in the Marines MP seemed to interest many of them, but Rafe’s change in demeanor, when asked about his dog, suggested that was a difficult subject.  Since it was his first group, no one, including me, pushed too hard.

      After the group, I told Rafe to meet me at my office. I had to make a quick pitstop and refill my coffee. He was waiting outside my door when I arrived back.

      “So, what did you think of the group?” I asked as I opened my door and let him in.

      He shrugged. “Seems like a good group of people.”

      I motioned for him to sit on the couch as I shut the door. “They all face similar challenges as you. Like Gavin does.”

      “They just hide it better than me?”

      I sat on the chair across from him. “No. Not necessarily. They still have moments, like you did yesterday, but they have fewer of them. They can also anticipate them and better avoid them.”

      “So how does this work?” He crossed his ankle over his knee.

      “How about we start with what happened yesterday.”

      “What do you want to know?” He asked nonchalantly, but I could see the annoyance in his eyes.

      “What triggered your anxiety?”

      “Lester Smalls getting in my face.”

      I nodded. Truth be told, Lester Smalls would make me anxious too.

      “I hate all that ‘let me buy you a drink to thank you for your service’ bullshit. But most people don’t try to force me to have a drink with them.”

      “Because everyone should know you don’t drink?” Despite his being gone for so long, most people who’d been in Hope while we grew up knew Rafe stayed away from booze and drugs after seeing what it did to his parents.

      “Because it’s rude,” he snapped.

      “You know Lester and how he is. Why did he get to you this time?”

      Rafe shrugged, and I could see the tension building as his jaw tightened.

      Maybe we’d get back to that later. “The dive into the river, is that your normal way to cope?”

      “That or going for a run. Something physical.”

      I nodded. “And it works?”

      “Yes.”

      “What if I hadn’t been there yesterday, what would have happened?”

      He frowned. “I don’t know.”

      “Would you have still been able to leave and dive in the river?”

      “Probably. Gavin would have gotten me out.”

      “What if he didn’t?”

      “I don’t know.” The tension in his voice ramped up.

      I studied him. “Have you ever not been able to get out, to go for your swim or exercise?”

      He inhaled a breath. “Once, a while ago. I’m not really interested in talking about it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m a man who doesn’t like to air his weaknesses.” He stood and began to pace.

      “Do you get violent?”

      He whirled on me. “You think I’m a violent man?”

      I tried to keep my voice and facial expression neutral, but I hated myself for pushing him, even though I knew he needed it. “You’re big and strong, and trained for violence.”

      He scoffed. “If only I was.” Then it was as if all the air had gone out of him and he sat on the couch again. “No. I don’t get violent. I become a big pussy.”

      A man like Rafe probably perceived that as being worse.

      “Men often have a skewed view of weakness. Especially military men.”

      He shrugged.

      I let him sit for a moment before continuing on. “Is that why you were angry with me yesterday? Because I saw you in a weak moment?”

      His dark eyes were piercing as they looked at me. “Yes. That was one reason.”

      “What was the other?”

      He laughed derisively, turning his head away and using the hand he’d stretched out over the back of the couch to poke at something in the seam.

      “You don’t want to tell me?”

      He went back to acting nonchalant. “You said we have to keep this professional.”

      “What you thought was unprofessional or telling me would be unprofessional?”

      There was a quick grin as if he’d thought of something amusing. “I didn’t like it that you let someone else fuck you and give you a child.”

      Irritation flared, but I worked to keep my neutral tone. “I see. Even though that’s what your letter told me to do?”

      “It’s fucked up, I know, but there it is.”

      “What’s funny about that?” I referred back to his smile earlier.

      “There’s nothing funny about it.”

      “So, why did you smile when I asked you about it?”

      He smiled again. “You asked if what I was thinking was unprofessional, and it made me think of something else I thought about that definitely was unprofessional.”

      There was a wicked gleam in his eyes that told me exactly what he’d been thinking. I was usually on my game when I was counseling, but having a history with Rafe was causing me problems. Should I ask him what his thought was? I wanted to know. My pussy had contracted at the thought of it, clearly, it wanted to know too. But his sexual thoughts didn’t have any bearing on his counseling. Did it?

      I decided to move on. “So, what did you do after I left?”

      “Gavin showed up. We talked and fished. Then he left. I masturbated, and then went to sleep.”

      I’d been counseling long enough to know when a client wanted to get a rise out of me. And while my blood did heat at the idea of Rafe stroking his long cock, I did a brilliant job of hiding it, unless the heat in my cheeks gave me away.

      “Is that what you normally do after you’ve had an episode?”

      “Fish?” His lips twitched up slightly, as he continued to try to get a response from me.

      “Any of it.”

      At first, his expression was smug, but then it morphed into seriousness. “Fishing, sometimes. Jacking off, no. That was the first time I’ve come in a long time.”

      It was perverse that I liked that news. It told me he hadn’t been with another woman in a while at least. Or if he had, he didn’t come. This, actually, was sort of sad. It told me he’d been alone without any intimacy, physically or emotionally. But the jealous woman in me liked it. God, counseling him was so wrong.

      “Why is that?” I was a glutton for punishment. How could I be talking to Rafe about masturbation? Because a lack of sexual drive is a symptom of depression, my brain reminded me. If he was sexually aroused, perhaps he was improving psychologically.

      “No interest, I guess.”

      “But yesterday you had interest?”

      He looked at me with that same expression he had before about whether or not he would be crossing the professional line. “I remembered us five years ago.”

      At least he wasn’t vulgar about it.

      “And that got you excited?”

      He laughed. “Fuck, Summer. How are you able to refer to sex in such an emotionless way? Do they teach that in counseling school?” He leaned forward. “Are you going to ask me what I thought of?”

      The answer should have been no because the images he used to get off didn’t matter to his psychological health. Or maybe they did, but it didn’t seem appropriate to ask since my interest wasn’t professional.

      But of course, I didn’t go with what my answer should have been. Looking at him with the same intensity and hoping he’d realize he couldn’t intimidate me, I said, “What did you think about?”

      His brows shot up to his hairline. Score one for Summer for surprising him.

      But then he leaned forward. “I thought about how tight you were when I took your virginity.”

      I swallowed, trying to remain disinterested, even as my pussy started to get wet.

      “I thought about how great it was and how much cum I pumped into you. Do you remember, Summer? It was leaking out of your sweet pussy.”

      Holy shit, I was going to spontaneously combust.

      He stood and walked over to me. He put his hands on the arms of my chair and leaned closer to me until our faces were millimeters apart. “I remembered you putting those sweet sexy lips around my cock and sucking me.”

      Then he put his filthy, dirty-speaking lips on mine, and I couldn’t stop the moan that came from tasting him again. My body ignited inside as his lips consumed mine, first hard and desperate, and then he slid his tongue in, and everything slowed down into a long languid kiss. When he finally pulled away, there was no hiding his effect on me.

      “I remembered that you were the one shining light in my life, sweet Summer.”

      He held my gaze for eternity as I processed the change in him. He’d used the vulgar to start with, but he ended by revealing a piece of himself. Our time together five years ago had meant something to him. It still meant something to him.

      I pressed my hand to his cheek, wishing I could be his sweet Summer again.

      “I understand you have to be professional when we’re in here…which…I realize now I crossed the line again, but if I promise to behave, can we be more…personal?...when we’re not in here?”

      I really wanted to say yes, but social work ethics were clear. “I’m sorry, Rafe. We can’t.”

      He studied me, looking in my eyes, perhaps to see if I meant it. Then he pushed away.

      “This counseling isn’t helping.” He went over and sat on the couch. “Not if it requires that I have to stay away from something that makes me happy.”

      My heart did a little dance that I made him happy. “Sometimes it’s hard. But it can help you. And while it’s a good sign that your sexual drive is kicking up again, you should focus on your mental health right now. Not on getting laid.”

      “Getting laid can be good for mental health.”

      “You need to focus on dealing with your anxiety. Unless you want medication to help—”

      “If I took meds, could I quit counseling and see you personally?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “You can’t quit counseling. But medication can—”

      “No.”

      “Then your focus should be on the counseling and the group first.”

      He looked like a sullen child. “Can I still masturbate?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure.”
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      It’s interesting how I was stronger in my ability to stay away from Summer when I was a 22-year-old horny guy that I was five years ago or now, as a trained and disciplined Marine. Of course, now I knew what I was missing. I knew how Summer’s sweetness could soothe my soul. I knew how her body could rock my world.

      This no-touch policy was driving me crazy. It didn’t seem right that the one thing that could help me was the one thing I couldn’t have.

      I wanted to make her happy. If I had any chance with her, I’d have to get my mental shit together, and clearly, that meant counseling. Initially, I’d thought that she was the only one I’d feel safe enough to share my inner demons with, but now I wasn’t sure. Not that I didn’t want her to know me, but if she knew what I’d seen, what darkness rattled around in my head, maybe she would be repulsed by me. Plus, being my counselor meant I couldn’t touch or kiss her, and good God, I wanted to kiss her. That little taste in her office was divine. I felt like a man dying of thirst having his first drink. She was warm and sweet, and I would have been happy to spend the entire session just kissing her. And because of that, I made a decision.

      This might be a bad idea, was what I thought as I walked up the front walk of Summer’s townhome later that evening. She had a child to raise, and for all I knew, perhaps another man in her life. If that was the case, I had to know.

      The townhome community was well-kept and filled with signs of young families, such as minivans, and kids’ bikes. Summer’s unit appeared to be a two-story with a pretty little flower pot with a range of colorful flowers on the front stoop.

      I knocked on the door and waited.

      “Rafe?” Summer said when she opened the door.

      “Hey. Am I interrupting?”

      “No, but…this isn’t—”

      “I know it’s against the rules, but I wanted to talk to you about that. Do you have time?”

      She seemed to think for a moment and then opened the door wider to let me in. Yeah! I made it through the first challenge.

      “Where’s your kid?” I scanned her place. Like the outside, it was clean and colorful. There were signs of her child; coloring books on a coffee table, and a box of dolls in the corner.

      “Emma is at a sleepover tonight. I was just going to have some wine and macaroni and cheese.”

      I smiled. “Still living the high life, I see.”

      “Can I get you something? I have water, milk, and juice.”

      I shook my head. “I wanted to ask about this counseling thing.”

      “Okay.”

      She stood just outside her kitchen area, while I was in the middle of the living room. She didn’t offer for me to sit, so I took a breath to give me the strength to muddle through what I needed to know. “The rule is that because you’re my counselor, we can’t spend time together personally, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So, if you weren’t my counselor—”

      “You should have counseling, Rafe.”

      “I know.” I held up my hand asking her to let me finish. “But it doesn’t have to be you, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So, if I had another counselor—”

      “You’d need to be in a different group too.”

      “Different group too,” I repeated, wishing she’d just let me get this out. “Then there’d be no reason why my being here would be inappropriate.”

      She nodded.

      I took another deep breath because this was where the hard part came. “If that were the case, that I had my counseling and group from someone else, would you want to see me personally?”

      Normally, I was a man filled with confidence and bravado, but for some reason, I was nervous as hell. Perhaps it was because Summer seemed essential to me, which was strange because I’d been gone from her for five years and had only seen her a few times since getting back. But there was no denying her pull on me was still there and still strong. So, I held my breath as I waited for her to answer.

      If I wasn’t mistaken, her expression appeared a little nervous too. I couldn’t figure out what for unless she didn’t think I was mentally healthy enough.

      “Yes,” she finally said.

      I blew out the breath I’d been holding. The tension in my body lessened, but I still wasn’t done.

      “Good. So, first, you’re fired as my counselor.”

      One blonde brow quirked up at my statement.

      “And second, you need to write down the name of a counselor I can call on Monday. And a group,” I said remembering that part.

      “Okay.” She stood there and studied me a moment.

      I stepped closer to her. “When you write it down, I’ll put it in my pocket, and then I’m going to kiss you.”

      Her breath hitched.

      “So, as soon as you give me that name, the sooner the kissing can begin.” Jesus, it was hard not to just grab her and kiss her right there. But I needed her to know that I understood and respected the rules. Until I had the name of a new counselor, she was hands-off.

      She had that wide-eyed expression of a deer with the eyes caught in the headlights, but then snapped out of it. “Right.” She turned and went into the kitchen. I followed her and watched as she pulled out a pen from a cup that looked like it had been decorated by a kid. She wrote on a piece of paper from a pad by her phone and then handed it to me.

      I didn’t bother to check the name. I just folded the paper and put it in my pocket.

      “Gavin is in his group,” she said. “He seems to—”

      I stopped further conversation by wrapping my arm around her and tugging her close. “It’s time for the kissing.”

      She nodded.

      Thank fuck. My lips swooped down and took hers, full and firm. A flood of endorphins crashed through my body as her kiss ignited every neuron in me. This is why I needed her. Because she made me feel good. Because I was alive when I was touching and tasting her.

      She moaned against my mouth and opened for me. I slid my tongue between her sweet lips to dance with her tongue. Jesus, how had I been able to walk away from this five years ago?

      “Summer.”

      “Yes.” Her fingers gripped my t-shirt as if she wanted to make sure I didn’t leave her. As if I would.

      “I want to touch you. I need to touch you.” It was probably too much too fast to expect to get naked and pound away the insatiable need I had for her, but, by God, I’d ask.

      She responded by sliding her hands under my shirt and gripping my pecs, before pushing my shirt over my head.

      Hallelujah.

      “Where’s your bedroom?” I responded in kind, tugging her shirt over her head and then admiring her magnificent tits in a plain white bra.

      She blushed. “If I’d known this was going to happen, I’d have worn something prettier.”

      I cradled her face in my hands and looked into her gorgeous hazel eyes. “You’re so beautiful, Summer.”

      She smiled, and it was like a gift, making my heart expand in my chest.

      “Now, where’s the bedroom?” I reached around her and undid the clasp of her bra. Pulling it off, and tossing it aside, I was momentarily mesmerized by her tits. God, I’d missed these beauties.

      “Upstairs.”

      “Shit, that’s too far.” I nudged her back until she hit the side of her kitchen table. My hands cupped her tits, and unable to wait any longer, I wrapped my mouth around one nipple and sucked.

      “Rafe.” My name came out on a gasp, as I worshiped her tits, kneading and kissing and biting and sucking them. Her hips were gyrating with each tug on her nipples. With my mouth still on her, I pushed her shorts and underwear down.

      I stood back slightly, wanting to take in all her curvy, round, soft beauty. I lifted my gaze to her eyes. “I want to taste you, Summer.”

      She nodded, and I helped her onto the edge of the table. I dropped to my knees and gently pushed her thighs open. Her pussy was pink and swollen, her nest of blonde curls covered in her own juices.

      “You’re wet, Summer.”

      “You make me wet.”

      I groaned. Sweet Summer talking dirty made me want to come in my jeans. I ignored my raging hard-on and instead dragged my tongue between her pussy folds, bottom to top, top to bottom.

      “Oh God Rafe…yes…”

      “You like that?” I swirled my tongue around her clit, and then flicked at it quickly.

      “Ohhhhh…yes...I love your mouth on me.”

      “Did you miss me, Summer? Did you miss my mouth?”

      “Yes,” she said with no hesitation.

      It made my bravado increase. She may have had another man, had his child, but she missed me.

      “I missed you too.” It only seemed fair to tell her how I’d longed for her too. “I missed your sweet pussy…your sweet honeysuckle pussy.”

      She moaned as I thrust my tongue inside her hot wet hole. Her fingers gripped my head as her hips gyrated against my mouth.

      “Make me come, Rafe. Please…make me come.”

      Her words were music to my ears. I inserted one finger, and then two into her tight pussy. “Oh, baby, you’re still so tight.”

      Her hips lifted, seeking more from my fingers. I began to thrust them in and out of her.

      “Oh, Rafe…I’m going to come…”

      I pushed my fingers deep inside her, tilting them up and rubbing that one special spot inside her as my lips wrapped around her clit and sucked.

      She cried out and her hips bucked up. Her body tightened and convulsed, and her sweet pussy juice coated my hand.

      I gently brought her down. I stood, and with my gaze on hers, I brought my hand to my mouth, sucking her sweet nectar from my fingers.

      “You taste so fucking good, Summer.” Then I kissed her, so she could taste how good she was too.

      Her hands went to my belt and then my jeans. “Fuck me, Rafe.”

      My head was spinning. For five years, this had been only a dream. An image I conjured up when I needed to jack off until my interest in that eventually waned.

      But this Summer, she was real. Right here in front of me, stroking my cock, leaning forward to kiss it.

      “Baby.” I pulled her head up and kissed her hard. “I need to be in you.”

      She nodded, shifting her body to open to me. “Fuck me, Rafe.”

      I stepped closer to her, and taking my cock in my hand, I rubbed it between her pussy folds, coating it with her juices. Then unable to wait any longer, I pushed into her, slowly, savoring every millimeter of her tight body as it accepted me inside.

      “Oh fuck, Summer…God.” I finally reached the hilt, and I held there, as emotion rushed through my body along with sensual sensations. For a moment, I just held her, savoring the sound of her breath, the warmth of her lips as they kissed my chest, the feel of her pussy massaging my cock. It was perfection. I wanted to stay like that forever, but my dick had other ideas.

      Slowly, steadily, I moved. Withdrawing nearly all the way, and then sliding back in until she couldn’t take any more. Again, and again.

      “Yes, Rafe, you feel so good…so good.”

      I was quickly nearing the edge. “Are you close, baby?”

      She let out a gasp. Not wanting to take any chances. I sucked on a breast as I rubbed my thumb over her clit. Her hips bucked up and her pussy clamped down on my dick like it never wanted to let it go. “Rafe!”

      “Fuck yeah!” I pistoned my hips, plunging into her like a mad man, as her pussy brought me to the edge of reason, and then sent me flying into oblivion. I collapsed on her over the table, and even then, my dick continued to pulse, until my cum was dripping onto her kitchen floor.

      Finally, I had my breath and strength enough to kiss her. Then I lifted my head to stare down into my sweet Summer’s face. I grinned. “You’ve cured me of what ailed me most.”

      She smiled as she ran her fingers through my hair. “And what was that? Blue balls?”

      I laughed as I helped her sit up. I cupped her cheek. “Missing you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            Summer

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t still get in trouble if it got out that I’d had sex with my client…former client…but as my pussy walls still sang from Rafe’s thorough fucking, it was hard to regret it.

      As much as I loved it when he touched me, his admission to missing me meant even more. For a tall, dark, broody man, Rafe was surprisingly open with his feelings. He didn’t like it when I saw him under the spell of his PTSD, seeing it as weakness. But he didn’t seem to think that being open with his other feelings as weak. To my professional self, that was a good sign.

      But of course, this wasn’t professional, I reminded myself as I wiped up his cum from my kitchen floor.

      “Sorry about that.” He said, not looking sorry at all. “It’s your fault though.”

      I quirked a brow at him, while my insides tingled at the idea that they’d wrung all that cum from him.

      I threw the paper towel away. “Do you think you can make it to a bed this time?”

      He flashed me his wicked grin. “Show me the way.”

      I led him up to my room, for a moment wondering if I should be indulging in my sexual fantasies in the same home I raised my child in. Our child. Shit…

      “You okay, Summer?” He gently tugged on a curl of my hair.

      What was I doing? Where was this thing with Rafe going to go? The professional in me knew I needed to tell him about Emma. But the protective mother didn’t want to put her at risk. Not that Rafe would hurt her physically, but I still didn’t know the extent of his psychological challenges. I didn’t even know his plans. It had sounded like he’d come home to Hope simply because he didn’t know what else to do. But once he found himself again, would he stay?

      I couldn’t let Emma get attached to him, only to have him leave. I knew what it was like to have a parent leave. Sure, I turned out okay, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. It didn’t mean I didn’t have moments of wondering why I wasn’t good enough for her to stay. I never wanted Emma to question her worth or to feel the pain of abandonment.

      I mustered a smile and told myself I could have one night. Tomorrow, I’d figure the rest out. “Yes. Just wondering what sorts of sinful things you’re going to do to me next.”

      His eyes flashed with wicked heat. “Whatever you want me to do.”

      In my room, we lay on the bed, talking for a bit, in no hurry to do anything. I was nice to be able to connect with him again like this.

      “I didn’t use a condom.” His concern seemed to be more for me, than any real worry about pregnancy or STD. “I’m clean, Summer. I haven’t been with anyone.”

      “It’s okay. I’m still on the pill and I haven’t been with anyone either.” For me, the pill was mostly about regulating my periods. In the busy life of a single working mom, it helped to know exactly when to expect the monthly visit.

      He kissed my forehead. “Are you going to tell Gavin about this?”

      Oh God, I forgot about that. “Not at this moment.” I stroked his cock, which was already thick and swollen. “Right now, it’s like five years ago. Just you and me in our little bubble.”

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. Was he disappointed? Did he want to tell Gavin? Not wanting to discuss it, I maneuvered myself so I was on my knees beside him. I took his massive cock in both hands and began to stroke.

      He sighed and closed his eyes. His hand gently caressed my thigh, then moved over my ass. When I took his dick in my mouth, his fingers found my pussy and began to thrust and flick at it.

      It was hard to ignore the glorious sensations his touch ignited, but I wanted to bring him pleasure, so I focused on his thick cock, sliding in and out of my mouth, then stroking it in a twisting motion with my hand as I sucked his balls.

      He maneuvered me so that I was straddling his shoulders. I looked between my legs and watched as he lifted his head, and thrust his tongue through my pussy lips.

      “Oh, God.” My hips gyrated and I really wanted to fuck his mouth. Would he suffocate if I did that?

      “Suck my dick,” he said between slurps of my pussy.

      It was hard to concentrate before, but now it was nearly impossible. But I tried, sliding my mouth up and down his long cock as his tongue thrust inside me.

      Gasping, I jacked him off with my hand, as my breathing made it too hard to suck him. He stuck a finger inside me, swirling it around.

      “You’re distracting me.”

      He pushed me forward a little bit and got up from under me. He maneuvered behind me and adjusted me so that I was on all fours, and I finally understood his plans to fuck me doggy style.

      “Will this help?” He rubbed his cock along my pussy.

      “Yes.” Good God, it felt so good. I pushed back, wanting to feel him inside me again.

      He gave me what I wanted, pushing in. Then he leaned over me, reaching around to play with my tits as he kissed the back of my neck.

      “We never fucked this way before,” he said.

      “No.”

      “Are you okay with it?”

      “Yes.” I wanted to tell him I was okay with anything he wanted to do. But he started thrusting and all thought left my brain. All that was left was him filling me, sending delicious sensations coursing through my body.

      “Oh, shit…so good.” He groaned.

      I had to agree, but could only respond with harsh breathing. My arms started to get tired so I dropped down onto my forearms.

      “So fucking sexy, Summer.” He gave my ass a light spank and then gripped my hips as his thrusts became faster, deeper. “I’m gonna come, baby…”

      I reached between my thighs and stroked my clit.

      “You touching yourself?”

      “Mmm…yes.” Tension coiled tight in my clit and I knew I was about there.

      Rafe let out a long feral growl, plunging deep and filling me with his hot essence. My whole body tensed and then snapped as pleasure rang out from my pussy to my toes. A few moments later, I was back in his arms and it was like five years ago; so perfect.

      Later we ate, had sex on my couch, had a snack, and then had sex again. By the time I’d fallen asleep in my bed, I’d lost count of the number of orgasms I’d had.

      The next morning, I woke with a start, realizing I’d slept in. Next to me, Rafe was sound asleep, and I could have lay there and simply watched him forever. But Emma would be coming home soon. For a moment, I’d considered getting Rafe up and out of the house before she came home. But I knew he’d meet her sometime, even if we just ran into each other around town. More importantly, I had to know how they’d be around each other so I could decide if and when to tell him that he was a father.

      I slipped from the bed, showered and dressed in a t-shirt and shorts. I headed downstairs to make coffee. Rafe’s clothes were still strewn in the kitchen, so I folded them and brought them upstairs.

      I’d just poured coffee when the door opened.

      “Mommy!”

      I put my cup down and went to greet her at the front door. Emma ran in to hug me while Jess set Emma’s little bag by the front door.

      “Everything go okay?” I asked Jess.

      “Of course. Emma is a little sweetie pie.”

      “You said we could make cookies and have a tea party today.” Emma tugged on my shirt for my attention.

      “We can. Be sure to thank Ms. Jess.”

      Emma turned to Jess and thanked her.

      “By the way, there was a car parked in front of your place all last night.” Her brow arched. “I hope that means you had a sleepover too.”

      My cheeks heated. “Thank you for having Emma over.”

      She laughed. “I’ll get the deets later.”

      I got Emma settled and we started on the cookies, all the time I wondered when Rafe would get up and what would happen when he did. I finally heard the shower and the tell-tale squeak of the stairs.

      “Good morning.” Rafe stood at the entrance to the kitchen looking so sexy in his jeans and t-shirt, his dark hair combed back.

      “Good morning. I’ve got coffee.”

      Emma gasped and her eyes widened. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Rafe.”

      Emma looked up at me. “He’s a giant.”

      I laughed. “Rafe is a friend of mommy’s and your Uncle Gavin’s.”

      “Did you have a sleepover too?”

      It was then I realized that I could have a problem keeping this interlude a secret. I could imagine Emma telling Gavin how Rafe had a sleepover at my place.

      Rafe looked at me as if he wasn’t sure how to respond either.

      Emma frowned. “Where’s your dog?”

      Rafe flinched and knowing it was a difficult subject for him, I tried to redirect her. “Honey, why don’t you put the sugar in.”

      “How do you know about my dog?”

      “You’re the soldier with the dog.”

      Rafe looked at me with a mixture of confusion and surprise.

      “We sometimes swim at the river behind your house, and I’ve told her about you and your grandmother.”

      He nodded. “My dog isn’t here.”

      “Why not?”

      I mouthed ‘sorry’ to him.

      “He went to heaven.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. Then she jumped down from her stool and ran to Rafe, putting her arms around his legs. “I’m sorry about your dog.”

      Rafe jerked slightly as if he wasn’t sure what to do about Emma’s show of sympathy for him. Then he put his large hand on her back. “Thank you.”

      She looked up at him. “You can get a new dog, and then when I come to your house at the river, I can play with it. My mommy won’t get me a dog.”

      “Emma and I are making cookies. I have some coffee for you.” I wanted to get off the subject of dogs altogether.

      “Do you want to make cookies too?” Assuming the answer would be yes, Emma ran to the drawer that had all the aprons, pulling out a pink one with cupcakes on it. “Here, you need put this on to keep your clothes clean.”

      I was about to tell him he didn’t have to when a huge grin spread on his face. He took the apron. “It’s been a long time since I made cookies.”

      “You made cookies before?” Emma asked returning to her stool.

      “My Memaw and I used to make cookies.” He put the apron on, and my heart swelled. Rafe Buchanan, 6 foot 3 inches of hard muscle, Marine MP, was in my kitchen wearing a pink cupcake apron.

      “I don’t have a Memaw. I have a Paw Paw though. Want to know a joke?” She held out her finger.

      “Emma, no gross jokes. It will ruin the cookies.”

      Rafe just grinned at me.

      We’d just got the cookies in the oven when my work phone rang. In my mind, this meant one thing; someone was in crisis.

      “I need to take this. Can you watch her?” Normally I had to have one eye on her while I had one ear on the phone, which wasn’t ideal.

      Rafe nodded. “I think we can manage.”

      “I owe you.”

      He followed me out of the kitchen and whispered. “You can pay me back by wearing that apron sometime.”

      “I’m wearing it now.”

      “I meant, only that apron.”

      I smiled. “Funny, I was thinking the same thing about you.”

      He gave me a quick kiss away from Emma’s view and then returned to her.

      The call was exactly as I feared. Simon wasn’t doing well this morning. But I did my job and by the time the call was ended, he was going to call his son and see if he wanted to go fishing. Nearly an hour had passed and I felt bad for leaving Rafe with Emma all that time.

      When I entered the kitchen, I thought I might swoon. Rafe sat at Emma’s tiny little table, still in his apron, having cookies and playing tea party. Emma was standing behind him, and finishing putting in a little pink barrette in his hair next to a glittery bow.

      “There.” She said studying her work.

      “How do I look?” he asked. He then noticed me, and a pink tinge colored his cheeks.

      “Beautiful.” She patted his cheeks.

      I entered the kitchen. “You look marvelous.”

      He smirked. “Will you be joining us for tea?”

      “I think I will.” I sat with Rafe and Emma, and a sense of calm and perfection came over me. This is how it should have been for us. What I wasn’t sure of was whether or not it could ever be that in the future.
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      If someone had ever told me I’d be wearing pink hairbows and having a tea party with a four-year-old, I’d have punched him. Seriously. I was a man’s man. I was a Marine. And yet, in a matter of minutes, Summer’s child, Emma, had me wrapped around her finger.

      The girl seemed to have Summer’s kind, gentle demeanor, but except for the perky nose and cupid lips, she apparently took after her father. Her skin was closer to olive, and her hair was dark, although it had the waves that Summer’s hair had. In fact, Emma’s dad must have had my coloring, and the arrogant side of me wondered if Summer had been attempting to find someone who was like me when she met him.

      When Summer joined our party, a sense of calm came over me. Like this was where I was supposed to be. I’d never thought I was a family man. While my grandmother had done a good job of raising me, the damage from my parents and later the scars of war, made me feel not quite whole enough to fulfill someone else’s life. Yet here I was, feeling quite content sitting in a chair that was way too small with a beautiful woman and her adorable child.

      For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like a piece of litter, blowing in the wind. I didn’t have direction or purpose yet, but I knew I wanted to be here. To be with Summer and her child.

      If that was going to happen, I’d need to get my shit together, and not just my mental health, but a job. While I still had a few perks for being a vet, I wasn’t going to receive a pension. The only money I had now was what my grandmother left me after she died and the money saved from five years of the house being rented out. It wasn’t a lot, but I didn’t have a lot of expenses, so it was enough to get me through a little while until I could figure out how to make a living.

      “Hey Rafe, what was your dog’s name?” Emma looked up at me from her chair where she had her pretend tea.

      I didn’t talk about my dog because it brought back bad memories, the worst memories. That day I thought for sure Armageddon was upon us. How I survived, and so many others didn’t, including my dog, was still a question for me.

      “Emma.” Summer’s soft voice broke in. I hadn’t told her about my dog, but I’m sure she sensed it wasn’t something I liked to talk about.

      “Scout,” I said. “He was a German Shepherd.”

      “Was he nice?”

      I shrugged. Service dogs were loyal and smart, but they weren’t pets. “He was very brave. He saved my life.” I swallowed as images of that day flickered in my mind. I could feel tension build in my shoulders so I took a deep breath.

      “Emma, I think Rafe needs more tea.”

      I looked at Summer, who sent me an apologetic smile. I appreciated it, and yet I hated that I was powerless over my own mind and emotions sometimes. The kid was asking innocent questions about my dog. A dog that deserved a medal for his bravery. I should be telling everyone about him.

      “Rafe? Can we go swimming in the river?” Emma pretended to pour me tea from her plastic pink teapot.

      “Anytime you want.”

      Her head jerked up to look at me. “Now?”

      I looked at Summer. “You have to talk to your mom about when.”

      Emma put her tea pot down and ran to Summer. “Mommy, please, please?”

      I started to laugh until I heard a buzzing and chopping sound outside. Immediately, I went on high alert. My heart rate sped up and it felt like every hair on my body was standing up.

      “Rafe?”

      My gaze darted to Summer.

      “You okay?”

      The sound grew louder as if it was coming toward us. I knew that sound. It was the sound of death and destruction.

      “That helicopter is probably the medevac.”

      I nodded. I knew that, but my body, my experience, told me otherwise. Images of destruction flashed in my brain. The smell of diesel fuel and death filled my nostrils.

      “Emma, why don’t you go upstairs and find Mr. Pig. I bet Rafe would like him.”

      “What about swimming?”

      “We’ll talk about that in a little bit. Go upstairs.”

      God, please not now, not now. But the urge to duck under the table or to run coursed hot and fast through my blood. My breathing grew harsh, and the terror…the terror was debilitating.

      “Rafe?”

      Summer moved in front of me, looking into my eyes. “You’re safe here.”

      Fucking, Jesus Christ. The buzzing and chopping grew louder. I covered my ears and squeezed my eyes shut. But with my eyes closed, the images were brighter and scents stronger.

      “Rafe. Look at me. Stay here with me.”

      “Fuck.” I opened my eyes.

      “You’re okay. You’re safe.” Her voice was calm.

      Finally, the sound of the helicopter dissipated, but my body was still on alert, ready to do whatever it needed to do to protect itself.

      “Take some deep breaths. With me. In.” She inhaled deeply. “Out.” She exhaled.

      She took a few breaths before I joined in. It seemed like forever, but finally, the panic subsided.

      I dropped my head into my hands resting my elbows on my thighs. “Fuck.”

      Summer’s hands gently touched my knees. “Do you want some water?”

      I shook my head. Why had I been thinking that I belonged here? Summer and Emma didn’t need a broken man, a man who couldn’t handle the sound of a helicopter. A man who wouldn’t be able to take them to 4th of July picnics because the fireworks would trigger an episode.

      I stood. “I should go.”

      She rose and studied me, I supposed to determine if I was sane enough to drive. She nodded. “Okay.”

      She followed me to the door.

      I stopped as Emma appeared carrying a stuffed pig toy. I looked at Summer. “Maybe you could come swimming another time.”

      Summer nodded. “We’ll look forward to that.”

      I wanted to hug her and kiss her, just to have the contact; to tether myself to something strong. But with Emma there, I didn’t know if that would be okay. So instead, I turned and walked out Summer’s front door.

      As I got in my car, I knew I’d take a swim when I got home, but then I would pack my things up and drive. I didn’t know where I’d go, but it was clear to me that coming home hadn’t been the answer either. The answer was probably to re-enlist.

      I was following through on this plan, stuffing clothes into my duffle after diving in the river and then taking a shower, when my phone beeped. Looking at the notification, it was from Summer.

      I opened the text.

      Call me when you have a moment. If I don’t hear from you in 30 minutes, I’m coming over.

      Fuck. I considered ignoring it, but that would be an asshole thing to do. She’d been supportive and helpful. Bailing on her would be disrespectful. So, I dialed her number.

      “Rafe.”

      “Yep.”

      “Did you swim?”

      “Yep.”

      There was silence on the other end for a moment. “What are you thinking now?”

      “You’re not my counselor anymore, remember.” I shouldn’t have been irked but I was.

      “I’m asking as your friend who just happens to be a counselor.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose as I paced my room. “Summer, I’m no good here.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean I don’t fit here anymore. Fuck…I don’t fit anywhere.”

      “If that’s true, then you might as well stay. Are you thinking of leaving?”

      I didn’t answer, Summer being so smart, probably already knew the answer anyway.

      “You don’t belong anywhere Rafe because you take the ghosts of war with you. I’m sorry if Emma brought—”

      “It wasn’t Emma.”

      “The point is, Rafe, you won’t belong anywhere because there’s no place that won’t have triggers. This feeling of imminent doom or always being on alert will stay with you. You have to learn to recognize it, avoid the triggers when possible, and more importantly, decide to live, not subsist.”

      “I don’t know how to do that.”

      “You do, a little bit, and the counseling will help. And here in Hope, you have people who will be there for you as well, which is something you won’t have if you leave.”

      I couldn’t say anything. She was making good points, but I hated that she had to see me helpless to manage my own fucking brain. That her kid had to see it.

      She said she was being a friend, but all I heard was the counselor part. I didn’t hear the voice of the woman who cried my name when I made her come last night. Even now, she didn’t say she’d be there for me, only that there were people in town who’d be there for me. I couldn’t blame her. I wouldn’t want her to have to deal with my baggage either, especially if I had a kid. No wonder she didn’t want to say anything to Gavin about us.

      Five years ago, when I knew I’d be leaving and there was no future, it didn’t make sense to let him know about my relationship with Summer. But if I was going to stay, it would feel dishonest to the man, who, along with Summer, was trying to help me. But she didn’t want him to know, which I supposed made sense. We were good in the sack together, but there was no future in that.

      “Give it more time, Rafe.”

      “I’ve gotta go.”
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      Watching Rafe with Emma was like a dream come true. For a moment, we were a family, even if I was the only one that knew it. I’d always known Rafe was a kind and gentle man, belying the dark, tough-man exterior. But I couldn’t have imagined just how gentle and sweet he’d be with her, wearing a pink cupcake apron and letting her put pink hair ties in his hair. I knew then I couldn’t wait any longer to tell him the truth and to hope that he’d want to consider making a family with us.

      And then the helicopter flew over crushing all my hopes and dreams. It wasn’t so much that he had an episode, although his psychological health was still a concern. But even with his PTSD, he deserved to know he was Emma’s father. What really made me rethink telling him was his urge to leave. Rafe’s way of coping was to withdraw from his surroundings, but also to run. I couldn’t tell him about Emma only to have him abandon her like my mother had done to me, and his parents had done to him.

      After my phone call with him, I wasn’t sure if he was saying he had to go to get off the phone, or he had to go and leave Hope. I wanted to go to him, but Emma was my first priority, so I called Gavin and asked him to check on Rafe.

      Fortunately, Emma started interrupting me so I didn’t have to answer his question about how or why I knew Rafe had had an episode. That was a whole other can of worms I’d need to deal with. It didn’t seem necessary to tell Gavin about Rafe if Rafe was going to bail on us eventually anyway.

      Because I spent most of my weekdays at work, I tried to spend as much time as I could with Emma during my off times, planning activities such as baking cookies or going to the river. She was disappointed that Rafe had to go and that there would be no trip to the river today. It broke my heart when she asked if it was her fault, and was another reminder of why I had to keep my secret a little longer.

      I didn’t hear from Rafe that night or Sunday, although a text from Gavin indicated all was okay. I wondered what Rafe did over the weekend. Had he found any peace or was he still ruminating on whether to leave or not? Did he think of me and the night we shared? And did he think fondly of the time he spent with Emma?

      Most importantly, would he follow through and call the counselor I’d referred him to? I’d been serious when I told Rafe that his first priority was his own mental health over having a relationship. I hoped he understood how important that was to his happiness and a future with any woman.

      When I arrived at work that Monday, I wanted to look for him, but I didn’t want him to know that I was worried or was checking up on him, so instead I went to my office to start my day.

      At about eleven, I was in the middle of writing notes on my last session when there was a knock on my door.

      “Come in.”

      The door opened, and Rafe’s head popped in. “Got a minute?”

      My heart did a little twirl in my chest at the sight of him. He had followed through. I was ridiculously happy about that. It gave me hope that he’d take care of himself and maybe eventually be ready to be a family.

      “Sure. Come in.” I stood and walked around my desk as he entered and shut the door. I thought I might have heard the click of the lock.

      He walked toward me, stopping just in front of me. “I’m sorry about the other day.”

      I shook my head. “Don’t be sorry, Rafe. I’m just sorry that you have to endure it.”

      His jaw clenched. “I ruined Emma’s day.”

      “No.” I pressed my palm to his cheek. “Emma was fine. Yes, she was disappointed that you left and we didn’t go to the river, but she got over it.” I looked into his dark eyes and realized he was carrying more than the ghosts of war, but also the feeling that he was a burden and a disappointment to others. “All she did was talk about how you two made cookies and played hair salon. She loved her time with you, Rafe.”

      His lips twitched upward. “Who’d have thought a kid would like me?”

      “Me.” I gave his head a little shake. “I’d have thought it. You’re a good man.” So why was I keeping his child from him? Guilt rose again.

      “You make me feel good, Summer. I’m going to do this counseling you and Gavin keep yammering at me about, but I feel best when I’m with you.” He put his hands on my hips and leaned forward to kiss me. His lips were soft and gentle.

      The woman in me liked his words telling me that I was soothing to his soul. I also liked the way his lips slid against mine.

      The social worker in me warned me that this was wrong. Rafe had to learn to deal with his demons and find happiness on his own, not through someone else.

      “I missed you,” he said as he trailed his kisses along my jaw. “After the other night, it didn’t feel right that you weren’t next to me in bed.”

      “We have time.”

      “Good, because I want you right now.” His hands drew up my dress skirt as he gently pushed me against my desk.

      “I didn’t mean this moment. I meant in general.”

      His fingers hooked in my panties, lowering them down my legs as his kisses skimmed over my collarbone. “Now, in general…I want you.” He dropped to his knees.

      My brain told me to stop him. That this wasn’t the time or the place. I was at work for goodness sake. I didn’t have another client until after lunch, but still.

      My body had other ideas. It heated and went soft. My pussy moistened and contracted, eager for his touch.

      He kissed my inner thigh and then looked up at me. “I want you.” He repeated.

      I nodded and ran my fingers through his hair. “I want you too.”

      He smiled that devilishly handsome smile. And then he kissed my clit, making my whole body tremble.

      He used his fingers to spread my pussy lips open. “So wet. I love how wet you get for me Summer.” He ran his tongue through my sensitive folds. “You taste so good. My favorite flavor.”

      I gasped as his tongue penetrated me, laving my pussy walls. “Rafe.”

      “I’m here, baby.” He wrapped his lips around my clit, sucked it hard and nearly sent me screaming in ecstasy. I bit my lip to keep from crying out. His tongue flicked my hard nub, slow and then fast, winding me up and up until I thought I’d burst into a million pieces.

      “I love fucking you with my mouth, Summer. Do you like it?”

      “Yes.” My word came out on a gasp.

      “Tell me you like it.”

      Oh god. It was too hard to form words with his tongue and mouth doing naughty, delicious things to my pussy.

      I groaned. “I love how you fuck me with your mouth, Rafe. Oh, God…I need to come.” I felt like I was sprinting toward the finish line, reaching for that moment of victory.

      “Give me your pussy juice, Summer.” Then he launched a full out assault on my pussy. His tongue, his lips and then his fingers, all working me until I saw stars and my orgasm shot through my system like fireworks.

      He brought me down and then stood, kissing me and grinding his hips against mine. His erection was hard and full, and my pussy contracted again wanting that monster inside it.

      “Only you, Summer, make me feel sane.”

      As a woman who cared for this man, I wanted to give him my body if that’s what gave him peace, even for a moment. But again, my inner social worker reminded me that this wasn’t what would help in the long run.

      “Sex isn’t therapy, Rafe. It shouldn’t be used as such.”

      He cradled my face in his palms. “You’re not my counselor.”

      “But you’re using it just like you use the river or running.”

      “If that were true, then I’d have never fucked you five years ago.”

      My brows furrowed.

      “This …feeling that I have with you…it was there when you were eighteen and untouchable, and again when you were twenty one and seduced me on the riverbank.”

      I quirked a brow. “Seduced you?”

      He grinned. “That’s what it felt like. I couldn’t resist you, my sweet Summer.”

      I pushed the social worker in me aside, as I thought I understood what he meant. There had been a pull to him that had been exciting but also fulfilling. As if he’d been completing something inside me. Is that what he was talking about?

      “Tell me, Summer, have you ever been fucked on your desk?”

      My blood turned to molten lava. “I can’t say that I have.”

      His grin was wicked as he undid his belt and jeans.
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      Summer seemed to have a problem with the idea that my being with her, touching her, was therapeutic. In my mind, who the fuck cared? Wasn’t the point of therapy to feel better? I felt better when I was with Summer. Not just touching her, although I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed that. But just being around her sweet smile and gentle ways, it was like a balm on my wounded soul. Being able to touch her, to fuck her…now, that added a whole new element. In a world in which I felt disconnected, when I was inside Summer, for those moments, I was part of something good. I felt I belonged.

      But when she told me sex wasn’t therapy, it was clear she thought something was wrong with needing the connection to her. Fortunately, she seemed to accept my answer, which wasn’t a lie. There had always been something magnetic about Summer, even when she was a kid. Of course, I didn’t have any sexual feelings towards her at that time, but I remembered thinking how sweet she was. Gavin never wanted her to tag along, but I hadn’t minded.

      Then, when I saw her when she was eighteen, I did notice the woman she was becoming, but I knew not to touch. She was my best friend’s sister. But a few years later, when she came to see me after my grandmother died, I needed her goodness. By then I knew what war really was. Adding that to the loss of my grandmother, the only person in the world I felt connected to, I’d needed someone. I’d needed Summer.

      I had seriously considered leaving this weekend despite my need for her. Gavin had shown up and encouraged me to stay. I wondered if he’d have felt the same if he knew I was fucking his sister.

      I still didn’t know how talking to other vets would help me, but Gavin and Summer had invested a lot of time and energy into me and I felt I owed it to them to give it a go. So, this morning, I followed through on what I told Summer I’d do and called the counselor she referred me to. He couldn’t see me alone today, but he did get me in a group. It wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be, and I figured the visit could be made better with a visit to Summer’s office.

      I wasn’t disappointed. After bringing her to cum on my tongue, I was straining against my pants.

      I undid my jeans and shoved them down. “See what you do to me, Summer?”

      Her eyes flashed with heated desire as she reached out to stroke my thickness. I closed my eyes and let her touch me for a moment.

      “I wish you saw you the way I see you.”

      My eyes flew open. “What do you mean?”

      “Beautiful. Kind. Gentle. Strong.”

      I smirked. “I’m not strong.” A strong man wouldn’t be so afraid all the time, waiting for a world of doom to envelop him. A strong man would be able to do what was best for Summer and her child and stay out of their lives. But I didn’t say any of this because I didn’t want to talk. I wanted to slide into Summer’s slick heat and lose myself there.

      Thankfully, she decided not to fight me on that and instead sighed. Just to make sure, I kissed her, unzipping the back of her dress and pulling it down. “I want to see your breasts, Summer.”

      Her dress was bunched at her waist as she removed her bra and let those glorious globes go free. I sucked on one and then the other, moaning at their softness, at her sweet scent.

      Then I kissed her lips again, and once I’d done so thoroughly, I pushed her back until she was against the desk. I lifted her, pushing her legs open.

      “Your pussy is so fucking hot.” I took my cock and ran the head through her folds.

      “Rafe,” she gasped.

      “Yes.” I ran it over her again, teasing her clit with the head of my dick.

      “Fuck me. God, I need you inside me.”

      Hearing Summer ask me to fuck her, hear her desperate plea, was like music. It made my ego swell that I  could make this angelic, sexy woman beg me.

      I indulged her, but only a little bit. I pushed the head of my cock inside her. “Is that what you want, Summer.”

      “Yes. More. Please more, Rafe.”

      I withdrew and she swore. I laughed. “My sweet Summer.” I pushed in again, this time going deeper. Her legs wrapped around my ass and used them to pull me closer. “So greedy.”

      “Don’t tease me, Rafe.”

      I lay her back on her desk, hoping the files under her back and ass weren’t too important. I kissed her hard and then straightened. Holding her hips, I began to thrust, in and out, in a strong steady pace.

      Her hips lifted and her head tilted back. “Yes, God yes. I love how you fill me. So good…”

      I watched her as I continued to fuck her. Her breasts swayed with each thrust. I reached out, taking those massive globes in my hands, kneading and tweaking her nipples as I continued to fuck her.

      Her breathing quickened, and her pussy started pulsing around my dick. “You going to come, baby?”

      “Yes.” Her fingers clutched the end of the desk and her hips lifted faster and faster.

      I licked my thumb and rubbed her hard clit as I picked up the pace, surging inside her. My own release was on the edge, but I held it at bay, wanting to watch as pleasure swept through my sweet Summer.

      “Yes, yes, yes... “ she chanted. And then her body arched, her mouth formed a perfect O and her pussy gripped my dick so hard I thought she’d never let go.

      “Ah fuck, Summer…” I gritted my teeth to keep from coming. Not yet, I told myself over and over as Summer’s pussy massaged my cock until I thought I saw stars.

      Finally, her body softened. She lay on her desk, completely spent, but with a satisfied smile.

      Then she frowned. “Something wrong? You haven’t come.”

      I smiled as I thought about the orgasm I would eventually have. “Not yet. One more, Summer, and then I’ll blast my cum inside you. Do you want that?”

      Her hazel eyes flashed with heat. “Yes.”

      I helped her up, kissing her as I thrust in short strokes inside her. Then I withdrew, hating the loss of contact, but wanting to change things up. I helped her down from the desk, and I was thankful she was letting me direct this sexual play.  I turned her so she was facing the desk and her back was to me.

      I lifted her skirt up to her waist revealing her fantastic round behind, “I love your ass, Summer.” I squeezed each cheek as I leaned forward and kissed the back of her neck.

      She responded by wiggling her ass against my hard cock. Taking him in my hand, I maneuvered him to her wet pussy entrance. In one hard thrust, I entered her and held us still as sensation washed over my body. I imagined it was like what a junkie felt when he first shot up. A rush of elation and sweet satisfaction. This was all the therapy I needed.

      I withdrew and thrust in again, loving her soft moans as she leaned forward with her hands on her desk. I reached around her, massaging her tits.

      “Someday, I want to fuck these,” I whispered in her ear.

      “Perhaps you could finish fucking my pussy first.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, ma’am.” I gripped her hips and began to move steadily in and out of her. Each time, the sweet friction built until I couldn’t control the pace or force. I let go and let my base needs take over. I rammed into her, my hips making a slapping sound on her backside each time I filled her to the hilt.

      “Oh God, Rafe.”

      “Tell me you’re there, baby.”

      She moaned. “So close…ooh…” Her body clamped down around my cock and my orgasm slammed into me rushing through my body like a tidal wave.

      I pressed my lips to her shoulder to keep from yelling out as I continued to move in her, drawing out both our pleasure until my dick slipped from her completely used up.  I held her there for a moment as my breathing returned to normal, but also, to stay close to her before our lives had to go back to normal.

      “Can I see you and Emma later? I can bring pizza or stop by Nellie Mae’s for barbecue,” I asked. It was becoming more and more apparent that I needed to be near this woman.

      Summer turned in my arms. “I can cook if you’d like to have dinner with us.”

      “I’d like that.” I fucking needed it, which was terrifying and yet, filled me with hope too. Hope that maybe I’d be able to have a normal life.

      “We won’t be able to do this.” She eyed my dick. “Not while Emma is there.”

      I nodded. “That’s not what all this is about, Summer. Not for me.”

      She smiled, and it was like the sun. “Me neither.” She grabbed some tissue, handing me some to clean up as she cleaned herself up. “But right now, I have to get ready for a client.”

      I put myself back together, gave her another kiss, and then headed out.

      On the way home, I reflected on my group session that morning. Because I’d decided I had to commit to trying counseling, I shared about my episode with the helicopter and Lester Smalls. The other members nodded, clearly having had similar incidents. The leader asked if I was transported to a specific time during my episodes, and while I hated going back to it, I told them about the day I lost many of my brothers, my dog, and nearly my life.

      “War is fucked up,” one member said. “They don’t tell you that part at the recruiting office.”

      “No, they don’t,” I agreed.

      “Have you considered getting a dog now that you’re home?” Another member asked.

      I flinched, thinking it was a ridiculous idea. You can’t replace someone or something as important as your partner.

      “They do have specifically trained dogs to help with PTSD,” the leader said. “Or you can get one just as a pet.”

      As I drove home, I began to wonder if maybe they were on to something. It might be good to be responsible for something else simply to help me get out of my own head sometimes. The idea of a service dog for PTSD intrigued me, not so much for myself, although perhaps I could benefit from that. As a former dog handler, I was curious about how those dogs were trained. My own experience taught me that dogs could be highly sensitive to their handlers’ state of mind and the environment around them.

      Like kismet, I saw a sign for an animal shelter when I changed lanes to get off the interstate to head to Hope. I decided to stop in.

      The scent of the shelter reminded me of the kennel the military service dogs lived in when they weren’t with their handlers. It brought back both grief and good memories.

      “Hello, can I help you?” A young woman behind the counter asked me. Another middle age woman was filing papers behind her.

      “I wanted to find out about adopting a dog.”

      She smiled. “Great. We have many dogs. Do you have experience with dogs?”

      “I was a dog handler in the military.”

      “Wow, that sounds so interesting.”

      The middle-aged woman turned to look at me. “Thank you for your service.”

      I mustered a smile, wanting to accept the gratitude even though it always annoyed me.

      “Is there a type of dog you’re looking for?” The young woman asked.

      “It would need to be good with kids. I live along the river, so enjoying the water would be nice.”

      “We have a couple of dogs that fit the bill.” The young woman came around the desk, her gray eyes sizing me up appreciatively. She was pretty, and perhaps in another time in my life, if I’d never met Summer, I might have been interested. “Would you like to see them?”

      I nodded. I followed her out a side door where there was a line of large cages offering homes to abandoned and unwanted dogs. I was shown a couple of dogs that seemed fine but didn’t really reach out to me.

      “Back here we have Maisy. We got her from a kill-shelter where a family had left her when they moved. I don’t know why they didn’t take her, she’s really a great dog. She’s a hound-lab-bully mix.”

      I looked into the large cage at the cream-colored dog with the bright eyes. Her head cocked to the side as she looked at me, and then she got up and trotted to me.

      “Maisy is the dog I’d bring home if I had space and landlord that would allow it,” the woman said. “She’s sweet and always so happy. She’s leash trained and when we take her for walks, she never tries to run off after squirrels.”

      Maisy looked at me and, oddly enough, I thought the dog could see into my soul. I stood there and looked at her without saying anything.

      “Do you want to spend some time with her?”

      I shrugged, but inside, I really did. “Sure.”

      The woman grabbed a leash and then opened the cage. “Come on Maisy.”

      Maisy’s tail wagged furiously, but she sat patiently while the woman put the leash on and led her out.

      “This is …” the woman looked at me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Rafe.”

      “Maisy, meet Rafe, Rafe, meet Maisy.”

      I held out my hand to let the dog sniff me. Then I squatted down to pet the dog, again looking into its eyes. Generally, it’s not a good idea to look animals eyes, especially dogs, unless you know they don’t view it as aggression, so it was really odd that I felt drawn to her that way.

      She butted my hand with her head, seeking more affection.

      “I think she likes you.”

      “She’s good with kids?” I could already see Emma and Maisy having tea parties and swimming in the river.

      “Yes. She’s pretty docile.”

      I spent a little more time with Maisy, before checking out a few other dogs.

      “So, what do you think?” The young woman asked as we went back to the main building.

      “I need to think on it a little bit. Do you do any training here?”

      “Like obedience?”

      “Yes or service?”

      “Not really. We try to make sure the dogs are adoption ready, but that’s about it. Most of our dogs probably aren’t up to service training, but I think they could be trained in basic obedience.” She stepped behind the counter again.

      “Do you know of any service trainers around here?”

      “Are you looking for a service dog?” The middle-aged woman asked.

      “Not necessarily. I was just curious.”

      “There are a couple of service training organizations in the state, but none in the area,” the other woman said. “If you’d like, I can give you their information.”

      I nodded. “Yes.” I wanted to know more about service training dogs for vets.

      “Do you want to fill out the adoption paperwork now? That way if you decide to come back for Maisy, that part will be done.”

      I looked at her with an eyebrow quirked. I hadn’t said I was interested in Maisy.

      The girl shrugged. “It was clear that of all the dogs, she was the one that captured your interest.”

      “Maisy is a lovely dog,” the other woman said.

      I went ahead and filled out the paperwork, just in case. It could be they wouldn’t accept me, but if they did, and if I decided on a dog, Maisy seemed like a good choice.

      Once I returned home, I turned on my computer and began to research information about service dogs for vets.
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      There was something seriously wrong with me. I’d just let Rafe fuck me senseless in my office during work hours. If that wasn’t a breach of ethics, as well as a fireable offense, I didn’t know what was. But it was hard to regret it because it was fantastic. I felt sexy and wanton as he bent me forward over my desk and took me from behind.

      Beyond sexual satisfaction, I was proud of him for following through and taking counseling seriously. He deserved to have a life filled with love and happiness. For a long time, I’d wanted to be the woman that helped with that. I couldn’t deny that a part of me still wanted that. But now I had Emma to worry about. Before I could tell him about her, I had to be sure he was ready, willing and able to be a father to her.

      He has to be told regardless, the social worker part of my brain told me. She was right. But the mother in me was stronger. My first responsibility was to Emma. With him coming to dinner, and spending time with Emma and me, I’d be able to better assess his intentions and plans.

      After work, I picked up Emma and we went home.

      “Rafe is coming for dinner.”

      “Yay. Can we go to the river?”

      “Not tonight, baby, but maybe soon.”

      “I hope the helicopter doesn’t come. I don’t think he liked that.”

      I smiled at her for being so perceptive. “No, I don’t think he did.”

      Emma and I put our aprons on and started cooking. I figured spaghetti was safe. Everyone liked spaghetti. I whipped up some sauce with Italian sausage and put the noodles on. Emma helped with the salad and set the table. I also made garlic bread.

      A knock on the door interrupted me mid-stir of my sauce. I checked my watch. “He’s early.”

      “I’ll get it.” Emma jumped down from her stool and ran to the door. “Uncle Gavin.”

      Oh crap. I forced a smile and met Gavin in the living room. “What’s up. Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” He picked up Emma. “Lainey and I wanted to invite this little rugrat over tomorrow for a sleepover.”

      I arched a brow.

      He shrugged. “Lainey says she wants all the practice she can get before the baby comes.”

      “She does know that babies aren’t born as four-year-olds, right? Her experience with Emma isn’t like having a baby.”

      “Yeah, but we like having the kid around.”

      “Can we make cookies?” Emma asked Gavin.

      “Sure thing.”

      “Can I do your hair?”

      Like Rafe, Gavin had let his hair grow out more since he left the military.

      “Men don’t wear hair stuff.”

      Emma pursed her lips. “Yes, they do. Rafe let me do his hair.”

      I winced. Gavin looked at me, with one brow arched. “You’ve been spending time with Rafe?”

      “He’s my friend too.” I hoped my voice was calm. I knew I’d have to tell Gavin about Rafe if we were going to have a full-fledged relationship, but I didn’t know if that’s what was going to happen. So for now, he didn’t need to know. Besides, I wasn’t ready to have whatever discussion Gavin might want to have about it.

      “Since when?” he asked.

      “Since for a long time.”

      He shook his head. “You’re not…”

      He let the statement hang. I didn’t want to lie, but neither did I want to have this conversation.

      “What time do you want Emma tomorrow?”

      He stared at me for a moment, and then thankfully moved on. “Six? Or whenever is good for you. Lainey can keep her during the next day too if you want. Give Jess some time off.”

      “I’ll let her know.”

      There was a knock at the door, and my heart skipped in my chest.

      “I’ll get it.” Emma squirmed from Gavin’s hold and ran to the door. “Rafe.”

      “Hey, Emma.” Rafe smiled at her, and it made my heart full. He looked up, smiled at me, and then his smile faltered. “Gavin.”

      “Rafe.” Gavin’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Rafe and then me, and then back at the flowers and stuffed animal in Rafe’s hands. Rafe cleared his throat. “I wanted to thank you for all your help the other day.”

      I wondered if Gavin would buy that. “Thank you. Come in.”

      “What’s that?” Emma pointed to the stuffed animal.

      Rafe squatted down but appeared to keep one eye on Gavin. I couldn’t blame him. “This is a husky. He’s a toy dog that I bet your mom would be okay with you having.”

      Emma took him and squeezed it closed her body. “My own doggy.”

      “What do you say, Em?” I prodded her.

      “Thank you.” She wrapped one arm around Rafe’s neck and gave him a hug. My heart swelled in my chest.

      Rafe stood and handed me the flowers. “Thank you, again.”

      I took them. “I was glad I could help.”

      “Well, now that that’s out of the way, how about I walk you out Rafe?” Gavin said patting Rafe on the back.

      Rafe looked at me and then Gavin.

      “What about dinner?” Emma asked.

      “Yes, would you like to stay for dinner?” I hoped it sounded like a spur of the moment request and not a pre-planned date. “I’d invite you, Gavin, but I know Lainey is waiting for you.”

      “Right.” His brow furrowed into a frown as he looked at us. “I guess I should go.”

      “Tell Lainey hello. I’ll have Emma there tomorrow after work.”

      “Want to stop by the restaurant later, Rafe?”

      “Maybe.”

      Finally, Gavin was out the door.  I rolled my eyes and went to the kitchen to find a vase for the flowers.

      “What should I name my dog, Rafe?”

      “I don’t know. What name fits it?” Rafe followed me into the kitchen with Emma in tow.

      “Can I call it Scout? Like your dog.”

      I turned to Rafe to gauge his reaction. His smile was soft like he was touched. “It’s a great name.”

      “Emma, go wash your hands for dinner.”

      Rafe stood behind me, as Emma left the room. He was so close I could smell his soap and scent. “It seems like Gavin should know.”

      I nodded. “I just didn’t want to deal with it now.”

      He turned me to him, his dark eyes studying mine like he was trying to decide if I was telling him the truth. I was, mostly. I guess he decided I was, as he leaned forward and gave me a quick, but firm kiss and then stepped back as Emma entered the kitchen.

      “We’re having ‘sgetti, Rafe. Do you like it?”

      “I love spaghetti.”

      Dinner was much like the tea party. Rafe was kind and gentle with Emma. He asked her about her favorite color, games and other aspects of her life.

      “Do you play soccer, Rafe?”

      “I did when I was in school.”

      “Chloe’s daddy plays soccer and is teaching her. I don’t have a daddy.”

      Rafe chanced a glance at me, and in his dark eyes, I saw all sort of questions about Emma’s father. He probably wanted to pummel the man who he likely thought had knocked me up and abandoned me.

      “Can you teach me soccer?”

      “I think I can remember how the game is played. Is the rec league still around?” he asked me.

      I nodded. “I’ll sign her up in the fall.”

      “I go to school then too. Not kindergarten because you got to be five.” Emma held up her hand showing five fingers. “I’m only four.” She pushed her thumb toward her hand, so she only had four fingers up.

      “Wow, you’re practically all grown up.” He winked at her.

      “How old are you?”

      “I’m thirty.”

      Her eyes widened. “That old.”

      Rafe barked out a laugh. “To be honest, little Emma, I feel a lot older.”

      “My Paw Paw is really old. He’s over fifty.”

      “Don’t tell him that, sweetie, okay,” I said.

      “Why not?” Emma slurped spaghetti into her mouth, getting sauce all over her face.

      “People don’t like to be told they’re old.”

      Emma shrugged and then turned to Rafe. “Do you have a Paw Paw?”

      Rafe shook his head. “I had a Memaw, but she went to heaven a couple of years ago.”

      “Maybe she has your dog?”

      His smile was sweet. “I hope so.”

      “What about a mommy or daddy? I don’t have a daddy and my mommy doesn’t have a mommy.”

      “I don’t have either.”

      Her eyes widened. “Who took care of you when you were little?”

      “My Memaw.”

      Emma frowned. “But she’s gone.”

      “Now she is, but she took care of me when I was a kid.”

      “You don’t have any family?” She looked at me with an expression of worry.

      “Rafe has friends, though, like me and Uncle Gavin, and you.”

      Emma reached toward Rafe and patted his hand. “We can be your family, Rafe.”

      He smiled, giving her little hand a squeeze. “Thank you, Emma.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, Rafe read to Emma, and then just before her bedtime, he left, giving me another small kiss when Emma wasn’t looking.

      Once I got her to bed, I settled in to read a book when my phone rang. I’d hoped it was Rafe, but my caller ID read Gavin.

      I poked the answer button and hoped he was calling about something other than Rafe.

      “What’s the deal with you and Rafe?”

      Crap. “He’s a friend. Why are you hung up on this?”

      “He’s my friend.”

      “Geez Gavin, you sound like a petulant child. We can both be his friend. Or don’t you want to share.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Summer. You’re not one to lie.”

      “I’m not lying.” I just wasn’t telling the whole truth.

      “Your neighbor said he spent the night.”

      “You interrogated my neighbor? What the hell, Gavin?”

      “No, when I was leaving, she came out to say hello, and I told her we planned to take Emma overnight and would have her on Wednesday. And she asked if it was because your new man would be staying over again.”

      Fuck. But she didn’t say who it was. “And you assumed it was Rafe.”

      “Tell me the truth, Summer.”

      I sighed because while I could try to hide the truth, I wasn’t one to lie. “Gavin—”

      “Fuck, I knew it.”

      “I like him, Gavin. And he likes me.”

      “Jesus…I can’t picture that…is he touching you?”

      “Gavin, I’ve got to check on Emma. We can talk about this later. Just know that it’s all good. There’s no problem unless you decide to be an asshole about it.” Okay, so I probably didn’t need to check on Emma, but, so I wouldn’t be a liar, I would.

      “Summer.”

      “I’ve got to go.” I hung up and went up to Emma’s room. I opened the door to look in on her. She was like an angel, sleeping so peacefully. She looked so much like her father, and I wondered how long I could hold off the truth before Rafe, or Gavin, put two and two together.

      I just needed enough time to know that Rafe would stick around, and was emotionally and psychologically ready to take on the duties and role of a father.
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      I was a thirty-year-old man and I just had my first date. Okay, so I went out with girls in high school, but almost always Gavin and Lainey were with us.

      Five years ago, Summer and I spent time together, but we never went out or had dinner together. Our relationship then was hidden. At the time, that’s the way I wanted it. As much as I wanted and needed her, I felt I was betraying Gavin’s friendship. If I was being honest, I think I also wanted something good and pure that was all my own. Something I didn’t have to share with the world.

      Today, I wasn’t feeling that way. This wasn’t just a six-week fling to me. While I couldn’t say it would go on forever, I could say that I wanted to take it as far as it would go, which meant Gavin needed to know. I wanted everyone, especially other men, to know Summer was taken. She was mine. And I was hers for as long as she’d have me.

      We can be your family, Rafe. Emma’s words came back to me. Warmth had spread through my chest when she said that. Family. It wasn’t something I’d ever thought about having. But after the tea party, and then dinner tonight, I found myself yearning for that kind of connection. That kind of permanence.

      But I couldn’t let that happen, I warned myself. I had too much baggage to count on anything permanent with Summer and Emma. And all signs from Summer suggested she didn’t want others, especially Gavin, to know what was going on with us. That stung a little, even though I understood. I wasn’t good enough and Summer had a child to put first.

      Come on Rafe. You’re a fucking badass Marine. Stop wallowing like a pussy. I’d taken a night swim, for fun, not for therapy. I’d put my jeans back on and was sitting on the bank of the river, pitching rocks into the dark moonlit water.

      “Rafe!” Gavin’s pissed off voice shouted from the front of my house, followed by a pounding on the door.

      “Fuck.” That was the sound of a brother that knew I’d been sleeping with his sister. Knowing he’d make his way back here if I didn’t answer, I stayed where I was.

      “There you are you asshole.”

      My adrenaline started to pump, and I hoped to hell I could keep it together. I stood, ready for him to come at me. I held my hands out to my side in surrender.

      “You’ve been fucking my sister.”

      “It’s not like that, Gav.”

      “You’re denying it?”

      “I’m not using her.”

      “So, you are fucking her.” He stepped into my space, his face contorted with rage.

      I tried to see it from his point of view, but I also had to make him understand. “I care for her.”

      “She’s my sister, you fucking asshole.”

      My heart rate was picking up speed, so I took a deep breath.

      He poked me in the chest hard enough that I had to step back. “We’re brothers, man. And you’re fucking my sister. How could you?”

      I began to feel detached like I was watching the scene from outside my body.

      “Look at you. You’re fucking broken. You’re not good enough for her.”

      He was right on both counts.

      He pushed me again, and this time, the energy in me had me wanting to lash out, to protect myself as opposed to withdrawing. “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what? Push you? I should fucking kick your ass. Jesus, Rafe, what were you thinking?” He pushed me again.

      I grabbed his shirt by the front and pushed him back until he was against a tree. “Don’t push me.”

      “You going to hit me, Rafe? Is this how you’ll deal with Summer when she gets mad. Will you hit Emma?”

      “Fuck.” I let him go. “I would never.” I stepped back. My lungs felt like bellows as I heaved in a breath. “If we’re truly friends, then you should know me, Gavin. You should know I’d never disrespect or hurt your sister.”

      “You’re shoving your dick inside her…it doesn’t get more disrespectful than that.” He stared at me with hard eyes. “How long. How long have you been fucking my sister?”

      “I don’t fuck her, and if you had any respect for her, you’d stop saying that.”

      He stepped to me but didn’t touch me. “You don’t get to tell me about how I talk about my own sister. You just stay away from her. She deserves better. Emma deserves better.”

      With one last glare, he turned and stalked out of my yard. A few moments later, I heard the roar of his truck and a squeal of tires as he drove off.

      “Fucking hell.” I sank to the ground on the bank of the river. I ran my fingers through my hair, as I worked to get my heart rate back in control.

      On a good note, I hadn’t had a full-blown episode. On the downside, I had grabbed him and now he thought I was violent. I didn’t think I had it in me to be violent toward a woman or a child, but then I never thought I’d want to hit my best friend either. Could I be pushed that far? I had little control over myself during an episode, so it was possible.

      I closed my eyes and dropped my head. I should have never touched her. Not five years ago, and not this time. I should have never come home. I wasn’t cut out for this world. Not anymore. If I was smart, I’d get in my car, drive to the closest Marine recruiter’s office or straight to the Marine base in Quantico and re-enlist. War was hell, but I knew hell.

      I looked back over the water, wishing my head and heart could get on the same page. Why was I even letting my heart have a say? “Pussy!” I chastised myself. That was the problem. The reality was that the world was a violent dark place filled with people that couldn’t be trusted. Isn’t that what the Marine’s taught me? Letting my heart think there was something nice only made me weak.

      Sure, Summer was sweet and good, but she wasn’t something I could have. Gavin was right. I was broken, and Summer and Emma deserved better.
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      I was having lunch at my desk in my office the next day, wondering what Gavin might be thinking or doing, when I got a call from Lainey.

      “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?” I asked.

      “About you and Rafe.”

      “What did Gavin tell you?”

      “His exact words were, ‘Rafe is fucking my sister.’”

      I groaned.

      “So, it’s true?”

      “It’s not like that.” But even as I said it, I wondered if that’s what it was. Yes, we had a nice dinner with no sex involved, but pretty much most of the time we were together, we were fucking. Not that I thought Rafe was using me. If he was, then I was using him. But I thought he cared for me and knew I cared for him.

      “So, you’re in love?”

      I couldn’t say that for sure. “We like each other. And it’s none of Gavin’s business.”

      “He’s worried, Summer.”

      “I might be his younger sister, but I’m not a kid and he’s not the boss of me.”

      “No, but Rafe has issues. Gavin is worried he could hurt you. Apparently, he almost hit Gavin last night.”

      I didn’t believe that for a minute. “I can’t believe you, of all people, Lainey, are saying this. Gavin is an alcoholic with a history of a DUI.” I left out the part where Gavin had also spent a lot of time with other women because I didn’t want to hurt Lainey. “I don’t see you leaving him.”

      “He doesn’t drink anymore, Summer.” Her voice was defensive. “Rafe isn’t steady.”

      “Lainey, if you think Gavin isn’t at risk for falling off the wagon, then you’re being naïve. And I know for a fact that he still has occasional episodes, so you’re being hypocritical.”

      “I know Gavin.”

      “I do too. I know him well enough to know that he wouldn’t give a rat’s ass about Rafe and me if he wasn’t Rafe’s friend.” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “He’s probably feeling betrayed, and I’ll give him that. But what Rafe and I do, isn’t his business. Or yours for that matter.”

      There was silence on the other end of the line, and I was about to tell her she could forget about taking Emma that night. Not that I’d keep her from them, but I didn’t want Emma there if there was going to be animosity toward me or Rafe. They’d have to accept or at least keep their mouths shut about me and Rafe before I’d let her over to visit them.

      “How is he with Emma?” she finally asked.

      “Not that it’s your business, but he’s really great. Better than Gavin. Rafe let her do his hair.”

      “Summer…we’re just worried about you.”

      “Why? I’m a grown woman with a successful career and well-adjusted child. What gives you the right or the authority to judge me?”

      “Honey, it’s not like that.”

      “Yes, it is.” I looked at my watch, knowing my next appointment would be there soon.

      “Is it serious?”

      “Lainey, if it wasn’t, whatever I did would still be okay. It would be my and Rafe’s choice. You and Gavin have no say in whether or not I choose to fuck someone because he turns me on or because I like him. But, to answer your question, I care for him and he cares for me.” At least I thought he did.

      “He did say Rafe almost hit him.”

      “Uh huh, and what did Gavin do? He probably provoked him. And if he really cared, he might see Rafe’s aggression as a way to protect me. If he was sleeping with me just for fun, he’d be indifferent.”

      “I guess you’re right. You know more about why people act the way they do than I or Gavin does.”

      That’s right, sister.

      “I’m sorry if I offended you. I just want you to be happy and okay. Does Rafe make you happy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then.” Her voice was strong, and I felt like she was now going to be on my side. “That’s what matters. You have good judgment, and Gavin will just have to accept it.”

      “And you?”

      “If Rafe makes you happy and he’s good to you, then I’m all for it. I like Rafe. I’ve always liked Rafe.”

      “Good.”

      “Can Emma still come tonight?”

      “Will Gavin behave?”

      “I’ll make sure he does.”

      I laughed. “It will be like having two four-year-olds, with both Emma and Gavin there.”

      “Emma is a piece of cake. Gavin, I may need to put him in timeout. Or maybe, next time we’re in bed, I’ll edge him to death.”

      “What?” Once I said the word I wanted to take it back. I didn’t want to imagine my brother in bed, which is perhaps what he was struggling about with Rafe and me. But what did she mean by ‘edge to death’?

      “It’s where I give him a hand and blow job, but stop right before he’s done. I do it over and over…you know…keep taking him to the edge.”

      “Sounds like torture.”

      “It is a little, but in the end, it’s worth it, if he can handle it. Often he takes things into his own hands.”

      Eww. I didn’t want to think about my brother jerking off.

      “Ideally, I’d tie him up so he couldn’t do that, but well…you know. Feeling trapped is one of his triggers.”

      I nodded. My brother didn’t like small spaces or feeling confined. For example, he couldn’t ride in elevators. He’d been trapped in rubble for nearly 36 hours after an explosion in Iraq. He’d survived, but his leg just below his knee had to be amputated, and he was unable to cope with small spaces or feeling trapped. He probably wouldn’t be able to deal with being tied up, even with his wife giving him a blow job.

      “This is too much information.”

      She laughed. “Sorry. And we don’t do any of that when Emma’s here.”

      “Good.”

      “Summer, you know this comes from love, right? Gavin feels protective, even if you don’t need it.”

      “Yes. I know. But I don’t have to put up with it.”

      Once off the phone, I wanted to call Rafe to find out how he was dealing with Gavin’s anger. I still couldn’t believe Rafe threatened Gavin. Rafe’s reaction to stress was retreating. He saw it as a weakness, but I suspected he was more afraid of his strength and his rage. He withdrew not so much to hide, but to keep from lashing out. I couldn’t be sure of that, but the fact that he used exercise to release the built-up tension suggested it.

      But I couldn’t call Rafe as my next appointment had arrived. Instead, I’d go visit him once I dropped Emma off.
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        * * *

      

      After work, I picked up Emma from Jess’ and drove her over to my brother and Lainey’s house.

      Lainey greeted us at the door. “Come in little munchkin.”

      As I stepped into the living area, Gavin glowered at me.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said to him motioning outside so Emma didn’t hear.

      “Come on Emma, let’s get all the baking equipment out and after dinner, we’ll make cookies.”

      “Yay!” Emma rushed off to the kitchen with Lainey, who murmured something to Gavin. He rolled his eyes but followed me outside to their porch.

      “I’m not going to apologize,” he said once we were outside.

      “I don’t care if you do, but you will stay out of my life.”

      He jammed his hands on his hips. “I’m looking out for you, sis. Rafe’s not right in the head. He grabbed me last night.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      He laughed derisively. “Is he that good in the sack, that you’d believe him over your own brother?”

      “You’re a disgusting asshole, Gavin.”

      “I’m telling you what happened.”

      “And what did you do to him? Because I’ve seen him when he’s having difficulty and his MO is to withdraw. If he lashed out, it was because he couldn’t back away. The only way that would happen is if you were being aggressive. Did you hit him first? Push him?”

      He looked away for a moment, which was my answer. “I knew it. You stay out of my life, Gavin.”

      “Summer, I’m just trying to protect you. You deserve better than Rafe.”

      “Some best friend you are.” I shook my head at him. “How come you’re the only one that gets to have a good life after suffering the horror of war, huh?” I got into his face. His eyes widened in surprise. I’d never been so assertive with him. “Rafe’s issues are far less than yours were. He doesn’t drink and he’s not fucking every woman willing to open her legs for him, like someone else I know.”

      Gavin’s eyes flared with heat. “Lainey is inside.”

      “You don’t think she knows you were fucking your way through town?”

      “That’s the past,” he hissed.

      “That’s my point, Gavin. You got your shit together and she forgave you. And look what you’ve got. A nice home, a good wife, and you’re about to be a father. If you get redemption and a second chance, why can’t Rafe?”

      “He’s not steady yet, Summer.”

      “Neither were you and yet Lainey stuck by you.” I sneered at him. “If you were any sort of a friend, you’d be happy that he was trying to move forward in life.”

      “Not with my sister. You have a child to think about, for Christ sake.”

      “Rafe is good with her.”

      “Now, maybe. But what happens when he has an episode.”

      “The same thing Lainey will have to deal with when you do. You do see the hypocrisy, don’t you? Stop trying to give me lame excuses, Gavin. Just say it’s weird for you to have your best friend be with your sister, and then get the hell over it.”

      “You deserve better.”

      “Yeah, well so does Lainey.”

      He flinched, and I felt guilty at my words. Yes, I was angry with him, but he was my brother and I loved him. “Gavin, I’m sorry.”

      “You really think that? You think I’m a total fuck up?”

      “No. I think you’ve worked hard for what you have, and I’m proud of you. But Rafe is working hard too. He deserves happiness as much as you. And if he finds it with me, you should be happy instead of acting like a jerk.”

      He glared at me.

      “Gavin, it’s time for dinner,” Lainey called from the door.

      “I’m not done here.”

      “Yes, you are. You’ve both said your peace, now it’s time for dinner before you say something you’ll both regret.”

      Too late, I thought. I’d already said something I regretted, but I hoped Gavin and I would eventually get back to right regardless of what happened between me and Rafe.

      “I’ve gotta go.” I turned to walk away.

      “He’ll hurt you, Summer,” Gavin said.

      “I wonder if he’ll hurt me more than you have?”

      As I drove to Rafe’s, I knew Gavin had a few points. Rafe should be working on his own mental health, not getting into a relationship. But Gavin was with Lainey as he took steps to get his life together.

      Rafe could hurt me, especially if he decided to leave, but I could hurt him too. After all, I was betraying him by keeping the secret about Emma from him.

      I pushed that aside as I parked my car at Rafe’s and headed up to his front door.

      “Hey.” He seemed surprised to see me when he opened the door.

      “Emma is spending the night with my brother.” I couldn’t even say his name.

      “Okay.” He opened the door wider to let me in.

      Once in the living room, I looked up at Rafe, so handsome even with the shadows of war dimming the sparkle in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry about Gavin.”

      Rafe shrugged. “It was bound to happen. I’m sorry you have to be in the middle of it.”

      I studied him. “Did he hurt you?”

      He sighed. “No, but I did grab him. I suppose he told you I was unsafe for you and Emma. Maybe he’s right.”

      “No. He pushed you or something, didn’t he?”

      He nodded. “That doesn’t make it okay. I can’t predict my behavior sometimes.”

      “Rafe, if someone pushed me, I’d want to hit him too. Most people would.”

      He gave me a non-committed nod.

      “So, what Gavin said to you…that doesn’t change your mind about us?”

      He shook his head. “I hate that he feels betrayed, but I couldn’t stop wanting you if I tried.” He put an arm around me and pulled my flesh against his hard, lean body.

      “Have you tried?” I looked up into his dark eyes.

      “Yes. He’s right about one thing. You can do better than me—”

      “Rafe, stop selling yourself short.”

      He shrugged.

      I pressed a hand to his cheek. “I wish I could make you see what I see in you.”

      He turned his head, kissing the palm of my hand. “There must be something good in me, otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

      All of a sudden, I wanted to touch this man and put life back into those eyes. I wanted to make him feel good and worthy. “I want to take you to the edge, Rafe.”

      One brow quirked up. “Edge of what?”

      “Edge of heaven.”

      He flashed a sexy grin. “Just the edge?”
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      If it hadn’t been for the distraction of researching service dogs for vets, I might have made myself crazy thinking about Gavin’s visit last night. I could understand his feelings and concerns. I knew Summer and Emma deserved someone who didn’t have the ghosts of war hanging around every corner. She already had enough of that with Gavin, and her work.

      And yet, I couldn’t seem to make myself quit her. I supposed that made me selfish, but when I was with Summer was the only time I didn’t feel off-kilter. I felt whole. I felt at peace.

      Right now, I felt turned on. What did Summer mean by taking me to the edge?

      “Do you have any problems with being restrained?” she asked.

      I quirked a brow. “Like...as in being tied up?” My cock, which had already started to swell at the sight of her, was now at full staff. “You want to tie me up, Summer?

      She nodded. “Unless it would cause you distress. How are you in elevators?”

      I frowned. “You want to tie me up in an elevator?”

      She smiled. “No. But it’s a confined space and sometimes that’s a trigger.”

      “I’m fine in elevators.”

      “So…can we try it?”

      “I’m all yours.” I took her hand and led her to my bedroom.

      “Have you considered moving into the master?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure I could keep my dick up if I fucked you in Memaw’s bed.”

      She snorted. “Good point.” She looked around the room. “Do you have a tie?”

      “I have two ties.” I went to my closet and pulled them out. “Which do you prefer?”

      She looked at the ties and then me. “We may need them both.”

      “Okay. What do you need me to do?”

      “First, get naked.”

      I grinned. “Yes, ma’am. Will you join me?”

      Once undressed, I lay on the bed and watched as Summer took off the last of her clothes. Her warm, soft curves tantalized me.

      She took the ties. “Put your hands over your head.”

      I did as she said, letting her loosely tie one hand then the other to the headboard.

      She sat back on her knees and admired her work. “Maybe we need a safe word.”

      “You going to spank me, Summer?”

      She shook her head. “No, but I’m hoping you’ll be begging.”

      My dick jumped at the thought of the type of pleasure that would have me begging.

      “But maybe it will be too much, so we need a word that lets me know.”

      “Since when have you become such as connoisseur of kink?” I was partly intrigued and partly concerned at her level of knowledge.

      She grinned. “You inspire me, Rafe.” She ran her hands down my chest. Instinctively, my hands went to touch her, but they were restrained. “How about...cupcake?”

      I laughed. “Cupcake it is.”

      She lay over me, pressing her lips to mine, and it was better than cupcakes. But already, I was frustrated at not being able to touch her and that I couldn’t maneuver her to make contact with my straining cock.

      She took her time, kissing and touching my body, as she worked her way down to my dick.

      “Look, a gift.” She pointed to the precum sitting on top of my cock. She lapped it up with her tongue; the contact causing my hips to jerk up.

      “Are you going to tease me?” I groaned.

      “Yes.”

      Fuck. There was an odd thrill and frustration that came with knowing that.

      She ran her tongue over my shaft, from base to tip as her hands pushed my thighs apart. Then she sucked on one ball then the other, making me moan.

      “Touch me, Summer.”

      “I am.”

      “Touch my cock.”

      “In time, Rafe. In time.”

      She was going to kill me. She’d barely touched me, and already, I was about to come out of my skin. I tried to relax, and settle back to enjoy whatever she had planned, but my cock was desperate for attention. On their own volition, my hips moved, wanting to get contact on my cock.

      Finally, she gripped and stroked him. She held him tight and moved slow.

      “Fuck yes…” I closed my eyes, grateful to have the contact. She stroked a few times and then let go. “Summer, don’t stop.”

      Her mouth was on my balls again, her hands stroking the sensitive skin below them. Electricity shot up my dick.

      I groaned. “Suck me, Summer…for fuck’s sake…”

      She laughed softly, but thank God she wrapped those cupid bow lips around my cock. She worked me slowly, focusing on the tip at first until finally taking me deep. My hips lifted, wanting to fuck her pretty mouth.

      “Yes, baby…fuck, that’s so good.”

      Then she stopped.

      I let out a long groan as I realized what she had planned. She was going to torture me. “Summer…”

      Her lips trailed along my inner thigh and then they were on my ball sacks again. “I love how you taste, Rafe.”

      “Summer…you’re going to kill me.”

      “We’ve only just started.”

      I growled in frustration, but she put her mouth on me again. She took me deep and then sucked the tip as her hand stroked the base.

      “Yes, baby…God...right there.” Tension coiled in my balls, building pressure.

      She removed her mouth but then used both hands in a twisting motion on my dick. The sensation was electric. I began to writhe, sounds and incoherent words slipped from my lips. The tell-tale sign of an orgasm gathered in my balls.

      “I’m going to come…”

      She stopped, letting go of my dick.

      “Oh God, Summer, don’t stop baby…I’ve gotta come…”

      Her lips kissed my thighs moving up to my abs.

      I growled in frustration. “Please Summer…baby…I need to come.”

      He fingers were feather light as the stroked my cock, and then massaged just the tip.

      My lungs were bellowing, as I sought to pull in air. My dick was so hard it hurt.

      Then her mouth was on me again, and I thanked sweet Jesus. “Yes, right there…fucking so good…” The sweet torture built again, and I could feel the power of an orgasm edging up. My hips bucked and writhed, as my cock sought release. “I’m coming…ah shit…I’m—”

      She released me.

      “Fuck no! Summer…” I growled. “I need to come. Let me come.” I pulled on my restraints, needing to take matters into my own hand. “Shit…fuck.” I gripped the spindles of my bed frame. I wondered if I could break them. She was driving me mad.

      “Look how thick you are, Rafe. I’ve never seen you so big.”

      “Please … fuck…please let me come.” My cock was so tight, so pumped full that I wondered how it didn’t split open.

      She stroked my cock, slow and then fast.

      “Yes….yes…ah right there…” My hips shot up as my orgasm again tipped on the edge.

      She let go, caressing her hands over my abs and thighs.

      “FUCK!” My whole body jerked and writhed with need. The bed shook, as I tore at the spindles trying to get free.

      “I was going to jerk you off, but seeing the size of this guy, I have to ride him. Would you like that Rafe?”

      “Yes…Jesus… yes, Summer. Now, baby…please God…”

      She moved until she straddled my waist. She leaned over me. “Suck my tits, Rafe.”

      I could hardly breathe, the agony of being on the edge of orgasm was unbearable. She pressed a nipple to my lips and I did my best to suck on it.

      “Ride me Summer. Fucking ride me…”

      She smiled, a sexy, knowing smile. Then she moved over my dick and sank on him.

      Immediately, I saw stars as pleasure surged through my cock and outward through the rest of my body.

      “Fuck!... Oh, fuck!” My hips pistoned up and down, as need coursed through me.

      “Rafe…God…you’re so big.”

      I’d lost control of my body as it sought release. I was barely aware of Summer’s words and gasps, as my own needs consumed me.

      My body continued to buck, and finally, I shot hot liquid into her pussy.

      “Yes!... God, Rafe…I’m coming…” Then her body gripped mine and for a moment, everything went black as pleasure so intense rocketed through my body. I pumped another load of cum into her womb.

      “Summer…ah, fuck Summer…” My hips moved on their own, as my cock pulsed and spewed, and I was mad with wave after wave of pleasure.

      I don’t know how long I came or how long afterward I lay in a haze, but when consciousness finally returned, an uneasy feeling followed. Summer lay on me her own breath ragged as I remained tied up. I’d willingly surrendered to her, but all of a sudden, the powerlessness made it hard to breathe.

      “Summer.”

      “Hmmm?” She didn’t lift her head.

      I tugged on the ties as I needed to regain some control. “Cupcake.”

      It took her a moment, but then she moved quickly to undo the restraints. “You okay, Rafe? I’m sorry—”

      “It’s okay.” The words came out automatically because, in truth, I felt a little off. Not triggered, but still off.

      When the restraints were off, I leaped from the bed and began pacing.

      “Oh God, Rafe…I’m–”

      I worked up a smile. “It’s okay. Really. Just…intense.” I didn’t want to scare her, and yet I needed to get myself back in order. “Hey…how about a nighttime swim?”

      She nodded. “Okay. Whatever you need.”

      “Come on.” I didn’t wait for her as I left the room and went out the back door to the river. I rushed in, letting the cool water snap me back into order. I dove under and then came up for air. After a few breaths, I turned to look toward the bank. I hoped I hadn’t scared her.

      She stood on the edge of the water, naked and beautiful. The moonlight shone on her like a spotlight, casting an ethereal glow on her smooth skin. My heart tumbled in my chest. Holy fuck, I was in love with her. The thought terrified me even as I wanted to savor it.

      “Come in the water, baby.” I walked toward her holding my hand out. “I’m okay. I promise.”

      She nodded and moved toward me.

      “I’m sorry if I scared you.”

      She shook her head as she came into my arms. “I’m sorry I—”

      I kissed her hard, wanting to stop her words. “This isn’t an episode.”

      “Oh?” Her fingers ran through my hair as her pretty gaze studied me. “You sure?”

      I nodded. “I was overwhelmed but not like that.”

      “I’m sor—”

      “You have to stop apologizing.” I smiled, wanting to alleviate her concern. “Summer…I was overwhelmed by the intensity of the orgasm but also…” Jesus, could I say this? “By emotion.”

      “I wanted to make you come hard. To have the best orgasm ever.”

      “You succeeded. You blew my mind.” And my heart.

      She smiled. “Rafe?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I know before, we were just two kids enjoying a summer.”

      “Not this time, baby.”

      My words seemed to give her relief. Had Gavin made her think I was just in it for the sex? Well, wouldn’t he be surprised when he learned the truth. “Summer?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I love you.”
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      Like a deer with my head caught in the headlights, I stared at him. Had he just said what I thought he just said?

      He dropped his forehead against mine. “Too soon?”

      “I love you too, Rafe.” I threw my arms around him and gripped him tight. “I have for so long.” I couldn’t wait any longer. I had to tell him the truth about Emma. “Rafe.”

      “Let me love you, Summer.” He kissed me, gently, thoroughly. His hands slid up my body and held my breasts as his thumbs swept over the tips. He lowered his head, his lips sucking on one nipple and then the other.

      The sweet sensation sent a shiver through my body, making my brain malfunction.

      “Let’s go inside.” He kissed me and then took my hand as he led me out of the water and back into the house. He got a towel from the bathroom and tenderly dried me off. I felt cherished by him. Like I was precious to him.

      He dried himself next and then took me back to his bedroom. “No more tying up tonight.”

      Never again, I thought but didn’t say. I should have known it was a risky move, although he said he didn’t feel triggered. Was it the lack of control that spooked him?

      I didn’t have time to analyze it as he lay me on the bed, his warm, hard body covering mine. His hands cradled my face as he kissed me, his tongue sliding between my lips. For the longest time, he just kissed me. It was so loving and sweet, making my heart feel full.

      Eventually, he trailed kisses along my jaw, down my neck and nibbled on my ear. “My sweet Summer.”

      I relaxed into him, going completely pliant in his arms. Surrendering to him. He moved to my breasts, using his mouth to kiss and suck and nip one nipple and then the other. At the same time, his dick rubbed against my clit, sending delicious sparks of desire through my body.

      “My sweet Summer,” he said again as his dick pushed at my opening, finally sliding in.

      “Rafe.”

      He filled me and I wrapped my legs around his hips to keep him from leaving my body. I wanted to join with him forever.

      His hands gripped mine, holding them over my head. “Tell me again, Summer.”

      I squeezed his hands. “I love you, Rafe.”

      He rewarded me by tilting his hips, filling me even more. “My sweet Summer.” He kissed me, as his body slowly began to move. His lovemaking was slow, languid, intense with emotion, and it brought tears to my eyes. How long had I loved this man? Wanted to feel this from him?

      “Summer? You okay?”

      I nodded. “I’m overwhelmed with emotion.” It was the same thing he’d just said to me.

      “Me too baby.” He kissed me again, his body still sliding in and out, building the sweet tension. “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes, yes, Rafe.” I wanted to ask him if he trusted me, but my guilt wouldn’t let me. Until I told him about Emma, he couldn’t trust me. “Rafe…I need you to know—”

      “Show me, Summer. Show me.” He kissed me, a little harder this time as his thrusts became more urgent.

      I moaned, lost in the delicious friction of his dick pushing me higher and higher.

      “Come, Summer. Come and take me with you.” He levered up on his hands, and gave himself over to his desire, surging in and out of me, until he launched me to the stars. I cried out his name, chanting my love for him until I felt his hot seed fill me.

      He collapsed, rolling to his side and pulling me to him. We held each other while our breaths returned to normal.

      “Rafe?”

      “Hmm.” He sounded a bit dazed.

      “I need to talk to you about Emma.”

      “She’s a great kid.” He kissed my forehead.

      “She’s yours.”

      I waited for him to respond, and when there was nothing, I feared the worst. When there was still no response, I looked up into his handsome face. His eyes were closed, his features lax. His breathing was slow and steady. He was asleep.

      I grappled with waking him but ultimately decided to let him sleep. I lay in the dark, wanting to savor this new step in our relationship, and yet knowing that until he knew the truth about Emma, our love was on unsteady ground. I could tell him in the morning, but I had to work. In fact, I should head home since I had no clothes here.

      I slowly slipped from his arms and got dressed. I wrote him a note, telling him I loved him. I watched him sleep for a moment, wanting to climb back in bed with him and hold him all night. Reluctantly, I left his room and headed home.

      In my own bed later that night, I tried to work out the best way to get the time alone to tell him he was a father. I also plotted out my explanation about why it had taken me so long to tell him. I hoped to hell he’d understand. If he did, there was nothing that stood in our way of finally finding peace and happiness.
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        * * *

      

      The next day at work, I was still trying to figure out when and how I could talk to Rafe. I wanted to do it when Emma wasn’t around, but also in a place that was private. Perhaps I could arrange for Gavin and Lainey to keep her one more night. Then I shook my head as I remembered, Wednesdays were busy nights at the restaurant for Gavin. Plus, I’d promised Emma we’d go to the library which was open later on Wednesdays.

      Just before noon, as I got ready to get my lunch, there was a knock on my door.

      “Come in.”

      Rafe walked in, and my heart did somersaults in my chest at the sight of him. So tall, so lean, so handsome. And he was mine…if I could keep him. “Hi, you busy?”

      I stood and came around my desk. “No. I didn’t know you were here today.”

      He wrapped me in his arms and kissed me until I lost my breath. “I had a session and a group.”

      “How’d they go?”

      He shrugged. He was still new to the processes so I wasn’t surprised he hadn’t yet discovered the benefits. At least he was still coming. “I’m sorry I fell asleep on you. You wore me out.” He waggled his brows.

      I looked up into his dark eyes and knew I should talk to him now, and yet, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not at my workplace. There could be yelling or he could walk out, and I wouldn’t be able to follow him.

      “I was thinking I could take you to lunch. Since we’re not a secret anymore. By the way, I’m glad it's out. I didn’t like betraying Gavin like that. It’s important to have the truth out, don’t you think?”

      My gut clenched. “Yes.”

      “I just hope he comes around.”

      “He will.” I kissed him, wanting one last taste before I told him about Emma and potentially ruined everything.

      “You know…” his lips trailed along my jaw. “We could stay in. Have lunch on your couch.” His hand slid under my skirt and his finger pressed against my panties. “I never got a chance to taste you last night.”

      I moaned and my pussy was suddenly wet and wanting.

      “You like that idea, don’t you Summer. You’re getting wet.”

      “Rafe.” I had to stop this even though my pussy throbbed with need.

      “Summer.” His finger slipped under the silky fabric of my panties and rubbed my clit as his other hand undid the buttons of my blouse. “I’m so hungry.”

      Desire coursed through my body, short wiring my brain. And when he guided me to my couch, I didn’t stop him. When he laid me down and pulled my panties off, I went willingly. When he pulled my blouse open and released the front clasp of my bra, I arched toward him so he could suck on my tits.

      “Tell me you locked the door.”

      “Of course.” He pushed my skirt over my hips and moved down my body. “I love your pussy, Summer.” He lapped through my pussy lips, and my hips shot up, wanting more contact. “You taste so good.” He swirled his tongue around my clit. “You make my cock feel so good.” He dragged his tongue back down to my opening, thrusting in.

      “Rafe.”

      “Do you like it, baby?”

      “Yes, oh yes.” My fingers thread through his hair, holding him to my pussy. “Make me come.”

      “If I had time, I’d take you to the edge, again and again, like you did to me.”

      I gasped at the thought. I’m not sure I could tolerate the torture. I’m sure I couldn’t do it quietly. No, I’d be begging him to make me come.

      “But right now, I’m going to satisfy you.” His fingers spread my pussy open. “Ready baby?”

      “Yes, yes yes.”

      Then his mouth feasted on me. With tongue and lips and teeth, he pushed me up and up. My hips writhed beneath him, seeking release. The tension coiled tighter and tighter.

      “I’m going to come.” I pressed my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming out when I did.

      “Come, sweet Summer. Let me drink your juice.”

      My orgasm rolled through me - slow but fierce. My hips gyrated, fucking his mouth, eking out every last wave of pleasure.

      “Mmm.” He lifted his head, his mouth and chin wet with my essence. He moved up my body and kissed me, letting me taste myself.

      “I want you.” I reached to undo his pants.

      He stood up, smirking at me as he unbuckled his belt and undid his jeans. He slid them along with his briefs down his strong thighs. The sight of his cock, hard, red, and bobbing above me made my mouth water. I sat up and wrapped my hand around it, kissing the tip.

      He hissed out a breath. “I fucking love your hot mouth.” His fingers gripped my head as I slid my lips over his dick “Yes, Summer…go good.”

      I loved that he enjoyed what I did to him. It made me feel so feminine and sensual that I could turn on a strong, tall, sexy man like Rafe.

      I released him, stroking him with my hand as I adjusted my body to better please him. As I did, his cock hit my breast. I rubbed it over my nipple.

      “Does your cock like my tits, Rafe.”

      “Oh, fuck.” He thrust his hips forward,  pressing his cock against one breast.

      Getting an idea, I pulled back.

      “Don’t tease me, Summer. Not now.”

      “I’m not.” I lay back on my couch, and took my breasts in my hands, squeezing them together. “Want to fuck my tits, Rafe?”

      His eyes flashed with wild heat. He quickly stepped out of his pants. He straddled my belly, with one knee against the couch back and his other foot on the floor. He lay his cock on my diaphragm.

      “So beautiful.” He pushed up, sliding his dick between my breasts as I held them together. “Oh…fuck…that’s so hot.” He moved slow, his dark eyes watching as his dick slid out and then disappeared between my breasts.

      The tip of his cock would appear out the top of my breasts. The next time it did, I stuck out my tongue and licked it.

      “Oh, fuck Summer.” His movements picked up speed.

      “You like fucking my tits, Rafe?”

      “Yes, baby. God yes, so fucking much.” He thrust again. “I love your tits.” His breathing labored, and his head dropped back as he lost himself in the sensation. I loved watching him. In this moment, there was no war for him. No torment. Just pleasure. “I want to come on your tits.”

      “Come on my tits, Rafe.”

      He withdrew his dick and moved away. For a moment, I was confused. But he adjusted himself. He opened my legs, moving between them, with one knee on the couch and one foot on the floor. He positioned my legs over his thighs and then grabbed my hips.

      “I want to come inside you more.” Then he thrust inside my body, sending a shockwave of pleasure surging through me. I gripped the couch cushion as he pounded in my body. His hips pistoned back and forth, driving into me hard, fast, and so deep.

      “Yes, Rafe…oh God…so good.”

      “You like that, baby? You like it when I lose control with you?”

      “Yes…come in me Rafe.” Pleasure peaked and my orgasm blew through me. My body arched and only at the last minute did I keep myself from screaming.

      He let out a long feral growl as he surged in, ground against my hips as his first blast of cum filled me. He did it again, and again until he emptied himself.

      “Oh fuck, Summer.” He sat back. “You fucking undo me.”

      My breathing was still coming in ragged pants, so I nodded my agreement.

      He smiled and then laughed. “You’re amazing. Hold on. I’ll get a tissue.”

      He stood and I watched him as he walked to my desk and grabbed my box tissues. Normally it was for people who cried during their sessions. Never had I thought I’d use it to clean up cum.

      He handed me the box after taking one and wiping himself. I cleaned myself up, and put my clothes back in place. Within minutes, we were sitting on the couch, fully dressed, and kissing.

      “Careful, I might have to ravish you again,” he said when he pulled away.

      “I love how you ravish me, Rafe.”

      He grinned. “Can I bring you and Emma dinner tonight?”

      “I promised her time at the library tonight. I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be sorry. I know she comes first.”

      She did, but that didn’t mean Rafe wasn’t important to me. I wanted him to know that. “You’re important to me too, Rafe. I love you.”

      His eyes grew intense with emotion. “I can’t believe it when you say that to me.”

      I leaned closer to him. “I love you. Don’t forget that.” I hoped to hell he’d remember it when I found the right time to tell him about Emma.
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      I enjoyed going to therapy. Well, what I enjoyed was fucking Summer after therapy. My counseling went fine, although I was still unsure of how it would help me. The group was more of the same, and while it was nice to be around others who understood what it was like to live life always on the edge of feeling like something bad was going to happen, I didn’t know how that was going to stop me from feeling it.

      But with Summer, there were no bad feelings. Just happiness and calm. My soul was at peace when she was around. And she gave me sweet pleasure like I’d never known. Fucking Christ, watching my dick slide between her tits nearly made me swallow my tongue. If Gavin knew the dirty erotic things I did with her, he’d kill me for sure. I had to hope he never found out. Instead, he needed to know my intentions.

      While I didn’t know what the future held for me and Summer, I knew I loved her and Emma. I wanted them in my life. To do that, I’d need to finally get all my shit together. That meant figuring out how I was going to make a living. It also meant finally turning my grandmother's house into my home. It needed to be childproofed, starting with a fence in the backyard to keep her out of the river when no one was watching. And of course, with a fence, I could get a dog.

      The first thing I did was stop by Gavin’s restaurant. When he wasn’t there, I went by his home, but he wasn’t there either. I decided to try one more place; his and Summer’s father’s house. It was going to be hard enough to talk to Gavin about Summer, but with her father there, that would be crazy hard. I’d always gotten along with Mr. Addison, but I was pretty sure he’d have the same reaction by my sleeping with Summer as Gavin did. Maybe worse.

      I parked my car and made my way up the front walk.

      “Well as I live and breath, it’s Rafe Buchanan.” Summer’s father walked out onto the porch. He looked much the same as he’d looked while I was growing up; stern and scary. He had grayer hair and a few more wrinkles, but he still made me pause on the lower step as he glowered down on me.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I understand you’re doing indecent things with my daughter.”

      Fuck. “No, sir. I love her.”

      One fuzzy brow quirked up. “Is that so?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “And Emma?”

      “I love her too. She’s a great kid.”

      He studied me for a moment. “Want a beer?”

      I shook my head. “Water would be nice, though.” I needed it because my mouth was dry. How was it that I’d been able to run into the battle of war but I was nervous as hell talking to Summer’s father?

      He nodded for me to follow him inside. The house was the same as I remembered it. I admired her father for raising his kids after their mother ran off. I remembered how broken up Summer had been. Gavin had pretended like he didn’t care, but I knew he had. And I understood it. My parents basically ran off too. It was a wonder we turned out as well as we had. It was a testament to my grandmother and Summer’s father that we came out okay in the end.

      “You don’t think it’s a bit disrespectful to my son for you to be taking up with his sister?” he said as he handed me a glass of water and motioned for me to sit at the table.

      “I don’t mean any disrespect. I’ve been looking for him, hoping to talk to him.”

      “He and Lainey have Emma today. They took her on an outing.”

      I nodded, remembering Gavin had made arrangements to take Emma. “I’m glad he’s doing so well.”

      “Me too, son. There was a time when I thought he’d never get right again. Not that he doesn’t have his moments. We don’t have our Fourth of July parties here anymore.”

      I nodded. Funny how vets fought for American freedom but couldn’t tolerate to join in on the annual celebration because the fireworks brought back the horror of war.

      “What about you? You got the PTSD?”

      I nodded. No sense in lying about it. I just had to hope he didn’t think it disqualified me from seeing Summer. “Maybe Gavin and I can hang out together on Fourth of July.”

      “Loud noises bother you too?”

      “Yes, sir.” I decided not to go into my triggers.

      “Bad dreams?”

      “Sometimes.” One thing I’d learned from the group is that there were vets who suffered worse than me.

      “So, you’re willing to ruin a lifelong friendship with my son just to have some fun with my daughter.”

      “It’s not like that, sir. I don’t want to ruin my friendship with Gavin, but I love her.”

      “Does she love you?”

      “She says she does.”

      He studied me. “I always liked you, Rafe, but you have to know, no one is good enough for my daughter.”

      “I understand.”

      “If I ever find out who knocked her up and then abandoned her, I’ll have some choice words for him.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I felt the same way. What sort of douche left a beautiful woman like Summer pregnant and alone?

      He sat back in his chair and studied me for a moment. “So, you planning on staying?”

      “Yes.”

      “What will you do to make a living? You weren’t in the military long enough to earn a pension.”

      “I inherited some money from my grandmother and her house, and I have some savings from renting it out. I’m still weighing my options about a job.”

      “In other words, you don’t know what you’re going to do?” He pursed his lips at me.

      “No, sir.”

      “So, how can you be sure you’ll stick around? Hope is a small town. Not a lot of jobs here.”

      “It’s not far from Richmond or Petersburg. I should be able to find something there.”

      “Well, for Summer’s sake, I hope you get your life together, boy. It hasn’t been easy for her getting through school and raising a child alone. She doesn’t need a man to take care of her, but it would be nice if the man she chose wouldn’t bring extra baggage.”

      His words hit me hard in the chest because I did bring baggage. Three times now she has had to watch and help me through episodes. Okay, so the last time wasn’t an episode, but still. I could see in her eyes that she was assessing, trying to decide what I needed to keep from going off the deep end.

      “But that’s for her to decide.”

      I nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Just know that if you hurt her—”

      “I understand.”
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        * * *

      

      On the way back to my house, my brain was in a whirl. It wasn’t fair to ask Summer to take on my issues. But another part of me couldn’t let go of her. She knew about me and my issues and was still here. She told me she loved me. She gave me her body. If she was right, the counseling would help, and I wouldn’t be a burden or add to her stress. Plenty of men like me had successful lives and families, didn’t they? Gavin did. Had Lainey’s father given Gavin the third-degree about his issues? In some ways, he was worse. He’d been drinking non-stop. I was certain he’d been cheating on her, although he never came out and said it and I didn’t ask. And yet, he was now happily married with a baby on the way and successful business. Why couldn’t I have that?

      Determined to prove myself, I arrived home and began to make plans to turn it into my place. I’d move into the master bedroom, and move my grandmother’s items into the third bedroom. She’d still have a place in the home, but now the house would be a place where I could build a life.

      I’d give Emma my old room and let her decorate it any way she wanted. I stopped mid-thought. Should they move in with me? Initially, I just wanted a place for them for when they came to visit, but if they had a place here, why not just stay? It would save Summer on rent and give her extra help with Emma. I wasn’t sure Summer and I were ready to live together, yet, but if things continued as they were, we’d be there eventually, so I should have the house ready. I called a place to get information on fencing the backyard.

      Finally, I had to figure out what I could do for a job. I suppose law enforcement was an option, although it didn’t hold much appeal for me. I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t cause more stress. The only real skill I had was working with dogs, but while I was a handler, I hadn’t been a trainer. Because I couldn’t think of options, I decided I should contact the VA program that helped with job placement. Maybe it would have ideas.

      In the meantime, I needed to clean out my grandmother's’ room. I stood in her room and looked around. I hadn’t touched it since she died. Lainey’s property management company had packed some things throughout the house so they wouldn’t be bothered by renters, but for the most part, the room looked the same. The scent of roses from her hand cream lingered in the air.

      “You’re okay with this, aren’t you Memaw?”

      I went to the closet and pulled down the attic access, wondering what I’d find up there. The area was hot and musty, filled with boxes and old furniture. I scanned each item, just to get a sense of what was here. I stopped as I saw a box marked ‘Janet’, my mother’s name. I opened the box, to see what my grandmother would have kept of my mothers. Inside there were old pictures, awards and other items from my mother’s childhood. The woman I always conjured up when I thought of my mother was gaunt, with lifeless eyes, and high. These pictures showed a happy, full-of-life child. Intrigued, I picked up the box and brought it out of the attic and into the living room.

      I didn’t know where my mother was or if she was still alive. Was she still with my father? Was he still alive? I had no idea and no particular interest in finding out. But I did want to see the person she’d been before drugs and alcohol had taken her from me and my grandmother.

      I sat on the couch with the box on the coffee table and took out a handful of pictures. I could see a resemblance to my mother in the photographs, but by the time I knew her, she was a shell of a woman, not the vibrant person in the photos.

      There were pictures of her in the river, at a park, and what looked like a family vacation to the mountains. A section of the pictures were her school photos. I laid them out, starting at the youngest until high school. I stopped on the second picture, which must have been first grade. Her dark hair and eyes shone, her smile was bright and I had a sense of déjà vu. She’s yours.

      I picked up the photo to study it closer. Then it came to me. My mother’s photo looked a lot like Emma. How weird. I sat back, still looking at the picture, going through it feature by feature.

      I had a tinge of unease as I stared into my mother’s eyes that were so much like Emma’s. She’s yours. Was it possible I was her father? I did the math in my head. I didn’t know when Emma’s birthday was, but she was four years old and with nine months of pregnancy, it was possible she was conceived the summer I was home on leave.

      My heart rate picked up at the idea. Me? A father? I was surprisingly wishful that it was true. But of course, it couldn’t be true. For one, Gavin would have kicked my ass if I’d knocked Summer up. He was ready to tear me from limb to limb just for sleeping with her. No way I would have walked away unscathed if I was Emma’s father.

      More importantly, Summer wouldn’t keep this from me. Not sweet, honest, loving Summer. She would have found a way to reach me while I was deployed. Or at the very least, said something since I arrived home.

      No, the resemblance was just a coincidence. I put the photo down and moved on to other items in the box. A part of me wondered if I’d ever have a box like this of my own children’s photos. Before reconnecting with Summer, I’d have said I wouldn’t ever have a family. But now, I wondered if maybe I could have a normal life. One filled with love and children.
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      I was still on an orgasm high when I left my office that evening. How Rafe was able to do that, I didn’t know. Long after he’d left, my lips, my breasts, my pussy still tingled. Or maybe it was longing for more. Either way, it was both delicious and distracting.

      But as I pulled up to my brother’s house to pick up Emma, I pulled my thoughts away from sexual pleasure, to steeling myself against whatever Gavin might say about my relationship with Rafe.

      “Mommy!”

      It was always a thrill to see the way Emma would light up when she saw me. I tried to remember these moments when she was mad at me or having a tantrum.

      “Hey love bug, did you have fun?”

      “Yes. We went shopping and look.” She held out her hands, where each fingernail was colored with bright pink polish.

      “So pretty.” I looked at Lainey as she came into the living room. “What color did Uncle Gavin get?”

      Emma laughed. “He said boys don’t wear polish.” She frowned. “Do you think Rafe would?”

      I laughed too. “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him.”

      Gavin came in the room as well, he wasn’t smiling but he wasn’t glowering either.

      “Tell your aunt and uncle thank you.”

      Emma turned to them. “Thank you.”

      “It’s our pleasure, sweetie.” Lainey tried to squat down, but her large belly made it hard. “How about some sugar?”

      Emma trotted over and gave Lainey a hug and a kiss. Then she gave one to Gavin.

      “Got a minute?” he asked.

      “It depends.”

      “Come on, Em. I think we still have more cookies. Let’s pack some to take with you.”

      “’K.”

      I stepped out onto the porch and braced myself for whatever Gavin had in store for me.

      “Dad called me today. He said Rafe stopped by.”

      Oh? Why hadn’t my dad called me? “Oh dear, another thing for you to hate him for,” I said sarcastically.

      “Summer, knock it off. I don’t hate Rafe…I just…he’s my best friend and he’s sleeping with my sister…it’s not right.”

      “It’s none of your business.” I took a breath. “What did he and dad talk about?”

      “I guess he was looking for me, but they chatted.”

      “And?”

      Gavin shrugged. “Dad said that Rafe told him he loved you. That he thinks you love him too.”

      “I do.” I studied him. “Does that make a difference?”

      “Maybe. A little.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want him using you. He can get his rocks off with someone else.”

      “I get that I’m your little sister and this is weird, but if I was okay if his interest in me was only in getting his rocks off, then you’d have to accept that. Women like sex too, Gavin. You got your rocks at one time.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re not like those women. You’re my baby sister.”

      “Who likes sex. And who likes it a lot with Rafe.” I laughed at how my words made Gavin wince uncomfortably. “In this case, though, it’s more than sex.”

      He nodded. “Dad seems to think he’s sincere.”

      “And you?”

      He shrugged. “I want to talk to him again.”

      That made me nervous. “Don’t be an asshole, Gavin.”

      He held his hands up in surrender. “Only if he deserves it.”

      I shook my head, knowing there was little I could do about it. Gavin and Rafe’s friendship was between them. I didn’t want to come between them, but I wasn’t going to bow out either.

      “I got cookies, mommy!” Emma burst through the screen door.

      “Excellent. We can have a snack on our way to the library.”

      “Yay. Can I get a book on dogs? When Rafe gets a dog I want to know how to take care of it.”

      I chanced a look at Gavin, wondering how he was handling Emma talking about Rafe.

      “She thinks a lot of Rafe. I hope he doesn’t let her down,” he said.

      I had to hope so too, especially once I told him the truth.

      Ten minutes later, Emma and I were in the library looking at books. She had a stack nearly half her height about dogs. I probably should have told her that Rafe might not get a dog. And if he did, she’d only see it on visits. Unless of course, things with Rafe progressed. Would he want to be a family with me and Emma? Or would I have to share her like divorced parents did?

      The idea of being a family appealed to me more than it probably should have. The chances of it happening were less and less the longer I kept the truth about Emma from him, but dammit, I was having a hard time finding the time. Or if I was honest, the courage. Why was it so hard to tell him? What was I afraid of?

      I was afraid he’d reject us. That he’d deny it. That he’d be angry that I’d gotten pregnant after I told him having sex with me was safe. In my defense, I’d believed it was, and then made sure I had protection. And I was afraid he’d feel betrayed that I hadn’t told him five years ago or even more recently.

      But waiting wasn’t going to make it any easier. I needed to tell him. Tonight.

      “Sweetie, we need to get going. Which books do you want?”

      “We just got here.” Emma pouted. “I want to look at more books.”

      “I know honey, but mommy has something she needs to do.”

      “You promised me we could stay at the library.” Her voice pitched up.

      “Emma,” I said in a lower tone so other patrons weren’t bothered. “We have come to the library. Now you need to pick the books. You can read them at home.”

      “But I want to look at more.” Her little lip quivered and her eyes filled with tears.

      Shit. “Ten more minutes.” I knew I shouldn’t give in to her tears, but she was right. I’d promised her an evening at the library. “Ten minutes to look at books and then we need to go.”

      She frowned. “You’re not fair.”

      “Ten minutes or we can go now.”

      She growled as she slid from her chair and went back to the bookshelves.

      As she searched for more books, I formulated a plan. Maybe I could ask Jess to watch Emma and invite Rafe over to talk to him. Maybe I could have my father watch her. No, Jess was closer. Once I told Rafe, we’d need to tell Emma.

      But first, I’d need to invite Rafe over. I’d told him we were busy, but plans change. I could invite him for dessert. No, not dessert. He might think that was code for sex. My heart rate was galloping in a mixture of unease and excitement. Tonight could make or break my relationship with Rafe. My life. Emma’s life. Oh God, so much was riding on this. I had to get it right.
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      I took a long run to sort out my rambling thoughts about Summer, Emma and getting my house together. After a quick dip in the river, I showered and made dinner. I was just putting my plate in the sink when there was a knock on my door.

      My heart and libido hoped it was Summer, but I reminded myself she’d made plans with Emma. I didn’t have many guests, and so my second guess was Gavin. I looked out the window and saw his truck. I wondered if he was there to kick my ass or perhaps make peace.

      “Gavin,” I said when I opened the door.

      “Rafe. Got a minute to talk?”

      He looked serious, but not pissed. I opened the door to let him in. I followed him into the living room. He sat in one of my grandmother's old wingback chairs.

      “Do you want a soda or something?” I offered.

      He shook his head. “Nah, thanks.”

      I sat on the couch and waited for him to tell me why he was there.

      He studied me for a moment. “My father says you stopped by.”

      I leaned back, deciding he wasn’t there to pummel me. “I was looking for you.”

      “Why?”

      “I value our friendship and I wanted to see if there was a way to salvage it.”

      “So, you’ll leave my sister alone?”

      My jaw clenched. “Summer would skin you alive if she knew you were asking me to do that.”

      “She’s not here, is she?”

      I took a deep breath. “If you’re asking me to choose between her and you…” Fuck this was hard. “I’ll choose her.”

      His eyes narrowed. I couldn’t decide if he was surprised or not by the statement.

      “I’d rather not have to choose, man, but I love her.”

      “That’s what my dad said.”

      I nodded. “I’m not using her or taking advantage of her.”

      “What about Emma? Summer is a package deal.”

      “I love Emma. I went to the shelter to see about getting a dog for her.”

      Gavin surprised me by barking out a laugh. “God, Summer won’t allow that.”

      “The dog will be here.”

      Gavin shook his head. “You do have it bad, don’t you?”

      “Not bad. It’s good. I feel good when I’m with her. I want to be good when I’m with her. I feel…grounded if that makes sense.”

      He crossed his ankle over his knee. “So, it’s serious?”

      “Serious enough. I’ve called about putting a fence in so Emma can’t get to the river without supervision. I’m moving the house around to get her a room.”

      “Fuckin’a, you are serious. Does Summer know this? Is she moving in?”

      I shook my head. Truth was, I hadn’t decided about moving in together, but as he said it, I wondered what I was waiting for. I understood her need to be with Emma and would happily wait my turn, but if they lived with me, I could be with them both every night. “I haven’t said anything to her yet.”

      “But you think she’ll agree?”

      “I hope so.”

      Gavin leaned forward. “You’ve been home what…ten days? A couple of weeks? And you want to live with my sister.”

      Fuck, now I really needed to come clean. “This isn’t new.”

      His brows shot up to his hairline and then lowered into a scowl. “What do you mean?”

      I took a breath. “Jesus…”

      “Tell me, Rafe. How long have you and Summer been together?”

      “It started when I was on leave after my grandmother died.”

      Gavin jerked back in his chair. “What?”

      “I didn’t pursue her.” That wasn’t quite true. While I didn’t go after her, when she showed up, I made a move. He didn’t need to know that. “She came over one night and…”

      “You fucked her then.”

      White hot heat flashed through my body. “It wasn’t like that. Jesus, Gavin, it’s one thing to say to me, but what it implies about what you think of Summer is unacceptable. You should give her some fucking respect.”

      He shook his head.

      “She’s not the type to sleep around.”

      “But she did with you.” Then his body went tense. “Fuck, Rafe, did you take her virginity?”

      I swallowed. “You have to ask her, and I hope you won’t. Seriously, Gavin, I know you’re looking out for her, but she’s a woman who can make her own decisions.”

      He sank back in his chair. “This is my fault. I was so out of it then, I couldn’t protect her.”

      “I didn’t hurt her.” I bit out each word. That time with her was so precious to me and I couldn’t stand that he was turning into something sordid. “I loved her then, I think.”

      “Yeah, well I guess she didn’t feel the same about you, did she? She got herself knocked up by some worthless piece of shit.”

      I didn’t like that part either but kept my mouth shut.

      He rubbed his temples. “I’m having a hard time with this Rafe. I know you, and I know you’re a good person, but Jesus, she’s my sister and you’ve—”

      “Don’t think about that part. Think about how much I love her. How much I want to stay and take care of her.”

      Gavin snorted. “Don’t tell her that. Summer can take care of herself.” Then he frowned. “How will you take care of her. Did you get a job?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet, but I’m making an appointment to meet with someone about my job prospects.”

      “Have you considered the sheriff’s department. You were MP before.”

      “I don’t want that.”

      “You’ve got the experience.”

      I gaped at Gavin. “Do you want to carry a gun and go into places that hold potential violence?”

      “Fuck no. I had enough of that in Iraq.”

      “Me too.”

      “So what are you going to do?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’ve got this place free and clear, and if Summer comes here, she won’t have rent anymore, so I have that to offer.”

      Gavin nodded. “This is a prime piece of property. I bet you could sell it and make a fortune.”

      I knew I could, but then Emma wouldn’t be able to play in the river.

      Gavin leaned forward and poked at the pictures on my coffee table. “What’s all this?”

      “Just some stuff I found.”

      He picked up my mother’s school picture. “This looks like Emma.”

      I nodded. “I thought the same thing. It’s my mother.”

      “Really.” He studied the picture. “How long ago did your grandmother pass?”

      “It will be five years next month. This is the first time I’ve really had the chance to go through her things.”

      He nodded and set it down. He had a contemplative look on his face. Then he stood abruptly. “I’ve gotta go, man.”

      I rose and walked with him to the door. “Okay.”

      “Listen, my sister scares me more than you do, and she’ll bust my balls if I don’t accept this thing between you two, but it’s hard, Rafe.”

      “I understand.”

      He nodded. “We’ll talk later.”

      “Good.” I watched as he walked to his truck. As I shut the door, my phone rang. All of a sudden, I was popular. “Hello?”

      “Rafe?”

      “My sweet Summer.”

      “I love it when you say that.”

      “Then I’ll say it more, my sweet Summer.”

      She sighed. “I was wondering if you could come over this evening.”

      “Sure. Everything alright?”

      “Yes, I just wanted to talk to you.”

      A warning bell went off in my brain. “You sure everything is okay?”

      “Yes. I love you. Please remember that.”

      For some reason, that didn’t alleviate the niggle of worry. “Fifteen minutes?”

      “I’ll be here.”

      She said, ‘I’ll’ not ‘we’. Where was Emma? The only way to find out was to head over to her townhome. I grabbed my keys, locked up the house, and drove to Summer’s place. Maybe if whatever she had to say wasn’t bad, I could ask her to move in with me. Maybe this night would be the proverbial first day of the rest of my life.
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      I’d brought Emma to Jess’ house for the evening. I could tell Jess was curious as to what was up since I didn’t normally ask for child care in the evenings. Thankfully, she didn’t press me on it. Instead, she said that Emma could stay the night if that’s what I needed.

      Once I got back to my place, I was a wreck. I couldn’t decide what to do. Should I get some wine out? No, Rafe didn’t drink. Should I make myself pretty? No, this was a serious discussion that could ruin our relationship if he felt I’d betrayed him by not telling him sooner.

      The knock on the door snapped me out of my torment. I looked at my watch. That was fast. But when I opened the door, it was Gavin.

      “Now isn’t a good time, Gavin.”

      “We have to talk Summer. It’s important.” His expression was stern, although not angry.

      “Okay. Is everything okay with Lainey?”

      “Yes.” He stepped through the door. I let the screen door close to keep out the bugs but left the front door open since Rafe would be coming soon. “This isn’t about me or Lainey.”

      I sighed. “If you’re here to harp on Rafe—”

      “I was just at Rafe’s.” He stood in front of me, his hands on his hips.

      “You’re not hassling him, are you?”

      His jaw tensed. “I went to see about saving our friendship. He told me this thing between you two started five years ago.”

      My stomach lurched. “He did?” While I believed in honesty, there was such a thing as too much information. Wasn’t it enough that Gavin knew we were together now?

      “He was going through his grandmother’s things. He’s cleaning up the place, wanting to make space for you and Emma.”

      My heart filled with hope. He really did love me and Emma. “What Rafe and I—”

      “Stop interrupting me, Summer. He had a picture of his mother as a kid. She looked a whole hell of a lot like Emma.” He glared down at me, and my stomach turned into knots. “I mean like spittin’ image.”

      I swallowed.

      “Summer.” Gavin stepped closer to me. “Be honest. Is Rafe Emma’s father?”

      “That’s a discussion I need to have—”

      “Jesus, Summer, he doesn’t even know?”

      The screen door opened and Rafe stepped in. My whole world stopped as his dark eyes stared down on me in a mixture of confusion and disbelief. “Is that true?”

      I couldn’t breathe. “I was going to tell you tonight.”

      It appeared he couldn’t breathe either as his breath came in short pants. “I trusted you.” His voice was low and so soft I could hardly hear him. His dark eyes pierced mine. “I trusted you more than anyone. And you lied…you betrayed me more than anyone possibly could.”

      I could see him withdrawing. “Rafe, let me explain.”

      “Explain what?” His voice bellowed out, as his anger finally ramped up. “How can you possibly have a good reason for not telling me? Oh, let me guess, I’m not good enough.”

      “Rafe, no—”

      “I’m crazy.” He made a circling motion with his finger by the side of his head.

      “No—I—”

      He looked at Gavin. “Did you know?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I just figured it out.”

      He turned back to me. “You didn’t even tell me you were pregnant. If I hadn’t come home, I’d have gone through my whole life not knowing I had a child. What sort of fucked up thing is that to do?”

      It was pretty fucked up. At the time, all my reasoning for holding off made sense, but now, it only made me a horrible person.

      “Please Rafe, let’s talk. Let me tell you—”

      “Tell me more lies? Jesus, you told me you were on the pill then.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “Fuck. Summer, are you lying now? In nine months is there going to be another baby you don’t tell me about?” His voice rose, and the tension, the anger radiated off him in waves.

      “Rafe, maybe we should—”

      “I’m not going to hurt her, Gavin. She’s not worth it.” He turned and opened the screen door.

      I ran after him. “Rafe, wait. Please, let me explain.”

      He didn’t acknowledge me as he went to his car. “Rafe,” I called from the door.

      “Let him go, Summer. Give him some time to cool off.”

      I watched as he got in his car and drove off. “No.” God, please don’t go. I turned to Gavin. “You need to go after him.”

      “And do what? He’s not going to listen to me.”

      “You have to make sure he’s okay.”

      He laughed derisively. “He’s not okay, Summer. Jesus, what were you thinking? Why didn’t you tell him? Why didn’t you tell me and dad?” He stared down on me like he didn’t know me. I suppose that was true. I didn’t know me.

      “Please Gavin, I’ll explain everything, but please go after him. Don’t let him leave town. That’s his instinct, to leave. You can’t let him.”

      “Can you blame him, Summer? I love you, honey, but I’d leave too if someone did that to me.”

      My heart felt like it was crushed under a vise. “It’s not just me, though. I know he won’t forgive me, but he’s Emma’s father. She needs him and he needs her. Please, remind him of that.”

      “Fuck.” He blew out a breath.

      I gripped his shirt. “Please, Gavin.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He stared at me for another moment. Then he shook his head and walked out the door.

      My legs gave out and I dropped to the floor. My tears came in weeping sobs. I’d ruined everything. I had everything I’d wanted right in front of me for the taking and I’d lost it because I was an idiot. I knew I had to go pick up Emma, but I couldn’t get myself off the floor. How was I going to face her knowing I’d ruined a chance for her to know her daddy?

      I don’t know how long I was there when the screen door opened. My head jerked up, hoping against all hope Rafe had changed his mind. Instead, Lainey stepped in.

      “Oh, honey.” She rushed to me. “Come on, Summer.” She helped me stand and walked me to the couch. “Gavin called and asked that I come over.”

      “Tonight is your night at the restaurant.” I’d just remembered that.

      “Family is more important.”

      I burst out crying again because I hadn’t honored that. Rafe had no one. No family, except Emma, and I’d kept that from him. Lainey held me, rocking me as we sat on the couch.

      Eventually, my weeping subsided.

      “What happened Summer? Is it true, Rafe is Emma’s father?”

      I nodded.

      “He didn’t take it well?”

      “He might have if I’d told him.” I looked at Lainey.

      Her expression was both sympathy and disappointment. “Why would you not tell him?”

      My breath hitched as a new wave of tears threatened. “I’m an idiot.”

      She kissed my head. “Where is Emma?”

      “At Jess’.”

      “Then we have time. Start at the beginning. The very beginning. How is it it’s possible he’s Emma’s father?”

      I told her about how I’d been attracted to him since I’d first noticed boys, and how I’d gone to see him after his grandmother died.

      “Didn’t you use protection?”

      I gave her a sheepish smile. “I thought it was too early in my cycle. After that I got on the pill, but that first time…”

      “Oh, honey.” She shook her head. “You can’t trust mother nature with birth control.”

      “I don’t regret it.” I stared into her eyes so she could see the truth of it in mine. “I got Emma. It was scary and hard, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

      “Yes, of course, you would. I would too if it were me. But Summer, Rafe could have helped you. He’s responsible for her care too. Why didn’t you tell him?”

      I rested my head on the back of the couch. “I was going to, but he left before I could. He wrote me a letter saying that I needed to move on with my life.” I turned my head to look at Lainey. “I think he expected he wouldn’t survive his next tour.”

      “You still could have reached him.”

      “I didn’t want to add to his burden. He had enough to worry about keeping himself alive.”

      “What did you plan to do when he came home?”

      “Honestly, I didn’t think I’d see him again.” What a dope.

      “You thought he’d die too?” Her eyes furrowed in confusion.

      “That or he’d never come back. With his grandmother gone, he had no reason to come home.”

      “Except a child.”

      I pressed my hands over my face. “I know…why did my reasoning make sense before and now it sounds idiotic?”

      “What was your reasoning?” She pulled me closer, offering me comfort I didn’t deserve.

      “I told you why I didn’t contact him when I first found out. When he came home, at first, I told myself I wanted to make sure he was psychologically stable, and later I wanted to make sure he planned to stay. I don’t want Emma to be abandoned like Gavin and I were.”

      “You think Rafe would do that?”

      “His first instinct is to leave.”

      “Now maybe, but if he knew about Emma, do you think he’d really leave?”

      I dug the heels of my palms in my eye sockets, as again, Lainey pointed out what I’d failed to consider. Rafe’s MO was to run, but he wasn’t a man to abandon his responsibilities.

      “Does Emma know?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      Lainey sat with me quietly for a moment. “Well, maybe when he calms down, you can talk to him and work this all out.”

      “Would you forgive something like that?” There was no way I could make up for my betrayal.

      “I forgave your brother for sleeping around town.”

      “He had a drinking problem and—”

      “He still did it and knew he was doing it.”

      “I need to tell Emma.”

      She nodded. “But why don’t you wait and see what happens with Rafe. If he does leave, then maybe it’s better to keep the status quo.”

      I shook my head. “Keeping this secret is what started all this. I lied to you and Gavin and my father.”

      “Why did you do that? We were all there for you.”

      “I didn’t want people to think badly of Rafe. I didn’t want Gavin to know…even this time, he didn’t take it well.” I sat up straighter and wiped my face. “I need to tell Emma. She deserves to know.”

      “Why don’t you wait. Maybe Rafe will come around and you two can tell her together.”

      “What if he doesn’t come around?”

      Lainey pulled me in tight for a hug. “Everything will sort itself out. Right now, you need to get your own self straight. If you want, I can take Emma home tonight.”

      “No. I’ll pull myself together and bring her home. I need her now.”

      “Summer, this thing with you and Rafe, was it that serious?”

      I nodded. “I thought we might be a family. But I messed that up. Oh, Lainey, I’ve ruined everything for all of us.” I burst into tears as the pain and guilt overwhelmed me again.

      “Oh, honey.” Lainey pulled me close. “Don’t give up yet. I’ve learned that love can find a way. But it can take time and a whole lotta patience.”

      I hoped she was right. She’d stuck by Gavin during his crazy time, mostly. At one point, after Wendy Hanson bragged to everyone about doing my brother in the bathroom at Crazy Joe’s Bar, Lainey had had enough and broken up with him.

      My father had about reached his limit with Gavin as well, kicking him out of the house. “I can’t have a drunk around my pregnant daughter, or my grandchild when it arrives.” He’d told Gavin. “You get your shit together, boy, or you get out.”

      At first, Gavin chose to get out. I’m not sure if there was one thing that put him on the right path, but I do know, Emma’s arrival seemed to change something in him. He got help for his drinking and dealing with his PTSD and war injury. And he groveled every day for a long time before Lainey took him back.

      Would Rafe change his mind if I groveled every day? Even if he didn’t take me back, would he at least be here for Emma? Knowing that he thought I didn’t think he was good enough broke my heart. But isn’t that what I was thinking? I’d always known about his goodness, but if I was concerned about his mental health or commitment, didn’t that mean I didn’t think he was good enough?

      I was such an idiot, Rafe was one of the best men I knew. And what I’d done only made it worse because I was the one person he’d trusted. How would he trust anyone, much less me, after being betrayed so badly? Had I ruined his ability to believe in others? To believe in himself? I could barely breathe, as the guilt of that crushed me.
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      In the military, it’s drilled into our heads that we can’t trust anyone but our brothers in arms. As I got ready to leave the military, my sergeant told me I should stay. I was a good soldier and had a place in the military.

      “Out in the civilian world, you won’t fit in anymore, Rafe.”

      He’d been right until I reconnected with Summer. I thought I’d finally found my place, but in the end, the sergeant had been right. No one could be trusted and I didn’t fit in the civilian world.

      I sat on the bank of the river, trying to decide my next move. My brain was reeling not just about the lie, but that Summer had betrayed me. She’d have been the last person in the world I’d ever think would keep something from me, much less something so important.

      Fuck, I was a father. I didn’t even know what to do with that.

      “Rafe.” Gavin’s voice drifted from behind me.

      “I’m not in the mood, Gav.”

      He ignored me as he sat on the bank beside me.

      “If she sent you, I’m not interested.”

      “What she did…Rafe…I can’t believe it. It’s not like her.”

      “Well, apparently it is. At least when it comes to me.” Her words, ‘I wish you could see you as I see you’, floated through my brain. What a load of bullshit. And I had bought it. She was making me feel like I belonged. Like I had worth. Turned out, my dick had worth to her and that was about it. I wasn’t worthy enough to know about my own child.

      I let out a frustrated growl. “Fuck.”

      “There’s no good reason for this Rafe, but you should hear her out anyway. I don’t think she was malicious.”

      I turned to him, “She didn’t think it was important enough to tell me she was pregnant or had my child. How is that not malicious?”

      He shrugged and turned to look out over the water. “What are you going to do?”

      “What can I do? She doesn’t want me. And fuck it, she’s probably right. What do I have to offer?”

      Gavin was quiet for a moment. “I’ve been to this pity party. I spent a lot of time there, and you know what it got me, Rafe?”

      “I don’t want any pep talks right now Gavin.”

      “I lost my gal, got a DUI, and it nearly cost me my family.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “No, I guess it isn’t. And I can’t blame you for wanting to wallow, but you have a daughter, Rafe. A beautiful sweet daughter who thinks the world of you and doesn’t even know you’re her father yet. Jesus, she’s going to be over the moon when she finds out.”

      “Why bother telling her? Summer doesn’t think I’m worthy—”

      “That’s not true. Summer was wrong not to say anything sooner, but she was going to tell you.”

      I shook my head.

      “Fucking hell, Rafe…you’re a father. You have rights and responsibilities. Whether you fix things with Summer or not, you have that. Are you really going to sit here like a big fucking whiner?”

      “You can leave now.”

      “No. You’re really going to abandon your child? Just like your own parents did to you. If you are, then Summer was right to keep Emma from you. Emma doesn’t deserve that.”

      “Don’t you dare turn this on me.” I jumped up and stalked toward my house.

      “It only gets turned on you if you run away, Rafe. Summer deserves every bad thought you have about her right now, but Emma is innocent. She’s a child. She’s your child.”

      She’s yours.

      I pressed the palms of my hands on the side of my head, wanting the racing thoughts and extraordinary pain to stop. Everything just had to stop.

      “I should have never touched her. You were right about that, Gavin.”

      “You fucking take that back!” Gavin roared, pushing me.

      Adrenaline filled my bloodstream, and my body tensed, ready to fight or flee. “What the hell?”

      “If you hadn’t fucked her, Emma wouldn’t be here you son-of-a-bitch. Jesus, Rafe, can’t you even see that? I don’t care how broken you feel right now, I’d have you go through it a million times if it was the only way that child got to be in the world.”

      “I’m not the asshole, here Gavin.” I tried to walk into my house, but he grabbed my arm. Anger swept through me hard and fast. I swung my right arm until my fist connected with his cheek. He staggered back, and I took the opportunity to go into my house.

      “You are an asshole, Rafe, if you abandon that little girl.” He followed me inside.

      I whirled on him. “She doesn’t even know about me! Summer saw to that.”

      His eyes softened. “She will though. Summer will tell her.”

      “She’s a fucking bitch.”

      “Careful, Rafe.” Gavin’s tone was low but dark.

      “She doesn’t tell me about Emma because she doesn’t think I’m a good enough dad, and now, she’s going to tell her and make me be the bad guy if I don’t step up.”

      Gavin’s eyes darkened. “Are you seriously not going to step up? I thought you loved Emma. You were getting ready to make a fucking home for both of them.”

      “That was before.” All of a sudden, every bit of strength left my body. I sank down onto a chair in my kitchen and dropped my head onto my arms on the table. Fuck, I was going to cry. Big badass Marine Rafe Buchanan was about to cry like a pussy.

      “Don’t let Summer take this from you, Rafe.”

      A hand settled onto my shoulder. “You’re a good man. Summer loves you, despite what her actions might seem like. And Emma does too.”

      I didn’t have the strength to respond.

      “At least make the room for Emma here. Get the dog. She needs you and I’m pretty sure you need her too.”

      I sat up. “I don’t have a job, so if you’re looking for financial—”

      “Fuck you, Rafe!” Gavin stared at me like I was the worst human being on the planet.

      I supposed I was. Summer seemed to think so.

      “Yes, you have a responsibility, but—” He stopped and shook his head. “Maybe Summer did the right thing, you piece of shit. Emma deserves a father who’ll fight for her. Her uncle shouldn’t have to convince her father she’s worth the effort.” The disgust in his expression had my stomach roiling. “Congratulations, you’re no better than your own parents.”

      With one last searing glare, he walked out of my kitchen and out the door.

      Good riddance. I hated him for turning this on me. I hated Summer for not believing in me. I hated everyone. Most of all, I hated myself, because Gavin was right, I wasn’t any better than my parents.

      I went to my bedroom and cursed because I swore the scent of Summer lingered in the air. I grabbed my duffle bag and began to stuff it with clothes. If I left now, Summer wouldn’t have to tell Emma about me at all. They could go back to their normal happy lives they’d had before I came home. Summer could find some other prick to betray. He could be Emma’s father.

      Fuck! The thought of someone else being Emma’s father made me sick. Jesus, even after what Summer had done, the idea of another man touching her made me want to hit something.

      No! I couldn’t let my heart get in the way. It had betrayed me too by letting me fall in love with her. War was hell, but love was fucking torture and I was done with it.

      I finished packing, made sure all the windows and doors were locked, and then headed out to my car. I’d leave a message with Lainey’s boss at the property management office to put the house up for sale. No…I’d call a lawyer and have him make arrangements to give the house to Emma. I could at least do that. I think I heard once I could sell something for $1 and that’s all the buyer would have to pay taxes on. A lawyer would know. If I did that, at least Emma would have something of mine, and Summer would live rent-free, making it easier to provide for Emma.

      Feeling good that I’d done my part, I got into my car, started it up, and drove out of Hope, Virginia for the last time.
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      Ultimately, I decided to leave Emma at Jess’. Thankfully, Lainey walked down there to ask her if it was okay, and brought some clothes for Emma for tomorrow. I was just too much of a mess to be a mom. Another failing.

      Lainey had just handed me a glass of wine when my door opened. I jumped up, hoping beyond all hope that Rafe had changed his mind and come back. Unfortunately, it was Gavin who entered. His face as hard as granite.

      “Oh God. Is he leaving?” My legs felt weak. I set the wine down so I didn’t drop the glass.

      “Maybe. Probably.”

      “What about Emma?” I’d have thought I’d be out of tears, but they were streaming down my face again.

      Gavin scoffed. “You really fucked him up, Summer.”

      “Gavin.” Lainey chastised.

      “She needs to know,” he told her. As if I didn’t know.

      “He thinks you didn’t say anything because you don’t think he’s worthy. Right now, he seems to believe you.”

      “Oh God.” I dropped down to my knees again.

      Lainey rushed to me and helped me to the couch.

      “You can’t tell Emma about Rafe, Summer.”

      “Gavin, give her a minute.”

      “Summer brought this on herself.”

      “I have to tell her. Keeping secrets is why I’m in the mess.” I buried my face in my hands, too ashamed to look at either of them.

      “And what if he leaves, Summer? You betray him by not telling him and now you’re going to tell his little girl that he abandoned her. He’s right, you are a fucking bitch.”

      “Gavin!” Lainey shouted.

      “You would really set him up like that? After what you did to him?”

      “Did you even try to make him come back and talk to her?” Lainey asked Gavin. “Or you did you just both shit on Summer?”

      “This isn’t my fault, Lain. You know it too, Summer.”

      I nodded. He was right. About all of it.

      “I’ll admit I didn’t try very hard to convince him to forgive you, Summer, because I still can’t believe you did this. But I did try to make him stay for Emma. I’ve got a bruise on my cheek to prove it.” He turned his head.

      “God, he hit you?” Lainey’s voice turned from anger to concern as she went to Gavin.

      “I grabbed him.” He brushed her away. “The point is, he believes you. He believes that he’s not good enough for you or Emma.”

      “God…what can I do?”

      “He was going to ask you to move in with him. He’d been getting the house ready for you and Emma.”

      “Gavin, now you’re just being mean.”

      Gavin turned his hard stare on Lainey. “No meaner than you were to me. And I deserved every bit of what you dished out after what I did to you. Summer needs to know.” He turned his attention back to me. “What I don’t understand, is how you could do this. You’re a therapist, for Christ sake. Shouldn’t you have known better than to keep something like this from him? Never mind, that you lied to us, me, Lainey and dad all these years. Who are you?”

      He was right about all of it. But I was too washed out to deal with it anymore. The guilt was crushing me and I didn’t know how I’d ever gain enough strength to carry on, much less to be a mom. I lay down and curled into a ball.

      “Gavin, let her be for now. You can rail on her again later.”

      “I’m not doing this to be mean to her. She brought this on herself.”

      “She knows it. She doesn’t need you to pound it into her.”

      He huffed out a breath. “Where’s Emma?”

      All of a sudden, I jerked up. “You don’t think he’d take her, do you?” The minute the words were out of my mouth I regretted it. Rafe wasn’t vengeful. And whatever he thought of me, he wouldn’t do anything that would hurt Emma.

      Gavin stared at me like he’d never seen me before. “Even now, you think he’s the type of man that would do that?” He shook his head. “Don’t fear, Summer. Chances are he’s halfway out of the state by now.”

      “Emma is at Jess’. I’m going to stay here tonight with Summer.” Lainey sat next to me on the couch.

      “Don’t be angry at me,” Gavin said.

      “I’m not angry. I’m annoyed, but that’s not why I’m staying. She needs support. Right or wrong, Summer is family and a good person.”

      “No, I’m not.” I was the worst.

      “Tomorrow we’ll figure out what to do about Rafe and Emma.”

      “I’m begging you, Summer. If Rafe leaves, don’t tell Emma. She doesn’t need the kind of heartache like we had with our mother leaving. And it’s not fair to Rafe to make him the bad guy when all this is on you.”

      I nodded. He was right. “Yes. I agree.”

      “Good. You want me to stay too?”

      “Not if you’re going to be a jerk,” Lainey said.

      He glared at her. “I’m just being honest.”

      “Well, now that you’ve done that, perhaps you can be a supportive big brother.”

      He sank down into a chair. “I’ll try.”

      I wasn’t alone, and for that I was grateful. But Rafe was alone and it was my fault. He and Gavin were right. I was a fucking bitch.

      I had to find a way to make it up to him. To at least tell him that I thought the world of him. “I’ve got to go to Rafe’s.”

      “Now’s not a good time,” Gavin said.

      “Now might be the only time.” I rose from my couch.

      “You shouldn’t drive, honey.” Lainey took my hand and tugged, trying to get me to sit down again.

      “Then you drive me. I have to go.”

      “I’ll take her.” Gavin stood and pulled his keys from his pocket.

      “We’ll both take her.”

      “Okay.” A little piece of hope bloomed in my chest. Maybe he’d be there. Maybe he’d listen to what I had to say. And if he didn’t forgive me, maybe he’d at least decide to be Emma’s father.

      Because Gavin had his truck, we piled in Lainey’s car and Gavin drove us to Rafe’s. My heart sank as we pulled up to the house. His car was gone and the lights were off.

      “Oh, no.”

      “I’ll check around back.” Gavin got out of the car and walked along the side of the house.

      I went up to the front porch and knocked on the door. Then I looked in the windows. There was no sign of Rafe.

      “He’s not here.” Gavin stood at the bottom of the steps of the porch. “I’m sorry, Summer.”

      “Where would he go? Do you know?”

      Gavin shook his head. “I don’t.”

      I sank onto one of the resin chairs on the porch. “Gavin?”

      “Yes.”

      “What will I do?” I looked at him. “I’ve…I’ve ruined everything. I ruined his life. Emma’s life. My life, not that mine matters at this point.”

      “Stop it, Summer. You’re life matters. Emma will be fine. Rafe…well…Rafe already had his demons.”

      “You being nice now doesn’t help.”

      “I figure you’re going to beat yourself up more than I ever could.”

      “How did he look?”

      Gavin sighed and sat on the top step of the porch. “Torturing yourself isn’t going to help.”

      “I want to know.” I had to know. I had to know just how extensive of damage I’d done.

      “Not good.”

      I began to weep.

      “I told him to fight for Emma. Told him he was an asshole if he didn’t. But since he already thought he was an asshole, it didn’t seem to make much impact.”

      “Thank you for trying. I know the idea of us together was difficult for you.”

      He shrugged. “Yes, but I love Emma, and if he’s Emma’s father, I can’t help but be thankful for him.”

      “You’re the best uncle ever. I hope I’m as good of an aunt to your baby as you are an uncle to Emma.”

      “You might get close,” he said with light humor.

      Lainey got out of the car. “Hey, you guys going to wait all night?”

      Gavin stood and held out a hand for me. “We should get her to bed.”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’m sorry. I remember how exhausted I was at seven months pregnant.” But Rafe didn’t know. He didn’t know anything about my pregnancy. Like how I hadn’t had morning sickness. Or how I’d had a relatively short labor, which I attributed to large hips. For once, I was glad to be a big woman.

      He didn’t know how Emma was born perfect, or about the month she had colic. He didn’t know when she first slept through the night or first smiled or took her first step. I couldn’t breathe as the ramifications of all I’d stolen from him hit me.

      “Summer?” Gavin’s voice broke through. “We’ll think of something. Right now, let's get some rest, okay?”

      I nodded, but I knew I’d never rest again. The guilt would likely eat me alive and I deserved it. I had to hope Rafe would change his mind and come back for Emma. The next best thing would be to hope he ended up someplace where he could find peace. Maybe there was another woman who could do what I couldn’t; love him as he deserved to be loved.
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      I’d driven up north and found a cheap hotel near the Quantico Marine Base to stay the night. As I went to bed, my phone chirped indicating I’d received a notification. There were only two people who would contact me; Summer and Gavin, and I didn’t want to talk to either of them, so I ignored the text.

      The next morning, I didn’t bother to check the text either. Instead, I showered, and then called a lawyer in Hope to make the arrangements for transferring the house to Emma. He advised me that selling it even for one dollar wouldn’t avoid tax problems, but that there were ways we could give her the house. He said he’d be in touch with Summer and to let him know where I’d be so he could fax paperwork when it was ready. Good question, I thought. By the end of today, I planned to be a U.S. Marine again, if the Marines would take me back.

      After that, I headed out to the nearest pancake house to get some food before heading to the base. I was waiting to be seated when another man entered behind me.

      “Rafe?”

      I turned to the man. He looked familiar but I couldn’t quite place him.

      “Joe. From the group at the VA.”

      “Oh, right.” I shook his hand. “How are you?”

      “Skipping group today, like you.” He smiled affably. “But I’ve got a good reason. I’m picking up my kids to spend some time with them. How about you?”

      I shrugged. “Just some things to take care of on base.”

      He frowned. “You’re not re-upping, are you? You don’t want to go back to that hell-hole...”

      I was grateful when the hostess appeared. “Two?”

      “Yes,” Joe said. “We might as well eat together. We can have our own group, then we don’t have to feel guilty for missing.”

      I wasn’t feeling guilty, but I didn’t have the oomph to argue. “Sure.”

      She showed us to a booth in the corner.

      “Do you mind if I sit on this side?” Joe asked. “I like to see the door.”

      I shrugged. I’d discovered that many vets had a variety of quirks related to their PTSD, one of which was being able to see the front door at all times. Fortunately, I didn’t have this particular issue.

      “How long you been out?” Joe asked as I looked over the menu.

      “Six months, give or take.”

      Joe set his menu down. “That’s not long enough, man. You need to give it more time before deciding to go back.”

      I wasn’t interested in being talked out of my decision.

      “It took me about three years to start to feel normal, or at least less disenfranchised. Uncle Sam does a good job training you to be a soldier but not so much on how to come back home, don’t you think?”

      I nodded.

      “Me, I was a fucking mess. I was planning to go career in the military, but when my wife started sleeping with a coworker, I decided I needed to get out.”

      “She betrayed you?” I knew this story.

      “Yes. And I was plenty pissed about it, but now, not so much.”

      “Why?” I couldn’t imagine ever not feeling this angry with Summer. Every time I thought about what she’d taken from me, and why, I felt like punching something.

      “I was gone, man. I was home long enough to knock her up, and then I was gone. I was in Afghanistan when my kids were born when they took their first steps. My youngest was nearly two the first time I met her.”

      “At least you knew about them.”

      “What?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.” I sat back as the waitress brought us coffee and water, and took our orders.

      “The point is, she was alone, she needed someone, and I wasn’t there.”

      “So, why not go back in?”

      “My kids, man. They fucking saved me.” He leaned forward. “I don’t know about you, but I feel pretty shitty about myself most of the time. It’s fucking exhausting to always feel like the boogeyman is around the corner, you know?”

      I nodded. That I knew.

      “But I look at my kids and think, how the fuck did I help create something so good and beautiful. Do you have kids?”

      I rolled my shoulders and looked out the window. My instinct was to lie. I may have created a person, but I wasn’t a father. Not really. But my body betrayed me and nodded. “A little girl.” Saying it out loud made my heart clench.

      “Then you know, right? I mean don’t you look at her and think, how the hell did I do that?”

      I hadn’t. I hadn’t even been able to process that I was Emma’s father. All I’d been able to focus on was the anger that I hadn’t known about her.

      “I only just learned about her…her mother hadn’t told me.”

      “Ah, that’s fucked up.” He sat back and stared at me. “Were you deployed?”

      I nodded. “But I wasn’t on Mars.” Communication from home wasn’t impossible. I’d talked to my grandmother regularly during my deployments.

      He laughed. “Right. Is that why you’re going back?”

      I was noncommittal.

      “Look, man, that’s pretty shitty the girl’s mom didn’t tell you, but you’re a dad now. She can’t stop you from being with the kid. You’ve got rights.”

      “She doesn’t know…the girl…she doesn’t know I’m her father.”

      “So, tell her. I’m telling you, Rafe, you need to take more time and try harder in civilian life. Do you really want to go back? I mean, really?”

      I didn’t. Not really. “It’s what I know.”

      “I get that. The devil you know and all that. But you need to give it more time. You know I’d be the first one to say all that counseling was bullshit. We’re a bunch of broken pussies rehashing the horrors of war, but when I look at my life three years ago and where I’m at now, I have to think it must work. I’ve got a job. I’ve got my kids. And if I play my cards right, I might get my wife back.”

      “She’s not with the other guy?”

      “Nope.” Joe sat back with a satisfied smirk. “I’m the only one fucking her now. Of course, she keeps telling me it doesn’t mean anything, but I can be patient.” He sat back as the hostess brought our breakfast.

      “And you’re not mad about her cheating?”

      “Does it bother me? Yes. Do I want to kick his ass? Abso-fucking-lutely. But I want her and my family and life back more than I want to hold a grudge, especially since it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been gone. That’s on me.”

      “But was your job.”

      He shrugged. “I could have gotten out sooner. In the end, it’s like I said, I’d rather be with my family than continue to be pissed. Maybe you haven’t felt this yet, but you need to find the person or thing that makes you feel normal again. For me, it’s my ex and kids. All the fucked up things that go on in here.” He tapped his temple. “Quiets down when they’re around. Have you had that yet?”

      I closed my eyes.

      “You have. I can tell. What was it?”

      I opened my eyes but didn’t respond.

      He quirked a brow. “Your baby mama?”

      I nodded.

      He sighed. “Well, that makes it harder, doesn’t it? If she lied to you. I don’t know your woman. I mean, she could be a terrible person and you don’t need that. But I know my ex isn’t a horrible person. She was lonely and overwhelmed with three kids, and she felt abandoned by me. I can forgive her and move on. I’ll tell you, I’m happier now than I’ve been in a long time, so it’s worth it to let the past be the past.”

      I wasn’t sure I could do that.

      “Did you love this woman?”

      “Yes.”

      “And the kid.”

      “Yes.”

      Joe shrugged. “Seems like that’s the answer unless you think she’s going to lie to you some more. But even if she does, you should be with your kid. I’m telling you, Rafe, there’s nothing better than being a dad.” Joe sat back and smiled. I studied him, noting the authenticity of his words. Then he leaned forward. “Besides, you don’t strike me as a man to avoid his responsibility. You’re a father and that means you have another life you’re responsible for. That seems like the better choice than re-enlisting.”

      I ate in quiet and listened as Joe prattled on about his kids, his job at a high-tech security firm, and his plans to win his wife back. He had it all figured out. Me? I was only more confused. In a perfect world, Summer and Emma and I would be a family. But I couldn’t get past Summer’s betrayal. More accurately, I couldn’t get past her belief that I wasn’t good enough. Not that I didn’t agree with her. I had some pretty significant baggage, but she’d said things to me that made me think she believed in me, and that had been a lie. Why had she done that? Why did she tell me she wished I could see the goodness in me as she saw in me, and at the same time decide I wasn’t good enough to know about my own child?

      “Are your parents around Rafe?” Joe’s words broke me out of my thoughts.

      “No. I was raised by my grandmother. She died five years ago.”

      “So you have no one? Siblings?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Fuck, man.” Joe pushed his plate away and sat back in the booth. “All the more reason to grab onto your kid.”

      I sipped my coffee, wishing he wasn’t going back to that.

      “She’ll ground you. But even more, you don’t want her growing up without a dad, do you?”

      “She has an uncle and grandfather.”

      Joe made a pffft sound. “That’s all well and good, but you’re her father. Little girls need their dads.”

      Gavin’s angry words came back to me. Emma deserves a father who’ll fight for her. Her uncle shouldn’t have to convince her father she’s worth the effort. At the time, I was thinking Emma didn’t know about me, and Summer didn’t think I was good enough, so it was better to bow out. Let them live their lives without me as they had for five years.

      But listening to Joe and rethinking about Gavin’s impassioned plea, I wondered if I would unintentionally do harm to Emma by not standing up to be her father. My parents chose drugs and alcohol over me. It’s difficult to grow up knowing your parents would rather have a drink or a hit than play catch. If the truth about me ever came out, what would Emma think? That I’d left instead of fighting for her? My breakfast started to sour in my belly at the thought.

      “Oh, hey…look at the time. I need to get on the road. Don’t want to be late.” Joe pulled out his wallet. “Let me pay for you.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      “Please. I appreciate the company.” He waved down the waitress. “Think about what I said, Rafe. Don’t give up yet.”

      I nodded. “I’ll think about it.”

      He stood as the waitress arrived with the bill. “I hope I’ll see you at group next week.”

      I nodded again but didn’t make any commitment. Instead, I sat there, as the last two days whirled through my brain. Everything - how I’d wanted Summer and Emma to move in with me, garnering a bit of a truce with Gavin, and then discovering I was Emma’s father. I put my elbows on the table, resting my head in my hands, wishing the right answer would filter up from the swirl of thoughts rushing in my brain.

      “More coffee?” The waitress asked.

      “Yes please.” I didn’t really want more coffee, but I wasn’t ready to leave yet either. I had to decide if I was going to take the last steps to Quantico and re-enlist, or drive back to Hope and fight for Emma.
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      I had regrets and disappointments in my life, but the negative emotions of those have dissipated over time. The regret and grief I felt now would never go away. They would never lessen in intensity. For the rest of my life, I’d have to live with what I’d done to Rafe and Emma, and it would probably drive me mad. Who was that woman who’d so callously kept such a secret? Why had my reasoning at the time made so much sense, when now it just felt so heinous?

      Not only would my regret never get better, but at some point, it would get worse. Someday, Emma would find out the truth because, as I’ve learned, the truth always comes out. And then she’d be mad at me for not telling her and mad at Rafe for walking away. But right now, I had to agree with Gavin, that to tell her now would only make her feel bad, the way my mother’s running off had made me feel unloved.

      I had to pray that Rafe would change his mind and come back, despite my actions, and take his rightful place as Emma’s father.

      “Summer?” Gavin knocked on my bedroom door. I was going to be late for work, but it was difficult to drum up the motivation to care, so I was hiding in bed.

      “You can come in.”

      Gavin opened the door. “You’ve got a call. It’s Dean Mason.”

      “The lawyer?”

      He nodded.

      Oh God, was Rafe going to fight for custody? He didn’t need to do that. I wanted him in Emma’s life.

      “Listen, Lainey also called your boss and told him you’re sick…a 48-hour thing, so you can stay home tomorrow too.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.” I don’t know what I’d do without Gavin and Lainey. I put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Addison.”

      “Yes. This is Summer Addison.”

      “This is Dean Mason, I was instructed to contact you by Rafe Buchanan.”

      “Yes.” My voice quivered as my heart hammered in my chest from what he might say. Gavin frowned and stood next to my bed.

      “He’s having me draw up papers that allows an…” There was a pause and I imagined he was looking at papers on his desk, “...Emma Addison use of his house until such time as he is deceased, at which time she will inherit the home.”

      “What?” I looked at Gavin as I tried to process what he was telling me.

      “Speaker.” Gavin mouthed.

      I poked the speaker button on my phone and Mr. Mason’s voice echoed in my bedroom. “He wanted to give her the home, but there are some significant tax implications that he didn’t want to burden you with. So instead, he’s having me draw up papers that allow her, and you, as her mother, to live in the home, rent-free. Your daughter will also be named in his will to inherit the house. He does have some provisions for selling the home, but only later if Ms. Emma Addison no longer wants to live there, or the money is needed for college.”

      He said ‘your daughter’ not ‘his daughter’ which meant Rafe wasn’t openly acknowledging Emma. And if he was giving her the house, that meant he wasn’t coming back. Tears I didn’t think I could cry anymore, streamed down my face.

      Gavin’s eyes were wide with shock and then narrowed. “That son-of-a-bitch.”

      “Excuse me?” Mr. Mason’s voice came over the phone.

      “Mr. Mason, do you know where Mr. Buchanan is or what his plans are?”

      “Even if I did, I wouldn’t be at liberty to tell you.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m still drawing up the paper to get to him. He wanted me to let you know and give you permission to enter the house at any time starting today. He’s arranged for a fence to be installed in the back for Emma’s safety. He also gives you permission to do whatever you want with what’s in the interior of the house. He says he won’t need any of it.”

      “Okay.” I couldn’t imagine that my heart could break anymore, but it was splintering into a million pieces.

      “I wanted to get some information from you to make sure I have you and your daughter’s name correct.”

      Gavin was pacing my room. “What’s he thinking?”

      I shrugged. “What do you need to know?”

      “Your name is Summer Addison? Do you have a middle name you use?”

      “Marie.”

      “And your daughter?”

      “Her legal name is Emmaline Raffaella Addison.” I spelled it for him since most people got it wrong.

      “Thank you. I’ll get these papers drawn up. Mr. Buchanan says you can get the keys from the Hope Property Management Company.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’ll be in touch.”

      When he hung up, I dropped the phone, crawled into a ball and wept. “He’s gone.”

      The bed dipped where Gavin sat. “I’m sorry, Summer.”

      I jolted up and gripped Gavin’s arms. “Tell me what to do. Tell me how to make this right.”

      He pulled me into his arms. “I wish I knew, honey. I really do.”

      The only thing that came to mind was to call him and beg. He hadn’t responded to my text, but maybe he’d answer the phone.

      I reached for my phone and dialed his number.

      “What are you doing?” Gavin asked.

      “Begging.”

      He nodded. “That worked for me to get Lainey back.”

      The phone rang, but there was no answer. Finally, I heard his strong, deep voice. It vibrated through my chest making it ache. “This is Rafe. Leave a message.”

      I took a deep breath. I had no idea what to say, but I felt like this was my one shot to make things right, if not for me, then for Emma.

      “Rafe…I, ah…first…I love you. Oh God…I love you so much and I hate that I hurt you. It’s killing me that I hurt you because you’re such a good and wonderful man.” My crying made it hard to talk, but I pushed through. “I know there’s no forgiving me, but please don’t hold what I did against Emma. Please, come home and be her father. She deserves you and you deserve her. I’m the one not good enough for either of you.”

      Gavin frowned.

      I sniffed, trying to keep my tears from overtaking the call. “I want her to know you. I want her to be able to be as proud of you as I am. She loves you already, Rafe. And I know you love her. Please…”

      God, I sounded so pathetic. There had to be something I could say. “I wasn’t lying when I told you I wished you could see you as I do. I’m so proud of you. Of how bravely you served your country, and I’ll say that even though I know you hate it. I’m proud of how hard you work to be the best man you can be…”

      Then it occurred to me that I should explain myself. “Rafe, I didn’t tell you not because I didn’t think you were worthy, because you’re one of the best people I know. At first, I was going to tell you, but when I arrived at your house, you were gone and your letter said not to contact you. I didn’t know what to do…Whenever I’d dropped hints at continuing our relationship, you always withdrew…so, I thought I was doing the right thing by doing what you said and moving on.” I blew out a breath and then inhaled another one. “I didn’t tell you when you came home because I’m an idiot. I did try to tell you one night, but you fell asleep...but I could have tried harder. My only excuse is that at the time I thought I was protecting Emma…not because I thought you’d hurt her, but that I wasn’t sure you were going to stay…we both know what it’s like to have parents who don’t want us…not that you’d be like that…oh hell…this is coming out all wrong.” I burst into tears.

      I managed to pull it together, wondering how much time I had before the voicemail cut me off. “I love you. I love you so much. I’ve always loved you, I’ll always love you. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved or been with. I don’t know if that matters, but it’s true. You made me strong and brave, and you gave me Emma and for that, I’ll always love you. I know I have no right to ask, but if you could forgive me and even give me another chance to show you how much I love you…well…I’d like the chance. But even if I’ve killed your love for me, please, please, don’t run away from Emma. Don’t let me have ruined that—” A beep sounded, letting me know I’d hit the record limit. I hit the “End” button and tossed the phone on the bed.

      “If that doesn’t work, he’s a heartless bastard,” Gavin said.

      “Was it really that easy for you and Lainey?”

      Gavin shook his head. “No. But if he comes home, you’ll have more opportunities to make it right, Summer.” Then he frowned. “You named her after his family. Emmaline his grandmother. And Raffaella…that’s him, right?”

      I nodded.

      “How did I miss that? Everyone missed it.”

      “Because we call her Emma, I guess.” I was so tired. All I wanted to do was crawl under the covers and sleep.

      “Lainey and I are going to take Emma out today.”

      “Oh god, I should be with her.” I wasn’t just a terrible girlfriend, I was a terrible mother.

      “Give yourself some time to pull together. Emma doesn’t know what’s going on, so she’s fine.”

      I nodded.

      “I’ll ask Lainey to get the keys to the house.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “It’s Emma’s, Summer. He might be running, but he has provided for her and you. You’d be an idiot not to take it. You gave Emma his name, he’s given her something of him too.”

      He was right. “I can’t—”

      “We’ll go over tomorrow. Give yourself a day, okay?”

      I nodded and pulled the covers over my head. “Tell her I love her.”

      “She knows that, but we will.” Gavin shut the door and I closed my eyes, hoping for a respite from the overwhelming grief and guilt, knowing it would be there until I died. It would probably follow me to hell as well.
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      I couldn’t get myself over to the Quantico base. Gavin and Joe’s words rattled in my brain. My conscience told me I was being a selfish fool to walk away from Emma. My heart wanted Summer’s love. But she lied to me, my brain argued.

      “Fuck.” I left the pancake house and hoofed it back to my hotel room. My phone rang just as I got through the door. Earlier, there’d been a call from Summer, but I didn’t take it. I still wasn’t ready to hear her explanation. What reason could there be that didn’t suggest I wasn’t daddy material?

      Looking at the caller ID, it was Mr. Mason, so I answered. “Mr. Mason?”

      “Yes, Mr. Buchanan. I’ve talked with Ms. Addison and I’ve drawn up the documents. I’ve emailed them for your review. If they’re acceptable, you can have them printed and signed. I’ll need originals for the file, but I can give you our mail ID so we can cover the cost of overnighting them back.”

      “Sounds good.” When we got off the phone, I opened my email and the attached documents from my lawyer. I scanned the contents. My heart stopped when I saw what he wrote…Emmaline Raffaella Addison. I’d remembered thinking of my grandmother when Summer told me Emma’s name, but I hadn’t considered she’d been named for my grandmother. Even as I learned I was Emma’s father, I didn’t put that together. And her middle name. That was unusual, but I couldn’t miss how similar it was to mine. Like Raffaella was the feminine to Rafe.

      Jesus, she named our child after my family. That had to mean something. So, why didn’t she say anything to me? If she wasn’t trying to hide me or my family from Emma’s heritage, why did she hide her from me? She’s yours.

      I looked at my phone, and taking a deep breath, I opened the text.

      Rafe, I’m so, so sorry. Please come home. Even if just for Emma. I love you. Your sweet Summer.

      My heart rolled in my chest.  I checked my voicemail, and sure enough, she’d left a message. With shaking fingers I poked the play button.

      Rafe…I ah…first…I love you. Oh God…I love you so much and I hate that I hurt you. It’s killing me that I hurt you because you’re such a good and wonderful man.

      She started crying, I worked to stop myself from being affected by her tears.

      I know there’s no forgiving me, but please don’t hold what I did against Emma. Please, come home and be her father. She deserves you and you deserve her. I’m the one not good enough for either of you.

      I want her to know you. I want her to be able to be as proud of you as I am. She loves you already, Rafe. And I know you love her. Please…

      I wasn’t lying when I told you I wished you could see you as I do. I’m so proud of you. Of how bravely you served your country, and I’ll say that even though I know you hate it. I’m proud of how hard you work to be the best man you can be.

      There was a pause, and I nearly turned it off, not wanting to be swayed by her words and tears.

      Rafe, I didn’t tell you not because I didn’t think you were worthy, because you’re one of the best people I know. At first, I was going to tell you, but when I arrived at your house, you were gone and your letter said not to contact you. I didn’t know what to do…Whenever I’d dropped hints at continuing our relationship, you always withdrew…so I thought I was doing the right thing by doing what you said and moving on.”

      There was another pause.

      I didn’t tell you when you came home because I’m an idiot. I did try to tell you one night, but you fell asleep...but I could have tried harder. My only excuse is that at the time I thought I was protecting Emma…not because I thought you’d hurt her, but that I wasn’t sure you were going to stay…we both know what it’s like to have parents who don’t want us…not that you’d be like that…oh hell…this is coming out wrong.

      She started to weep then, and my arms longed to hold her and tell her it was alright. But it wasn’t, dammit.

      I love you. I love you, I love you, I love you. I’ve always loved you, I’ll always love you. You’re the only man I’ve ever loved or been with. I don’t know if that matters, but it’s true. You made me strong and brave, and you gave me Emma and for that, I’ll always love you. I know I have no right to ask, but if you could forgive me and even give me another chance to show you how much I love you…well…I’d like the chance. But even if I’ve killed your love for me, please, please, don’t run away from Emma. Don’t let me have ruined that—

      The phone beeped indicating the end of the voicemail. I was a glutton for punishment. It was the only reason I could think of that I listened to that message not once, not twice, but three times. It was stupid, but the part that always made my heart ache was that she’d never loved or been with anyone else but me, and her desperate need for Emma to have a father. No, for Emma to have me.

      “Goddammit!” I tossed the phone on the bed and paced the small space of my hotel room. She’s yours. I pressed my hands over my ears. Why did that keep flashing in my brain. She said she’d tried to tell me, but I was asleep. So why not try again? In the end, she still deceived me.

      Then again, she was pretty distraught in that message, which made my gut clench. Even after what she’d done, the idea that she was in pain made me want to rush home and comfort her.

      I didn’t know what to do. I felt like there was a tug-of-war going on between my brain and heart. My brain told me I was an idiot for being duped into believing in love, and my heart was saying that the only peace I’d found since leaving the military was with Summer and Emma.

      I’d rather be with my family than continued to be pissed. Joe’s words replayed in my head. All the fucked up things that go on in here, quite down when they’re around.

      But Joe’s wife hadn’t stolen four years of his kids' life. I want her and my family and life back more than I want to hold a grudge, especially since it wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t been gone. That’s on me.

      I was gone and I’d told her not to contact me. At the time, I’d been adamant that our summer fling was done when I left. I guess her not contacting me that she was pregnant could be on me. Of course, I hadn’t imagined there’d be a child. She’d told me it was okay to sleep with her. Had that been a lie? She’d been young and I’d been her first, so perhaps I should have taken more responsibility. Then again, if I had, Emma wouldn’t be here, that would be a fucking shame because she was a great kid, and clearly, everyone thought the world of her.

      She’ll ground you. But even more, you don’t want her growing up without a dad, do you? Fuck, what did that say about me that I wasn’t in Hope right now, telling Emma I was her father and doing all the things a father did for his daughter?

      Because you’ve got problems, my brain reminded me. I let out a long growl. I was going to go fucking crazy. I changed into running clothes and decided to run off the frustration and confusion. I didn’t have to decide right this moment. I could enlist tomorrow. Or I could go home.
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      I don’t know how I survived Thursday. I kept hoping it was all a dream. That I hadn’t woken up to a call that Rafe was giving his house to Emma and wouldn’t ever be coming back.

      But, it hadn’t been a dream, and somehow, I’d made it through the day. I still wasn’t sure how I’d survive today or tomorrow or the next day, the next week…the rest of my life. But I had a daughter to take care of and so I needed to get my shit together.

      Thank God Gavin and Lainey were still sticking close. I felt guilty about that too. They had their own lives, including a baby on the way. They didn’t need to be dealing with my messed-up life.

      The only other good news was that I was ‘sick’ and therefore didn’t have to go to work. I wouldn’t have to return until Monday. Of course, I had no confidence that I’d have my shit together enough to work, but I had to take it one day at a time.

      I cleaned myself up and got myself downstairs. Lainey had served Emma breakfast, while Gavin ran over to the property management office to get the key to Rafe’s home.

      “I need to run home, but Gavin and I can meet you at the house,” Lainey said as she put a dish in the dishwasher.

      Feeling grateful for her, I gave her a hug. “Thank you for everything.”

      “Of course. Everything will work out.” But I could see in her eyes that she knew I had a long life of regret in front of me. “I’ll see you later.” I nodded as she made her way to the front door and out.

      “Mommy, are you sad?” Emma asked from her booster seat at the table.

      “I am, sweetie.”

      “Why?”

      I helped her from her chair. “Come on in the living room and we’ll talk.”

      I carried her to the couch and sat with her on my lap. “I’m sad because Rafe had to go away.”

      Her face dropped. “Doesn’t he like us?”

      “Oh, he loves you, sweetie. I know he does. But I hurt his feelings and—”

      “Can’t you say you’re sorry?”

      “I have, but what I did…” God, how did I explain this? Not knowing how I moved on. “The thing is, Rafe gave you a gift.”

      She frowned. “Why? Where’s Rafe?”

      I’d had thought the idea of a gift would distract her, but it hadn’t. “I don’t know where he is. But you and I, and Uncle Gavin and Aunt Lainey are going to take you to see Rafe’s gift. I know you’re going to love it.”

      “I want Rafe.”

      I pulled her close. “I know, sweetie. So do I.”

      “You need to tell him you’re sorry.”

      “I know.” I needed to do so much more than that. But what could I do to make up for the colossal betrayal I’d done to him? There was no fixing that.

      I packed us a lunch and after getting us together, drove us over to Rafe’s house.

      “Are we seeing Rafe?” Emma’s excited voice asked from the back seat.

      My heart dropped. “No honey.”

      “But this is his house.”

      “I know.” I parked the car and got out to help Emma out.

      “Where’s Rafe?”

      “Emma.” I took her hand and walked with her along the side of the house back toward the river. “I told you, Rafe had to go away.  But he left you a present. He wants you to live here because he knows you love the river.”

      She looked up at me. “Where would you live?”

      “With you, here.”

      “Where will Rafe live?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know where Rafe is.” I suspected he was re-enlisting and at some point would be back in the Middle East.

      Emma’s little brows furrowed. “Call him, mommy. Call him and tell him to come home.”

      I wanted to tell her I had tried, but I didn’t want to put the burden of her disappointment on him. This was my doing, and I needed to shoulder all the blame.

      “Do you want to go swimming?” I hoped to distract her from thoughts of Rafe.

      Her lip quivered. “Why doesn’t he come home?”

      I pulled her close again. “Sometimes people have to go, Emma. I’m sorry. But we have our memories. And Rafe gave you this, wasn’t that nice of him?”

      She shrugged.

      “Come on, let’s go swimming.” I helped her take off the sundress that she wore over her swimsuit. I took my shorts and t-shirt off under which I had my swimsuit. Hand and hand we walked to the water. I noted the spot where Rafe first touched me, and quite possibly where Emma had been conceived. A wave of emotion flooded me, but I fought to hold back the tears.

      “Couldn’t wait for us, huh?” Gavin and Lainey walked across the wooded yard toward the riverbank where Emma and I stood.

      “The water is nice,” I said, trying to smile.

      “I put the key on the table.” Gavin nodded toward the deck where an outdoor table sat.

      “Thank you.”

      “So, this is nice, isn’t it munchkin,” Gavin picked up Emma up and walked deeper into the water.

      She finally laughed. “Don’t drop me, Uncle Gavin.”

      “What do you mean? Like this?” He tossed her into the air and caught her.

      She squealed in delight, thank god. But then her face turned serious. “Rafe went away. He’s mad at my mommy.”

      Gavin glanced at me. “Yeah, well, that’s his loss.”

      “Can’t you call him?” Emma’s little hands pressed on Gavin’s cheeks, making my heart hurt.

      He nodded. “I can try if you want.”

      “I want.”

      He started to throw her but she grabbed his ears.

      “Ouch.”

      “Call now.”

      “Now?”

      She nodded. “Please. I want Rafe.”

      Gavin looked at me again and I shrugged. He nodded and walked out of the water, putting Emma down to towel off before making the call. “I’m not sure this will go well. What if he says no?” he said quietly toward me and Lainey.

      “Then it’s on him,” Lainey said.

      Gavin frowned. “That’s not fair to him—”

      “Rafe!” Emma squealed so loud it made me flinch. She jumped up and down and then ran up the slope toward the house.

      “Oh, my God,” Lainey said.

      I turned, and my heart stuttered in my chest. Rafe walked down the hill looking so handsome, so strong, so…beat up. On a leash alongside him was a medium-sized white dog.

      “Rafe, Rafe!” Emma ran to him.

      He squatted down as Emma reached him. She threw her arms around him, and his eyes flashed with surprise. But then they closed, and he wrapped an arm around her.

      Emma let go but kept her arms on his shoulders as she turned to me. “Tell him, mama, tell him you’re sorry.”

      He turned to me, his dark eyes filled with emotion. I wanted to run and throw my arms around him too but knew I didn’t have the right.

      “I’m sorry.” The words were so inadequate.

      She turned to Rafe. “Now you have to say, it’s okay—”

      “Emma,” I tried to stop her. It wasn’t okay. And it wasn’t fair to Rafe to ask him to say that.

      “I forgive you.”

      For the second time in a few minutes, my heart stopped. My eyes filled with tears as an ache to let him know how much I loved him filled my chest.

      “Is this your dog?”

      He stared at me for a moment longer and then turned his attention to Emma again. “Yes, this is Maisy.”

      “She’s so cute. Can I pet her?” Emma’s excitement was palatable.

      “Yes. She’s a little nervous, but she’s very sweet. I spent the whole drive from the shelter here, telling her about you.”

      “Really?” Emma’s smile was so bright, for that alone, I’d have fallen in love with him.

      “Where are you going to keep a dog?” Lainey asked, reminding me that she and Gavin were there.

      “There’s a fence going in.” He looked up at me from where he held Emma and Maisy close to him. “I arranged for one.”

      I nodded. “Your lawyer told me.”

      “Rafe?” Emma patted his cheek to get his attention. “My mommy says I can live here with her. Will you live here too?”

      Gavin coughed. Lainey said a quiet, “Oh my.”

      “Honey?” I broke in. “Maybe you could let mommy and Rafe talk for a minute.”

      “About what?”

      “Emma, I bet Maisey would like to take a walk after the ride in the car. Why don’t you and me and Uncle Gavin go for a walk.” Thank god for Lainey.

      “Can we Rafe? Can we take Maisy for a walk?”

      He handed Emma the leash. “She’s all yours. Take good care of her.”

      “Oh, I will.” Then she leaned forward and kissed Rafe on the cheek.

      He looked a little startled by it and awed by her. Emma had that effect on most people.

      Neither Rafe nor I spoke as the three of them and Maisy walked toward the street side of the house.

      When I finally dared to look at him, he was staring at me. I swallowed hard, wanting to choose the right words, but not knowing what they were. “Rafe…I’m glad you’re back.”

      He nodded but didn’t say anything.

      “About the living here…I’d told her of your gift…but—”

      “She doesn’t know I’m her father?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t want to tell her if you were going to be gone.” I looked down, not sure if that was the right course of action. “We both know what it’s like to think a parent doesn’t want you, and I didn’t want her to think that of you since it wasn’t true. It’s all my fault.”

      He nodded. “And now?”

      I stepped toward him, still wanting to touch him. So much so, that I clasped my hands behind my back to keep from doing it. “I want to tell her. I want us to tell her. She’ll hope that means we’ll be in this house together…but I know what I did…” I couldn’t even bring myself to say it. “God Rafe, tell me what I can do to make this right.”

      “What do you want, Summer?”

      I looked into his dark piercing eyes, wanting to make sure he knew the truth of my words. “I want you. I want to be a family with you and me and Emma…and Maisy.”

      He stepped closer to me, his hand lightly touching my cheek. I closed my eyes, wanting to savor his touch. This could be the last time he ever touched me. I wanted to burn it into my memories.

      “I’m so fucking hurt—”

      “I know.” I burst into tears of shame. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “But, I can’t stop loving you.”

      My gaze jerked up to him, wondering if I heard him right.

      “I’ve decided that I’d rather forgive you and hope to hell you don’t hurt me again than live my life with this fucking hole in my chest.”

      “I won’t ever hurt you again. Never. Ever. I promise, Rafe.”

      He stared into my eyes as if he was seeking the truth of my promise. I hoped to hell he saw my sincerity. That he saw my guilt and shame and above all, my absolute love for him.

      When his lips covered mine, relief washed through me, and this time, my tears were of joy. I clung to his shirt, wanting to make sure he never got away. I parted my lips, inviting him in, wanting him to have every part of me.

      When he broke the kiss, he held me as I wept in his arms.

      “I’m so sorry and ashamed, Rafe.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “I’ll let you make it up to me.”

      I pulled back to look up into his eyes. “Every day. Every day I’ll make it up to you.” I pressed my palms to his cheeks. “I love you. And I want to make sure that you know love and feel love and know how wonderful and perfect you are.”

      “I don’t know about perfect.” He quirked a brow in amusement.

      “You are. The day my hormones went alive at fourteen, you became perfect in my eyes. I’ve loved you since then. Only you.”

      He studied me. “So…after that summer, you never—”

      I shook my head. “You’re the only man who has ever touched me.” I wanted to tell him that I hoped he’d be the only man who would ever touch me for the rest of my life, but I didn’t want to push my luck.
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      Five hours ago, I woke up with a start, dreaming that my grandmother was standing over me with one hand on her hip, the other wagging a finger at me saying, “What are you doing laying around in bed when you should be with that little girl of yours?”

      I’d decided the night before that I had to return to Hope and be a father to Emma. I just couldn’t get the words of Joe out of my head about how his kids represented something good. When I thought of Emma, I felt the same. How had I created something so beautiful? Of course, Summer had a hand in that. In fact, I suppose she could take credit for most of it seeing as she’d done all the work. A part of me wanted to give her kudos for it, and yet another part of me, the bitter part, resented that she’d kept me from doing my bit. Each time those feelings crept up, I’d listen to her voicemail and get all torn up inside. This morning, I knew what I needed to do with Emma, but I was still at a loss as to what I’d do about Summer.

      There was no delaying now, so I showered, packed up and headed back down toward Hope. As I passed the exit for the animal shelter, it occurred to me that my little girl needed a dog, so I stopped in. Thankfully, Maisy was still there, and they’d approved my adoption paperwork already. They even had the list of organizations in Virginia that did service dog training that I’d asked about.

      After a quick stop at a pet store, where Maisy and I loaded up on all the things she’d need, we continued toward home. As Maisy and I drove the highways and back roads to Hope, I was grappling with my feelings about Summer. Well, that wasn’t true. I knew how I felt. I loved her. But she hurt me and I wasn’t sure I could risk that again.

      I even talked to Maisy about it, who was sitting quietly in the front seat watching the world pass by in the passenger window. I think she was sympathetic to my plight but she didn’t have any answers.

      I first went to Summer’s house, and when no one was there, I decided I’d go home. I’d given Emma the house, so I had to consider that I’d need to find somewhere else to stay. But at least I could grab some more of my things and perhaps finish moving furniture around the place to make it work for her and Summer.

      When I pulled in and saw Summer and Gavin’s cars, my heart jumped. They were here. I put Maisy’s leash on her and made my way to the back of the house.

      As I came around the corner, I saw all of them by the river. I feeling of longing swept over me. I wanted to be a part of them, to belong to them.

      When Emma saw me, her wide excited eyes, large sunny smile, and the way she charged up the hill toward me filled my heart with such joy, I could barely contain it. And then I saw Summer, and I knew I had to give it another go. Joe was right about that too. Holding onto a grudge was only going to hurt me. I had the opportunity to have it all. I’d be an idiot not to grab on to it, even though it scared the living fuck out of me to trust her.

      But when I looked into her eyes, I saw guilt and shame and love, and I had to believe she wouldn’t hurt me again. Then I held her and kissed her, and it was like the world finally started righting itself again.

      The man in me liked hearing no other man had ever touched her. If I played my cards right, no man ever would, but that was getting ahead of myself. So I just kissed her again.

      “Can we tell her?”

      Summer nodded. “I want her to know, Rafe.”

      Then I remembered the paperwork, and a new wave of emotion swept through me. “You named her after my grandmother.”

      “I did.” Summer ran her hand over my chest. “I wanted her to have a part of you.”

      “Her middle name?”

      She smiled, and it lit up my whole world. “Everyone thought it was an unusual name, but it had your name in it.”

      “I’m sorry I pushed you away before and that I left without talking to you. I just couldn’t bear to say goodbye.”

      “We’re here now, Rafe. I want to start new and do it all right this time.”

      “Rafe!” Emma’s voice echoed to them.

      “Hey, how was Maisy?”

      “She did really good.” Emma walked to them with Maisy happily walking alongside her.

      Gavin followed holding Lainey’s hand. “Everything alright here?”

      I studied Gavin to gauge his feelings about all this. He’d been pissed, but coming around about me and Summer. When it came out I was Emma’s father, he was strongly on the side of my stepping up, and that meant not just for Emma, but Summer too.

      “Sweetie, Rafe and I have something we need to tell you.” Summer held out her hand to Emma.

      “Maybe we should go,” Lainey said.

      “Actually, I could use some help moving things around inside to make room for Emma,” I told Gavin.

      He nodded. “We’ll wait down by the river.”

      I turned and saw Summer and Emma sitting on the deck steps, petting Maisy. They were mine. My family. Holy shit how did that happen? A week ago, the idea of it would have terrified me. I’d be lying if I’d said I didn’t have some fear around it now. But more than anything, it felt right.

      I sat on the other side of Emma and felt like my whole world was about to change. What would Emma think? Would she want me as her father?

      “Emma, remember when I told you about your daddy?”

      “You said he was a brave soldier.”

      Summer hadn’t told me about Emma, but she had tried to honor me and my family by telling Emma about us.

      “Yes. Well, the thing is, Rafe is your daddy.”

      Emma looked up at me, her brows knitted together as if she was trying to process what Summer had said. “He’s going to be my daddy?”

      “No honey, he is your daddy.”

      “My real daddy?”

      “Yes.”

      She turned to me again. I expected questions like, ‘Why didn’t you say something sooner?” or “Where have you been all this time?”

      Instead, she asked, “Can I call you daddy?”

      Jesus, my heart about came out of my chest. How was it possible to feel so much? “I’d like that a lot.”

      Then she smiled, and damn if my heart didn’t explode right then.

      “So you’ll be here too, with me and mommy?”

      “Sweetie, we still—”

      “Would you like that?” I asked Emma with a quick glance at Summer. We hadn’t discussed living together. An hour ago, I hadn’t been sure Summer and I would even be together “If we’re going to do this, we might as well go all in.”

      Summer swallowed, and her hazel eyes filled with emotion. “If you want us.”

      “I want you. I want you both.”

      “And Maisy too?” Emma asked.

      I pulled her in for a hug. “And Maisy too.”

      Gavin and Lainey rejoined us, and I began to discuss getting Emma’s room ready.

      “You know, we could take Emma home and help her pack her stuff while you two get the room ready.” Lainey nodded toward Summer and me. I liked the idea of being alone with Summer, but some of the furniture was large enough I wasn’t sure she’d want to help move it.

      “We can take Maisy too, and bring them both back tomorrow morning.”

      I couldn’t deny, a night alone with Summer sounded good. Not just to reconnect emotionally, but seeing her in her swimsuit was doing all sort of things to my libido that was hard to hide. Summer looked at me, biting her lower lip and I wondered if she was thinking the same thing.

      Gavin frowned, so I know he was thinking of all the things I might do to Summer alone in the house.

      “It will give you two some time to reconnect.”

      “They look reconnected enough to me,” Gavin growled.

      Lainey ignored him. “What do you say, Emma, should we take you home so you can pack up your things and tomorrow you can move in?”

      “Yay!” Emma jumped up and down. “Maisy can come with me?”

      “Her food and other items she needs are in my car.”

      Gavin scowled but didn’t say anymore and he got Maisy’s items and packed up my kid and my dog to take them to Summer’s old house.

      Once they left, Summer and I stood in the kitchen. We were supposed to be setting up Emma’s room, but all I could think about now that we were alone was getting inside her.

      “So.” She bit her lip again, and my dick swelled painfully in my jeans.

      “So.”

      “What are you thinking?” she asked.

      “I’m thinking we need to get naked, but I’m not sure where to start.”

      One blonde brow lifted. “Start?”

      “I figure, once Emma is here, our fucking time will be limited in place and time. But she’s not here now, so we’ve got every room and surface in the house to break in.”

      Her smile would have lit up the night, then it turned flirty as she pushed down the straps of her swimsuit.

      “Let’s start here. Take your clothes off, Rafe.”

      Not one to argue, I stripped. My dick had never been so happy to be free of constraint. The flash of heat and desire in Summer’s eyes at the sight of him made him even happier.

      She pushed me back until I hit one of the chairs at my dining table. “Sit.” She was taking control, and my cock liked that too.

      I sat, my cock sticking straight up. She straddled my thighs, trapping my dick between her sweet pussy and my belly. Unable to wait any longer, I cupped her tits and brought them to my lips, sucking on one and then the other.

      She let out a long sigh and gyrated against my dick. I continued to suck on her tits, but my hands slid down her sides. One rested on her hip while the other slid through her folds, testing her readiness. I couldn’t wait. The need to be inside her was as urgent as my need for oxygen. Like my life depended on it. Fortunately, she was wet and ready.

      With both my hands on her hips, I lifted her and settled her over me. “I need you, Summer.”

      “Yes,” she said with a gasp as she lowered onto me.

      At that moment, the hole in my chest was finally filled and the world back on the right axis.

      “Rafe.” Her arms wrapped around me and she buried her face in the crook of my neck.

      I thought I felt tears. “You okay, baby?”

      She lifted her head to look at me and I’d been right. She was crying. “I thought I’d ruined everything, but here you are.”

      I smiled. “Here I am, Summer.” I pushed back her blonde curls from her face. She had hurt me, but as I reflected on all our time together, I knew I’d had a part to play in our pain. I’d left without a goodbye and told her not to contact me five years ago. Even in the last few weeks, I’d been home, my answer to difficulty had been to want to leave. I couldn’t do that anymore. She was trusting me to stay. Emma needed me to stay. “I won’t leave you again. I promise.”

      “I love you, Rafe. I love you so much I don’t even have the words.”

      “No words, then, baby.” I brought my hands back down to her hips. “Show me.”

      She kissed me, hard, passionately, thrusting her tongue to dance with mine. And then she started to ride me, and holy fuck, to feel her tight, slick body massaging my cock was like heaven.

      “Ah fuck…” I looked down between our bodies, watching as my cock disappeared into her wet heat. I remembered her telling me that my dick was the only one to ever pass through those pussy lips, and he grew even thicker and longer until I was filling her to the limit.

      “Rafe…” she moaned. “Oh God…” Her pussy squeezed and pulsed around my dick. It was the sweetest, sexiest sensation.

      “Look at me, Summer.”

      She opened her eyes, her hazel gaze flickered with gold. I held her gaze as I helped her ride me, faster, deeper, more, more, more.

      “Oh God, Rafe…I’m going to come.”

      “I’m going to watch you, Summer. I’m gonna watch you come on my cock.”

      She cried out, her head dropping back as her orgasm slammed into her. Her body gripped me, the friction of it making my head spin. I bit my lip to keep from going over. Not yet, I chanted in my head. Instead, I focused on watching as her pleasure washed through her. God damn, she was so beautiful. And she was mine.

      She came down from the high, her head resting on my shoulder. Her body continued to pulse around my cock, which was begging for release. She began to rock, but I held her still for a moment, before pushing her off me.

      Her brows knitted together, but she complied as I had her stand, turn around, and then lower back down over me. She was now sitting on my cock with her back to me. I kissed the back of her shoulder as I reached around and kneaded her tits.

      “Rafe.” She covered my hands with hers, grabbing and massaging those wonderful melons. Her pelvis rocked, making my dick twitch and pulse with need.

      “Fuck yeah, baby. I love your sweet pussy.”

      She took one of my hands and lowered it over her belly and down between her legs.

      “You want me to touch you there?” I rasped in her ear, nipping at the lobe with my teeth.

      “Yes.” The word came out on a hiss.

      I rubbed her hard clit, and her body responded by riding me. As I touched her, I could feel my cock each time it slid inside her. It was fucking hard. I needed to come, but I wasn’t ready for this to be over.

      I gripped her hips, holding her still. “Hold on, baby.”

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” I kissed her shoulder again. “I want to be inside you forever.”

      She leaned back, kissing my cheek. “I want that too, Rafe.”

      My dick, however, was tired of waiting. “Fuck, Summer. I need to come.”

      She rose off of me.

      “I need to come baby.” Where was she going?”

      She knelt in front of me, her tits on my knees and her mouth inches from my cock. “Make yourself come on me, Rafe. I want to watch you come. I want your cum on me, to taste it.”

      Fucking hell. I could only do what she said.

      I stroked my throbbing cock, focusing on the tip. I watched Summer, the way she kneaded her tits, and that sweet mouth of hers as it waited for me to feed her my cum.

      I groaned as my need ratcheted up.

      “Come on my tits, Rafe.”

      “Aw fuck…I’m going to come.” My hand stroked faster. I closed my eyes, as I reached for ecstasy.

      I felt her lips on my inner thigh, and my dick jumped.

      “Ready, baby? I’m going to come…I’m coming on you, Summer…”

      “Give it to me.”

      A white light flashed behind my eyes as pleasure speared. My hips jerked up, and on the down stroke, the first spray of cum shot out. I opened my eyes watching as it landed on her lips and tits.

      “Oh, fuck yeah!” I stroked again, and another glob shot out, landing on her tits. She licked her lips and massaged my hot seed into her tits. And Jesus, if my balls didn’t tighten and another load blew out.

      Eventually, she pushed my hand away, and then her mouth was on me, cleaning me up. I felt like I was in a porn movie and it was such a fucking turn on. But it wasn’t just sex. I loved this woman. I reached down, gripping her arms, I pulled her up into my lap again and wrapped my arms around her.

      “If I live forever, I’ll still never get enough of you.”

      She kissed me, and for the first time in a long time, maybe in forever, I felt like all was right in the world.
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      I don’t know what I did to deserve a second chance with Rafe, but I thanked God for it and vowed I wouldn’t screw it up this time. After we made love in the kitchen, we started to work on the house.

      We’d planned to move the large bed in Rafe’s room into the master, leaving the dresser and desk for Emma. But, of course, we got distracted, and before we knew it, he was thrusting inside me, deep, hard, and oh so deliciously until I came twice in a row.

      Eventually, we moved the bed into the master and relocated his grandmother’s double sized bed into his old childhood room.

      “What do you think you’re going to want to bring from your place?” he asked me when we took a break. We sat on the couch having a cold drink.

      “Me and Emma.”

      He smiled wide, and it made my heart swell.

      “You’re so handsome, Rafe. I can’t believe you’re mine.”

      He appeared surprised by my comment. “I think you’re the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      I felt the heat of blush in my cheeks. “I’m bigger—”

      “I love your curves, Summer. They’re so irresistible that I took your virginity. Remember?” He stalked over to my side of the couch. “Remember how I licked your pussy for the first time?”

      I don’t know why I was blushing, but I was. “Yes.”

      “You liked it.”

      I nodded. “I like sucking your dick too.”

      His dark eyes flashed with heat. “I fucked you –” then he stopped. “I made love to you.”

      The change of tone and words made me feel so much love for him. “Yes.”

      “We made a baby.”

      My breath hitched. And then I remembered he’d accused me before of lying to him about birth control. He wasn’t angry now, but I wanted to be clear. I wanted everything out in the open.

      I pressed my hands to his cheeks as he pushed me back on the couch, his large, hard body covering mine.

      “I didn’t lie, exactly, about birth control then.”

      His head cocked to the side, and his brows pulled together in question.

      “I never said I was on birth control. I just thought it was safe because of where I was in my cycle. I did get on birth control the next day.”

      He grinned. “My seed was just too potent.”

      I laughed and was ridiculously pleased that he wasn’t mad. “No doubt.” I kissed him. “I am on the pill now. Just in case you’re wondering.”

      “On or off…doesn’t matter to me as long as I can have you.”

      My heart jumped in my chest. Did that mean he thought we should have more kids? That he was in this for the long haul?

      He pushed my shirt up exposing my breasts, “Can I Summer? Can I have you?”

      “Anytime you want Rafe. As long as I can have you.”

      He looked at me with those magnificent dark brown eyes. “Don’t you know? I’ve always been yours. I’ll always be yours.”

      “I love you so much Rafe. I can’t even tell you.”

      He grinned. “Can you show me?”

      “If you insist.” I pulled him down for a kiss. As he kissed me back, his hands roamed my body. There was no place on my body he’d never touched, and yet every time he caressed me, the magic of it was brand new.

      He followed his hands with his lips, kissing and sucking my body all the way down to my ankles. He was on his knees on the couch, my leg on his shoulder, his eyes gazing down on me, as was his hard, long, thick dick.

      “My sweet Summer.” He smiled. He moved off the couch and maneuvered me until I was sitting normally on the couch. He positioned himself on his knees between my legs. Grabbing each buttock, he pulled me to edge of the cushion, and then lowered his head to my wet, throbbing pussy. He licked once. “Mmm, my sweet Summer.”

      I arched back, never tiring of the way he touched me, the way he ate me. My fingers gripped his head, holding him to me as I ground my hips into his mouth.

      “I’m hungry, Summer. Give me your sweet pussy juice.”

      His words never failed to ignite my blood. “Rafe…” My body was hot, every neuron on edge as my orgasm crept closer and closer.

      He pushed my knees wider apart, and then tilting my hips up to his lips, he began to devour me. In an instant, he shot me up, and my whole body was writhing in need.

      “Yes, yes…right there, oh God Rafe…I coming—” And then I was seeing stars as my orgasm burst through me. “Fuck…so good Rafe, so good.”

      I was still gasping for breath when he lifted his head, his face covered in my cum. I leaned forward, kissing him, tasting him and me and our sweet, erotic love.

      “I’m going to fuck you now, Summer.” And remaining on his knees, he inched closer. He took his thick shaft in his hand and tapped me on the belly with it.

      I reached down and rubbed it. “I love your cock, Rafe.”

      “Do you?” He rubbed it over my clit, and amazingly enough, my libido came to life again.

      “Yes.”

      “Does he make you happy?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does he make you scream my name?” He rubbed his head through my folds and teased my entrance.

      I tilted my hips, wanting his massive cock to fill me. “You know he does.”

      “He likes you too, Summer.” He tapped his cock head to my clit. “Only you, baby.”

      “Show me, Rafe.” I needed him inside me. Now.

      Fortunately, he indulged me. He pressed his dick to my needy entrance and pushed in. “Fuck yes. Only you, my sweet Summer.”

      He didn’t hurry. He stroked in and out, slow and steady. I whimpered when he withdrew, and instead used his dick to rub my clit. Then he thrust in again.

      “I love how you fill me Rafe. You feel so good. So good.”

      His hands pinched and tweaked my hard nipples as he moved in and out of me. My hips rose to meet his thrusts as the pleasure built again.

      He groaned. “Fuck Summer…I’m close…tell me you’re close…”

      I was close but enjoying the delicious rise too much to rush to the finish. I moaned, letting him know he was making me feel just right.

      “Summer, baby.” His hands gripped my hips, and his thrusts became harder, more urgent. “Touch yourself baby. Come with me.”

      I slid my fingers down over my belly, flicking my clit as Rafe pounded his cock in and out of me.

      “So hot…fuck, so hot when you touch yourself.” He lifted my legs over his shoulders and pulled my hips off the edge of the cushion. Then he let go of any restraint he might have had, and fucked me hard. I love watching as his face showed the mix of pain and pleasure as he sought his release. “Baby, come with me. Ah, fuck…come with me.”

      I rubbed my clit harder, and then I was there. I flew fast and free, my pussy gripping him, feeling the friction of him as he surged inside me.

      He let out a long feral growl and then his hot seed filled my womb. Someday maybe he’d do this and we’d make another baby. For now, I was just so happy to have him in me, a part of me.

      He thrust over and over, until finally, he collapsed, his head dropping to my belly.

      I ran my fingers through his hair, loving the silky feel of it.  “Thank you for giving me another chance, Rafe. My life wouldn’t be complete without you.”

      He lifted his head to look at me. “I feel the same about you Summer. Like my only chance at peace and happiness is with you.”

      I continued to thread my fingers through his hair. “I’m going to make sure you have peace and happiness every day. I promise.”

      He turned his head and kissed my palm. “I promise that too, my sweet Summer.”
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      Summer

      I woke to the smell of bacon and the sounds of Rafe and Emma in the kitchen. For three months we’d been living in bliss as a family. The day we moved in, Rafe and I christened nearly every room and surface of the home, but when Emma was with us, our passions were reserved to the bedroom. That was fine, Rafe was a potent man, and together we were creative in getting each other off.

      Our daily lives fell into a happy routine. I worked weekdays while Rafe put together his plan to open a non-profit to rescue dogs and train them to be service animals for vets. Maisy wasn’t the smartest dog in the world, but I had to say she was the sweetest. She was so good to Emma, and she seemed to be right by Rafe’s side when he was feeling off-kilter. And because of the work he was doing, she was able to always be with him.

      He’d had a few episodes since we’d moved in, but he managed them well. He was sticking with his counseling, but he still often wondered if it would really help. “You’re all I need, my sweet Summer,” he’d say.

      Today was Saturday, which was father-daughter mornings. They’d take Maisy for a walk and then make breakfast. Emma would always fuss if I got up before they were done, so I’d learned to sleep in and wait until I could smell the bacon.

      I got up and put on my robe. I walked into the kitchen to find them standing side by side, with Emma on a stool. Rafe was flipping pancakes while Emma was guarding the plate of finished breakfast treats. Maisy was waiting patiently for any stray food that might fall her way.

      “Good morning.”

      He turned and smiled. “Morning.”

      “Mommy, breakfast is ready.”

      “Good I’m starving.”

      Rafe bent closer to Emma and whispered something. She giggled, and I wondered what they were up to.

      “Daddy, can I put the pancakes on the table?”

      It always made my heart sing to hear her call Rafe daddy. Judging by the look of love and awe on his face, it did the same for him too.

      “Yes. But don’t let your mom steal any.” He winked at me over his shoulder.

      “I won’t.” She jumped down from her stool, and with Rafe’s help, picked up the plate from the counter and brought it to the already set table. I sat in my usual place and waited for them.

      Rafe brought the bacon he’d been keeping warm in the oven, and the carafe of coffee. Then the two of them stood side-by-side at the table.

      “You going to join me or just watch me eat?” I asked quirking a brow at them.

      Emma looked up at Rafe and grinned. “Daddy, do it.”

      I frowned. Do what?

      His cheeks turned pink as he cleared his throat. “Emma and I have been talking and we’ve decided that this family isn’t quite complete yet.”

      “Oh?” We had each other, a dog and a home. What more did we need?

      Rafe reached into his pocket and pulled something out, and then dropped to one knee in front of me.

      My heart leaped in my chest and my breath caught.

      “My sweet Summer. Will you marry me?”

      Emma giggled. “Say yes, mommy. Say yes.”

      He stole my breath and I almost couldn’t get the words out. But my head bobbed up and down like a loon. “Yes. Oh yes, Rafe. I love you.” I pulled him to me for a kiss.

      “He needs to give you the ring mommy,” Emma said in a tone that suggested I was doing it wrong. But as I looked in Rafe’s eyes, I knew we were doing everything just right.
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        * * *

      

      After breakfast, Rafe took Emma to Jess’ where her daughter Chloe was having a sleepover. That, of course, meant that Rafe and I had the whole day and night for just us. I showered and cleaned up breakfast as I waited for him to come home. I put Maisy out in the fenced yard, then I waited for Rafe with my own gift.

      When he came through the door, he found me waiting in the living room. He wrapped me in his arms, pushed me back until he pinned me against the wall, and then he kissed me like a starving man just brought a feast.

      “I love being a father,” he said as he trailed kisses along my jaw.

      “I know. You’re really good at it too.”

      “But I love having time just for us. Is that wrong?”

      “No.” Before he could resume his passions and make me forget my goal, I said, “Rafe.”

      “Yes.” His hands and lips were all over me.

      “I have something for you.”

      “I have something for you.” He took my hand and pressed it against his erection.

      I moaned, nearly letting desire distract me. “First, I want to give you something.”

      He lifted his head, his eyes flashing with wicked desire. “I want to give you something.”

      I laughed. “Give me a minute you beast.”

      He waggled his brows. “It’s your fault.” But he moved back slightly, giving me space.

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the envelope and handed it to him. He studied it and then me for a moment before taking it from me. “What’s this?”

      “It’s something I should have done from the beginning.”

      He opened the envelope and took out the paper. As he studied it, tears came to his eyes. He looked up at me. “It’s Emma’s birth certificate.”

      I nodded. “I had it redone. Correctly this time. Emma Raffaella Buchanan.”

      “Fuck, Summer. You undo me.” He pulled me into a tight embrace, setting the paper on the small desk next to him.

      “I love you, Rafe. This is all I’ve ever wanted. You and me and Emma. Together.”

      He lifted his head and looked at me with intense, earnest eyes. “You’ve given me my life. You’ve given me a child.” His eyes swam with emotion. “You’re going to be my wife. I’m the luckiest man in the world.”

      I waggled my brows. “You’re about to get really lucky.”

      He grinned. “Promise?”

      With a coy smile, I began to undress, revealing the sexy new lingerie I’d bought on the way home from work yesterday when I’d remembered Emma would be gone at her sleepover today.

      His eyes shone with wicked desire as he watched me. Then he saw the pretty lacy underwear and his eyes widened and his mouth dropped open. “Holy fuck, Summer.”

      “Do you like it?”

      “I think I just came in my pants.”

      “Let’s find out, shall we?” I undid his pants and pushed them down with his briefs - down his strong, long legs. His cock popped out, hard and long. I dropped to my knees and immediately sucked him deep into my mouth.

      “Aw…fuck…good Christ…” His fingers gripped my head and his hips began to thrust as he let out a long moan. Giving Rafe pleasure was one of my many missions in life, along with making sure he knew he was loved, and valued.

      He fucked my mouth a few times, and then withdrew, lifting me up and pressing me against the wall. “You fucking make me hot.”

      “Good.”

      His lips and hands were all over me, fast and furious as if he couldn’t figure where to start or what to focus on. I always felt incredibly sexy when he was desperate like this.

      Finally, he dropped his forehead against mine and took a breath. “I’ve got all day.” He said it mostly to himself as if to slow himself down. It seemed to have worked because he went from a hundred miles per hour to one. He took his time, kissing me, running his tongue over my collar bone as he slowly pulled the strap of my lacy camisole off my shoulder. He was torturously slow, but finally, I was naked, and his hot flesh was pinning me against the wall again.

      He took my hands, holding them over my head, his eyes penetrating mine. He continued to pin my hands above me with one hand, as he used his other to hook under my thigh lifting it and opening me to him. “I love you.”

      My heart rolled in my chest. Still after all this time, to hear him say that had such an effect on me. “I love you, Rafe.”

      He pushed inside me, slowly, his gaze holding mine as he slid each delicious inch of his cock in until finally, he filled me. He held still there, and the moment filled with emotion. Everything between us, the love, the passion, the ultimate bliss wove between us, drawing us closer and closer until I wasn’t sure where I ended and he began.

      “Do you feel it?” he whispered.

      I nodded. Tears of joy filled my eyes. “We’re one.”

      He nodded. “One.” Then slowly he moved, our gazes holding as he slid in and out, in and out, stealing my breath with each delicious stroke.

      “I want to touch you.”

      He released my hands, and I brought them to his face, making sure his gaze stayed on mine, as his movements became more powerful and urgent. Our breathing picked up and yet stayed in time. He surged inside me, each stroke hitting me deeper, sending me higher and higher.

      He groaned. “I’m going to come, baby.”

      I nodded. I was teetering on the edge. The pleasure was coiled tight and any moment he’d send me soaring. With each stroke his cock felt larger, thicker, the friction more sensuous.

      My breath hitched. “Rafe…”

      “Now baby, come now.”

      All of sudden, his strokes shortened but quickened until he was pistoning inside me.

      “Now, now, now…” he chanted.

      Then with one powerful thrust deep into my womb, he sent me flying. He ground his hips against mine as his hot essence filled me. Then he did it again, and he kept me in that orgasmic high.

      “Yes, fuck yes.” He said as he thrust and ground again. And then again. And then one more time, until he sagged against me. “Can you believe it?” he murmured in my ear.

      “Believe what?” I held on to him for dear life. I couldn’t feel my legs and only his large body pinning me to the wall kept me from sliding to the floor in a gelatinous heap.

      “We have a lifetime of this to look forward too.”

      I smiled at him. “Will you be doing this to me when we’re eighty?”

      “Baby, if I can get it up at eighty, I’ll still be giving it to you.”

      I ran my fingers through his hair. “You say the most romantic things.”

      He grinned. Then he kissed me, and I felt the tingle of desire start to grow again. “What do you say you let me give it to you again? Maybe out along the river bank like the first time...”

      I nodded. “That sounds perfect.”

      He kissed me one more time, then simply held me. “You’re perfect, my sweet Summer.”

      

      
        
        ***The End***
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      Ryder Malloy. Selfish. Arrogant. Self-absorbed. Prick.

      An epitome of manliness. Six-foot-three, all hard, chiseled muscle.

      My brother’s ex best friend, and my new client.

      

      Four years ago, he took my innocence and left – without a word.

      Today, he’s the star quarterback who needs an image makeover,

      And I’m his publicist, who doesn’t quite believe him.

      

      Task at hand: Swallow my hate for him and concentrate on the job at hand – making Ryder look like a real life knight in shining armor.

      

      Complications: I’m falling for him all over again.

      

      Well, sleeping with a client is a no-no.

      Making out with him on my desk – a bigger no-no!

      Making a baby with him?

      What was I thinking!
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      Katie

      My life was nearly perfect. I’d earned my college degree a month ago and just finished my first week as a marketing assistant at a PR firm in St. Louis, Missouri. I had parents who were proud of me, and a brother I adored was getting married in a week. I had several great friends who were with me now as I entered the bar section of the restaurant we liked to hang out at sometimes.

      “Do you think dancing Jack will be here this week?” My friend Jenny asked our other friend Tanya, who’d gone home with a handsome yet awkward dancer last week.

      “I wouldn’t mind another go-around with him.” She winked. “What about you, Katie? Think you’ll find your lover boy?”

      Both of my friends knew that I was still a virgin. I knew deep down they thought it was scandalous that I was twenty-one years old and never had sex. They were nice enough not to tease me about it, but they’d also made it a goal to have me turn in my V-card ASAP.

      “You never know.” My being a virgin wasn’t a religious or moral decision. Mostly, I’d been so focused on school and getting my career started that I didn’t spend a lot of time dating. The few opportunities I’d had to sleep with a man, I just wasn’t into it. I’d been too nervous or not aroused enough.

      As we passed the bar, I scanned the area and my eyes stopped on a familiar face. I had to do a double take because I was sure my eyes were deceiving me. Ryder Malloy couldn’t be sitting by himself in a crowded bar. He was a hometown hero. Second string quarterback for the Nashville Copperheads football team. How was it no one was bothering him for an autograph?

      I watched as a middle-aged man approached him.

      Ryder looked at him and scowled. The expression was so fierce, the man lifted his hands in surrender and backed away. Ryder downed his shot and waved to the bartender for another.

      “Hey, I’ll meet you guys in a minute,” I said to my friend. “I need to check on something.”

      Ryder was my brother’s best friend since kindergarten, and so it wasn’t a surprise he was in town. He was my brother’s best man in his upcoming nuptials.

      To me, Ryder was the epitome of manliness. He was six-foot-three, all hard, chiseled muscle. He had bronze hair and sapphire eyes, but he didn’t have the pretty boy looks that often went along with light hair and blue eyes. He had a rugged, nearly dangerous look that filled every sexual fantasy I had. Since I first discovered masturbation, he’d been the start and end of every orgasm.

      Not that he knew about that. He saw me as Danny’s little sister, and even if I wasn’t, he wouldn’t have been attracted me. He gravitated to model-gorgeous women with great bodies, a type my brother shared.

      Me, I was pretty, and I had curves, but more than most men appreciated. Then there were the glasses. Some people could pull off glasses and look pretty, even sexy. I wasn’t one of those people. I just looked like a nerd.

      So, while Ryder wouldn’t be the one to pop my cherry, he was a long-time friend and clearly something was up.

      As I moved closer, he turned and gave me a scowl.

      I smirked. “That won’t work on me Ryder Malloy, so don’t even try.”

      The scowl actually deepened. “Did Danny send you?” The slight slur to his words suggested he’d imbibed a few shots.

      I frowned, wondering what the heck was up. “No. I’m here with friends. What’s going on?”

      “Your brother is a fucking dick.”

      I jerked back. “What happened?”

      He shook his head and turned back to his drink. He downed it and waved to the bartender. “Another Jack Daniels,” he said ordering another shot of whiskey.

      I hopped up on the barstool next to him.

      “I’m not in the mood, Katie.”

      “Okay. We don’t have to talk about my dickhead brother.” My brother wasn’t a dickhead, and I couldn’t imagine why Ryder would say that unless there was some issue about the business deal they were trying to strike. But I also knew that pushing the subject now would make him back away.

      He snorted. “Prick.”

      The bartender gave me a look as he set the drink on the counter. “Last one, hotshot.”

      Ryder glared at him.

      I nodded to the bartender letting him know I’d try to take care of it. Normally, I’d have called Danny, but since he was the source of Ryder’s desire to drink to oblivion, I decided I need to handle it.

      Ryder downed the next glass.

      “Why don’t we go to my place?”

      “I like you, Katie, but—”

      “Not for that. It won’t look good if you get photographed completely lit.”

      “Fuck ’em.”

      “You say that now, but if you get in trouble with the team—” I took a different route. “I got a bottle of Corsaire Ryemageddon for graduation,” I mentioned the Tennessee whiskey that he’d given me.

      He narrowed his glassy eyes at me. “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Is this a trick?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you’re having a fight with Danny, he hasn’t said a word to me.”

      “Let her take you home, man. You don’t want your fans seeing you like this.” The bartender took Ryder’s empty glass.

      “Whatever.” Ryder slid from the stool and swayed as he worked to get his legs under him. I put my arm around him, knowing full well if he lost his balance, he’d take us both down.

      A busboy trotted up on the other side, ready to help if needed. As it was, once Ryder got out into the humid night and took a breath, he seemed to regain a bit of his composure.

      “I’ll just head back to the hotel.”

      “Why are you at a hotel?”

      Ryder’s mother left when he was little and his father was abusive, so he’d spent a lot of time with my family growing up. So much so, he was like a surrogate son to my parents. Surely, they had a place for him at their house.

      “It’s a hassle for your parents. The neighborhood is…”

      He didn’t finish, but I knew what he meant. He was a celebrity in our neighborhood, and my mother, being a true southern woman, always felt compelled to feed and entertain when people would show up when Ryder was there.

      “Where are you staying?”

      He pointed across the street to one of the big-name hotel chains that had gone up along the Interstate over the last ten years.

      “Why don’t I take you to my place? I’ll cook you dinner.”

      “What about the Corsaire?”

      I didn’t plan to really give him more booze, but I smiled. “And that.”

      He shrugged and somehow got his large frame into my little Honda Fit, my first purchase after getting hired. I texted my friends that I was helping a friend of Danny’s get home and then drove the twenty-minute route to my apartment complex.

      Ryder was quiet on the ride, and even though I was dying to know what had happened between him and Danny, I didn’t ask. They were like brothers, and whatever it was, they’d work it out. They always did.

      He was steadier on his feet, although clearly still lit when we got to my apartment. He sat on my couch, taking up nearly the whole thing with his size. “Did I give you that Corsaire?”

      I laughed. “You remembered.”

      “I didn’t know what else to get you for graduation, but since you were twenty-one, that seemed like a good choice.”

      It always surprised and touched me that he remembered my family. It was a testament, I supposed, to how much we meant to him that he always remembered birthdays and holidays, even if he didn’t come home that often. Since being drafted in the NFL four years ago, his life completely changed. He might not be a famous quarterback, yet, but he now had money. He also had the good looks that women gravitated to. It was my impression that his life had become one big party, especially away from the calming influence of my parents. Ryder’s go-to behavior was usually wild, and it was the help of my family that had got him through school so he could get a football scholarship to college.

      “What do you want to eat?”

      He shrugged. “I’m not hungry.”

      I sat next to him, hoping he didn’t ask for a drink. “Aside from my brother being a prick, how’s life?”

      He laughed. “You never did put up with my bullshit.”

      “There’s always too much to put up with it.” I took my glasses off and massaged the bridge of my nose. Soon, now that I had vision care, I was going to get contacts.

      Ryder tilted his head as he looked at me. “You have great eyes, Katie.”

      My insides turned into liquid wax as he stared into my eyes.

      “What color are they?” he asked.

      “Some sort of blue.”

      He shook his head and leaned closer. “No, they’re gray. It’s sexy.”

      I closed my eyes to ward off the feeling he meant what he was saying.

      “Hey.” He tugged on a strand of my long dark hair.

      I opened my eyes.

      “You don’t think you’re sexy?”

      I laughed. “I don’t think I’m sexy to you.”

      He frowned. “Why not? What’s wrong with me?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Your last date was a Victoria Secret model. I look nothing like a model.” I got up and went to the kitchen, not wanting to be there when he sobered up and realized that all women were pretty through a booze buzz.

      “She wasn’t very good in bed,” he called out to me.

      Well then, he’d be doubly disappointed by me, I thought. “How about some crackers and cheese?”

      “Why not?”

      I brought out the food, plus water and a couple of pain relievers. Like a dutiful child, he drank the water and pain relievers and ate a few crackers and cheese.

      “Am I ruining your night?” he asked.

      “No.” I set my plate on the coffee table next to his.

      “No hot date?”

      “No.”

      He frowned. “Why not?”

      “Why the interest in my love life?”

      He studied me for a minute. “Because you deserve one. Danny and I have fucked around with all the wrong women. If we were smart, we’d look for someone like you.”

      “Me? Fat. Frumpy.”

      “What the hell, Katie?” He seemed bothered by my statement.

      “Ryder… I’m twice the size of your underwear model.”

      “But you’re more beautiful in all the ways that count.”

      I swallowed, wanting to savor his words, and yet knowing he’d probably forget we’d had this discussion by tomorrow.

      He lay his head back on the couch. “Smart, kind, take-no-bullshit, gray eyes… that’s what we should look for.”

      “Does your head hurt?” I ignored his second compliment.

      “A little.”

      “Here.” I moved on to my knees and leaned closer to him so I could use both my hands to rub his temples. It put my head in proximity to his. I could smell the whiskey and something manly. It was heady, and if I was a woman to swoon, I might have at the nearness of him.

      “And great tits.”

      “What?” My fingers stopped massaging but remained on his temples as I looked down at him. I followed his gaze and realized he was looking at my breasts. They puckered and started to ache.

      “Smart, kind, take-no-bullshit, gray eyes and great tits.”

      I wanted to back away. Every warning bell in my head was clanging to back away from this drunk football player. But my body was screaming something different. If it had its way, we’d both already be naked. He’s just saying shit, I reminded myself.

      “If that’s what you want, why do you waste your time with women who aren’t like that?”

      “I’m a fucking idiot, I guess.”

      He leaned forward and rubbed his nose against my breast, and holy hell, I thought I might orgasm right then.

      “Have you ever had a woman who was smart, kind, take-no-bullshit, had gray eyes and great tits?”

      “No.” He pulled me over him until I was straddling him. I gasped at the move, and then at the steel hard length that nestled against my pussy. “But I’d like to.” His gaze left my tits and looked up at me. “Can I?”

      No. That was the answer that should have shot out of my mouth. There were so many… too many reasons to say no. He was lucid but had been drinking, so he couldn’t be thinking straight. He was lonely or sad and just seeking solace and comfort. He was my brother’s best friend.

      But there was one bigger reason to say yes, and it had nothing to do with wanting to lose my virginity. I wanted him. I didn’t even know what it felt like to want someone until this moment, with his dick rubbing against my pussy, and his eyes clouding with arousal. My pussy was already spasming in anticipation of what it would be like.

      “You want me?” While I knew this would be a onetime deal, I wanted to be sure he knew who I was. That I wasn’t just some random bar pickup.

      “I do.” His hands slid up my back, until one was behind my neck, pulling me close to him. “I want you, Katie.” Then his lips consumed mine, and every warning or doubt fizzled into nothing, replaced by a burning fire of need that had me dry humping him. He groaned, and shifted his hips closer to the edge of the couch, giving me more room to slide my pussy over his dick.

      “I want to see your tits.” He was breathing hard as he unzipped my summer dress and pulled the straps down. “Fuck, yeah.” He cupped them; his eyes mesmerized by them as his thumbs flicked over the nipples.

      “Oh!” I continued to dry hump him, as pleasure from his touch, and his covered dick pressing against my pussy grew and grew. I was going to orgasm and probably give away my inexperience, but there was no stopping the growing burn.

      He sucked my nipple hard, and sensation burst through me, my pussy contracting as pleasure shot out through my body. I cried out as the shock and power of it overtook me.

      “Fuck, did you just come?”

      “Yes,” I said on a gasp. I couldn’t have lied if I’d wanted to.

      His fingers dipped under my dress to my panties and rubbed my clit. “You’re so wet.”

      In a whirl of movement, he had his jeans pulled down to his ankles, and my panty panel pulled aside, with his dick poised at my entrance.

      Yes, was all I could think.

      His hands pulled my hips down, as he thrust his hips up, and in a single stroke, he filled me. I felt the flash of pain and cried out.

      “You’re so tight… shit.” He didn’t move and for a moment, I was worried he’d stop.

      I caught my breath and cleared my mind of everything except the feel of his long, hard, thick dick inside my pussy.

      He licked my nipple and sucked it gently, and suddenly, that delicious feeling started to grow again. My hips began to rock on their own accord.

      “Yes, fuck me, Katie.”

      He continued to suck and bite my nipples and I moved over him. I didn’t know what I was doing or if I was doing it right. I simply let my body do what it wanted. I slid up, going down harder, faster until my body was no longer its own as it sought release from the ever-building tension.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come…” He growled as his hips thrust up, and warm liquid filled my body.

      This strong, sexy man, coming inside me was all it took to send me over the edge again. I cried out, as my orgasm shot through me again.

      “Yes… Christ yes… so tight…” He held my hips as he continued to rock into until the orgasm finally subsided.

      Completely spent, I sagged against him, trying to catch my breath.

      “That was fucking awesome.”

      I smiled, feeling pleased with myself. I lifted my head to look at him, so he was sure who it was that just made him feel fucking awesome.

      His glittering eyes dimmed. “Fuck, I didn’t use a condom.”

      I startled as I looked between us and saw his cum oozing from my pussy. “I’m on the pill.” For the first time, I was happy that my mom had dragged me to the gynecologist to put me on the pill when I was a sophomore in high school and going on my first date. Until this moment, I’d never needed the pill.

      But while I was a virgin, Ryder wasn’t, which could still cause problems for me.

      As if he knew my concern, he said, “I’m clean. I just had my physical.”

      I nodded. “Good. Then we’re alright.”

      His smile turned lecherous. “We’re more than alright, Katie.” He wrapped his arms around me, and stood, without any weaving this time. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      “Are you tired?”

      “Not yet, but once we fuck a few more times, we’ll be exhausted.”

      I’d started that weekend feeling my life was nearly perfect, and when Monday finally came, and I had to go to work, it was perfect. I’d thought Ryder would leave on Saturday, probably rethinking what we’d done, but he’d stayed through to Sunday. We spent most of our time in bed, but also, we talked and hung out.

      Sunday morning, we lay in bed after he’d let me suck him off. “I have to head back to Nashville today.”

      I’d wanted to ask about my brother’s wedding, but each time I’d mentioned Danny, even just in passing, Ryder’s eyes turned dark. Since I didn’t want to ruin our beautiful weekend, I didn’t broach the subject. Besides, even if he left today, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be back next weekend for the wedding. Surely they’d make up by then.

      “Training camp starts soon?” I asked.

      He nodded.

      My heart sank that he was leaving. While I wanted more from him, I wasn’t so naïve to think our few days together meant anything.

      “Will you come to Nashville sometime? It’s possible I’ll get more play time this year. Carson is still injured.” He referred to the first-string quarterback.

      “You won’t want me around.”

      “I would.” He rolled me under him.

      “Don’t toy with me, Ryder.”

      “I wouldn’t do that. Not to you, Katie.” He thrust his dick inside me. “We’ve got a good thing going here, don’t you think?”

      It was hard to think with his cock doing the most glorious things to my pussy. I managed a “Yes,” on a long moan.

      The following week, Ryder texted me and called a few times. I’d been working so much, and so focused on Ryder, that I had spent little time with my family getting ready for the wedding. That changed on Wednesday when my mother called and said I had to get over to the house right away. The wedding might be off.

      When I walked into the house, my father was looking grim, my mother was sad, and Danny was angrier than I’d ever seen him. It wasn’t that different from the way I’d found Ryder on Friday night.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Ryder Malloy is a fucking asshole,” my brother spat.

      “Danny, watch your language,” my mother chastised.

      My brother’s jaw tightened and his hands were clenched into fists. If Ryder walked in now, I had no doubt there would be a fight.

      “What happened with Ryder?”

      “He fucked Phoebe.”

      My mother rolled her eyes and let out a harsh breath at his use of the f-word.

      “What?” That couldn’t be true.

      “She went to his hotel to talk about wedding stuff, and he fucked her.”

      “Danny.” This time it was my father. “We get that you’re angry, but you can cease with the vulgar language.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “Last Friday. I went there to talk to him about the business and found them together.”

      I thought back to Friday and seeing Ryder. He was pissed at Danny, but if he slept with Danny’s fiancé, then he had no right to be pissed. Something was off.

      “Are you sure they slept together? Maybe it was just a misunderstanding.”

      Danny shook his head, his facial expression contorted into hate. “She admitted it.”

      My heart cracked, and my head spun. Ryder slept with her earlier that day and then me that night?  I sank into a chair at the table next to my mom. “Why would they do that?”

      “Because he’s Ryder Malloy. All-American golden boy who can do whatever the hell he wants.”

      “What about Phoebe… it takes two to—”

      “Would you turn down Ryder Malloy?” Danny asked with derision.

      As it turned out, no, no I would not turn down Ryder Malloy.

      “He lured her in with promises to do better by her than I could and then tossed her aside when he got what he wanted.”

      My stomach felt sick. “Excuse me.” I rushed to the bathroom and threw up. I felt like such a fool.

      “You okay, baby?” my mother asked when I returned.

      I nodded. “Yes.” I inhaled a deep breath to stabilize my emotions. “Is the wedding still on?”

      “Your mother and I think at the very least it should be postponed,” my father said, his eyes on my brother.

      “It’s not Phoebe’s fault,” Danny argued. “She’s sorry.”

      First, how could she not be partly to blame? Yes, Ryder was a potent man, but I’d like to think that if I were engaged to someone, I’d have said no to Ryder. Why hadn’t Phoebe?

      Then I wondered why this discussion was happening. If Danny was going to forgive her, why did he even mention her cheating on him to my parents? “Then why are we here?”

      “This all started with your brother asking if we’d invest in his new business venture,” my father said.

      “The one you’re doing with Ryder?” I asked.

      “I’m not taking one cent from that fucker.”

      “But the two of you spent so much time planning this. Maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to turn down the money,” I said.

      “I would turn it down if I could, but he withdrew it. He got what he wanted. The only reason he came back here was to take what was mine… again.”

      “Danny.” My mother’s eyes were sympathetic.

      “No, mom. I was the quarterback in high school until he decided he wanted to try out for the team. I was the one who was working toward a football scholarship that he got. I was the one who loved Phoebe, but he took her, twice.”

      “Twice?” I asked.

      He looked at me and nodded. “The first time was in college. He knew I had a thing for her and he slept with her then too. All he did was come back to take my woman and steal my dream again.”

      My heart went out to my brother. He wasn’t completely wrong. Ryder had achieved many of the things my brother hadn’t. But I couldn’t believe the man I’d just spent the weekend with would hurt my brother that way.

      We got my brother calmed down, and my mom served us a delicious dinner. Afterward, my father had the TV on watching ESPN. I was going to suggest he turn it off, so we didn’t have to hear about football when Ryder’s face flashed on the screen.

      I moved closer to the TV so I could hear what was being said.

      “… Ryder Malloy is just arriving in California after being traded to the San Diego Orcas where he’ll start as quarterback this fall…”

      “Good riddance,” Danny bellowed from the other room.

      I watched as the show had cameras on Ryder walking through the San Diego airport.

      “Ryder, Ryder… how do you feel to be in San Diego?” one of the many reporters asked.

      Ryder flashed his signature smile. “I feel great. I can’t wait to play for the Orcas.”

      A blonde woman with long legs and boobs too big to be real sidled up to Ryder. “Welcome to San Diego, Ryder.”

      He grinned, and his eye sparkled at her breasts. “Thank you. Are you the welcome wagon?”

      Her smile was knowing. “Absolutely.”

      He draped an arm around her. “Show me the way.”

      My brother was right. Ryder Malloy was a fucking asshole.
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      Life was good. I stepped out into the warm, dry air of southern California. I loved my hometown in Missouri, but nothing beat the weather in southern California, especially in March. The air was cool with the promise of warmth in the afternoon.

      Living in Los, Angeles, I missed my parents, who I video-chatted with weekly, and my brother, who continued to struggle since his marriage to Phoebe four years ago.

      Fucking Ryder Malloy, I thought as I got into my all-electric sedan to head to work at the premier sports and entertainment PR firm I worked for in Los Angeles.

      I hated him for leading me on the way he had that weekend four years ago, but I was a big girl and knew the score. Sure, I’d believed him when he said we had a good thing going, but there’d been a part of me that hadn’t trusted it. We’d been cocooned in our own world that weekend. But I determined that when he’d gone back to Nashville and all the pretty, leggy women flaunted their big tits in front of him, he’d forget me, or at least the weekend we’d had.

      What pissed me off more than what he’d done to me was what he’d done to Danny. That, I couldn’t forgive. But what had he been thinking, seducing and sleeping with his best friend’s fiance the week of the wedding? I’d always thought Ryder was a player, but I’d believed he was a loyal friend who cared about Danny and my family.

      What was worse, was that the ramifications of Ryder’s betrayal kept on coming. Danny’s marriage to Phoebe lasted barely three years, and as far as I was concerned, it was never a happy one. I always thought he should have put some of the blame for the affair on her, but bless his heart, Danny had done everything he could to make her happy. They even had a little boy who was the only thing good to come out of that marriage.

      Failure continued to follow Danny in business as well. Right now, he was on his third business idea, and I had no sense it would be any more successful than the last two that failed. I was convinced that Ryder backing out of Danny’s first business jinxed Danny from having success in any venture. Something broke in Danny that day when he caught Phoebe and Ryder together. While I was a big believer that we had to make our own happiness, Danny just couldn’t get himself out from the shadow of Ryder’s betrayal.

      Although we never talked about Ryder, I knew it had to be like salt on a wound for Danny to see Ryder’s success. He’d been a backup quarterback in Nashville, but when he was traded, he was the starting quarterback for the Orcas. Today, Ryder has had four good years with the team, taking them all the way to the playoffs this last season, although he lost in the league championship game. Ryder got hurt during that game when he was sacked, hitting the ground so hard, even the announcers said “ouch” as they watched it. While it was petty, I hoped he suffered.

      If things had been different, perhaps we’d still all be friends, and I’d have driven the two hours south to San Diego to watch his games. But over the last four years, I’d finally accepted Ryder for the selfish, arrogant, man he was. After all my family had done for him, he’d completely cut himself off from us. Of course, we didn’t want him around after what he’d done to Danny.

      Shaking my head of thoughts of Ryder, I weaved my car through the Los Angeles traffic, reminding myself that I put up with the congestion because the weather was great and my job was awesome. I was excited about today because I was getting a new client. I suspected whoever it was would be difficult because I got the feeling no one above me wanted him. I was okay with difficult clients. Bring it on! If I did well, I’d be in a perfect position to get the promotion I’d been reaching for since I first was hired two years ago.

      I parked my car in the garage and walked into the sleek shiny building built on the backs of movie stars and athletes who needed help maintaining a good image. Most of them were their own worst enemy, but we were pros at rewriting the truth, spinning misdeeds and mistakes into tales that barely skirted the truth. I didn’t lie for a living, but I often felt like a magician, using smoke and mirrors to make the public see something other than the truth.

      “Hey Lawton.” My co-worker Alan tossed me a football. Like me, he worked mostly with athletes, although his were the big-league type, whereas mine tended to be up and comers. They weren’t known yet, but the leagues wanted to keep their images squeaky-clean as they groomed them for the big time. “Big deal today, eh?”

      I caught the ball and threw it back. “Bigger than yours, I bet.”

      He laughed. “I love that about you. No humility.” Alan was one of the first friends I’d made when I moved to California. He was about twenty years older than me but acted like an eight-year-old. He was a quintessential ladies’ man, but somehow that was charming about him. With me though, he treated me like I was just one of the guys, which was fine. Right now, my focus was on my career. I had no interest in romance, especially after what happened with Ryder. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself to know a good man from a dud. Admittedly, an orgasm from a long firm dick would have been nice now and again, but it turned out fake dicks worked okay. It wasn’t the same, but at least a dildo wouldn’t break my heart or betray my brother.

      “It’s a cutthroat world, Alan.”

      “No doubt.”

      I walked into my office, and put my purse in my desk, and then looked over my calendar to get my bearings for the day.

      My phone buzzed. “Mr. Rasnor is here with his client,” the secretary I shared with a couple other publicists said.

      “Send him in.” The fact that it was Mr. Rasnor was what had clued me into a big client. Ray Rasnor managed several well-known and high profile NFL and NBA players.

      I stood, smoothing my pencil skirt and tugging my jacket down. Long gone was the frumpy girl I’d once been. My glasses were gone, my hair was still long, but trimmed every six weeks to keep it healthy and full. I still had my curves, but a few sessions with a stylist taught me how to dress to accentuate them. I could kill ‘em in a power suit and wow them at a gala.

      The door opened and Mr. Rasor walked in. “Ms. Lawton? I’m Ray Rasnor.”

      “Yes.” I held out my hand to greet him. A second man entered, and I nearly tripped over my own feet. “This is my client, Ryder Malloy.”

      Oh hell no. Of all the people that could have walked in my door, it never occurred to me it would be Ryder. Although, I’m not sure why I didn’t consider him. Of all the well-known athletes, Ryder more than anyone was in need of an image upgrade. He didn’t give a shit about people. He never did any sort of charity work or appearances other athletes did. If he was in the news, it was usually because of a bar brawl, or one of his latest women taking a picture of his junk and posting it on social media. It always got taken down, but not before enough people saw it to make the news.

      If it had been anyone other than Ryder, I’d have been jacked up with excitement about representing a bad boy. I loved challenges. And deep down, the public liked bad boys with a heart of gold. But I hated Ryder Malloy, and I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get my own feelings out of the way enough to help him. How could I make the public like a man I despised? Why would I want to help the man who betrayed my family gain love and adoration from the public? He didn’t deserve it.

      “Katie?” Ryder stared at me like he didn’t recognize me. He wouldn’t. Despite the spectacular sex we’d… or I’d had with him four years ago, I wasn’t his type. And I didn’t look the same. I was young and naïve back then. Today I was a bad-ass publicist.

      On the outside, he, of course, was the same, only better. His chest and shoulders seemed broader, his hair blonder, probably from the southern California sun, and his eyes, as crystalline blue as I remembered. I had to remind myself that this was the man who’d betrayed my brother. It was hard because my hormones remembered how his large hands had touched me, how his lips had kissed me, and I wondered if his being broader in the chest meant that other parts of him had gotten larger as well.

      Get a grip! “I go by Kate now.”

      “You know each other?” Mr. Rasnor asked.

      “We grew up together.” Ryder’s eyes studied me, although not sexually He seemed more curious. There might even have been a hint of sadness or regret, but I was probably projecting that. Ryder wouldn’t care about what he’d done to me and Danny. He probably didn’t even think he’d done anything wrong.

      I put my hand behind my back so I didn’t slap him for being an asshole and walked to my desk. I didn’t see how I could represent him, but I couldn’t very well toss him from my office without at least having the meeting. My boss might fire me for refusing a meeting. But I felt certain I could convince him that Ryder wasn’t a client this firm wanted.

      “Please sit.” I extended a hand toward the chairs in front of my desk.

      “Small world,” Mr. Rasnor said looking to Ryder. His expression suggested that my past with Ryder could be a benefit for him. Sorry, dude.

      Mr. Rasnor sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “I didn’t realize you were in California,” Ryder said as he sat in the chair next to Mr. Rasnor.

      Only because you betrayed and left us behind. “Yes.” But I would not get reminiscent about our pasts. I was all business now.

      “It’s no secret that Ryder here could use a little positive press,” Mr. Rasnor started.

      I snorted, which was unprofessional, but hey, that was the biggest understatement in the history of the world. “Sorry.”

      Ryder grimaced, and his manager sighed.

      I cleared my throat. “Is it just good press you want, or are you hoping it will lead to endorsements too?”

      “Ryder is looking out for his financial future, so endorsements are a goal.”

      I wondered if Ryder ever spoke for himself. “It will take more than positive press to change his image.”

      Both Ryder and Rasnor frowned.

      “The thing is if he continues to get bad press, that will trump any positive media coverage he can get. And since Mr. Malloy has done nothing to garner positive feelings towards him—”

      “I nearly won the league championship,” Ryder grumbled, looking annoyed. I’m sure he thought having sexy good looks and a winning throwing arm should be enough to make the world love him. Why have substance when you have a big dick and lots of money?

      “Outside of football,” I clarified. “He’s starting from a pretty big deficit. I suppose you know that if you get injured and can’t play, your appeal will drop like a lead balloon.”

      Ryder sat back with his hands clasped over his abdomen like he didn’t have a care in the world, but his jaw tensed and his knee bounced like he was agitated. Good. Maybe this wasn’t so bad after all. I enjoyed putting him in his place.

      “Why is it you’re so averse to visiting sick kids in a hospital or some other good-will work?” I asked.

      “Ryder is a private man,” Mr. Rasnor said.

      This time I was able to hold back the snort, but I lifted a brow in a you’ve-got-to-be-kidding-me expression. I turned to my computer and did an image search using Ryder’s name. When the results came up, I turned the screen to them.

      “You mean private like this?” The screen was filled with images of Ryder with women, getting into fisticuffs with the other team’s fans or in a bar, and various other questionable behaviors. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it, Mr. Malloy?”

      If I’d jumped over the desk and pummeled Ryder, I don’t think my statement would have stunned him more. To be honest, it surprised me that came from my lips. It was a testament to how much I hated him that I’d compare him to his drunken, abusive father.

      The shock and the pain that crossed his face almost made me feel bad. Almost, but not quite.

      He turned to Rasnor. “Let’s go.”

      Mr. Rasnor’s eyes narrowed at me, and I knew he’d probably complain to my boss, which would then lead to me getting a lecture about being unprofessional.

      Then he turned to Ryder, “If you want to secure your financial future, we need this.” Then he turned back to me. “Can I have a minute with my client?”

      I shrugged and stood. “Want coffee or something?”

      Both men shook their heads. I walked out of the office, not sure if I was glad or worried about Ryder not wanting to hire me. I truly didn’t want to represent him, and at the same time, he could be the client that got me moving upward in my career. And if I could change his bad-boy image, holy cow, I’d be seen as a PR genius. I had to admit, there was an appeal to that. All I’d have to do is swallow my hate for him, which I felt certain I couldn’t do.

      At this point, I might not have a choice. Depending on what Mr. Rasnor and Ryder decided, I could be out no matter what.

      I left my office and headed toward the coffee machine.

      “Not even you can make Ryder Malloy into a media darling.” Alan laughed and shook his head. “No one could.”

      My inner competitor rose up. “Wanna bet?”

      He cocked his head. “Think about what you’re saying, Lawton.”

      “I am. Name the terms.” I didn’t know what I was doing Alan was right. It would take a miracle to make Ryder look like an angel. But I didn’t like Alan questioning my PR talent.

      “I’ll make it easy. At least one multi-million dollar endorsement. It can’t be for condoms or sex toys though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re on.” I couldn’t believe I was doing this. “What do I get if I win?”

      “My undying admiration.”

      I smirked. “You’re worried I’ll pull it off.”

      “I’ll never count you out, Lawton. But how about the winner buys the other Super Bowl tickets? It’s in Arizona next year.”

      I studied him, wondering who on his roster might give him free tickets, while I’d have to fork out several thousand dollars because I didn’t have a client that could give me tickets.

      But it wouldn’t matter. If Ryder hired me, I’d get him a deal if it killed me. “You’re on.”

      “You’re a glutton for punishment, Lawton.” Alan laughed as he shook his head.

      “And you are underestimating my powers, Alan.”
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      I felt like I was in a nightmare. In a recurring one I’d had as a child; I was trying to run from my father chasing me with his belt. My feet were scrambling as fast as they could, but I wasn’t moving, and he always caught me. This time though, instead of running, I was doing everything I could to behave, and yet, all my past misdeeds were chasing me down. Like Scrooge, in a Christmas Carol, and Katie… Kate was the ghost of Christmas past.

      I had no illusions that Katie… Kate wouldn’t hate me. I’d led her on. Well, sort of. I’d told her I’d wanted to keep seeing her four years ago when we hooked up, and that was the truth. There’d been something about her that I couldn’t get enough of and it wasn’t just the sex. Katie... fuck it, that’s how I know her... was the only woman who’d ever looked at me and seemed to see the real me. She liked me and didn’t see only the money and muscles from being in the NFL. But I’d figured out quickly that she believed Danny’s story that I’d slept with his fiancé, and so I’d left. I might be damaged goods from my parents, but I had enough self-respect to avoid relationships with people who didn’t believe in me. It still burned in my gut that both she and Danny would believe I’d screwed his fiance. He told me I was no friend of his, but the truth was, by not believing me, he was no friend of mine.

      What I hadn’t known about Katie was that she could be cruel enough to suggest I’d become my father. She knew the things that man did to me. I knew she’d dislike me because she believed Danny, but comparing me to my father, that was a stab to the heart.

      “Ryder.” Ray sighed. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but if you want to clean up your image and get endorsements, we need Ms. Lawton’s help. In fact, growing up together could be an advantage. She knew you before you were the bad boy of the NFL.”

      I hated the term bad boy, although I accepted that my past behavior had earned it. Sort of. Yes, I liked women. The fights? Well, as far as I was concerned, each one was justified. People shouldn’t be allowed to do certain things, and I was big and strong enough to stop it.

      “She hates me.” It killed me the way she looked at me with such disdain in those beautiful gray eyes. Jesus, those amazing gray eyes still got to me.

      Ray rubbed the bridge of his nose, a sure sign he was getting ready to give up. “Maybe that’s a good thing, too.”

      “How can she make me look good if all she sees is the man who—” I broke off, not wanting to spill the dirt. No, not dirt. Lies. Lies she and her brother believed about me. Even four years later, that pain seared deep in my soul. My father was a terrible man, and Danny’s family saved me. I owed everything I had to them. They’d become my family, but in an instant, they’d believed a lie and turned their back on me.

      “If you can win her over, you’ll win everyone over.”

      “Win her over? I’m not going to seduce her.” The weekend we had together four years ago flashed in my brain. It was always a bittersweet memory. The thing with Danny pissed me off, but Katie had been so sweet. Initially, when she’d approached me in the bar, I’d thought she’d known what had happened and believed me. But it became clear that she didn’t know about my fight with Danny. Because I was selfish, I kept it to myself, wanting to have a connection with her.

      She’d given herself, body and soul, to me. I remembered wanting to stay in that little apartment of hers forever. But the minute I left, I knew when she talked to Danny, she’d be on his side. Of course, she would because they were a real family. I was just the feral stray they’d taken in.

      “Not seduce her.” He huffed out a breath. “Is everything about sex with you?”

      I clenched my jaw.

      “Make her see the good in you. It’s there Ryder. Why you hide it, I don’t know. She’s your last hope. No one wants to work with you.”

      “I’m a top athlete.”

      “Who got injured, and no one knows if you’re going to be one-hundred percent this year. They don’t want to take on someone who gets bad press and doesn’t play well.”

      I’d brought this on myself. I’d been caught up in living life full-steam ahead. Then I got hit, resulting in a concussion and shoulder injury that kept me out of the championship game, and, as far as I was concerned, was why we lost and missed going to the Super Bowl.

      That hit also knocked into me the realization that football wasn’t something I’d be able to do forever. I had money, now, but I wasn’t sure it would last the rest of my life. If I wanted a secure, comfortable future, I needed to earn more, and do that, I’d need endorsements. But no one wanted me to represent their brand. Hence the meeting with Katie.

      “Fine.” I felt defeated. Maybe I should consider getting another degree in case I needed to go to work. Or maybe I could become a stuntman in Hollywood, although that job probably had a short life-span as well.

      “She will probably want you to do appearances.”

      I cringed.

      “And you’ll have to stop acting out.”

      I turned to him. “I haven’t ‘acted out’ since my injury.” It was the truth. Once I knew I’d need to get endorsements to secure my financial future, I’d known I’d need to clean up my act. I hadn’t been in the tabloids or news since then. Maybe the head injury changed my brain because I didn’t miss the party life. Well, I missed sex because a few tugs on my dick in the shower wasn’t the same as sliding in and out of a woman’s pussy or mouth. But the rest of it, I didn’t miss at all.

      “Let’s keep that up.”

      The door opened and Kate peeked her head in. “Have you had enough time to chat?”

      Ray stood, like a gentleman, but I remained sitting because sometimes I was just a petulant child.

      “Yes. We’d like to discuss what ideas you might for Ryder.”

      There was a look in those gray eyes that said she had some ideas that probably involved kicking my ass.

      “Good.” She sat behind her desk picked up a pen. “First then. No sex.”

      I smirked, letting my adolescent asshole out. “But I’m so good at it.”

      “Ryder.” Ray chastised me.

      I gave my signature grin. “Sorry, old habits.” But I’d seen the flash of heat in her eyes. She hated me, but she hadn’t forgotten that weekend. Good. Because since I’d given up going out, the only orgasms I’d had were from my hand and remembering her gray eyes every time I made her come that weekend. At first, it had been unsettling that she was the woman getting me off in my fantasies, but, I accepted that for some reason, she’d become a part of me and her memory would get me off when I needed to blow my load.

      Looking at her now, I liked to think the hate I saw from her would cool my jets, but she was even more beautiful than I remembered. The eyes were the same, but she carried herself differently. She’d always been able to call me on my bullshit, but it had been a surprise when it happened because she’d always had a demure innocence about her. But now she carried that attitude on the outside. Her suit made her look confidence and sexy. Her hair was still long, and my fingers twitched at the memory of running my fingers through its strands.

      “This is what we have to change about you, Mr. Malloy; your old habits.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I could be formal too.

      “What I’d like to do is set up an appointment to meet with Mr. Malloy tomorrow so I can get to know him better and make a plan that will fit with his goals and interests.” The words came out in rote; like she’d said them a million times before. She was going to treat me as a client, and only a client. I supposed that was a good thing. If she could keep her hatred of me to herself, I could keep my feelings to myself too.

      Even as I thought it, my stomach churned. I hated that Danny hadn’t believed me, but for some reason, it was worse that she didn’t believe me either. She’d never even asked me if I’d slept with Phoebe. I’d texted her about my trade to San Diego before I left Nashville, but she never responded, and that’s how I knew she’d chosen Danny’s lie over my truth.

      That weekend with her four years ago had made me think that maybe I could be a different man. But in the end, she was like the rest. She’d only seen me as a pretty-boy roll in the sack. After that, I decided to own the role, and as it turned out I was good at it. Too good, because now it was keeping me from getting the money I needed to live after I retired from football.

      “That sounds good. How about someplace less formal? There’s that restaurant you like out along the beach near La Jolla,” Ray said toward me. “Would you be willing to drive that far south, Ms. Lawton?”

      She nodded. “Yes.” Ray gave her the restaurant that I liked to hang out in near my home. Everyone knew me there, but they didn’t treat me like I was anyone special, which was nice when I just wanted peace and quiet.

      She gave me some papers to sign, and once Ray looked them over, I scrawled my signature on them. Then she stood, which I supposed was our cue to leave.

      Ray rose and reached out his hand to Katie. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Lawton.”

      “Of course.” She extended her hand out to me, but I knew it was because she wanted to look professional. “Mr. Malloy.”

      I wanted to be surly and contrary, but I checked myself. “Ms. Lawton.” I took her hand in mine. It was warm and firm, and I remembered how that hand had massaged my dick. Blood rushed to my cock, but I blocked it by reminding myself she didn’t believe in me.

      Ray and I left her office and headed back south toward San Diego. Most of the ride, he yammered on, lecturing me about behaving, and coming up with ideas about what companies might be a good fit for endorsements.

      When he dropped me off at my home in La Jolla, he finished by saying, “Don’t agitate Ms. Lawton, Ryder. I know you’re going to have to do some things you don’t like or hear some hard truths, but if you want to change your image, you need to suck it up.”

      I managed a smile that probably looked more like a grimace. “I’ll behave.”

      I went into my home and headed for the bar, pouring myself a shot of whiskey and then headed out on to my large terrace overlooking the ocean.

      My home was my biggest extravagance. It sat on a bluff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Every room on the ocean side had floor to ceiling windows. The home was secluded with a private walk to the beach, allowing me privacy which I needed more and more.

      I downed my drink, wanting to push away the pain and regret that was pulled to the surface by seeing Katie again. Four years ago, I’d given her the impression she’d be my girl and at the time I’d meant it. She’d been the calming force to the storm that always seemed to brew in my life.

      But when she didn’t respond to my text after my trade to the Orcas, I’d known Danny had gotten to her and I was too proud to beg. Besides, I was moving to southern California, and it didn’t seem likely she’d want to leave Missouri and live too far from her parents. Turned out I was wrong, because here she was, living in Los Angeles. If I’d reached out and told her my side of the story four years ago, would she have believed me? Would she have followed me out here?

      I scoffed at my own foolishness. What’s done is done, Malloy. Besides, it probably would have never worked. We got caught up in each other for a couple of days, but that’s all it was. Sex.

      I walked back inside, putting my glass in the dishwasher. I went to my room, changed into workout shorts and then headed down to the beach. A run along the water would help settle my emotions. When I got back, I’d do my shoulder rehab exercises and strength training. I had a few months left before I headed back to training camp. My financial future didn’t just rely on my being able to convince companies I was a good guy, but also, in playing the best football I could. The Orcas nearly made it to the big game, and this year I was determined that not only would we get to the Super Bowl but also, we’d win.
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      I sat at my desk, second-guessing whether I should have accepted Ryder as a client. What he did to me, and to my brother, was unforgivable. It felt like a betrayal to Danny to help Ryder improve his image and achieve greater success when Danny was struggling.

      To see Ryder sitting across my desk had filled me with such hate, and something else. Regret? I didn’t know why. I had done nothing wrong. Ryder was the one who’d betrayed my family.

      But I hadn’t ever confronted him about it. After that night Danny told us what happened, and we saw Ryder on TV, I saw a text from him that had come in earlier in the day. It was about being traded, but didn’t say much else. I’d deleted it, too angry at him to respond. But what if I had? What would he have said? Would it have changed my opinion of him or what had happened?

      I shook my head. How could he have responded if I asked him for the truth? Yes, I fucked your brother’s fiancé? It had to be true. Why would Phoebe confess to it if it wasn’t true? There was nothing he could have said that made a difference. I thought I was in love with Ryder, then, but there was no way I could love a man who would do something so awful to a friend.

      I rubbed my eyes. Why had my brother married her? Yes, Ryder could be difficult to resist. I knew this first hand. But still, it’s not like he hypnotized Phoebe. Danny was wrong not to put some of the blame on her. I suspected that she was already pregnant by then and that’s why he still married her, although he never said and I never asked.

      Sitting back in my chair, I wondered how I was going to fix Ryder’s image, assuming I could keep my bias in check. The only thing he had going for him was he could play football and he was sexy as sin. That hadn’t changed. In fact, he was better looking now. His shoulders were broader, his eyes a deeper blue, and, if I was honest, the bad boy ruggedness made him sexier. When he shook my hand, all I could think about was how that hand had caressed my body. A part of me wondered if I’d be able to resist him this time around.

      Don’t be ridiculous. He doesn’t see you like that. He never did. Not really. I’d been a warm willing body he’d needed that weekend after he’d betrayed my brother. Had I’d known what he’d done, I wouldn’t have slept with him. The fact that he’d slept with Phoebe, and then later that night, slept with me, still made me sick to my stomach.

      Ugh. I let out a frustrated growl. I wanted that promotion and I couldn’t deny liking the challenge of turning attitudes about Ryder Malloy around. God if I could do that, I’d be the most sought-after publicist in the country. I just hoped my brother would forgive me.

      Getting my head in the right place, I went to work. The obvious choice was to work to improve his image enough that he could get a booze endorsement since he was a party guy. But my bet with Alan was for something outside the playboy realm. That meant I needed to consider companies that sold sportswear and gear or maybe some sort of beverage. He was interested in securing his financial future, so maybe an investment firm would take him on. I shook my head at that idea. Maybe a clothing brand would want him. He was handsome and had the body to sell expensive suits or men’s briefs.

      Although it was early to think about specific endorsements, knowing what brands he could approach could help me design a plan to improve his image in a way that would attract them. Of course, all of them would want someone who didn’t use women or get in brawls.

      I did a search of his name on the Internet and discovered the last bit of bad press was a week before the championship game. He’d gotten in a scuffle in a bar in Chicago. But since then, there had been no coverage other than for his injury that made him unable to play in the championship game. Sports sites had a few lines indicating that he would return this fall. I supposed that was a good thing. He could behave when he wanted to. I only hoped he’d continue to do so.

      Besides bad press, what he had working against him was the lack of public appearances. He’d done a few with the team but didn’t have any he’d done on his own. No visits to fans in hospitals or fulfilling a child’s dying wish to meet him. Was he such an asshole that he didn’t care?

      He’d been cocky in high school, but not a jerk. I remembered Danny once saying that Ryder was suspended from a high school football game for missing practice, but it turned out he missed it because he was helping a middle school kid who had an asshole father like he did. Another time, people were making fun of a girl who had Down's syndrome, and Ryder first kicked the bullies’ asses, and then befriended the girl, knowing that people wouldn’t pick on her if he was looking out for her. He’d recruited Danny and a couple of other guys on the team to befriend her too. What happened to that guy?

      After working on Ryder’s case, I put in time with my other clients until the end of the day and then headed home to my little condo. I spent my evening as I spent most of them; having dinner and binge watching something on TV.

      The next day, I woke irritated because Ryder infiltrated my dreams. He was naked, showing off all that sexy beefcake. I’d wanted to make him leave, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he did glorious things to my body, starting by sucking my clit and it ended with him sending me to oblivion with his massive dick. I woke to my pussy convulsing in orgasm. Damn him!

      I took a cold shower and dressed to meet him for lunch later. After I put in a couple of hours at work,  I drove nearly two hours to the little restaurant on the beach in La Jolla. Today I wore another skirt and jacket combo, but put my hair up. I wanted to make sure Ryder wouldn’t get any ideas that we’d have a repeat of four years ago. Not that he’d given off any vibe yesterday that he was interested. I was probably an idiot to think he might be.

      I walked into the restaurant and scanned the eating area.

      “You here for Ry?” The man behind the bar asked.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “He’s out on the deck.” The bartender nodded toward the back of the restaurant. I followed his gaze, looking out the windows that filled the back of the restaurant overlooking the water. Ryder was sitting at a table, his gaze fixed on the water, a beer bottle in his hand.

      “Thank you.” I wove my way through the restaurant and out the back. Had things been different, I’d have given him a hug when I saw him. Now, I gave him a tight hello and nod.

      He reached over and pulled out the chair next to him, not bothering to stand. He had forgotten all those manners my mama taught him about standing and pulling out the chair. Or maybe he was just being contrary.

      “Do you want food or just drinks?” he asked.

      “I think drinks will be enough.” When the waitress arrived, I ordered an iced tea, while Ryder ordered a sandwich.

      “So, what hopes do I have to jump through to improve my image?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “If you have such disdain for PR, why are you doing this?”

      He shrugged. “Turns out I’m mortal. If I’m lucky, I’ll have ten more years of play.”

      That would be lucky. Only a handful of quarterbacks still started in their late thirties and early forties.

      “But you never know. I could get hit and have a career-ending injury the first game of the season. I like my house and my lifestyle. I’d like to keep them, which means I need endorsements.”

      I worked to not roll my eyes at him wanting to keep his lifestyle. “Have you considered improving your attitude to attract women instead of using your money?”

      He jerked back as if surprised by my comment. For a moment, I regretted it. Not because it may have hurt him, but because it was petty, and I liked to think I was better than that.

      After a moment, he gave a sly grin. “It’s not the money they like, honey.” He waggled his brows.

      I supposed I walked into that one. “Perhaps we should start with what companies you would you like to work with.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “There isn’t any brand you like?”

      “I’ve never thought about it.”

      I blew out a breath. “How about hobbies? What do you do when you’re not playing football?”

      He gave me that wicked grin again.

      I rested my forearms on the table and looked him the eyes. “You’re not doing that now. So how will you fill your time?”

      He smirked and drank his beer. “I like to drink whiskey when I’m not in training. I run. I work out. I hang out here.”

      I looked around the restaurant, but it wasn’t the type of place that could afford a multimillion-dollar ad deal. And based on the number of people filing in for lunch, it didn’t need the publicity.

      “Since we need to improve your image first before you can get an endorsement, perhaps we should start with things you could do to make people like you.”

      He frowned. “Plenty of people like me.”

      “Besides skinny women with big boobs and Orca fans.”

      He laughed. “What more is there?”

      “There’s getting out and showing you care about people. Why don’t you make any goodwill appearances?”

      “I don’t like being paraded around like a freak show.”

      I snorted. “You don’t think your playboy antics are a type of freak show?”

      He shrugged like he was indifferent, but I saw the annoyance tighten his features.

      “Don’t you like helping kids?”

      “I like helping kids just fine. What I don’t like is making a spectacle out it. It feels fake.”

      “Since when do you care about fake?” I leaned forward. “Have you ever been with a woman who didn’t have fake breasts?”

      He leaned toward me, his eyes holding a predatory gleam. “I’ve been with you, sweetheart. I know yours aren’t fake.”

      Four years ago, talk like this would have shocked me. Now after my years living in L.A. and working with jocks, it barely registered. Well, that wasn’t true. My nipples tightened as the memory of the way Ryder had touched and sucked them came on full force. But since I didn’t want to acknowledge how fantastic it had been, I pushed it away.

      Instead, I reached for anger. “Really Ryder? You’re just an arrogant asshole that doesn’t care about anyone or anything.”

      His jaw clenched. “Why bother?”

      “You really are a fucking asshole,” I repeated my brother’s word.

      He jerked again as if I’d slapped him.

      “It was bad enough that you took my virginity and led me on—”

      “What?” The beer bottle stalled at his lips as he’d been about to take a drink.

      “But sleeping with Phoebe? Your best friend’s fiancé? And then totally destroying his dream by taking away financing for the business? What is wrong with you?”

      His beer came down with a loud clunk on the table. He stood, knocking his chair back. “You don’t know shit, Katie.” He shook his head in disgust at me and then strode off.
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      This was a big mistake, I thought as I got in my car.  I was fooling myself to think she’d be able to help me. She didn’t like me. She didn’t respect me. If she did, she might have considered, even for a second, that I hadn’t slept with Phoebe. The fact that she believed that meant she not only believed Danny but whatever Phoebe had said, too.

      I was a playboy but Phoebe was a conniving bitch only out for herself. I blamed her as much as I blamed the rest. She’d set me up, and for some reason, I was the asshole, while they forgave her for confessing to something that never even happened. I hoped she and Danny were living in marital hell.

      I was also a jerk for not giving him my money. Why would I invest in a business venture when my partner didn’t believe me? If he couldn’t trust that I didn’t sleep with his fiancé, then I sure as shit would not trust him with my money.

      And what the hell did she say about my taking her virginity?

      Fuck! I banged my hand on the steering wheel of my car. They could all rot in hell for all I cared.

      I started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, making my way east toward Interstate 5, the main freeway running north through California up to Canada. I headed south toward San Diego.

      I used the drive to calm my nerves. I was probably the only man in the world who didn’t care about cars, which didn’t mean mine wasn’t nice. But it was chosen for comfort to fit my large frame, a quality radio, and a sunroof which was now opened letting the warm air blow through the car. I didn’t care so much about performance, sleek design, or make and model. I supposed that meant I’d never endorse a car brand.

      I knew Katie didn’t think I gave a shit about anything, and I was surly enough to resist changing her mind. The truth was, I did have a few interests. Since my injury, I’d become much more knowledgeable about healthy living. I still drank my whiskey, but I ate organic, tried to meditate each morning, and even did yoga to keep my shoulders strong and flexible. Being in California, with its diverse and beautiful land, made me more aware of environmental issues. I drove an electric car, and I upgraded many features of my home to be earth-friendly, such as adding solar power.

      One thing I cared a lot about was my uncle George and other vets who lived in the community he did outside of San Diego. When my life was shit, like it was this moment, that’s where I went to remind myself that so many others had it worse.

      I parked my car in front of the clubhouse in the vet community knowing my uncle was probably at the pool with his cronies.

      “Hey Ryder.” A sixty-ish woman wearing a visor and tennis skirt called to me as I made my way through the lobby.

      “Mrs. Clemment, how are you?” I walked over to her and gave her a kiss on the cheek. The thing I liked the most about this community is that my shine wore off long ago. I wasn’t the big football star anymore. Instead, I was simply Ryder, George’s nephew.

      “I’m about to beat the pants of Gladys Shuman in pickleball.”

      I laughed. “Good for you.”

      “You here to see George?”

      I nodded. “And maybe play some catch with the kids.” Along with older retired vets, the community offered housing and resources to injured vets and those with families who were at risk of homelessness and other challenges that came from the perils of serving.

      “You’re a good boy, Ryder. How come no one knows that?”

      “I have an image to protect.” I winked at her. The truth was, no one cared about the real Ryder. Not really.

      “Tell George he owes me five bucks from when I beat him in cribbage.”

      “You know, Mrs. Clemment, no one will want to play with you if you always end up taking their money.”

      She laughed. “I need to add to my retirement every way I can.”

      I headed out back to the pool. My uncle George was actually a great-uncle. He’d been my grandfather’s brother. He served in the navy and retired to California years ago. He reached out to me when I was first traded to San Diego. Initially, I’d been apprehensive about meeting him. My family history so far had been the shits. My mother left the minute she put me on the bus for my first day of kindergarten, and my father was drunk most of the time and solved parenting issues with his fists. I supposed Katie wasn’t far off about me ending up like my father, although I’d never hit a kid or a woman. Just other drunk assholes.

      It had worried me that George wanted money or something else when he contacted me, but he never asked for anything. Not money. Not favors. Nothing. He never married or had kids, and when we’d both learned about each other’s histories, we became each other’s family. He was the father or grandfather, I never had.

      “There’s my boy.” George sat at a table with his buddies. His shirt was off showing his tanned skin and gray chest hair. He was in his 70s and still looked good, with a full head of gray hair, and bright blue eyes. In some ways, his life wasn’t much different than mine. Uncle George got along well with the ladies here in the community.

      He stood, and we hugged. His eyes narrowed. “You’ve got troubles?”

      “I don’t believe it,” his friend Clyde said. “I haven’t seen a single new adventure of Ryder Malloy in the paper for weeks.”

      “I’m turning over a new leaf.” I sat at the table with them, along with another friend, Joe.

      “Ah no,” Clyde said. “Not so young. Sow your oats boy, while the oats still work.”

      “Speak for yourself,” George said.

      “It must run in the genes,” Joe said with a head shake. “Even studs get old. Probably a smart thing to rein in the action and focus on your future.”

      I nodded. “After my injury, I realized I need to make plans for my future. No brand wants to touch me right now.”

      “Not even condoms?” Clyde asked.

      Joe snorted.

      I felt my cheeks heat. “I don’t know about that.”

      “The problem with you, Ryder, is that all people see are the women and brawls,” George said.

      “There isn’t anything else to me.”

      “Bullshit.” George said it with such vehemence that it had all of us jerking to attention. He wagged a finger at me. “Don’t you go thinking that because of what your mama did and how your daddy treated you that you’re not worthy. You’re a great man, and I’m not talking about your ability to throw a football.”

      A part of me felt good when he said that, yet another part of me felt he was wrong. If I was a man with worth beyond throwing a football, my mother wouldn’t have abandoned me and my father wouldn’t have used me as a punching bag. And Danny and the Lawton family would have believed me over Phoebe.

      I shook my head at my woes.

      “He’s right,” Joe said. “Look what you do here, and no one but us knows about it.”

      “I don’t come here for accolades. To tell you the truth, I come here because I need to be around you.”

      “Still, it’s a nice thing you do for all of us.” Joe lifted his glass of lemonade, that was probably spiked with vodka, at me.

      “Hey, Ryder, Ryder,” Michael Alden rushed up to me with his pack of friends. The group ranged from eight to ten-year-olds. “Will you come play with us?” Michael held out his football.

      “Well, gentlemen,” I said standing. “That’s my cue to go.”

      “Don’t let them take advantage of you,” Clyde said.

      I trotted with the kids out to a large grassy area.

      “I want to be a quarterback just like you when I grow up,” Michael said.

      “Me too,” a little girl named Jessica chimed in.

      “Girls can’t be quarterbacks.” Michael rolled his eyes.

      “I don’t know. By the time you’re big enough, maybe there will be girls in football.”

      Jessica grinned.

      “Show ’em what you’ve got, Jess.” I handed her the ball. She cranked her arm back and threw the ball. It wobbled but sailed quite a ways. I caught it and did a victory dance.

      The kids and I scrimmaged for a while before I told them they’d worn me out and I needed to rest.

      “You’re out of shape,” one of the other kids said.

      I nodded. “I need to work on that.” As I headed back toward the pool, several residents called me over to them.

      They enjoyed hearing my stories about playing football, but the truth was, they were the ones who deserved to be idolized. These men and woman had sacrificed their bodies and often their sanity to defend our country. All I did was get paid an obscene amount of money to throw a football a few days a week. There was something wrong about that.

      “Hey Ryder, come meet Pete here.” I walked over to where another vet, Vic, who was blind in one eye after getting hit with shrapnel in Desert Storm.

      I walked over and extended my hand to the man Vic indicated. “Hi, Pete. Ryder Malloy.”

      Pete gaped up at me from his wheelchair. He was probably in his forties and was missing his legs from the knees down.

      “Ryder Malloy. I don’t believe it.” There was a twang to his voice that suggested he came from the south.

      I sat in a chair next to him.

      “Pete is new here. He’s from Tennessee,” Vic said by way of introduction.

      “I was a Copperhead fan back when,” Pete said.

      I laughed. “I didn’t get much play time with them.”

      “They should have kept you, made you the starter and let Roberts go. Maybe then they’d be heading to the Super Bowl this year instead of the Orcas,” Pete said.

      “From your mouth to God’s ears.”

      I sat with Pete and Vic a while, before making my way back to my uncle. Sometimes I signed an autographed or had a few tosses of the ball with someone, but mostly I’d sit and chat. I liked that it brought them joy to have me give them attention, but I didn’t for a minute understand it. They were the heroes as far as I was concerned.

      Finally, I reached George’s table. Clyde was gone, but a woman who appeared to be around my uncle’s age had shown up and taken Clyde’s chair.

      “Ryder, this is Nora. Nora this is my nephew Ryder.”

      “How do you do?” she said.

      I shook her hand and then sat. “Nice to meet you.” I studied my uncle and her, sensing a spark between the two.

      “She’s his newest conquest. You’re falling behind Ryder,” Joe said.

      My uncle blushed.

      “Actually,” Nora said. “George is my new conquest. Keep up with the times, Joe.”

      “Does that mean I’m next on the list?” Joe asked.

      She studied him. “We’ll see.”

      “I don’t think I’m old enough for this conversation,” I joked.

      There was a loud snort from Joe. “Just because we’re old, doesn’t mean we can’t read. We know the kind of life you lead with the ladies.”

      “Nice… package, by the way,” Nora said. “It’s a shame that got taken off the Internet.”

      Heat rose, and I knew my cheeks and probably my ears were pink. That picture of my junk would probably follow me to my grave. How I’d let that happen I didn’t know. Well I did, actually. It was the combination of too much booze and falling asleep with a woman I knew was a groupie.

      When I got hurt, that’s when I knew for sure I’d needed to make a change. But the first inkling that my life was going off the rails was when Tiffany took a picture of my cock that she’d stroked to full erection while I slept and posted it online. It was taken down, but not before millions had seen it and probably screen-shotted it to save for posterity.

      The team manager and owner both gave me a tongue lashing for that. The only thing that had saved my job was that I’d gotten us to the playoffs. Then I got hurt. I didn’t worry that my job was in jeopardy, as long as I could show I could still play. But I knew that I needed to clean up my act.

      “My package is every bit as nice,” George said.

      I gaped.

      “Yes, I know,” Nora answered, patting my uncle’s hand.

      I shook my head to clear the images of my uncle and Nora getting naked and horizontal.

      “Looks like you have another fan wanting a picture of you or maybe it’s paparazzi.” Nora nodded toward the clubhouse behind me.

      I frowned because my time there was a well-kept secret. I’m not sure how because I did take pictures with fans, but they never made it to social media or if they did, no one took notice.

      I turned and scanned the area. My gaze stopped on the well-dressed woman with dark hair holding her phone in my direction. My blood boiled. How dare she invade my privacy?

      “Ah fuck no.” I stood, and for the second time that day, I knocked my chair back out of anger at Katie Lawton.
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      The last place I’d have thought I’d end up when I made the decision to follow Ryder was at a vet community. Over the last hour, I’d watched him as he talked with a few men at a table, played ball with a group of kids, and chatted with other residents before returning to the men he first sat with.

      I’d taken out my phone and took pictures because this was exactly the type of thing Ryder needed to be seen doing to improve his image. Why no one shared this with the world, I couldn’t figure out. Volunteering to spend time with vets was one of the top things an athlete could do to spread goodwill and improve his image. Surely Ryder knew that, so why hadn’t he said anything? Did his manager Ray know about his?

      I wasn’t hiding from him per se. I had intended to approach him once I’d gotten enough photos, but when he turned his head and saw me, I knew I’d been made. What I hadn’t expected was for him to stalk toward me with an angry scowl on his face.

      “What are you doing?” he ground out under his breath when he reached near me.

      “What are you doing? Why is this a secret?”

      His jaw clenched as he looked around.

      An older woman walked by us. “I kicked Shuman’s ass, Ryder, just like I said I would.”

      Ryder managed a smile. “Is there a pool I can join? I think betting on you would help me fund my retirement.”

      “I have my bookie contact you.” She winked at him. She took a cursory glance at me and then patted Ryder on the arm before walking off.

      He set his hand on my arm and nudged me toward the door of the clubhouse. “Come on.”

      I sighed but complied and we entered the cool building. I thought we might stay there, but he walked through it and out the front door to a grassy area under a tree.

      “Let me see your phone,” he said holding out his hand.

      I gave him my phone. He scrolled through the pictures, and then he tapped things.

      “What are you doing?” I reached for my phone, but he stepped away from my grasp.

      “Deleting your pictures.”

      “What? Why?” I tried for the phone again.

      “Because this is none of your business.”

      I stared at him wondering what the hell was going on. “Ryder, this is just the type of thing that can improve your image.”

      He shook his head, tapping the phone one last time before giving it back. “No.”

      I could only gape. “I thought you wanted to get endorsements.”

      “Not like this.”

      “This is exactly what you need.”

      He leaned closer to me. “No.”

      “Why not?” It didn’t make any sense.

      “I will not exploit these people just so I can make money.”

      After watching him interact with the Vets and the children, I’d realized that maybe he wasn’t the complete self-centered asshole I’d thought. But now I was wondering if I’d totally misread him. Was Ryder one of those men who everyone thought was a bad boy when in fact he was just misunderstood? From a PR standpoint, that could work for him.

      “Ryder, people need to know you have compassion and care about people. The pictures would have shown that. Especially playing football with the kids.”

      “I’m not here to earn points in a popularity contest, Katie. The answer is no.”

      I huffed out a breath. Jeez, he was pigheaded.

      “I’ll stay home and jerk off instead of hooking up with women. I won’t get into fights. But I will not exploit people to make some company like me.”

      Once I was able to get past the image of him masturbating, I had to acknowledge that while he just made my job more difficult, I’d admired his stance. “Do you want to improve your image?”

      “Not if it means using people. You’ll have to find another way.” He started to walk away.

      “Ryder, wait.” I cursed under my breath. “Where are you going?”

      “Home.”

      I  practically had to run to catch him. “We need to talk.”

      “About what? I think I was perfectly clear.”

      I nodded. “Yes. And if we can’t share your volunteer time here—”

      “I’m not volunteering here,” he ground out, surprising me by how upset he was. “These people are my friends. My family.”

      I studied him. “Okay. But we still need to figure out a plan. Is there a place we can go and talk?”

      “I’m going home.”

      I thought for a moment. “Okay. Maybe you can let me tag along. Watch a day-in-the-life of Ryder Malloy, minus the visit to the vet community. That might give me some ideas.”

      He shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      “I’ll follow you.”

      He started to get in his car, but I put my hand on his arm. “Why are you making this so hard?” The man was truly an enigma. “I get not wanting to exploit your friends, but why are you so resistant to this process as a whole?”

      His hard, blue eyes studied me for a moment. “Because it won’t change anything.”

      “Sure, it will. People improve their images all the time.”

      “People believe what they want to believe, whether or not it’s the truth.”

      There was something more to his words, but I couldn’t determine what it was.

      He opened the door to his car. “If you want to fire me as a client, now is the time.”

      “I don’t want to fire you.” I wanted to understand what was going on behind those tormented blue eyes.

      “Then I guess I’ll see you at my place.” He gave me the address and then got in his car.

      I hurried to my car, got in, and was able to catch up to him before he merged on the freeway. During the drive, I replayed the whole exchange in my head. Clearly, Ryder had more depth of character than I’d given him credit for. Then again, he’d been like that in high school. On the outside, he seemed like a cocky jock, but deep down he had substance, he just didn’t seem to want people to know about it or give him credit for it. Why was that? He was wrong if he thought showing kindness and compassion wouldn’t change people’s impression of him. Would people still see him as a womanizer? Probably. But a sexy alpha male with a good heart was extremely attractive.

      Thirty minutes later, I pulled up to Ryder’s house and tried not to gape. He lived in a gated community, which made sense. He was a celebrity ballplayer after all. But the house sat back on a bluff, giving it privacy from neighbors. When I walked in, the first thing my eyes were drawn to were the floor to ceiling windows with the Pacific Ocean on the other side.

      “That’s spectacular.”

      “Like I said, I like my house and I’d like to continue to afford it.”

      I held my tongue from pointing out he wasn’t making that easy.

      He started to leave the room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I’m changing so I can go running.”

      I frowned. He really seemed to forget his manners.

      “You said a day-in-the-life of Ryder Malloy, right?”

      “I did.”

      “You can come with me.” His eyes raked over my outfit and my body started to hum. It remembered what he’d done to me before and wanted a replay. I was beginning to understand that maybe Phoebe really couldn’t say no to Ryder, which then reminded me what he’d done.

      “I’ll wait here,” I said more tersely than I probably should have.

      He shrugged and walked off. I went to the windows and took in the beautiful view. I did well at my job, but I’d never do well enough to afford this. I wondered if Ryder really appreciated what he had. Danny had been right; life came easier for Ryder. Not that he didn’t work hard in football, but everything else seemed to work out for him. Even his antics hadn’t completely turned people off. I suspected many people found his bad boy persona to be charming. Of course, it only went so far, which is why companies were leery of him. That and until he played this fall, there was the question of whether he’d still be as good.

      “Want to come to the beach?” Ryder asked as he entered the room. He wore shorts and beach shoes, and nothing else. His chest was bare and my brain hiccupped seeing strong sculpted muscular planes. I wanted to run my tongue all over him and then suck one of those brown nipples. He quirked a brow at me.

      My mouth felt like it had sand in it. “You’re going to run in beach shoes?”

      “I’m going to run barefoot and then swim back.”

      No wonder he looked so strong, firm, and… God, it was all I could do not to get naked and beg him to take me.

      “There’s booze and wine in the bar.” He nodded toward a bar on the other side of the room. “The terrace is nice this time of day.”

      I nodded.

      He smirked, letting me know he knew I liked what I saw. “Maybe I could just do a calendar.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. I could already imagine all the women fantasizing about him month after month.

      Then he laughed, and I realized it was the first time I’d seen him look anything but bothered since we first saw each other in my office the other day. My heart stopped and my breath hitched at the magnificent beauty of him.

      He did bad things, I reminded myself.

      “I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

      I nodded and watched as he went out on the terrace and down a set of stairs to a trail that led down the bluff to the beach. With him out of sight, my brain circuitry went back to normal. I didn’t want to pry, but I looked around the living area. His décor was simple, clean, and comfortable. He didn’t have a TV in this room, but I suspected he had a theater room somewhere in the house. To keep myself from snooping around his home, I went to the bar and got a glass of wine. I walked out on the terrace and that’s when I noticed the infinity pool to the left. Cripes, he knew how to pick a house.

      I sat on a lounge chair and soaked up the sun. It was late afternoon, so it sat like a yellow-orange ball in front of me as it made its descent in the sky.  Looking on the beach, I saw Ryder approach the water, his arms up in a stretch. Good golly did he have a body. How was it possible that my hormones would hum at the sight of him when I didn’t like him? It’s not like I didn’t see beefy handsome athletes regularly. Some were my clients. Some were clients of my firm that I’d see when they came to meet with their PR person. It probably was because I knew first hand every sexy inch of his body, just as he knew mine. My pussy contracted to tell me I was on to something. But just because my body wanted him, didn’t mean I liked him. I just had to make sure my dislike for him continued to outweigh my lust.

      But that could prove to be hard too. Watching him at the vet community, I could feel my attitude softening. I had to admit that Ryder may not be the uber-jerk I thought he was. But that didn’t forgive what he’d done to my family, I reminded myself. Just because he was nice to vets and their kids, didn’t mean I was going to forget how he’d betrayed Danny, or had told me he wanted to be with me, and then a few days later was hooking up with some southern California bimbo.

      I watched him as he started up the beach, his strong body powering through the sand. I committed to keeping my libido in check, and the memory of what he’d done at the forefront of my mind.
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      Katie wanted to see a day-in-the-life of Ryder Malloy, but to be honest, I wouldn’t be running right now if she wasn’t here. Going for a run was a spur moment decision to keep from spilling my guts and touching her.

      As much as I was angry at her for not believing in me, I was also attracted to her. I’d been so pissed to see her at the vet community, but I had to give her credit. She was still trying to help me even though she didn’t think much of me. Even more so, she accepted my position on not wanting to exploit less fortunate people. She didn’t like it, but she went along. There was a moment when I thought she might even respect me for it.

      If only she didn’t believe I was the type of person to sleep with my best friend’s fiancé. Yes, I’d slept with Phoebe when we were in college, but I hadn’t realized Danny was into her. If I had, I wouldn’t have let her corner me in a bathroom during a party to suck my cock, and then later fuck her on the sink basin.

      She’d tried that shit again a week before her and Danny’s wedding, but I didn’t realize her intentions until too late. All Danny saw was her in lingerie and me in a towel. I couldn’t blame him for jumping to a wrong conclusion, but I could blame him for not believing that I didn’t touch her. When she apologized to him, as if something had happened, my brain nearly exploded. What the hell was wrong with her?

      I shook my head and inhaled deeply as I reached the beach. If Katie showed up in lingerie, I’d fuck her in a minute. Christ her curves were even sexier than I remembered. Out here in California, the ideal female body was emaciated. They were so skinny, half the time they didn’t have hips, which made no sense. What man didn’t love curvy hips to hold on to while they pounded away to orgasm? And Katie was right, many women here had fake tits, which made Katie’s even more appealing. I swore to God I could still taste them on my lips from four years ago.

      I had to remind myself that she hated my guts and I resented her. There’d been a few moments when I thought I’d tell her the truth about Phoebe, but then stopped myself.  Like when she’d taken a very thorough inventory of my bare chest with those gray eyes that didn’t hide her desire. But then her eyes went blank, and I realized she was reminding herself that I was an asshole. She wouldn’t believe me.

      I kicked off my beach shoes and walked closer to the water line, stretching before turning and running south along the beach. I pushed myself until my lungs bellowed and my calves burned from all the extra work running barefoot in sand required.

      Not wanting to be gone long, I didn’t run too far before wading out in the water and swimming north back up toward my home. Swimming, in particular, helped my shoulder, and I was committed to not just be as good as last year, but even better.

      When I reached the beach in front of my house, I rolled over and floated for a few minutes, letting the waves soothe my sore muscles. Then I walked out of the water and up toward the house. Slipping my beach shoes on, I used the outdoor shower at the base of my house before heading up the steps to my terrace.

      When I got there, Katie wasn’t there, and I had a moment of disappointment, until I saw her through the windows, pouring herself a glass of wine.

      She looked good in my house. Had things gone differently, this could have been our home. Fucking Phoebe and Danny.

      I watched her, noticing that she didn’t realize I was there. She took a drink of her wine, and I noted the long curve of her neck as she tilted her head back. I so wanted to run my tongue along there down to her collarbone and lower. My dick started to thicken. I scoffed at my libido. Don’t you know she’s off limits?

      All of a sudden, I was pissed. The anger came out of nowhere. Why the fuck was I putting up with this shit? I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Feeling surly, I went to an outdoor cupboard and pulled out a yoga mat. Then I dropped my wet shorts on the terrace and stood on the mat, ass naked, ready to stretch. I rarely did yoga naked, although this wouldn’t be the first time.

      I closed my eyes and lifted my arms up, not caring that Katie would see me and my semi-erect dick as I stretched. I slowly bent over, savoring the pull on my hamstrings.

      I heard the glass door open but ignored it as I rose up, lifting my arms over my head again and inhaling deeply.

      “Naked yoga in public will not help your image.”

      “I’m on my own property.” I blew out my breath, and inhaled again, hoping it would offer calm. “Besides, perhaps you haven’t noticed, but I have no neighbors and the beach is empty.”

      “You clearly don’t know about telephoto lenses. The last thing you need is a picture of your dick online again.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut hoping for strength, but it didn’t come. I whirled around. “I’m not who you and the rest of the world think I am. I’m on my own property. If I want to exercise naked, that’s my business and doesn’t make me a fucking asshole.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise.

      “While we’re at it, I have never forced myself on a woman, and there’s nothing wrong with enjoying sex.” I thought back to our time four years ago. “You know that’s true, Katie. You and I had a good time.”

      “That’s all it was—”

      “No.” I bellowed it, hearing my echo out over the bluff. “And even if it was, what’s wrong with that? Are you a prude now? Making love is okay but fucking is nasty? Is that what you think?”

      She inhaled a shuddering breath. “No.”

      “Are you the type that denies yourself pleasure because you think it’s bad?”

      She looked like a deer caught in the headlights. I probably should have reined it in, but the anger pumped through me as thick and hot as my blood.

      “Do you regret what you did with me? Do you think you were a bad girl to let horn dog Ryder Malloy touch you?”

      “No.” The word came out on a quiet gasp.

      “No, but you regret it. After all, you think I betrayed your family. Do they know, Katie? Do they know I popped your cherry?” I hadn’t known she was a virgin and wanted to ask her about it, but right now, I was too wound up. “Do they know I taught you how to suck my dick?”

      This time the flash in her eyes wasn’t lust, but anger. “You’re being vulgar.”

      I laughed. “You say that like you’re surprised. But you’ve always thought I was beneath you. Vulgar. Dirty. Untrustworthy.”

      She shook her head and looked at me in confusion. “That’s not true.”

      “Good girls like you like bad boys like me. Is that why you let me fuck you?”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      I leaned closer to her. A mixture of lust and anger swirled. “Tell me you didn’t like this.” I stroked my dick.

      She swallowed hard as she watched me touch myself.  Her gray eyes were rapt as my dick thickened and lengthened in my hand. I felt certain then that if I kept up, I’d be able to have her again. That knowledge filled my chest with an unbearable ache because I wanted that more than anything.

      “Shit.” I released my cock. As much as I wanted her, it wouldn’t change anything, and chances were, she’d have regrets. I didn’t need that weighing me down as well. “I’m going inside to shower and take care of this… alone. So, no worries, Katie. There won’t be any cum shots on the Internet.”
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      I stood on Ryder’s terrace wondering what the hell just happened. The guy made no sense. Why was he always acting like the injured party when he’d been the one to bring it on himself? He complained that people only saw him one way, but it was the only way he let people see him since he didn’t want them to know about his visits to the vet community. He also acted like I was the one who hurt him when he was the one to betray my family.

      Gathering my wits, I followed him inside, catching up to him as his very fine naked ass was walking into a bedroom.

      “Hey! What’s your problem? Why do you have such a chip on your shoulder?” I tried to ignore the fact that he was naked. His dick still long and hard pointing at me. God, he was a perfect specimen of a man.

      He scoffed in derision, shaking his head. He put on a robe which both made me glad I wouldn’t be distracted but disappointed because he was like a Michelangelo sculpture. I wondered if I could set up a PR stunt where he’d be sculpted.

      I finally made it into the room and once again, my mouth gaped. It too had floor to ceiling windows overlooking the ocean. “How is it that a man who has everything is so miserable? You think you’ve got it bad because people think you’re a womanizer? Do you know who has it bad? Danny.”

      He whirled on me. “Don’t. Don’t you dare try to pin whatever is wrong in his life on me.”

      I stared at him and realized that it wasn’t anger I saw in his tormented blue eyes. It was pain. That didn’t make sense.

      “Whatever problems he has are his, not mine.” He sliced his hand through the air as if he was cutting himself off from me and Danny.

      “You were the start of them.”

      “No!” This time he pointed a finger at me and his jaw clenched tight. He looked like he might say more but then he turned away.

      “Why do you keep running away?”

      “Because talking won’t change anything.” He disappeared into the bathroom.

      Undaunted, I followed him in. He cut me a glare as he reached into the shower the size of a walk-in closet and turned on the spray.

      “Ryder, I’m just trying to understand what is going on with you.” He had no reason to act like the injured party.

      “You don’t give a shit about me.” He stepped into the large shower.

      “That’s not true.” I realized I was contradicting myself. Until earlier today, I didn’t really care about him. I was too angry at what he’d done. So it was so odd that I was truly curious why he felt like Danny and I had done him wrong.

      “You tell me, Katie,” he said from the shower. “Why do you hate me so much?”

      “You know why. Because you betrayed Danny.” I left out the part where I felt like he’d used me. “Now your turn. Why are you so pissed at me?”

      His head popped from around the tiled wall of the shower. “Because you believe I’m the type of man that would betray Danny.” He disappeared into the shower again.

      What? Was he saying he wasn’t that type of man? But he’d slept with Phoebe a week before the wedding. He was exactly that kind of man.

      I shook my head like it would settle the craziness of this conversation into an organized, understandable way. “But you slept with Phoebe.”

      He said nothing, so I poked my head around the tiled wall.

      His hands were braced on the tile with his head under the spray. “The fact that you think so proves my point.” After a moment, he lifted his head and picked up the soap to start washing.

      I left the bathroom and went to sit on his bed, trying to make sense of what he was saying. He was angry because we thought he was the type of man who’d sleep with Danny’s fiance. The only way that worked was if he hadn’t slept with her. That just didn’t make sense. Phoebe confessed to it. She was in her underwear in Ryder’s room when she did.

      A few minutes later, he exited the bathroom, stopping short when he saw me sitting on his bed.

      He smirked. “The last time I came out of my shower and found an unwanted woman in my room, Danny tried to kick my ass.”

      I looked up at him. “Are you saying you didn’t sleep with Phoebe?”

      “I shouldn’t have had to say anything, Katie. Not then. Not now.” His voice was tight. “That’s the point. After twenty years of friendship, both of you believe I’d do that.”

      My breath came out in a whoosh as I realized that if he was telling the truth, he was right to be angry. Worse, Danny had been the one to betray Ryder. And me because I’d believed Danny. More to Ryder’s point, I’d believed he was the type of man who would betray his friend.

      “Why would Phoebe say you did?” I thought Phoebe was all sorts of crazy, but I couldn’t imagine she’d confess to cheating on Danny without actually doing it. What would she have gotten out of it?

      Ryder started to dry off with his towel. “How the hell do I know? Except for the note I found after I left your place that weekend telling me she was sorry about what happened, but that she wanted to be with me. Asking me to take her to Nashville with me.” He looked at me then with those piercing blue eyes. “I wanted to take you.”

      “No.” I knew that wasn’t true. “You said things that weekend that I believed, but just a few days later you had some blonde bimbo on your arm as you strode through the San Diego airport like a white knight, so don’t pretend that you really had feelings for me.”

      “When you didn’t answer my text, I knew you’d believed Danny and Phoebe, so what was the point?” He disappeared into the bathroom and came out again without his towel. “What was it you said about me the other day? The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree? I hadn’t realized that you both thought so little of me. I thought we were friends. What an idiot I was, right? I mean my own mother didn’t even like me enough to stick around. But now I know better.”

      Guilt lanced me, even though I still wasn’t sure what to think. If he was telling the truth, then he had every right to be angry and resentful. He was right; he’d been a part of our family for twenty years when the incident with Phoebe happened, and we’d believed her over Ryder. Then again, I’d never spoken to him to about it until now.

      I looked up at him, hoping he could see the sincerity in my eyes. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “First, I shouldn’t have had to have said anything. You should have believed me. Second, no one asked. Third, it wouldn’t have made any difference. You wouldn’t have believed me then, just as you’re not sure you can believe me now.”

      “Ryder.” I stood and blocked him from walking away. I wasn’t sure what I’d say. What I could say. All I knew was that I wanted to comfort him. I reached up and pressed a palm to his cheek.

      He looked down on me. At first, his face was fierce, as if he was keeping his guard up. But eventually, his eyes softened, and he lowered his head until it rested against mine.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”

      I hadn’t expected that question. “Would it have mattered?”

      He lifted his head to look at me. “Yes.”

      “That’s why.”

      He shook his head, and I saw regret in his blue eyes. “I was drunk that night, Katie. I shouldn’t have—”

      “I wanted you, Ryder. I wanted you to be the first.”

      He let out a breath. “I would have been more careful.”

      I smiled. “Do you think I didn’t enjoy it? Come on Ryder.” I took a long gaze down his chest to his dick, which was still thick and full, although not fully erect. My fingers itched to touch it. To taste it. “How many women can say their first time was with an NFL quarterback?”

      He flashed a quick grin. “You were tight. I should have guessed.”

      “And to answer your question earlier, no, I’m not a prude which I think I’ve proven because I’ve just had a very serious conversation with you while you’re buck naked.”

      His grin was sheepish. “I was being contrary.”

      “I know.” I looked at him, biting my lip because it was all I could do to keep myself from getting naked too.

      He tilted his head to the side and studied me for a moment, as if looking for something. Finally, he nodded down to his dick. “You can touch him. I know you want to.”

      Hell yes I did. “You’re still arrogant.”

      “Tell me it’s not true.”

      I looked down at his dick that started to grow in front of my eyes. “It is true,” I admitted. I tore my gaze away from it back to his eyes.

      This smile was sweet. “Katie.” His hand brushed my cheek, and then he leaned forward pressing his lips against mine. His kiss was soft, and yet it sent a firestorm of sensation through me. It was like every cell in my body had been sleeping and his kiss woke them up.

      I moaned against his mouth, parting my lips and inviting him in. His arms banded around me, pulling me close as he slanted his head and then delved his tongue into my mouth.

      In the back of my brain, a voice said I shouldn’t do this. I still wasn’t sure about what happened between him and Phoebe. I didn’t want to be another conquest in a long line of women. He was my client. Good lord, if my boss found out, I’d be fired for sure.

      But my blood roared in my ears, drowning out all the reasons I shouldn’t touch him. The need to feel his skin sliding over mine was all that mattered right now.

      “Let me touch you, Katie.” His lips trailed down the side of my neck. “I’ve got to touch you or I’ll go crazy.”

      “Yes.”

      His fingers yanked on the zipper of my dress, and like the pro he was, my dress and the rest of my clothes were on the floor. He stepped back to look at me and I had a moment of self-consciousness. I didn’t have the boyish body he usually seemed to go for.

      His smile was wicked as he reached out and flicked a finger over my nipple. “I’ve missed these.” Then his mouth was on me, sucking my nipple deep into his mouth. I felt it straight down to my pussy, which contracted, and ached to be touched, to be fucked.

      He spun me around and then lay me across the huge bed. “I’m going to devour you.”

      My sensations were reeling. My whole body felt alive, and when his lips began their journey, starting at my lips and moving downward, it started to hum. I gripped his massive shoulders as he sucked my nipples again.

      “I love your tits.”

      I arched into him, offering him more. He sucked and licked and nipped as his fingers slid between my folds.

      “You’re so wet.” He pressed a finger inside me.

      “Oh!” My body writhed needing to get closer to him, to have more of him. “I need you, Ryder.”

      “Not yet.” He moved down my body, pushing my thighs apart and maneuvering his large shoulders between my legs.

      I’d let him down there once four years ago, but I’d been so self-conscious about it, I didn’t let him do it again. “Ryder.”

      “Please don’t stop me, Katie. I have to taste you.” He sucked gently on my thigh. “Please.”

      My pussy pulsed with need. “Yes.”

      “Thank fuck.” He didn’t waste any time. His hot tongue lapped through my folds, sending hot shimmers of sensation that made me want to beg for more.

      “Ryder.” My fingers gripped his head, pushing him into my pussy, needing more contact.

      He used his fingers to part my pussy lips and then shoved his tongue inside me. I cried out, my hips lifting from the bed as he used his tongue on me until I thought I’d implode. He withdrew from me, flicking his tongue over my clit then he sucked it in between his lips, and pleasure blasted through me. I felt like someone launched me into the heavens as my orgasm sent me soaring.

      He moved up my body and kissed me hard. “Taste your pussy, Katie.”

      His cock settled against my entrance, and I wanted it inside me more than I ever wanted anything in my life. I gripped his ass and pulled, urging him to fill me.

      He let out a long groan and fumbled with the night stand drawer. He pulled out a condom. I was so lost in him that I hadn’t thought about it. I was still on the pill, but he had a history with women, so it was good to add another layer of protection.

      He swore as he rolled the condom on his shaft. “I’m so fucking hard.”

      “I want it inside me.”

      He looked at me, at first with surprise, which I supposed came from the fact that I hadn’t been very talkative the first time we’d been together. But then his eyes turned feral.

      “Tell me what you want, Katie.”

      I swallowed. “I want you to fuck me.”

      He growled, as he pushed my legs wider and settled his hips between them. He was back on his heels, his knees wide under my thighs. His lay his dick on my belly.

      “Tell me again.”

      I reached down, wrapping my hand around him, and guiding him to my pussy. “Fuck me, Ryder.”

      His eyes flashed with a wild heat. Then he pushed his dick inside me. The first time had been quick, with a shot of pain that subsided into sweet ecstasy. This time, he took his time, moving in inch by torturous inch.

      “You’re still so tight.” He moaned, his eyes watching me as he moved deeper and deeper inside me.

      I felt so full, like I was at the max, and yet he kept going deeper and deeper.

      He groaned again, dropping his head back, and I saw beads of sweat on his brow. Was he holding back? Was he trying to treat me the way he would have the first time had he known I was a virgin? I wasn’t a virgin now, but it had been four years since the last time I’d had sex. He was the last time I’d had sex.

      “Ryder… more… please.” He was torturing me, and I couldn’t take it.

      “Ah fuck.” He gripped my hips tight and slammed the rest of the way in. On another long groan, he withdrew and plunged again.

      Oh my God, it was even better than I’d remembered. I could feel every inch of him sliding and pulsing in my body. “Yes… so good…”

      His hips pistoned, slapping against mine. He released his grip on my hips and reached down to tweak my nipples.

      “Oh, God!” I cried out as a new wave of pleasure shot me higher.

      “Come, Katie, come on my cock.”

      He released my nipples, and his hands trailed over my stomach until they reached my pussy. His thumb brushed over my clit, and fireworks shot through to every neuron in my body. I convulsed, my pussy clenching down on him, as my orgasm rocked through me again, just as powerful as the first.

      “Ah fuck yes… I’m coming…” He gripped my hips again, this time pounding in and out, making my pussy walls sing with pure pleasure.

      He let out a grunt, and thrust in, grinding his hips against mine. I swore I could feel his cock pumping his release. He thrust again, and again, until finally, he sagged over me.

      Our labored breaths echoed through the room. As my heart rate slowed, and the haze of sex subsided, concern started to grow. I couldn’t regret what I’d just done, but I questioned whether or not I should have done it.

      “Don’t Katie.”

      I opened my eyes, to see his blue ones staring down on me. “Don’t you fucking regret this.”

      I caressed his shoulders, admiring their strength. “I don’t regret this.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Something isn’t right.”

      “I’m only questioning whether it should have happened.”

      His expression morphed into the one I knew so well; annoyance and pain.

      Before he could pull away, I tightened my grip on him. “Your publicist told you no sex.”

      He studied me as if he was trying to decide if I’d been kidding before. I hadn’t been, but I also didn’t want to ruin the moment with reality.

      “She knows I don’t always follow the rules.”
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      The first time I ever had sex with Katie four years ago, the feel of her around my cock blew my mind, but I’d thought it was just because I’d been drinking and feeling charged. But over the course of that weekend, each time we were together it was just as satisfying as the first time. It was the type of experience I hadn’t had with a woman since, until now. What was it about her that made sex go beyond the simple physical pop of coming and permeate to something deeper?

      Not that it was like that for her. It was maddening that so soon after having the hardest orgasm I could remember since the last time I’d slept with her; she was expressing guilt. I knew fucking her was probably a bad idea. I wasn’t sure if she believed me about Danny or that she’d changed her opinion of me. But I had to have her again, even if it was just to try to relive the feelings I’d had four years ago.

      But now the sexual high was over and we were back to real life. I was Ryder Malloy, bad boy football player, and she was Katie Lawton, my publicist who didn’t quite believe in me.

      I rolled off her. “Let me take care of the condom.” At least I’d remembered that this time. Wouldn’t that have been something if I got her pregnant? What a scandal that would be. Not to mention her brother would probably try to kick my ass.

      I went to the bathroom, tossing the condom, wiping my dick and washing my hands. I took a moment to look at myself in the mirror.

      “What the hell are you doing, Malloy?” Now I was feeling regret too. No, not regret, but I was beginning to think I was looking for something long gone, assuming it had ever really been there. Either way, it was always a bad idea to look back.

      When I came back out, she was putting her dress on.

      I found a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt and slipped them on. “Are you hungry?”

      “A little.”

      “I’ll make some dinner.”

      She nodded. “We can get back to talking about how we’re going to fix your image.”

      “Fucking you senseless didn’t help?” I said hoping to bring levity into the situation.

      She laughed. “The world already knows you can do that.”

      She was teasing, but I felt the comment as a barb. All I was good at, in her mind, was throwing the ball and fucking. She might be right, and I had to admit that it was partly my fault since I didn’t let the world see other parts of me. But she should have known there was more to me. Pushing away the disappointment that she didn’t see more in me, I headed to the kitchen.

      I whipped up veggie omelets and found a nice white wine from the Napa Valley and served her on the terrace. The sun was finally setting over the water. The atmosphere was romantic, but Katie was all business. There was no talking about what happened four years ago or if we might have a repeat of the bedroom games we just played, which I suppose was an answer. Katie regretted sleeping with me and was moving past it.

      A week later, when she had a writer and a photographer from a men’s health magazine at my home to interview me and watch me workout, it was almost like that night never happened. We were getting along better, most of the time, but there was no talk about our personal lives past or present.

      The interview seemed to go well. The writer focused on my eating habits and exercise regime and the rehab of my shoulder. I’d taken them down to the beach, and while I didn’t run or swim, they asked for photos of me emerging from the water as if I’d been for a swim. Indulging them, I waded out, dove under a wave and then walked back out, running my fingers through my hair to push it out of my face.

      “That’s great, Ryder. That pic will adorn the walls of women nationwide,” said the photographer, a young slight man, he looked like he’d blow away if the ocean breeze picked up.

      I’d always known I was good looking, but I didn’t go into football to be a sex symbol. Then again, if women were getting off to my pictures, at least someone was getting some.

      I looked at Katie, wondering if she got off to me in the darkness of her room. Her gray eyes were watching me, and there was a flicker in them that told me she liked what she was seeing. Too bad she was stubborn and good at sticking to her no-touch rule.

      “How’s the shoulder?” the writer asked as I picked up a towel. “Does swimming help with that?”

      “The shoulder is one-hundred percent.” I was no doctor and on occasion my shoulder was stiff, but I figured this was about improving my image, part of which was letting the world know I was ready to lead the Orcas to a winning season.

      “I understand you have a gym in your home. Can we see you there?” The writer looked like he worked out and I figured he’d appreciate the set up I had.

      “Sure.” I led them up to the house. My gym was on the lower level and had big windows with a view of the ocean. All the rooms on that side of the house did.

      “Wow, this is amazing,” the writer said, looking over the large room. “I don’t see a lot of traditional machines and weights.”

      “I don’t like weights. I prefer to use my own body weight.” I pointed toward one apparatus. “I do pullups on that. There’s a rope there and a rock-climbing wall.”

      “Does that impact you when you go to training camp? Don’t they have more traditional strength training?”

      “I keep up.” I went over to the rope and started to climb. When I’d gone up a few feet, I extended my legs out in front of me, engaging my core and using only my arms to climb up.

      The photographer snapped pictures. I glanced down wondering if Katie was bored. How many of her clients had she endured this type of situation with? But bored wasn’t what I saw on her face. Her teeth were biting into her bottom lip, and her eyes held a gleam. She liked what she was seeing. And being a man, I had to show off. I climbed to the top.

      After showing off on the rope, I did bench jumps, showing off my leg strength, and then went through a regular routine that included exercises for all the major muscle groups. The magazine people were with me another thirty minutes before Katie showed them out. I stayed in the gym, finishing my circuit.

      I was doing wide armed pull-ups when I heard her re-enter the gym. My back was to her as I lifted myself until my chin was over the bar and then lowered down.

      She walked around until she was in front of me. Perhaps it was immature, but I wanted to impress her, so I picked up the pace. She watched me, her gaze moving from my shoulders down my chest and lower, where another muscle decided it wanted to work as well.

      “I can do it naked it you want.” I lifted again, feeling the burn in my shoulders, but not wanting to stop while she was looking at me with hunger in her eyes.

      “I was expecting naked yoga.”

      “You told me I shouldn’t do that anymore.”

      “In the privacy of your gym, it would be okay.”

      I quirked a brow. Was she showing me a sign that she might be willing to indulge her interest in me?

      She stepped closer, running her hand over my abs. The feel of her fingers on my skin sent a shiver through me, and my dick, which already was perking up, began to swell.

      “I never knew there were so many muscles in the abs.”

      “The first time you work out, you’ll discover muscles you never knew existed.” I was reminded of this after restarting my regular workout after my injury.

      She looked up at me. “It’s very impressive how strong you are.”

      “And sexy?” I lifted again, wanting to keep moving to avoid the temptation to take her on the floor of the gym.

      “Yes. Do you ever do this naked?”

      My throat went dry. “No. But I’m willing to try.” I didn’t know why she was having a change of heart about her no-touch rule, but I didn’t care. If this followed the logical course, I’d have her and a spectacular orgasm again. She’d likely regret it, but I was learning to live with that.

      As I hung on the bar, she brought her hands to the waistband of my shorts, and pulled them down. My dick popped out, achingly hard.

      “Well, hello. Is he working out too?”

      “He’d like too.”

      She tugged my shorts off and tossed them aside. Her gaze took another slow ride over my body, bottom to top. I did another pull up, wanting her to see every one of the muscles I’d worked so hard to develop. They were designed to help me on the football field, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t also work out because women liked muscular men.

      “You’re like an Adonis.”

      “Do you like that, Katie?” I wanted her to like me, as a person, but for now, at this moment, I’d settle for her just liking my body.

      “Yes.” Her hand caressed across my abs again. She looked up at me with a coy smile, and then she did the unexpected. She leaned closer and wrapped those sweet pink lips around the tip of my cock, blowing my mind. A shock of pleasure blasted through me and I let out a groan. I gripped the bar, holding on like my life depended on it as her tongue laved around my tip.

      “Fuck.” My arms shook from the tension. She released me from her mouth, tilting her head, she licked my ball sack and I saw stars. “You’re killing me.”

      “I can put you out of your misery.” Her hand stroked over my dick making him twitch.

      “I’m sweaty.”

      “I know.” She waggled her brows, as she took my cock in her mouth again. “Mmm.”

      “Ah, Katie.” It felt so good to have her hot mouth sliding over my dick. I wanted to fuck her mouth and come until it was dripping from her lips, but my arms were shaking, my abs trembled, and couldn’t hold on much longer.

      I growled in a mixture of pleasure and frustration. I released the grip of one hand and used it to cup her face. “Katie.”

      She looked up at me, and unable to hold on any longer, I released the bar and dropped down. I took her in my arms, pushing her back against the wall, and crushed my lips to hers., I’d have liked to have gotten us to a bed, but I was so crazed with need, I knew I was going to take her right here.

      “Let me see you. I need to see you.” I helped her take her clothes off, savoring every inch of her creamy skin as she revealed it to me.

      “I don’t look quite as good in a gym setting. I don’t have a gym body.” She ran a hand over her belly.

      “You have a body made for a man.” Curves everywhere and magnificent tits that made my mouth water. I sucked a nipple into my mouth. “You have fantastic tits. ”

      She gasped as I sucked one and then the other. Then I took her in a hard kiss, pressing my cock against her. “I want you right here.”

      “Yes.” She gripped my shoulders, as I lifted her leg around my hip, opening her to me. I sucked on her tits again, as my fingers found her pussy, hot and wet and ready for me. I wondered how long it had been like that. Had she gotten wet watching me on the rope? Maybe even when I was walking out of the ocean.

      “I want you in me, Ryder.” Her voice was strained with desperation. Well good, because I was feeling pretty desperate myself.

      I pressed the head of my dick to her opening giving her just the tip.

      “Don’t tease me.” Her body hunched down and her hips tilted, forcing me in deeper. “All of it. I want all of it.”

      She and I wanted the same thing so there was no sense in delaying. I gripped her hips, and thrust inside her until I couldn’t go any further.

      She cried out, “Yes!” and I felt like a victor. I withdrew and plunged in again, repeating it, loving her moans and gasps as her body accepted mine. She was still so tight. Each thrust sent electric currents through my dick.

      “I love your pussy,” I groaned.

      “I’m going to come... oh... now Ryder....”

      “Yes, baby, come on my cock.” My hips pistoned, my balls slapping against her body each time I drove into her.

      She let out a long keening sound and her pussy clamped down on my dick so hard, it stole my breath.

      “Fuck.” White hot sparks blasted through me as she pulled me over into oblivion with her. I pounded away at her, driving us up higher and higher into ecstasy. Each time I thought I might be done, her pussy would contract around me again, and I’d pump more into her until my cum was dripping from her.

      Finally she sagged against me, and I managed to get an arm around her back, but the rest of me was completely spent. My legs gave way, and I pulled us both down to the mat. I don’t think I could have moved even if the house was on fire.

      “You’re too sexy to resist,” she murmured.

      “Remind me to work out with you here more often.” I closed my eyes, willing my heart rate and breathing back to normal. I was a fit guy, being so out of breath was unusual.

      “You made a mess.”

      It took me a minute to register what she was saying. “Oh fuck, Katie. I’m sor—” I started to move away as if that would somehow negate the fact that I’d pumped a ton of cum into her.

      She lifted her head. “I’m still on the pill.”

      I made sure she was looking in my eyes when I said, “I’m clean.” Considering my reputation, I figured my sexual history had to be a concern of hers. “I always use a condom.”

      She lifted a brow.

      I smiled sheepishly. “Well, except with you. I seem to lose my mind around you.” I kissed her. “But if it will make you feel better, I’ll use condoms in the future.”

      “Expecting more sex?”

      I’d never had a problem getting women into bed. Katie was the first who’d ever offered resistance. Yes, we had sex before, but then, she’d put on the breaks, until today. It was completely possible that she’d regret this and resist me again.

      “Hoping.” I ran a hand down her body, loving the way it curved. “I haven’t had nearly enough of you.”

      She pulled away, and disappointment took root until she slid down my body. “I want to suck your dick.”

      Who was I to complain about that? My cock was wet with my cum and her juices, but that didn’t seem to bother her as it had four years ago when I introduced her to oral sex. She held my soft dick in her hand and ran her tongue up the length of him, waking him up.

      “It’s amazing how he can go from soft to hard like this.” She stroked my dick, watching as it thickened and lengthened in her grip. Then she wrapped her lips around the tip and sucked.

      “So good, Katie.” I closed my eyes, enjoying the sweet sensations of her hot mouth fucking my cock. “Take it all, baby.”

      Her lips slid along my length until my dick hit the back of her throat.

      I let out a long groan, running my fingers through her dark hair to hold her to me. “Yes... you’re going to make me come…”

      But I didn’t want to come yet. I maneuvered our bodies until we were on our sides with my dick pointed at her mouth, and her pussy ready for me to consume with mine. She seemed a little surprised to be in the 69 position, but I distracted her by flicking my tongue over her pussy. She let out a gasp, opening her legs, giving me easier access to her hot, wet pussy.

      I took advantage of it, diving in with my tongue and lips to slurp up my cum and her pussy juice. She finally took my dick back in her mouth, and we feasted on each other. It was so awesome, even though it was difficult to not be distracted by the feel of her mouth and tongue doing delicious things to my cock.

      She groaned and moved away. I started to protest because I was so close to coming down her throat. She pushed me on my back and straddled me. Before I had a moment to get resettled, she impaled herself on my cock and nearly blew my brain.

      “Ah fuck, Katie.” I bit my lip to keep from coming right then and there. I focused on her as she started to ride me, slow at first and then faster. Her tits bounced as she picked up speed.

      “Oh God.” Her head dropped back and her breath coming in harsh gasps. She was beautiful as she sought pleasure.

      I reached up and pinched her nipples. “Come on my cock.”

      “Yes… I’m coming… Oh God….”

      I moved my hips in time with her, pushing in deeper and deeper. It was almost impossible for me to focus on her as tension started to coil in my balls. I was going to come any minute.

      “I need to come, baby…”

      And then she was there. Her mouth formed that perfect O shape and her pussy clamped down on my cock. Sensation blasted from my dick in a white hot rush as she pulled me over with her. On the mat of my gym, our hips slapped together as we rode out our orgasms.

      Again, she made me completely boneless as I lay on the mat of my gym. “You’re amazing. My dick has never had it so good,” I said as I worked to get my breath back under control.

      Her lovely mouth spread into a wide grin that made her look so stunning it made my heart turn in my chest. “You’re so beautiful, Katie.”

      She bit her lip and doubt shadowed her eyes. “I want to believe you.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was talking about my comment about her beauty or about the situation with Danny. “I have many faults, but lying isn’t one of them.” Then because I didn’t want to get into a deep conversation about anything that might be weighing on her mind, I pulled her head down and kissed her hard, pressing my tongue in to dance with hers. Then I rolled her under me and began to move within her. We had a hard time communicating with our words, but our bodies were in perfect sync.
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      There was no way I wasn’t going to fuck him. Resisting Ryder was like trying not to breathe; it simply wasn’t possible. Especially as he walked out of the ocean, water dripping from his bronze skin, his hair slicked back, his eyes a piercing blue. I was certain that millions of women would buy this magazine issue and use it to masturbate to, that’s how hot Ryder looked.

      Then in the gym, holy hell was he strong. The way his muscles moved as he climbed the rope made my mouth water. I had two choices: find a bathroom and rub my clit to orgasm, or experience the real deal. I chose the real deal because my body overrode my brain’s concern about having a relationship with him. I still wasn’t sure what to think about the issue with Danny. I believed Ryder, and yet the story didn’t add up. To believe him meant I couldn’t believe my brother, and I couldn’t quite do that either.

      My pussy didn’t care about any of that. All it wanted was Ryder’s thick hot cock driving into it. And I indulged it because the alternative was to spontaneously combust.

      But like the last time, when it was done, I questioned my actions. This was a bad idea for several reasons. I just couldn’t seem to help myself. Especially when he looked at me with such sincerity when he said I was beautiful. Was Ryder good at making women feel like they were the center of the world, or did he really mean it?

      We lay, completely boneless on his gym floor.

      His stomach growled. “You made me work up an appetite. Hungry?”

      “I could eat.” It was mid-afternoon, I missed lunch because of the photo shoot, and the spectacular sex.

      “Come on.” He levered up and held out a hand to help me up. We got dressed and then I excused myself to go to the bathroom to clean up.

      Fifteen minutes later, we were on Ryder’s terrace with a feast of sandwiches, fruit, and white wine.

      I looked out over the ocean as I popped a grape in my mouth. “I can’t imagine this will ever get old.”

      “No.”

      There was something in his voice that made me look at him.

      His blue gaze held mine. “I can’t imagine it getting old.”

      Was he talking about me? Was the view of me something that wouldn’t get old? My heart longed to believe that, but my head told me fairy tales weren’t true. And it was dangerous to trust Ryder with my heart.

      So, I pushed that idea aside. Ryder was a ladies’ man, and I had to accept that I was just his current lady. In fact, because I prohibited him from seeing other women, I was his only option. Was that all this was? An affair of convenience?

      I turned away, not liking the feeling that I was just an accessible lay.

      He sighed. “The interview seemed to go well.”

      I nodded. “Very well. The pictures alone will sell millions.”

      “That doesn’t really change my image though, does it?”

      I studied him, wondering about the melancholy in his voice. “Well, we can’t really change how you look, and how you look is a draw for many people. Hopefully they’ll read the article and discover that you don’t have a one-track mind.”

      “Don’t you think I have a one-track mind? After all, we just had sex on my gym floor. Although in my defense, you started it.”

      “It goes to show the power of that photo shoot.” I waggled my brows.

      He smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “So it’s just my body you want?”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Ryder, the public persona you have right now is your body. Because you hide your true self from the public,” and me, I thought, “All they know is the sexy man who can throw a football.”

      “I’m not asking about the public. I’m asking about you. Do you think I’m only brawn with no substance?”

      I shook my head. “No. I saw you at the vet community. And I’ve also noticed the things you’ve done to the house and that you get a delivery of local organic food. That suggests you care about the environment and your health. You know that could be another area of PR. Perhaps we can get a home magazine in here.”

      There was a flash of annoyance in his eyes. “Sure.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He shrugged. “Nothing.”

      “You don’t want a home magazine? If you don’t plan to make appearances, then interviews are the best alternative. Are you sure you don’t want to have something about the vet community?”

      His facial features hardened. “No.”

      “I get that you don’t want to exploit them, but Ryder, when you only let the world see your womanizing and bar brawls, they’re going to think you have no substance.”

      “The vets shouldn’t be used to make me look good, Katie. I go there because I want to thank them, to honor them. They’ve done enough; they don’t need to be used to get me a shoe deal.”

      I sat back and studied him. “You’ve got a lovely home and a good life, Ryder. The public thinks you don’t appreciate that. They think you’re an ungrateful spoiled, golden boy quarterback that thinks the world owes you something because you can throw a football. What you do for the vets could show them that’s not true.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the public.” He tossed his napkin on his plate.

      “Except you do, otherwise you wouldn’t have hired my firm.”

      His jaw clenched as he looked out over the water.

      He turned back. “I’m not ungrateful.” He leaned forward and jammed his finger into the table. “I know exactly why I’m here. Your parents. Coach Wilson in high school. Busting my butt. And the vets made the opportunities for me and everyone else possible.”

      I sat back. “Have you ever told them that?”

      “What?”

      “Do the people you believe are part of your success know that you recognize their contribution? Have you ever thanked them?”

      “In some ways. But not in public. That would seem disingenuous.”

      I wondered if he ever thanked my parents for all the love and support they gave him when his father was incapable. Of pushing him to work harder in school, even going so far to hire a tutor to help so he would have the grades necessary to earn the football scholarship to college. Ryder wasn’t stupid, but he didn’t apply himself in school for a long time. Not until it was clear he had talent in football and that could make a life for him.

      “I’m not saying you have to do it in public. How you treat people in private can also impact your image, because they talk to others. We know about your dick because in private women like to snap pictures.”

      He scowled.

      “Now, having seen your dick, I can’t blame them. The point is, you have to open up to people beyond sex.”

      “I’m plenty open with my friends.”

      I shook my head. “Not with me.”

      “What is this we’re doing now? You’re my publicist, Katie, not my therapist.”

      “Maybe you need a therapist.”

      “What the fuck?”

      I started to feel like I was pushing too hard. Or maybe expecting too much. I finally put it on the line.

      “Ryder.” I put my hand over his. “There’s so much more to you than you let people know. I get not wanting to let the world know about your relationships at the vet community, but your concern about the environment or healthy living, what about that makes you want to hide it?”

      “Why do people care about how I live?”

      I smiled. “Because you’re a rockstar quarterback. You don’t need to open up every aspect of your life. But you’re so closed off that from the outside, it makes you look conceited and uncaring. Why are you so closed off?”

      He shrugged. “I never thought people gave a shit. As long as I can throw the ball, that’s all anyone cares about.”

      “Ryder.” My heart broke at the idea he thought no one cared about who he was as a person.

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I’m not sure you’ve noticed, Katie, but I don’t have a family, except for my uncle. I don’t have a lot of friends.” He looked me in the eyes. “I don’t seem to be the sort of man they can believe in and stick by.”

      I swallowed hard as I realized he was calling me out about the situation with Danny. He’s also said he had no family, which meant he didn’t feel connected to my parents. I never talked to my parents about Ryder or what happened after that weekend. I suspected they were like me; supporting Danny’s version of the story. I realized how much Ryder lost that weekend. He deserved it if what Danny said was true, but if Ryder was telling the truth, God, we’d done him a great injustice.

      He turned his gaze back over the water. “So, Fuck ’em. I’ll figure out how to play nice to make your job easier, but I’m not going to set myself up to get shit on anymore.”

      It was strange how perfect we fit when words weren’t involved. When we had to talk, that’s when things went off the rails. But at least I understood him better. He felt isolated and alone, and that made me sad. Because in the few weeks I’d been with him, I’d discovered he was a kind and gentle soul. He cared deeply about things but didn’t want to share that. Because he didn’t, it often made him seem surly, indifferent or even, callous.

      “Is that what you think I’m doing? Shitting on you?”

      He downed the rest of his wine. “That’s what I’m paying you for, right?”

      Anger bloomed. “A half hour ago, you fucked me and told me I was beautiful, and I believed you. But now, you dismiss me. You act like this is just a business relationship, and I’m a convenient pussy.”

      His gaze jerked to me. “Not even close to true. The fact that you think that proves my point.”

      “That I’m shitting on you?”

      “That I’m not a man to believe in.” He stood and took his dishes in the kitchen.

      I stayed where I was, deciding that I wouldn’t run from this conversation. I wasn’t sure the goal of it anymore, but we needed to hash it out to its conclusion.

      He finally returned with the bottle of wine, pouring us both some.

      “I believe in you Ryder.” I breathed. “I don’t always understand why you do what you do, but I know you’re a good person with a lot to offer the world if you’d let them see you.”

      He sank into his chair. It looked like all the air had gone out of him. With it went the anger, replaced by fatigue. “You’ve given me some things to think about.”

      “Good.”

      We sat in silence for so long, I began to think it was my cue to leave. I didn’t want to leave, which was odd since he was a frustrating man, that despite my words, I didn’t completely trust. Did I believe he could be a great man? Yes. Did I think he was hiding some of his best attributes from the world? Yes. But the past kept making me doubt him. He had potential that I believed in, but at this moment, I didn’t trust him.

      Finally, he asked, “Can you stay for the afternoon?”

      I had nowhere I needed to be. Ryder was a big client, and so whenever I made arrangements for him like this photo shoot and interview, I scheduled him for the day.

      “Do you have plans?”

      He shrugged. “Just to hang out here. Stay out of trouble.” His lips quirked up into his mischievous smile. “Maybe go for a swim.”

      “I could do that.”

      He stood, taking off the t-shirt he’d put on after having sex in the gym. He dropped his shorts, and then he jogged to the pool and dove in.

      He popped up at the other side of the pool. “The water is perfect. Come in with me.”

      “You’re not supposed to swim after eating.”

      “I don’t plan to swim.”

      My pussy flared to life wondering what he planned.

      “We can just float.”

      Oh. I sure had a dirty mind. I stood and took off my dress, as I walked to the pool. He waded in the water, those bright blue eyes watching my every step.

      Once I was in, he rolled over on his back, closed his eyes and floated. I watched him for a moment. His magnificent body sparkled with water on his skin. How could such a beautiful talented man be so tormented inside?

      I wasn’t much for floating, so I swam to the infinity edge of the pool and looked out over the ocean. It was like he lived in a resort. I realized this was his sanctuary. Outside this place, people made demands of him. Had expectations of him that everyone told him he was falling short on. He had a strange sense of honor that required him to hide his good deeds. It almost seemed like he didn’t feel worthy.

      He came up behind me, kissing my shoulder. “I’m sorry I’m so difficult.”

      I reached up and patted his cheek. “I’m sorry I push you so hard. I want the world to see the man I’m seeing in you.”

      He rested his chin on my shoulder, his hands sliding around to my belly. “I did thank your parents.”

      “What?” I turned my head to look at him.

      “For being there and helping me get where I am. I did thank them.” There was something in his eyes that suggested more, but he didn’t say anything further.

      “I’m sure they appreciated that.”

      “And, I should thank you. I know I’m a difficult man, and that you’re just trying to help me.”

      “You are difficult, but the perks are good.”

      He flashed a wicked grin. “Just good?” He pressed his dick against my backside.

      “Well, I might need more perks to know for sure.” At least this we did well. Banter and sex.

      His fingers slid between my pussy lips and rubbed my clit, while his other hand pinched my nipple. I closed my eyes as the sweet sensations started to build.

      “How are those perks?” He gently tugged on my ear with his teeth.

      “Not bad.”

      “You’re a tough customer.” He sucked on my neck as he thrust a finger inside me. “How about now?”

      “Better.” I rode his finger, wanting more, faster, bigger.

      “I’m running out of ideas.”

      I reached behind me, wrapping my hand around his erect cock. “How about trying this?”

      “I’m going to fuck you from behind, Katie.”

      “Yes.” Wading in an infinity pool, overlooking the Pacific Ocean while Ryder Malloy took me from behind was an erotic fantasy come true.

      “Have you ever been fucked from behind?”

      He’d done many things to me that weekend four years ago, but from behind hadn’t been one of them. “No.”

      A low growl emanated from his chest, as if the news turned him on. “Hold on, baby.”

      With my forearms resting on the edge of the pool, I tilted my hips back, letting him know I was ready.

      He pressed his cock to my entrance. His breath was harsh on my ear. “Do you want this?”

      “Yes, Ryder.” I barely had his name out, when he plunged in making me gasp at his invasion.

      “So good…” he groaned.

      I had to agree. He held still, my body completely filled with him.

      His chin rested on my shoulder again and he kissed my neck. “Look at the view.”

      I laughed. “I’m a little preoccupied.”

      He nibbled on my ear. “How many people can fuck in a pool with a view like this?”

      You can, I thought. For a moment, I’d wondered how many women he had fucked in his pool, his gym, his bed. I quickly pushed it aside. I knew he’d had other women. I would just be tormenting myself wondering about them.

      “This view is better with my dick in you.”

      “I’m glad you think so.” But my pussy was burning with need. I moved my hips, urging him to move in me.

      “I’ve never done this,” he whispered in my ear.

      “From behind?”

      “Here, like this.” He withdrew and thrust in, stopping whatever I might have said to respond to him.

      I moaned, closing my eyes to savor the feel of this thick cock, sliding in and out of me. I could feel each ridge as he grew inside me. The friction getting hotter, coiling the tension tighter.

      “So good… I love it when you come on me.” Ryder kept one hand on my hip, while using the other to play with my nipple. His thrusts began to come faster, deeper, harder. “Oh fuck… I’m going to come.”

      I was nearly there too, teetering on the edge, but wanted to fully savor the moment. The cool water lapping against my heated body. The hot man assailing my pussy, his breath harsh in my ear as he approached orgasm. The ocean waves, crashing in the distance.

      He released my nipple, and with both hands on my hips began to pound more forcefully. “Come, Katie… now… now…”

      He tilted my hips back and thrust in deep, hitting that one elusive exquisite spot inside me. Pleasure shot out, firing to every neuron on my body. I cried out and my pussy contracted, its walls drowning in the most fantastic sensations.

      “Yes, baby… oh…” Then he yelled, and plunged in, releasing his hot seed inside my body. “Fuck so good.” He withdrew and thrust in again, and again until he finally dropped his head on my shoulder. “It’s always so fantastic with you.”

      I realized when it came to sex, he was open with his thoughts and feelings. Was his guard down, or was sex the only place he felt comfortable showing himself?

      He kissed my neck. “I hope it’s good for you too. Tell me, do I compare with other men?”

      I thought he was teasing, or maybe he was fishing. I took him at his word. I turned in his arms to give him a piece of me.

      If I want him to reveal more of himself, I need to model for him how it was done. “I don’t know.”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “I don’t know if you compare. I’ve never had anyone but you.”

      Emotion swept through his eyes as he stared at me. “Why?”

      I laughed. “You want me to have other men?”

      “Fuck no. But you’re a smart, sexy woman.”

      “Who’s busy and can resist all other men except you.”

      He gave me a cocky grin. “I am irresistible.”

      “I know.”

      He leaned closer to me. “So are you.”

      I smirked, knowing it was just a line.

      “No really, Katie. Even when you hated me, when I had to take care of my own needs,” he made a jacking off motion with his fist. “You were the one in my fantasies. You and your fantastic tits and beautiful gray eyes.”

      My heart tumbled in my chest. It both excited and terrified me. It wasn’t wise to fall for this man. Our history still wasn’t resolved. He was too guarded. And yet, in moments like this, it was as if he was completely open to me.

      I felt like I should say something, but then his lips were on mine. Unlike his other kisses, that had been firm and urgent, this one was soft and gentle, and so sweet my heart broke open and my mind said, “uh oh.”
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      The possessive caveman inside me was ridiculously happy to know that I wasn’t just Katie’s first, but also, her only. She’d only ever been mine. My heart gave an odd squeeze at that idea.

      But even as I wanted to spend as much time with her as possible, I wasn’t willing to sacrifice my stance on public appearances. I was happy, and in fact, desired to help children, animals, and vets, but not in front of a camera. It felt selfish and exploitive, especially considering how much I had compared to them.

      But I did try to work with her in other areas. If magazines, radio shows, and podcasts wanted to interview me, I could do that even though it felt invasive. Why did people care about how my house was decorated or changes I’d made to live a greener lifestyle? But if it helped me get the endorsements I needed to fund a future after football, then I’d do it.

      As I drove north to Los Angeles to meet with Katie at her office, I wondered what life after football would look like. For so long, I’d been focused only on football. What would my days entail once I retired? Would I be rattling around my home by myself? I loved my home, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough to entertain me day-to-day.

      Of course, by then, maybe I’d be married and have a couple of kids. Perhaps even a dog. I shook my head and laughed. I’d never thought about marriage before. Not that I had anything against it, but I couldn’t imagine finding a woman I’d want to spend my life with… except maybe Katie. Four years ago when I was with her, I wanted to see where things could lead, but of course, Phoebe and Danny fucked that up.

      Today, I was enjoying my time with Katie, and not just the times we were naked. While I didn’t like the way she pushed me, I liked that she wasn’t impressed with my status or money. I liked how she challenged me and was willing to call me on my bullshit. She was the most authentic thing I had in my life except maybe the folks at the vet community.

      When I was with her, there was a sense of calm when we weren’t at odds. She grounded me. However, as much as I wanted to keep seeing her, I wasn’t convinced she believed in me. On the one hand, it was hard to think she’d be sleeping with me if she still thought I’d betrayed Danny. And yet, I felt resistance in her. Like she wanted to keep her guard up around me. She didn’t seem to trust me.

      The question was, did I want to earn that trust? Four years ago, I’d have said yes. I hadn’t been looking for a relationship, and our weekend together had surprised me. Until then, I hadn’t seen Katie as a romantic interest. I’d always liked her and thought she was attractive, but she’d been like family.

      Today, I had no family except my uncle and the people at the vet community. I’d thought that was enough, but now I wondered if I wanted more. And did I want that with Katie? As much as I enjoyed spending time with her, I couldn’t put too much stock in a relationship with a woman who didn’t trust me.

      I pulled into a parking spot in her building’s garage and parked, pushing away thoughts about my romantic future, and instead turned my attention to our meeting. After a week of spending more time naked than working, Katie decided that we should have our meetings in a professional space so we would actually get work done.

      After taking the elevator up to her floor, I stood in her office doorway, looking at her sitting at her desk. Her hair was pulled up except for a few small wisps, and her navy-blue dress dipped low enough in front for her cleavage to tease me. If she thought I’d be able to resist touching her in her office, she clearly didn’t know me or her appeal.

      “Ryder Malloy, reporting for duty.”

      She looked up and smiled. “Right on time.” She stood, and I could see her dress hugged all her luscious curves, making my dick twitch.

      I stepped into her office, closing the door. Then I went to her, wrapping an arm around her. I kissed her hard, forcing the breath from both of us.

      When I pulled away, she gave her head a small shake. “Meeting here is supposed to keep things professional.”

      I smiled. “Sure.” I indulged her and sat in a chair.

      She sat in the chair next to me, reaching for a folder on her desk. The move gave me a stellar view of her backside and it was all I could do not to caress that round ass.

      “Your manager called with a list of sports-related events coming up that you should consider attending.”

      She handed me a list. I scanned it and then folded it and put in my pocket. “I’ll look it over later.” I usually went to the awards and other events they invited me to, but they were also where I usually got into trouble, because I was with a new woman or because I put some drunk asshole in his place.

      “He also said the team was planning a kids fun day in a few weeks for at-risk children.”

      I nodded. “I usually go to that.”

      “But you hide from the cameras.” She had that chastising expression on her face.

      I frowned. “I don’t hide. I just don’t go out of my way to get noticed.”

      “You need to get noticed, Ryder.”

      My jaw clenched. Here we go again. “Those things aren’t about me and I’m not going to use kids who have nothing to try to further my career.”

      Her eyes went soft, as they usually did in this conversation, but she didn’t waiver on her message. “The kids like being on camera too, especially with their football idol.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not an idol.”

      She tilted her head. “Ryder, you’re proof that kids from troubled homes can achieve their dreams. You’re an inspiration to them.”

      I found that hard to believe. Well, that’s not quite right. I knew from the outside, what people saw was a kid from an abusive home who’d become a success, but inside, I didn’t feel much different from that kid. People liked me now because I was successful and had money, not because I was an interesting guy. None of these people would give a damn about me if I wasn’t a pro football player. Maybe not even Katie. After all, this was her job.

      That thought angered me. Was I just a means to an end with Katie? Was I deluding myself in thinking that even if she didn’t trust me, some part of her cared about me? She wouldn’t sleep with me if she didn’t have some feelings, right?

      It was several moments before I got out of my head and turned my attention to her.

      She was studying me. “There’s so much going on in your head. Why do you hide all that away?”

      I shrugged and sat back in the chair. “It’s not important.” Wanting to get back at the task at hand, I nodded toward the file she held. “What else?”

      “Staying out of trouble has been helping, but a couple of tabloids are attributing your low profile to something other than an attempt to behave.”

      I quirked a brow. “Let me guess, I’ve been abducted by aliens?”

      She smiled, but it didn’t quite reach her eyes, letting me know it was something I wouldn’t like. “One isn’t so bad. It’s suggesting your head injury last season was more severe and perhaps has left you permanently damaged.”

      That was always a possibility, but I didn’t feel like my mental capabilities were any less than before. “I’ll disprove that when I get back on the field.”

      “Another suggests an STD.”

      I snorted. “I use condoms.”

      She quirked a brow.

      “Well, usually.” Then, I wondered if she believed the story. She might. She didn’t trust me. I held back my annoyance. “I can show you my doctor’s report. I’m clean, Katie. I promise.”

      “The final is one about a secret love child.”

      “I suppose, based on my reputation with the ladies, someone would try a story like that. But I have no children. There’s no chance I’ve gotten anyone pregnant.”

      “Condoms aren’t one-hundred percent. Even the pill has failed on occasion.”

      I turned away as annoyance flared into anger. When I turned back to her, I tried to keep my voice measured. “Are you looking for a reason to hate me again, Katie?”

      She jerked back and her eyes shone with surprise. “No. Why would you say that?”

      “Because it seems like you want to believe this bullshit. Like you want to find a way to prove I’m the jerk everyone thinks I am.”

      Her face morphed into her professional mask. “It’s my job to take a serious look at these and find a way to negate them. I have to play devil’s advocate.”

      “No. If you were doing that, you’d have gone into your spiel about if and how you would address these stories. Instead, you suggested that there may be some truth to them.” I stood because the negative energy needed an outlet. “If I’d gotten a woman pregnant, I’d have heard about it by now because she’d want money. She’d get more money from me than from a tabloid rag.”

      “Who says she hasn’t tried to reach you? Perhaps through your lawyer or manager?”

      “Because they would have told me. They’d probably be like you and think there could be truth to the story. They’d have me at some DNA clinic for paternity testing or something.”

      She nodded and set the folder on her desk. “It’s usually best to ignore stories like this unless they pick up traction.”

      I got the feeling she wanted to move on, but I hadn’t gotten an answer to my question. “Do you respect me, Katie?”

      Her head tilted to the side, and her face suggested my question confused her. “Yes, of course.”

      “No, really.” I leaned down to her, putting my hands on the arms of her chair. I moved close to her face so I could see into her eyes, wanting to gauge the truth of her words. “Do you think I’m a total player who doesn’t give a shit and who’s throwing away his life?”

      Here brows knitted into concern. “No.”

      “Why don’t I believe you?”

      She inhaled a breath. “Ryder, you’ve engaged in behavior that could lead to problems. Based on your image, these stories will be easy for the public to believe.”

      “I don’t give a shit about the public. I’m asking what you think.”

      “What I think doesn’t matter in this case—”

      “It matters to me,” I bit out.

      Her eyes gazed into mine like they were trying to find what I needed to hear.

      But I didn’t want platitudes. “What kind of man do you think I am?”

      She sighed. “I think you’re misunderstood. I think in some ways, you’re the little boy still looking for someone to love him.”

      That comment made my heart crack open, making me vulnerable. I didn’t want her to see so much of me, and now I regretted asking.

      “I think you’re a man who cares deeply about people and wants to help others, but you don’t want to risk being rejected or hurt, so you hide behind your playboy persona.”

      I pushed away from her, hating how much she saw in me. How right she was. I walked away, turning my back so she couldn’t see just how true her words were.

      She must have stood because her hand rested on my shoulder. “You asked, Ryder. You can trust that I’ll never lie to you.”

      I turned to her. “Do you trust me?”

      She hesitated.

      “No.” I scoffed.

      I started to pull away to leave, but her hand gripped my forearm. “I’m afraid of you.”

      That really irked “I’d never hurt a woman.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t mean physically.” She moved away as if she was the one concerned about being vulnerable. “I’m not blind, Ryder. I know I’m not type of woman you usually go for. I can’t figure out what you see in me, and the fact that I can’t seem to stop you scares me because at some point you’ll move on.”

      I was both irritated and happy at her words. Irritated because she clearly didn’t know her own appeal both in appearance and personality. But happy that she said she couldn’t stop me, because I couldn’t stop her either, not that I wanted to try.

      I moved to her, cupping her cheeks in my hands. “I’ll tell you what I see. I see a smart woman, who tells me the truth even when I don’t like it. You’re sexy and beautiful, and I can’t get enough of you.” To prove my point, I kissed her again. Initially, I was planning a firm kiss to prove my point, but then she moaned and leaned into me, and I had no choice but to turn up the heat.

      I tilted my head, getting a better angle to thrust my tongue between her parted lips. My hands drifted from her face to wrap around her and pull her closer so I could feel her body against my erection. The minute her hips pressed against my dick, need coursed hot and fast through my body. I unzipped her dress, pulling it down her arms.

      “Ryder.” Her tone sounded like a protest, but when I looked at her wondering if I needed to stop, she was pulling her arms out of her sleeves.

      I quickly undid her bra, cupping her tits as they tumbled free. Immediately, my lips were suckling them, loving how her nipples hardened in my mouth. Her hips gyrated against mine with each pull on her tits.

      Her hands fumbled with my belt and pant button until she freed my cock. Her fingers wrapped around him and stroked.

      “Oh fuck…” I pushed her back toward her desk, lifting the skirt of her dress until I bunched it in the middle. I yanked her panties down and then lifted her onto the desk. “Tell me you’re wet for me.” I ran a finger through her slick folds. Feeling her sweet pussy juice made me switch gears. I dropped to my knees and pushed her legs apart. “I’ve got to eat you.”

      “Oh God.” Her fingers laced through my hair as she held my head to her pussy.

      I parted her lips with my fingers and then dove in, tonguing her entrance to lap up her sweet nectar.

      “Mmm… Oh… yes…”

      I turned my attention to her clit, flicking it with tongue, and then sucking it hard between my lips.

      “Oh God, Ryder!” Her breath hitched until she was panting. “Make me come… make me come…”

      “Lay back baby.” I stood, sliding my hands under her hips as she lay on her desk. Tilting her hips up, I went down on her again with the goal of making her come fast and hard. I fucked her with my tongue, using my nose to rub her clit, loving the noises she made and how she writhed at my touch.

      “I’m coming…” Her entire body stiffened for a moment, and then her hips rocked against my lips as her sweet pussy juice burst into my mouth.

      I let her down only a little and then I stood. Gripping my cock and guiding him to her entrance, I thrust all the way in.

      “Oh God, yes,” she cried out.

      “Ah... yes!” I ground out at the same time. It always felt like I was sticking my dick into a small spot charged with electricity when I was inside her. The friction short-circuited my brain. The sparks that came with each thrust made my entire body feel like it was on fire. It was so fucking good. Beyond anyone I’d ever been with, and I was starting to have a feeling it would never be like this with anyone else. With other women, I always had that physical pop of an orgasm, but with Katie, it was like pleasure went beyond my body. Could my soul have an orgasm too?

      I gripped her hips as I pumped like a maniac, driving her up and up, and me into madness as I chased my pleasure.

      She let out a long moan, and her pussy clamped down like a vise on my dick, and holy hell, lights burst in the back of my eyes as she shot me into the stratosphere.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” I chanted as my cock shot off its first load. But as I pumped, the pleasure went on. I thrust again, shooting more cum. Her body kept grasping my dick, and I thought I might blackout as another hard wave of orgasm slammed through my body. “Ahhh... I’m coming again…”

      She was writhing on her desk, her tits swaying and looking so sexy. I pumped and pumped until I thought my legs might give out, and finally, I collapsed forward onto her, resting my head between those magnificent tits.

      Her hand rested on my back. “I hope you locked the door.”

      “Shit. I don’t know.” But since I couldn’t move, I couldn’t check. “I need a minute. I can’t feel my legs.”

      She laughed. “Does that mean it was good for you too?”

      I somehow managed to lift my head. “So, good.” If only the rest of our relationship could be so in sync and perfect.
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      It wasn’t until I was floating down from my bliss cloud that the ramifications of what I’d done hit me. I’d just had sex on my desk with Ryder. At any point, my boss, Alan, or anyone could have come in or called. Having sex with a client was a no-no. Having sex on my desk was definitely a no-no. Combining the two was probably a reason to get fired. What had I been thinking?

      I hadn’t been thinking. Just like all the other times over the last few weeks that we’d gotten naked, all I could focus on was him and how good it felt to touch him and be touched by him. It was hard to regret it, except when the possibility of losing my job was on the line.

      He rose off of me, pulling up his pants. He went to the door and snapped the button in place. Oh my God, it had been unlocked. I put myself together and inhaled deeply to get back to the task at hand: Ryder’s PR plan.

      He sat in the chair and gave me a cocky grin. “I guess I should apologize since our meeting here was to curb my instinct to fuck you.”

      “Except you’re not sorry.” I sat behind my desk to at least try to avoid a repeat.

      “No. Are you?”

      “Not in the least.”

      He laughed. “Good to know.”

      We finished the afternoon brainstorming, and then he headed home. I completed work for a few other clients and then went to my apartment. I was in the middle of binge-watching Netflix and eating dinner when I got a call from him.

      “How about the SNN awards?”

      “How about ‘em?” I used my remote to pause the TV show.

      “Speedy is getting an award and they’ve asked me to give it. That’s good PR right?” he said of his top receiver Duane Spedder, called Speedy. Both Ryder and Speedy were exceptional players, but together, they were magic, which is why many thought inevitably, they’d win a Super Bowl someday.

      “Yes.” I answered cautiously. In theory, award ceremonies were good, but they were filled with booze and women; two of Ryder’s Achilles heels.

      “But?” He heard the hesitation in my tone.

      “Are you going alone?”

      “Ray thinks I should because of your no sex rule.” He snorted. “I’m having a hell of a time sticking to that one.”

      My body heated, loving that he broke that rule, even as I chastised myself for allowing it. I reasoned if he was with me, and we were on the down-low, it wasn’t hurting his reputation.

      “The only problem with that is the groupies and other women will be all over you when they find out you’re alone. You’re not one to pass that up.” At that, my body went cold, as I considered that on his own, he could be tempted by some buxom beauty.

      “The one difference now is that I’ve got you.”

      I bit my lip to keep from making a sound or a statement that would let him know how much his words meant to me. It wasn’t wise to let myself go to a place where I imagined we had a future. “It won’t stop them from trying.”

      “So, come with me.”

      I shook my head, even though I wanted to say yes. “We’re not supposed to be together, remember.”

      “Go as my publicist. Everyone knows I’m working on improving my rep, so it’ll just look like you’re babysitting me.” There was a pause. “I’ll let you spank me if I’m bad.”

      Holy crap, an inferno flared in my belly at the thought of slapping his tight ass. “If I spanked you every time you were bad, you’d never be able to sit down.”

      “So, I’ll be on top.”

      I laughed. “You really do have a one-track mind.”

      “I’m not going to apologize for liking sex. It would be like apologizing for liking chocolate.”

      He had a point.

      “Come on, Katie. It will be fun. It will help me stay out of trouble and will improve my rep.”

      It was hard to argue with that. “Okay.”

      “Awesome. Wear something sexy.”

      “I thought the point was to act as your publicist.”

      “That’s just for the public.”

      “How about I forgo underwear?”

      He let out a long groan. “I’m not sure I’d be able to keep my hands off you if I knew you had no underwear on.”

      “Then I’ll wear underwear.”

      “Well, don’t be hasty.” He laughed, but his voice turned serious. “I don’t want to do anything showy though. Photos when we go in but I don’t want a big to-do.”

      Of course, he didn’t. “Did you say you were giving Speedy his award?”

      “Yes.”

      “That will be enough, as long as you keep it sincere and clean.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      We chatted longer about nothing of importance, which was nice. Our relationship so far involved me pushing him to do something, him drawing a line and being stubborn, culminating in spectacular sex. The only thing we didn’t talk about was our past. In some ways that was sad. Until the incident with Phoebe and Danny, we’d had a good past.

      When kids picked on me in middle school because of my weight, Ryder threatened to kick their asses. He even took me to my freshman dance when no one else asked me, which did a lot to boost my popularity since he was a senior and the most popular kid in the school.

      On the other hand, it was nice to know we could still find common ground even though it was so different from our lives in Missouri. I didn’t feel like Danny’s little sister. I was my own woman forging a new relationship with Ryder. But I couldn’t completely escape our past, but I was too cowardly to confront it with Ryder or with my family. I didn’t need a shrink to know I was trying to have it both ways. I wanted Ryder and to believe him, but I wasn’t sure and I was too afraid to find out.

      The following Friday, Ryder showed up at my door looking too handsome for words in his tuxedo.

      “It should be illegal to be as perfect as you look in that tux.”

      He smiled, but his eyes were all over my dress. When his gaze finally returned to mine, his grin was feral. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to behave with you in that.”

      “Oh?” I looked down at the little black dress. It fit to accentuate my curves. The neckline was wide, with the straps hitting the edge of my shoulders. The girls were pumped up, showing enough to be sexy without being slutty.

      He put his arm around me and pulled me close, running his hand over my backside. “Tell me you don’t have underwear on.”

      My smile was a little bit embarrassed and naughty. “I don’t have underwear on.”

      He groaned. “I may stroke out before the night is through.”

      He led me to a waiting limo he’d rented, so we didn’t have to bother with driving or worry about how much we might drink. The door had barely closed and the middle divider raised when he’d pushed my dress up and had his tongue on my pussy.

      “Oh God Ryder!” I wanted to make him stop. Well, no I didn’t, but I was going to get all messed up if he kept at it.

      “If I don’t take your bare pussy now, Katie, I will not behave at the ceremony.”

      I couldn’t have that. He made me come three times before we pulled up to the hotel hosting the televised awards given by the sports network.

      He stepped out of the car, and immediately, a throng of women and sports reporters were screaming his name. He reached a hand out and helped me from the car. He stopped for a moment, putting his arm around me.

      “I’m your publicist, remember?” I whispered as I smiled standing next to him.

      “You’re wearing a hot dress with no panties on, remember? If you think I’m not going to let every man here know you’re with me, you’re mistaken.”

      I gave my head a quick shake at his caveman attitude, even though a part of me liked it. Hormones were crazy things.

      He gave a couple of autographs and took a few selfies with children, and then we were inside the building where there were other athletes and SNN network people. Fans were allowed in, but they were segregated to areas away from the athletes.

      “Ryder, hey man, we thought maybe you’d dropped off the face of the earth,” said JC Kristiansen, a young quarterback for the expansion team in Portland.

      “Just busy.” Ryder’s voice was tense as if he didn’t think much of JC.

      “The shoulder and head injury haven’t taken you out of the game?” JC had a jovial smile, but I could discern the wolfishness behind it. I wondered what history these two had. They clearly didn’t like each other. Whatever it was, it hadn’t made the news or tabloids.

      “No.”

      JC looked at me, then back at Ryder. “I guess things haven’t changed much.”

      Ryder stiffened next to me. “JC this is my publicist, Katie Lawton. Keep up your bad manners and you’ll need her help too.”

      JC didn’t seem offended by Ryder’s curtness, and instead, he turned to me. “You have your work cut out for you if you’re trying to improve his image.”

      I couldn’t respond as Ryder had already ushered me on. “He’s an ass,” Ryder said as we made our way to our table. “I may act like an ass, but he’s a certified ass. Stay away from him.”

      I’d only known JC by following football so it didn’t seem like I’d ever run into him again unless of course, he needed PR help.

      The dinner went well, with Ryder being smooth and charming to everyone at the table. A few women brushed against him, but he ignored them. One even passed her phone number to him, which he crumpled without looking at it and tossed onto his finished chicken plate.

      When he went on stage to give Speedy his award, it was hard not to swoon at how spectacular he was. Handsome. Eloquent. Humble. And most importantly, authentic. His admiration and appreciation of Speedy made my heart warm.

      When he rejoined me, he leaned over. “Was I okay?”

      I wanted to grab his face and kiss him, but since I was his publicist, I put my hand on his thigh, and squeezed. “You did very well.”

      He put his hand over mine and drew it up his leg toward his groin. I gave that a quick squeeze too before disentangling my hand.

      I leaned forward. “I need to go to the ladies’ room.”

      He smiled. “Need help?”

      “Not for that. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Because the event was in full swing, the hallway was nearly empty. The ladies’ room was at the end of a long corridor around a corner. I went inside and took care of business. After washing my hands, fixing my hair, and reapplying makeup, I walked out of the bathroom.

      JC was leaning against the wall. “Looking good, Katie.”

      “Ah, thank you.” I started to walk around the corner to the hallway but he blocked me against the wall with his body pressing against mine.

      He reeked of alcohol and the glassiness of his eyes suggested he wasn’t in full control of himself. That made him dangerous. If I was lucky, it would also make him uncoordinated. I pushed him back, but he was a 220-pounds of muscle and he didn’t budge. Instead, he took the contact to mean I was interested, and he rubbed against me.

      “You’re not Malloy’s usual type.”

      “I’m his publicist.”

      “Well, he won’t mind my spending some time with you.” He leered that look drunk men got when they thought they were God’s gift to women.

      I closed my eyes as his hot, boozy breath wafted over my face. I gathered my resolve and said, “Who I spend time with isn’t really up to you or Ryder.”  I tried to side step him, but his arm shot out against the wall and blocked me in.

      “You’re feisty. I like that.”

      Seriously? He was the epitome of drunk, misogynist asshole. “Ryder is expecting me back at my table.”

      “Ryder has a reputation, but I’m sure I can outdo him in the sack. Why not give me a ride?” The fingers of his other hand tugged on a strand of my loose hair.

      “Not interested.” I looked over his shoulder, hoping someone would come up the hallway and I could make an escape.

      “Ah come on Katie.” His fingers let go of my hair and drew a line across my collarbone. “That dress is something. Do you have underwear on?” His finger dipped into my cleavage and that was when I knew I needed to get more assertive. I would have kneed him in the jewels but my dress wasn’t conducive to lifting my leg with enough force. My only choice was to grab his balls and squeeze and pray my self-defense teacher was right that the groin grab would diffuse him. He was pressing his hips to mine which would make it hard to grab, but maybe he’d think I was giving in and going to cop a feel of his dick.

      Before I could make my move, he was pulled back and then slammed into the other wall. Ryder had his forearm across JC’s neck. JC flailed, his eyes wide in surprise and maybe fear.

      “You keep your fucking hands off her, JC or so help me I’ll castrate you and shove your shriveled dick down your throat.”

      “Ryder, you’re choking him.” As much as I was glad that he showed up, killing another player would not be good for his image or ability to play football if he went to jail.

      “I don’t care. This fucker isn’t worth having air.” But he loosened his grip slightly. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “You said she was just a publicist.”

      “So? There’s never a good reason to put your hands on a woman if she doesn’t want it. How the fuck did you get this far without learning that?”

      “What’s going on?” An older gentleman came up the hall wearing a suit with a hotel emblem on the pocket.

      Shit, this was going to look bad. “It’s okay. A misunderstanding. Ryder, let’s go back to the table.”

      “You need to leave,” Ryder said to JC. “I don’t ever want to see your face again.” He gripped JC by the lapels and pushed him. JC stumbled and fell, whapping his head against the wall. He lay on the carpet looking stunned.

      I glanced up, not only was the hotel man there, but a group of people with cell phones up taking video or pictures. Jesus, just what we needed.

      “Everything is alright.” I said. I went to JC. “Is there someone who can take you home? You’ve had too much to drink.” I hoped people would hear that and put the bad behavior on him.

      “Did you hit him, Ryder?” Someone asked from the group of gawkers.

      “No.” Ryder’s face was dark and menacing. “But I will if he doesn’t get his perverted ass out of here.”

      “I should sue you for assault, Malloy.” JC stood but had to lean against the wall to keep his balance.

      Ryder strode to him. “You do that, JC. While the police are here, be sure to tell them you groped a woman without her consent while you had her pinned to a wall in a dark, deserted hallway.” Ryder grabbed him by the lapels. I was afraid he might hit him after all. “You touch a woman like that again, JC and I’ll find a way to end your career.”

      He released JC and turned to me. “Come on, Katie.” He took my hand and pulled me up the hall toward the main ballroom, out the door, and into a waiting car. I gave him a minute to calm down, but when I started to open my mouth, he held his hand up to stop me.

      “Don’t. Don’t you dare give me a lecture.”
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      I was still seeing red as the limo drove through the streets of Los Angeles. I didn’t want to snap at Katie, but I wasn’t in the mood to have her tell me my behavior was unacceptable. As far as I was concerned, JC got off easy because I was ready to kill him. Even now, I had half a mind to go back and pummel him.

      I dug the heels of my palms into my eye sockets as if that would get the image of JC pinning Katie to the wall with his hands on her body asking her if she had panties on out of my head.

      Had she been okay with it, I’d have been angry but accepted it. But she wasn’t okay with it. She didn’t look afraid, but she certainly looked concerned.

      “Thank you.”

      I gritted my teeth, not wanting to listen to Katie lecture me, except, what did she say? I turned my head to her direction.

      She gave me a small smile. “I was getting ready to pop his balls, but I wasn’t sure that would work, so thank you for dealing with it.”

      I quirked a brow. “Pop his balls?”

      She nodded. “In self-defense class, we learned that it just takes a few pounds of pressure to break one.”

      That broke some of the tension coiling through every muscle and I dropped my head back on the seat headrest.

      “But it could still—”

      “Katie, so help me… I don’t give a fuck what the PR fallout is.”

      She inhaled and turned to look out the window. Finally, she turned back. “How’d know where to find me?”

      Shit, I didn’t want to confess this part. I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my thumb and forefinger. “I was hoping to have some private time with you.” Was I any better than JC in hoping to get lucky with Katie too?

      “I’m glad you did.”

      I shrugged, feeling like a douche.

      We got to Katie’s apartment, and I let the driver go. We hadn’t discussed me staying the night, but I was going to even if I had to sleep on the couch. I didn’t put it past JC to show up and I was going to be here if he did.

      Inside her condo, I took my jacket off and tossed it on the back of a chair.

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but Ryder, you do need to check yourself when you get angry in public.”

      I shook my head. “He was assaulting you. What was I supposed to do?”

      “You did everything right until you choked him and then tossed him down. He could have been seriously hurt when he hit his head.”

      Was she defending this guy while lecturing me on appropriate behavior? “Why do you give a fuck about JC?”

      “I don’t. I give a fuck about you. He’s not worth you going one step too far and ending up in jail.”

      I rolled my shoulders, trying to keep the tension from getting tighter.

      “Is this how all your brawls start?”

      “There are assholes in the world, Katie, and I’m big enough to intervene.”

      She studied me for a moment. “A real-life knight in shining armor.”

      “I’m no knight.” That was as annoying as her lecturing me on living my life like it was one big PR event. Because I didn’t want to talk anymore, I undid my tie, tossing it with my coat, and then undid my shirt as I strode toward her room.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I’m going to bed. You coming?” I didn’t wait for her response. In her room, I finished undressing.

      “Ryder.”

      I stopped myself from getting her bed, recognizing that I was taking some liberties. “Would you rather I slept on the couch?”

      She sighed. “No. I’m trying to tell you that you’re a good man, and I’m just trying to help others see that. To see that that what looks like brawling or indifference to people is actually because you care.” She stepped to me, cradling my face in her palms. “I want people to see what I see.”

      I nodded. I didn’t like the lectures, but I appreciated that she was looking out for me. That she was able to see me more than others did and liked what she saw. She was the only person I felt really tried to see the real me. And yet, I worried she didn’t trust me, which meant she didn’t wholly see me.

      “I’m sorry I’m so difficult.” I had a sense of déjà vu and recognized I’d probably be apologizing for being a challenging client again.

      “I like that you have this drive to protect the little people. There’s so much more to you, Ryder, and I wish you’d let others see it. I admire your sense of fairness and honor, even if it is a little over the top.”

      I dropped my forehead to hers, as her words washed over me. I felt warm and soft inside. Her words were the world to me. Like I’d just earned the big prize. The fact that they meant so much suggested that she meant so much to me.

      When this affair started, I had no thoughts about where it might go. It was sex, mostly. But now, it felt like more than that. I didn’t like her calling me out, but when she told me she saw me, I felt ten feet tall. And it was because she called me out that I could believe her when she said good things. She wasn’t blowing smoke up my ass. She was a grounding force in a life that felt untethered, and I needed that. I needed her.

      But unlike Katie, I couldn’t find the words to say all that. So instead, I kissed her.

      “Would it be wrong for me to touch you after what happened?” As much as I wanted her body, I didn’t want her to feel violated or uncomfortable.

      “No. I love your touch, Ryder.”

      She let me undress her and I guided her to the bed. Normally, we were a bit crazed when it came to sex. At least I was. But tonight, I wanted to take my time. I wanted my hands and lips to tell her what my words couldn’t. That she mattered to me. That I cherished her.

      I laid her under me, looking down on those fabulous gray eyes and pretty pink lips. “You’re so beautiful, Katie.”

      “When you look at me like that, I feel like the most beautiful woman in the world.”

      I smiled. “Good. Because you are.” I kissed her, slow and deliberate. I nibbled her lips and then trailed kisses along her jaw down to her neck, inhaling her sweet scent. She let out a long sigh and settled in as I loved her body. I touched and kissed every inch of her, from her collarbone to her belly button, her inner thigh to her ankle. As I moved back up her body, I stopped at her pussy and took my time pushing her up and up, until she crested in a slow seductive orgasm. Then I gave her tits attention, sucking, kissing, and laving them until she was writhing under me again.

      “Ryder.” My name escaped on a gasp.

      “Yes.” I looked down at her gray eyes cloudy with desire and something else that I hoped meant she was feeling like I did. Like this thing between us was important.

      “I want you.”

      “I’m right here, baby.”

      Her head shook, and her hand gripped my dick making me hiss.

      “You need my dick, Katie?”

      “Yes. God yes.” Her head arched back and her eyes closed.

      I kissed her neck and then found her lips, lifting her thigh up so her leg wrapped around my hips. “Look at me, Katie.”

      Her lovely gray eyes opened. Holding her gaze, I slowly, painfully slowly, pushed inside her.

      “Ryder.” It was barely a whisper, but in the word, it felt like there was emotion.

      Finally, I was deep inside her body, our gazes still held as her pussy squeezed and massaged my dick. It was a heady moment filled with sensuality and emotion. I wanted to tell her she was important to me, but again, the right words escaped me. Instead, I moved, rocking my hips against hers like we had all the time in the world and we were the only two people in it.

      I wished we could stay like that forever, but our bodies had other ideas and soon I was driving into her as the promise of a glorious release coiled tighter and tighter.

      “Yes, Ryder, yes,” Katie held on to me, her hips moving to meet mine as we sought pleasure together.

      “Come with me, Katie.” I was teetering on the edge, but didn’t want to fly before her or without her.

      “Yes… I’m there… OH!” Her pussy clamped down, and I let go of the reins of my desire and leaped off the edge of oblivion, riding the storm with her.

      When we were done, I rolled to my side, pulling her next to me and kissing her head. My heart was hammering in my chest, but I knew that was less from the exertion and more from the realization that I was falling hard for her.

      I was in love with Katie Lawton. It was exhilarating and yet terrifying too. I wasn’t a man to put much faith in love or affection. My own parents taught me that unconditional love was a myth.  But with Katie, my heart was filled with hope that maybe we could have something good. She cared about me, and, I think, respected me. But, I still wasn’t sure she trusted me, and without that, I knew we didn’t have a chance.

      I held her in the darkness, wondering how I could break through her doubt. The problem was, I knew the source was Danny, and I didn’t want to go back to that. It was the one way I could know for sure if she trusted me, but it was also the one thing that could prove she didn’t, and with her warm and sated in my arms, I didn’t want to know.
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      There was a saying that history repeats itself. I lay in Ryder’s arms realizing that I was in big, big trouble because I was falling in love with him again. I’d had a crush on him since I first hit puberty, but four years ago, I’d fallen hard for him. So hard, that I hadn’t even entertained the idea of seeing anyone else since.

      But that didn’t mean I wanted to go through it all again. Even though I realized there was way more substance to Ryder than I’d initially given him credit for, it wasn’t wise to love him.  I thought he cared for me, and the way he touched me now, had me believing maybe his feelings ran deeper than I thought. The intensity of his eyes as he moved in me made me want to believe in fairy tales. But when the fog of bliss evaporated, I knew I had to be smart.  This was only sex and friendship, nothing more. And because of that, I needed to create some space between us.

      “Ryder?”

      “Hmm?” His voice sounded tired, and I second guessed myself. Perhaps I should let him sleep. But finally, he lifted his head, his dazzling blue eyes looking at me.

      “I don’t think it’s wise for you to stay the night.”

      His brows pulled together. “Why?”

      “No sex, remember.” I was hoping to keep this conversation light, but the scowl that darkened his face told me I was going to fail.

      “That ship sailed a long time ago.”

      “Yes, but now I’ve been seen in public with you. If you leave here in the morning, it will blow our cover that I’m just your publicist.”

      He rolled away, and I missed his closeness.

      “Why don’t you just tell me the truth, Katie?”

      “What do you mean?”

      He gave me a scathing glare and then got up from the bed. He grabbed his pants, slipping them on with angry tugs. “It’s not my image you’re worried about, it’s yours.”

      “What?”

      He put his shirt on but didn’t bother buttoning it as he looked for his socks and shoes. “You’re ashamed of me.”

      “No.” How could he think that?

      “What would people think if sweet Katie Lawton was fucking bad boy Ryder Malloy?” He sneered at me. “Oh, if they only knew the dirty things you’d done with me, to me.”

      “Ryder, no…”

      “It’s not like I didn’t know I wasn’t good enough for you, but then you said nice things, and you had me fooled. All that was just to get me to behave, right? And as long as no one knows I’m fucking you, it’s okay. But now… well… what will the world think that you let me between your legs?”

      “You’re being vulgar.” I pulled the sheet up over my breasts.

      “I’m a vulgar man, or haven’t you read the tabloids?” He glared at me. “Isn’t that all I am? A  client who can boost your career?”

      “No. Not at all—”

      “I know all about how working with me can get you money and prestige. After all, the woman who can make Ryder Malloy look good is a genius.”

      “This isn’t about work—”

      “The hell it isn’t. You said it would be bad if it got out about us. What does that mean except you’re worried what people will think of you?”

      “Not me, Ryder. You.”

      “I’d think you’d know by now that I don’t give a flying fuck what people think.” He shook his head. “Except you, Katie. I cared what you thought, and like an idiot, I’d believed the things you said about me earlier tonight.”

      “I’ve meant everything I’ve said.”

      “If that was true, you wouldn’t be embarrassed for people to know about us.” He left the room. I felt like I’d been through the agitate cycle on a washing machine. My nerves were battered and frayed.

      I leapt from bed. “Ryder.” I ran after him.

      He turned to me with his hand on the door knob.

      I should tell him the truth. That I was falling in love with him and it terrified me. But hadn’t I wanted him to go? This wasn’t a romance novel or fairy tale where we’d live happily ever after. We’d have sex, a few good times, and eventually, he’d move on.

      When I didn’t say anything, he shook his head in disgust and walked out the door. I rushed to the window, wondering how he was going to get home. As he walked down the stairs, he had his phone out probably calling someone, like Ray, or perhaps ordering an Uber.

      My heart longed to stop him, but this time my common sense won out. I shut the curtain and went back to my room. I stripped my bed knowing my sheets would smell like him. While I probably deserved to suffer after hurting him, I didn’t want to torture myself by spending the night inhaling his scent but not having him there.

      After changing the bedding, I fell back into bed, willing sleep to come. But when it did, my dreams were filled with Ryder’s face etched with pain. I’d hurt him, and it tore me in two.

      I sensed that Ryder had issues around his self-worth, and I let him leave thinking that I didn’t believe in him. All weekend, that thought ate at me until I thought I’d get an ulcer. I hated that I’d hurt him.

      But it had to be done. There’d been something in the way he’d touched me that night that made me believe in fairy tales. He was gentle, sweet… loving. But it wasn’t love. I had to remind myself of that. I’d made the right decision.

      I tried to push it all away as I sat in my living room Saturday morning scanning the news on my tablet about the sports award ceremony. Sure enough, there was a picture of Ryder with JC pinned to the wall. Fortunately, I wasn’t in the photo, although my name was in the short article. The good news was that the story explained that Ryder was intervening between an inebriated JC and me.

      While the article showed Ryder in a better light, it didn’t miss the opportunity to remind readers of the earlier scuffles he’d been in, and speculate about his relationship with his publicist. That was a concern. If it got out that we were sleeping together, people might think the incident with JC was a setup. And I had to consider what my boss would think.

      I was happy when Monday rolled around and I could fill some of the brain space that Ryder had taken up with work. I crafted a statement about the incident with Ryder and JC and sent it to Ray, Ryder’s manager, for release to help put distance between us. Then I pushed Ryder aside and worked on my other client’s PR plans. Not that I could actually push Ryder aside, but I tried.

      Unfortunately, guilt made me sick to my stomach. I hated that he thought I didn’t think he was good enough. The truth was, there was more to Ryder than people knew, and I hated that the world didn’t see what a good person he was.

      As much as I tried to avoid Ryder that day, I received calls and emails for interviews. I set up a sports radio show interview with him and emailed him the details. He must have forwarded the email to Ray, because later that day, I got an email from Ray saying the Ryder would be there.

      Was that where we were now? He wouldn’t even converse with me by email? I thought back to four years ago. When the shit hit the fan, he made no attempt to give his side of the story. He’d just left. My heart clenched at the idea that I wouldn’t talk to him again. The last time he left, I’d been so mad, that I hadn’t cared about his side of the story if I ever talked to him again. But this time, it was my fault. I hurt him. When he needed someone on his side, I abandoned him.

      “Hey Lawton,” Alan poked his head in my door. “You okay? I heard JC Kristiansen got handsy with you.”

      “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “I guess it was a good thing that Malloy doesn’t mind getting into altercations.”

      I smiled, but inside, my heart was breaking.

      “You’ve probably done this, but you should look into the past brawls. It’s possible you’re not the first damsel in distress he’s rescued. Could be helpful in improving his image.”

      I nodded, feeling bad I hadn’t thought about it first. “I’m already on it.” Hadn’t Ryder told me there were assholes in the world and he was big enough to intervene? Had all his altercations been because he was trying to stop someone like JC from hurting someone?

      “Glad you’re okay,” Alan said with sincerity. Friendly competition or not, he’d been a good mentor, and I appreciated that he looked out for me. I wondered how he’d respond to me sleeping with Ryder. Not positively, I decided.

      “Thanks Alan.”

      “But you still need to save up for those Super Bowl tickets.” He grinned.

      “Don’t count me out, Alan. There’s way more to Ryder Malloy that anyone knows. By the time I’m done, he’ll be seen as a white knight.” Ryder would hate that. For a guy wanting to change his image, he sure avoided looking good in the limelight.

      Alan snorted. “I love your confidence, Lawton.”

      Alone in my office, I had to push my personal problems with Ryder aside, and instead focus on my job; Make the world see him as I did.
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      I let Katie get close to my heart once before, and it had gone badly. I’d been an idiot to think it could be different this time. This was the woman who’d believed I was capable of sleeping with my best friend’s fiancé. If she thought that, then of course she wouldn’t risk her reputation by being seen with me. I was a good fuck and a client who could further her career. My gut roiled because I couldn’t think Katie would be so callous, but how else could I interpret her behavior?

      I briefly considered finding a new publicist, but I didn’t want the hassle of telling Ray why. When she’d emailed about a radio show, I sent it to Ray, and explained I was too involved with my shoulder rehab to get ready for training camp to deal with it.  Later, he emailed back the details. See, I could work with Katie without having to talk to her.

      That Thursday, I headed to the radio station, ready to wow them. Katie sent me a list of possible questions along with tips on dealing with questions about the altercation with JC. None of the suggestions included saying that he was touching the woman I cared about. She added that if my other brawls were over related incidents, I could mention that. She was trying to turn me into some kind of hero. A hero she didn’t believe in. I supposed that’s what publicity was though. Creating a perception that had nothing to do with reality. Otherwise known as lying.

      The show went well. It helped that the Orca’s were a top contender for the winning its league and making it to the Super Bowl this year. People could overlook my shortcomings if I brought home the big trophy.

      The two interviewers asked about the incident with JC. I wanted to be truthful and tell the world that JC was a first-class asshole who’d touched my woman, but I stuck to the script, saying he’d been drinking and I’d wanted to make sure the woman was safe.

      “She’s your publicist, right?” Elvin Jones, the main interviewer asked. He was a middle-aged man with a deep voice made for radio, and an incredible knowledge of sports trivia.

      “Yes.” Based on what Katie had said, I figured it was best not to elaborate any more.

      “So, Ryder… nothing going on there? It’s been a long time since you’ve been paired with a woman.” The other interviewer, a younger scrawny looking guy, asked.

      I smiled at the interviewers remembering Ray’s comment that smiling could cover up negative feelings. Why did people care who I fucked? “I’ve been focused on my recovery. My injury knocked some sense into this Missouri boy, and so I’ve been towing the line. Living clean, keeping myself out of trouble… unless of course, someone else is in trouble.”

      “So, your publicist, there’s nothing there. You look pretty heated in these videos. Like maybe you were jealous,” the kid interviewer said.

      I worked that smile as best I could. “There’s nothing there.”

      Thankfully, they went on, asking about my training and if I felt fully recovered, and how I felt about giving Speedy his award.

      When the interview finished, I headed back to San Diego to visit my uncle. I was feeling fractured and wanted the normalcy that being with him and this community brought.

      As usual, he was out by the pool, but alone reading a book.

      “Friends abandon you?” I asked him. I could totally relate to that.

      “Ryder!” My uncle stood up and gave me a hug and then motioned to the chair at his table.

      “Nora is off in her aerobics class, and Clyde and Joe are playing bridge. They’re too cutthroat for me.” George’s eyes narrowed. “Things weighing on you, Ryder? Is it that incident with that prick, JC Kristiansen?”

      “You see it too? That he’s an asshole.” It had seemed to me everyone liked JC, the young up-and-coming quarterback. Had I been such a douche when I’d started out?

      “Everyone sees it, son. But pretty boys with talent can get away with a lot.”

      That made me pause. “Is that what people see in me?”

      George’s eyes narrowed. “No. You might have some bad boy in you but in a good way. The way the ladies like.”

      “Not all of them,” I muttered.

      “What?”

      I waved my hand. “Nothing.” I looked around. “It’s quiet this morning.”

      My uncle didn’t buy it. “You having woman troubles?”

      I shrugged. “Not anymore.”

      “What happened?”

      I wasn’t the type to share my feelings. The only person I’d ever come close to sharing my inner demons with was Katie. After what had happened, it reminded me why telling people my side of things or how I felt was a waste of time. No one really cared, and it changed nothing.

      “She worried about your playboy ways? Fighting? That you won’t win the Super Bowl this year.”

      I laughed, as I shook my head. “Take that back. I’m going all the way to the Bowl this year.” Then I sighed and answered his question. “She knows me, that’s the problem.”

      George frowned. “What the hell does that mean?”

      “I’ve got looks and a good throwing arm, but deep down, I’m a boy from Missouri whose mother didn’t want him and whose father used him as a punching bag.”

      Anger reddened my uncle’s face. “You sound like you’re having a pity party there, son. Only pussies do that.”

      I swallowed, not enjoying feeling like a pussy. But the truth was what it was.

      He pursed his lips. “You’re full of bullshit, Ryder if you think your parents have tainted your character. Your father was an asshole. Your mother a coward. They took the easy way out. But you—” He leaned forward, pointing his finger at me. “You rose out of all of that. You worked hard. You’re a good person. And look at you!” He sat back and his eyes shone with pride. “You’re amazing. And if some woman doesn’t see that in you, she’s not worthy.”

      “I thought she saw me, but…” I let it drop because I couldn’t figure out what to say. Katie often made noises like she saw the real me, but then she’d back off, letting me know that she didn’t really see me, she just was creating a persona of me to share with the world.

      “Does she know how you feel?”

      “She doesn’t want her name associated with mine. I doubt telling her my feelings will change that.”

      George frowned. “I know you’ve been working on it, but you do have a reputation with the ladies. It’s possible she’s afraid of that. Or thinks she’s just the next in a long line of women.”

      I shook my head. “She can’t think that.”

      “Why not? If you haven’t told her differently, how would she know?”

      I paused, thinking over my uncle’s statement. Was it possible Katie thought she was just another woman to me? I’d made love to her other night. Surely, she had to have felt that? Except, she’d kicked me out and didn’t deny that she didn’t want to be associated with me in that way. That wasn’t fear of being a notch on my bedpost, that was fear of being seen by the world as a notch on my bedpost.

      “Listen, I wanted Nora from the first minute she moved in here, but like you, I played it coy and cool, and she ended up with Eddie Caskle, the prick.” George pursed his lips and shook his head in disdain. “Once she had caught him with Mrs. Clement—”

      “Mrs. Clement? Pickleball champ Mrs. Clement?”

      “That’s her. When he was caught playing pickle with her, Nora dumped his ass. I didn’t waste any time after that telling her what I thought about her. At my age, in particular, you can’t waste time. But neither can you at your age, Ryder. Life is short. If you love this—”

      “I don’t know about love.”

      “If you care about her and want a relationship, you have to tell her.”

      I was mulling over his words when a football landed by my chair. “Come play, Ryder!” Michael called from the grassy area.

      I played with the kids for a half-hour, enjoying throwing the ball again and watching children play just for the joy of the game. I’d have to remember that when the season started.

      Afterwards, I had a drink with my uncle and Nora, watching him with her and realizing how happy he looked. Could I have that?

      When I left, heading north, I’d intended to go home, but soon I was passing my exit and I went to see Katie. My stomach filled with nerves. I could handle a defensive line coming at me with the goal of knocking me down into the dirt, and assholes like JC, but confessing my intentions to Katie had me in a cold sweat. Knowing my interest in her was more than just an affair didn’t mean she’d change her mind about the type of man I was or give up her conviction that I had to be unhitched for PR purposes.

      I reached her condo in the early evening, noting her car was parked in her spot. She was at home. For a moment, I wondered if she was alone. Shit. I wasn’t sure how I’d handle it if she was entertaining another man.

      I checked around the complex to make sure no paparazzi were hanging about in case they had the same idea the radio hosts had about me and Katie. But as far as I could tell, no one was lurking.

      I got out of the car and with my head down and I took the steps to her second-level condo two at a time. I stood outside her door for longer than was customary, but finally, with a deep breath, I knocked on her door.

      It was several minutes before she answered. She was wearing an old Nashville Copperheads jersey with my number on it. That had to be a good sign, right?

      “Ryder.” Her eyes shone with surprise and maybe regret.

      “Can I talk to you?”

      “Sure.” She opened the door to let me in. “I heard the interview this morning.”

      “Oh.” I stood in the middle of her living room feeling completely out of my element. I liked being a tall, broad man most of the time. But standing in the middle of her tiny living room, I felt more like an inept oaf.

      “You did a good job dispelling the idea that there was something between us.”

      “I can follow directions,” I said it a little, and she looked down. “The thing is, Katie, I don’t like lying.”

      She looked up.

      “I know I have a reputation but do I really have to give up my life to change that?”

      “You feel like you’re giving up your life?” Her expression saddened at that.

      “I had to give up you, didn’t I?”

      Her breath hitched.

      Before she could open her mouth, I continued. “There are players in the league who have wives and girlfriends, so why to do I have to be celibate?”

      “Ryder—”

      “Let me finish, please.” I didn’t know what I was saying, only that I had to make her see that we could have something good.

      She nodded and sat on her couch. I was too wound up to sit, so I paced. “I know I’m not good enough for you—”

      “That’s not—”

      I gave her a hard look for interrupting. “And maybe people will think you’re my next conquest, but why does the public get a say in my life?” I looked at her for a moment, wondering if I was wasting my time. “If you don’t want this, tell me and I’ll let it go, but I think we have something good here, Katie.”

      She looked down and my heart stalled in my chest. When she looked up, her eyes had filled with tears, but they hadn’t dropped yet. “You’ve said this to me before and then you left.”

      It took me a moment to realize she meant four years ago. “I meant it then and I mean it now.”

      “And yet you left.”

      Back to that. Why couldn’t we just move past that? Act like it never happened and start from scratch today.

      Clearly we couldn’t, so I told her the only thing I could. “You didn’t believe me.” A part of me felt like I had a chance to convince her of my sincerity and another part felt like she was slipping away.

      “How do you know? We never talked about it.”

      I looked away as anger started to rise. She seemed to have forgotten the part she played back then. I turned back. “You ignored my text. That was my answer.”

      She sighed, and when she looked down this time, regret showing on her face. I wanted to ask her about it. I wanted to ask her if she believed me now that I hadn’t been with Phoebe. But this was here and now. This was what was important.

      “Katie, all I’m asking is the chance to show that what I’m saying now is the truth. I want to be with you. Only you.”

      She bit her lower lip, and her eyes filled with emotion. “I want to believe you.”

      Jesus, she was killing me. “Let me prove it to you.”

      She stood up, and launched herself in my arms, knocking me backward. I gripped her tightly, steadying us both and I kissed her hard as relief flooded every cell of my body. She was giving me a chance.

      She pulled back and grabbed my ears.

      “Ouch.”

      “Don’t you ever say to me that you think you’re not good enough. I’ll pop your balls for that if you do it again.”

      I winced at the thought. “I won’t say it again.”

      “Good. Now, get naked.”

      I grinned. “Is this part where we kiss and make up?”

      “Yep.”

      We disrobed, but before I could maneuver her to a surface where I could adequately make her mine again, she dropped to her knees and sucked my dick full-hilt into her mouth.

      “Holy fucking hell.” Pleasure shot out in sparks as her hot mouth devoured my cock. My fingers laced through her long dark tresses, holding her to me.

      “I want to make you come, Ryder.”

      “Ah fuck.” Her words ratcheted up the pleasure. “You keep that up and you will.” She ran her tongue down my length and then focused on the sensitive ridge along the head. Liquid heat ran through my body. “So good… ah yes… suck my cock.”

      She took it deep again, my tip hitting the back of her throat, making me wild. I wanted to thrust into her mouth but worried about hurting her.

      She released my cock, and I let out a frustrated growl until her hand stroked me and her mouth sucked my balls.

      “Katie. What are you doing to me?” She wasn’t the first woman to give me a blow job, but I didn’t remember a woman making feel so crazy with sensation and emotion. It was like they were both jumbled together. Like she wasn’t just stroking my cock, but my very soul. “I’m going to come, baby. Shit… I can’t hold it.”

      She gripped my cock hard, stopping my release. She replaced her hand with her mouth, and holy hell, she sucked and pumped my cock with her mouth until I was going mad.

      “Fuck yeah, fuck yeah, fuck yeah.” My hips moved with her as the pleasure built to obscene heights and then burst. I yelled out, “Ahh... I’m coming,” and I shot my load into her pretty mouth on a long groan. She continued to suck my cock, and fondle my balls, as I continued to pump my cum into her mouth until it was dripping from her lips. It trickled down her chin, dropping onto her tits. I was in fucking heaven.

      I dropped to my knees, and kissed her hard, wanting to taste the mixture of her and me and our pleasure. I lapped my cum from her mouth, her chin and her tits.

      “You’re amazing.” I rolled us on the floor until she was on top. “Ride my face baby, let me return the favor.”

      “What?” She looked confused, so I maneuvered myself down until my face was under her pussy.

      I stuck my tongue out and licked her clit. “Ride my face. I want to make you come so hard I can drink your pussy juice.”

      Her breath hitched, and I saw the first bit of essence coating her pussy.

      “That’s right baby.” I put my hands on her hips and lowered her to me so I could feast on her sweet pussy.

      “Oh God, Ryder.” She gasped, but she was under my spell. Her hips gyrated as they fucked my face.

      I wrapped my hands around her ass, kneading those magnificent globes as my mouth and tongue devoured her. When I heard the telltale keening, I knew she was close. I thrust my tongue inside her and shook my head to massage her clit.

      “Yes, yes… there Ryder… so good, oh… I’m coming.”

      Her pussy squeezed around my tongue and her juices gushed into my mouth. I licked and lapped, drawing out her orgasm until she collapsed next to me. But by then I was hard again.

      I rolled over her, positioning my dick at her pussy entrance. “Katie.”

      She eyes opened, looking dazed but sated. “Fuck me, Ryder.”

      Those were quickly becoming my favorite words. I’d never tire of hearing her ask me to fuck her.

      I plunged in, loving how she cried out my name as her head tilted back. I dropped my head, gently sucking on the sensitive skin of her neck, as pumped in and out of her, strong and steady.

      “More, harder,” she gasped.

      Wanting to make my woman happy, I levered up on my hands, and gave her more and harder, until, together, we climbed the pinnacle and then shattered in ultimate bliss. As I came down from the high and held her in my arms, I felt a sense of calm, peace, and belonging. I hoped it would become my new normal.
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      Nothing had really changed. Ryder was still making my job hard by limiting the PR events he was willing to do. I was still risking my job by sleeping with a client. And I still wasn’t sure I could completely trust him. Not that I thought he was lying to me about how he felt about us, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that once the football season started and he was traveling where throngs of women would throw themselves at him, he’d move on. And then there was the issue of Danny. I couldn’t resolve their differing accounts of what happened.

      But I kept putting all that aside because when we were together, and it was just us, it was fantastic. And not just the sex, although that was spectacular. Yes, we still bickered and challenged each other, but I’d realized he liked that about me. In a world in which he could surround himself with “yes men,” he enjoyed knowing that I’d tell him the truth. He’d taken me to the vet community, and I met his uncle George and all his friends, who thought the world of him. The hardest part was knowing that these people could change public perception of Ryder but not being able to organize anything. After getting to know George and the others, I was sure they’d be game for something. But I had to respect Ryder’s wishes.

      The other thing that hadn’t changed was that our past was still a topic neither of us wanted to talk about. A part of me wondered what would happen if our relationship went to the next level. How would Danny take it? My parents? But again, I pushed that away because I was enjoying my life too much. Six weeks had passed since Ryder came back into my life, and for the first time I had a job I loved and a man who rocked my world. I didn’t want to mess up a good thing... a great thing.

      But as I stood in my bathroom this morning, I realized that all the great parts of my life could come crashing down. After two days of not feeling great and scanning all the possible reasons from food poisoning to the flu, I realized I hadn’t had my period. I checked my pill packet and all the little pills were gone, including the inert ones during which I should have had my period. In that moment, I wished I was one of those people whose period was irregular., since starting on the pill, I’d never been late or missed a period. That was one of the perks of birth control.

      I sat in the bathroom on the edge of my tub as the ramifications of this sunk in. What would happen if I was pregnant? I believed Ryder would step up, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be upset. It was possible he’d think I’d lied about the pill. He hadn’t used condoms because I told him it was safe not to. Would he think I’d tricked him? Or worse, he might think I was getting back at him for what happened to Danny.

      An unplanned pregnancy also wouldn’t help his image, which was improving, but still had a ways to go. We’d been lucky that the fight with JC made Ryder look like a hero.

      The first thing I needed to do was take a test, and I had to buy one. That meant going out in public. While media interest in me following the JC-Ryder incident died down, and Ryder and I were keeping our relationship on the down-low, that didn’t mean there wasn’t some paparazzi opportunist out there looking for a story. And boy would this be a scoop. I had to deal with this so no one would find out.

      I drove to one of the burbs north of the city, and wearing loose clothes and a ball cap to disguise myself in case anyone might recognize me as Ryder’s PR person, I went into a drug store, bought two tests, and then hurried home. Then I was back in my bathroom, sitting on the edge of the tub after peeing on a stick, and waiting to learn my fate. After the requisite five minutes, I looked at the little stick.

      PREGNANT

      Oh God. My stomach fluttered with a mixture of nerves and panic. And yet, I couldn’t deny a little excitement too. I was going to be a mom. The feeling was heady.

      But maybe it was a mistake. A false positive. I opened the second package from a different brand and retook the test. I sat for another five minutes that felt like an eternity and then checked the results.

      PREGNANT

      I took a few deep breaths to settle my nerves and then texted Ryder that I needed to see him. He texted back within minutes saying he was home and did I want to go to him or for him to come to my place? Deciding I’d need the drive to formulate what I’d say, I told him I’d drive down to his place. He asked if everything was okay since we hadn’t made plans to see each other tonight. I only responded that I’d be there in two hours.

      Two hours and five minutes later, I was on Ryder’s terrace, wishing the ocean could help calm the jitters I was feeling. I was scared to death he was going to be angry. Or that he’d suggest something that I didn’t want to do. Or worse, suggest that someone else was the father.

      I stood by the railing, holding on to it like it was a lifeline.

      “What’s going on, Katie?” Ryder ran a hand over my arm and up to my shoulder. “Did something happen?”

      “I’ve got to tell you something.” My voice was shaking, as were my hands. This wasn’t how sharing pregnancy news should be. It should be a joyous moment. But I was scared to death.

      “Okay. Is it bad? Is a tabloid about to expose us?”

      I was looking down because I was too scared to look at him. But I had to look at him. Gathering my strength, I lifted my gaze to his.

      He gave a small smile. “Whatever it is, we’ll work it out. Or I will. Whatever needs to happen.”

      I inhaled a breath. “Ryder, I’m pregnant.”

      His facial expression didn’t change and for a moment I wondered if he heard me or maybe he was processing the information and wasn’t sure what he felt.

      I pressed on to let him know that I hadn’t lied to him or tricked him. “I really was on the pill, but I guess something went wrong. I know this isn’t a—” I stopped mid-sentence as a slow smile spread on his face until he was beaming.

      “A baby?”

      I nodded. “I have the pee stick to prove it. Two actually.”

      “Katie.” His hands cradled my face, and he kissed me.

      I accepted his kiss, a little stunned by his response. “This isn’t what I’d expected.”

      “You thought I wouldn’t want a baby?”

      “I was afraid you’d think I tricked you.”

      “I didn’t use a condom which would have been extra protection. It’s one of my rules I’ve broken since being with you.” His smile was sweet as he looked down on me. It was throwing me off.

      “But I was on the pill.”

      He frowned. “Are you not happy about this?”

      Because I knew he could view my lack of excitement as not wanting a baby with him, I took his hands in mine. “I’m not unhappy, but it does create a lot of complications.” God, what were my parents going to think that their grandchild being related to the man who hurt Danny?

      “What complications?” His expression was serious, but his eyes shone with concern, not anger or hurt.

      “Well, for one, your image. An unplanned pregnancy out-of-wedlock even today can tarnish your image.”

      “So we get married.” He smiled like it was the best idea he’d had in a while. “We can go now. We’ll fly to Vegas, get married and it’s all good.”

      Once I got past the initial shock of his words, a part of me wanted to say yes and fly off with him. Fortunately, my rational mind stayed in control as I shook my head. “It would look exactly like a shotgun wedding. But more importantly, I don’t want to be a part of a PR stunt.”

      His eyes narrowed, and I saw the first sign of annoyance in his eyes. “It’s okay to parade me around but not you? To make my life everyone’s business, but not yours?”

      “Third,” I continued on ignoring his accurate assessment. “I don’t want to get married because of a baby. I want to get married for love. Because someone loves me for me.”

      “You know I care about you, Katie. Don’t you?”

      I nodded. “But if it weren’t for a baby, you wouldn’t be eager to rush off to Vegas with me. Would you?”

      He inhaled a deep breath. I could see that my words were true, but that he didn’t want to admit it. “What’s the plan then?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “You do want this baby, don’t you?”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      “I do too.” He pulled me into his arms. “We’ll figure it out.” He leaned back and looked at me. “And for the record, I don’t give a fuck about my image. If this hurts me, so be it.”

      “What about your financial future?”

      “I’ll invest more and if need be, I’ll sell this place. I’m not strapped for cash. I just wanted a nice nest egg for the forty or fifty years I’ll live once I retire from football.” He held me again. “Do you need anything?”

      “No,” I said against his chest. “For now, this is what I need.”

      “I’ll be here for you and the baby, Katie. I promise.”

      I believed him, but I still felt shaky. We could keep this information under wraps for a few months, but when it came out, what would happen? Would I lose my job? Would the gains Ryder had made be lost, along with possible endorsements? Would we be able to handle the added pressure from media? I wasn’t much interested in becoming a news item, and I knew Ryder didn’t want that. But he was a famous athlete and his life, whether or not he liked it, was in the limelight. He hired me to help him control the message, but this news wasn’t something that could be easily controlled.

      I thought I’d taken on the client of my career when I decided to revamp Ryder’s image, but this situation would test everything I knew about PR, and my ability to control the press. It would be my biggest challenge to date because not only was Ryder’s reputation at stake but mine too.
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      When she first told me she was pregnant, my heart stopped and I couldn’t breathe. That was the type of news that I’d long dreaded hearing from a woman.  But almost immediately, there was a sense of calm. My fears about an unplanned pregnancy had always been around women wanting to trap me. But Katie wasn’t a random hook up or a friend with benefits. She was a woman I cared for. Having a baby with her gave me a sense of peace.

      For a moment, my world teetered on perfect. Katie was a woman that I craved who also centered and grounded me. And now we were having a baby. I felt like Superman. Not in a virile caveman way, but like I’d done something really stupendous. Being revered for throwing a ball didn’t make me a good person. But creating life with the woman I cared for; that felt like a fucking miracle.

      Then, like Katie always did, she started tossing out the obstacles and challenges. It would look bad because we weren’t married. To my mind, there was an easy solution. The answer was to get married. The idea was more than appealing to me. For a moment, I thought I’d have it all by sunrise tomorrow; a great career, a smart, beautiful wife, and a baby on the way.

      But then she popped that dream bubble by saying it would still look bad PR-wise. So what? Why did the whole world have to revolve around what the public would think? I wouldn’t be the first footballer to get a woman pregnant. Hell, Brady left his pregnant girlfriend for another woman, now wife, and he survived. He even has endorsements.

      What it really came down to though was that she didn’t want to get married. Would I be proposing right now if not for a baby? No. But that wasn’t because I couldn’t see my future with Katie, because I could. The truth was, the barrier between us was what happened with Danny. But now, a baby changed everything. Except for Katie. I couldn’t decide if she just didn’t care for me as much as I did for her. Or maybe it was because she still didn’t trust me. And that irked me. What did I have to do to prove I wasn’t the man Danny made me out to be?

      I wanted to be there for her and the baby, but as we stood out on the terrace, the idea that she didn’t want to marry me because she found me lacking started to fester. Sure, she housed it in bad PR or wanting to get married for marriage’s sake, but through our entire relationship, she’d said and done things that indicated I wasn’t quite up to standard. The past with Danny continued to give her doubts about me.

      “Do you think there will ever be a time that you trust me?”

      She looked up at me. “Why would you say that?”

      “Because I don’t think you do. I think Danny and Phoebe are still between us and always will be .”

      She flinched and her reaction ticked up my anger. I realized she was less worried about my image and more concerned about how Danny and her family would react to her being pregnant by me.

      I laughed derisively. “What is Danny going to say when he learns you’ve been sleeping with me? That I’ve knocked you up?”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Don’t say it like that.”

      “Why not? That’s what it is. You said so yourself. That’s how the world will see it because Ryder Malloy is only capable of doing things backward or wrong.”

      She pursed her lips in annoyance at me. “Ryder, don’t start feeling sorry for yourself.”

      Her words cut my heart in two. “Says the woman who never thinks about the man I am. It’s only ever about the man the world sees.” Pissed because she was partly right, I was being a pussy, and partly because she could never treat me like a regular man, I walked into the house.

      She followed me. “I do see you, Ryder. But you hired me—”

      “Not to sleep with me or have my baby. That’s completely separate, Katie and the fact that you can’t separate the two is pissing me off.”

      “I can separate the two, but that doesn’t mean we can ignore how this will impact your marketability.”

      God this woman was maddening. “Fuck it. Fuck it all, Katie. If people are going to hold it against me that I made love to a woman I care about and made a baby, then fuck them all. You can’t marry me because it will be bad for PR. What if there was no baby, and I asked you to move in with me or marry me, would that decision be made based on public opinion too? Will you take a poll? Do you think Ryder Malloy is marriage material? Choose A for yes, B for no.”

      She simply stared at me, her mouth agape.

      I sneered back at her. “I guess that’s B for no.”

      She found her voice. “Maybe I should go.”

      “Maybe you should.”

      She walked to the door, but before she left, I called after her. “I don’t know what will happen with us, Katie, but I promise you, I’m going to be a father to that baby. Be sure to put that in your PR calculations.”

      I thought I saw tears in her eyes, but I didn’t want to be swayed by them, so I turned away. When the door shut, I found a bottle of twelve-year-old whiskey and drank. I tried not to think about Katie and that my relationship with her was probably done, instead I focused on my anger that she’d turn something that could have been so wonderful into something sordid and bad for my image.

      I may not be the best father in the world, but I’d be a helluva lot better than my old man, and nothing could stop me from that. Not negative public opinion and definitely not Katie.

      The next morning, feeling hungover, I worked out, and then I contacted my lawyer to get information on how to change my will and plan to care of Katie and the baby. Whether or not she and I stayed together, I’d do what was best for my child.

      It wasn’t an easy task since I had to keep the purpose of my questions a secret. I told him it was part of my plan to change my life and image, and since I was ready to find a woman and settle down, I needed to know the legal and financial ramifications of that. Hopefully, he bought it.

      After last night, settling down probably wasn’t in the cards, at least not with Katie, but I meant what I’d told her. I was going to be present and loving in my child’s life.

      Once I had my notes, I organized my thoughts and made a plan for how I’d take care of them. Then I drove up to Los Angeles to Katie’s office. She was going to know just how serious I was about being involved with the baby in case she had some notion that she could raise it on her own. I didn’t think she was the type of person who would keep me from my child, but then again, I hadn’t thought she was a person who’d put public perception over personal happiness either.

      “Hey Malloy,” another of Katie’s colleagues named Alan called to me. “How’s the shoulder?”

      “It’s throwing like a rocket.” I tried to smile, but chances were it looked like a grimace as I headed to Katie’s office.

      He laughed. “Good. I think I’ll be heading to the Super Bowl this year unless you get a big endorsement.”

      Huh? “Okay.”

      He cocked his head. “Kate didn’t tell you? We’ve got a wager. You get a big deal, I pay for the Super Bowl tickets. If not, she pays. I’ll admit, she’s got you looking better than you were, but I still don’t hear any companies calling. I’d figure she’d told you… you know to motivate you.”

      I wasn’t just a job but a bet? My heart dropped like a lead to the pit of my stomach. No wonder she was so concerned about the baby and my image. She was worried about losing a bet. “Katie in?”

      “I think so.”

      I wanted to barge in, but knowing I needed to keep my cool, I knocked, and when I heard the “come in” I opened the door. Yesterday, I’d have locked it, and then given her a long kiss. Today, I shut it but didn’t lock it. I strode to her desk and tossed the envelope on it.

      “What’s this?” She looked at the envelope and then me.

      “It’s plans to take care of you and baby.” I worked to keep my voice professional considering in the end, that’s what our relationship was. PR trumped everything according to Katie.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You don’t think I can take care of myself and a child?”

      What the fuck? “I told you, Katie, I’m not going to be left out of this.”

      “I have a good job, with health insurance. I don’t need your money.”

      I jerked back as I realized that she didn’t just not trust me, but also that she intended to raise our child on her own. That she didn’t trust me to be a good father.

      Giving up on trying to be professional, I glared down at her. “I wonder if the reason my image isn’t doing better is because you don’t believe a thing you’ve been telling the world about me. It’s going to make it hard for you to win your Super Bowl bet.”

      Her breath hitched. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you can’t make me look good when you still think I’m a piece of trash punk who betrayed your brother.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re going to sing that old song again, Ryder? For a big strong man, you sure have weak self-esteem. Not everything is a slight against your character.”

      I leaned over her desk toward her. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me that you don’t think I’m unworthy or that a part of you still thinks I fucked Phoebe? You believe lies because that’s all you deal in. All this PR shit is just lies.”

      She stood and looked me in the eyes. “And what is the truth, Ryder? The truth is that you don’t want the world to see you as anything but a trash punk.”

      Blood roared to my brain at her words. I leaned over her desk and to her credit, she didn’t flinch. Good, because I had a hard truth for her too. “The truth is, Katie, you’re no different from Danny. All he believes in are lies too.” Having had enough, I walked out.
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      When the door shut behind Ryder, I stood behind my desk, not sure what to think or feel. I was trying not to feel guilty. He was doing the right thing for me and the baby. Why was I so resentful of that? Initially, it felt like he thought I couldn’t take care of us, but he had every right to make arrangements. This was his child too.

      His comment about Danny hurt, and I had to admit, I didn’t know what to believe about Danny. Since our reunion, that was the one thing we’d never talked about and it was the one thing that stood between us. Great sex or not, until we dealt with what happened four years ago, we’d never have a chance. If there was going to be a chance. After last night, and again today, it seemed unlikely. Especially now that he knew about the bet. It seemed like a harmless wager, especially since I made it when I still hated Ryder. But the truth was, I’d be hurt too if someone had put a wager on me. I was turning out to be the bad guy on all fronts. Still, while Ryder made some good points, he still stormed off. That always seemed to be his MO when things got hard. He left after the incident with Danny. He’d stormed off countless times when angry with me.

      I dropped into my chair, trying to wrap my head around all the craziness in my life. My computer dinged with an alert and I forced myself to get back to work. I turned to my computer and saw the notification was about a new article posted about Ryder. Taking a breath to steel myself against something negative about him, I clicked the link.

      Ryder Malloy’s Secret Life

      Oh shit. That couldn’t be good. I read the opening bit that talked about his childhood in Missouri.

      The rumor is that Ryder’s mother put him on the bus on his first day of kindergarten and then left the family, never to be seen or heard from again. His father stuck around, but it’s questionable if that was a good thing. He was an alcoholic who abused Ryder until he was big enough to defend himself. There’s a story told by regulars in his father’s watering hole, a seedy bar on the outskirts of town, that a seventeen-year-old Ryder, came down to escort his drunken father home after a call from the barkeep. While there, his father was hassling a waitress, and in response, Ryder laid his father flat with one right hook.

      None of this was new to me, and yet as I read it, I began to see Ryder with new eyes. His mother left and his father didn’t care about him, which made it easy to understand why he could never see his own worth. And apparently, his penchant for punching assholes started when he was in high school.

      Was he right that I had a bias against him that made it hard for people to see the real him? Or that I was trying to sell a lie about him? I didn’t think so. I had plenty of ideas that would have helped, but he’d been too pig-headed to do them out of some sense that it would exploit others.

      The article went on to outline all the good things he’d done that he never wanted anyone to know about. The visits to the vet community where he played football with the kids and hung out with the residents. The money he sent to support children’s causes, especially child abuse prevention. There was even a mention of money he sent back to Missouri to help support football camps for at-risk children, but only if they also let girls play.

      There were no quotes or pictures of Ryder, which suggested he didn’t take part in the article. But when I got to the end of the article, it appeared the source was his uncle. I smiled, that is until I worried that Ryder would think I put his uncle up to it. Ah well. There was nothing I could do, except be happy that someone was sharing things about Ryder that the public didn’t know.

      It also meant I owed him an apology. While I was still torn about what happened with Danny, I did know that Ryder would be an attentive and caring father. The fact that he believed that I didn’t think he was good enough bothered me. He was frustrating and stubborn, and I hated how he’d always walk off instead of finishing a fight. But he cared about people and there was no doubt he wanted to be in this baby’s life.

      I grabbed my purse and headed out of the office.

      “Did you see the piece about Ryder online?” Alan asked as I headed toward the door.

      “I did.”

      “How come you don’t have more on all that? I might have to take back my bet if pictures leak with him playing football with veterans’ kids.”

      “Ryder doesn’t like living in the public.”

      Alan laughed. “How the hell does he expect you to fix his rep if he’s not in the public?”

      I shrugged, but inside I said, “It starts with my believing in him more.” What I said to him was, “The next time we have a bet, keep it to yourself.”

      I drove south, the normal two-hour drive reached nearly three because of the afternoon traffic. When I arrived at Ryder’s house, I knocked on the door prepared to hash it out with him, once and for all.

      He answered sporting the same scowl he’d worn when he left. “I’m not in the mood now, Katie.”

      “Too bad.” I pushed past him into his living area. “Did you see the piece online about you?”

      He snorted derisively. “I should have guessed that’s why you were here. I was ready to give you a piece of my mind, but apparently my uncle did that on his own.”

      I ignored his barb about why I was there. I knew he believed I put PR above everything else, but dammit, he’d hired me to improve his image. “I had nothing to do with it, but it’s good Ryder.”

      “It’s going to make people feel sorry for me.”

      “I don’t feel sorry for you, Ryder and people won’t either. They’ll admire your ability to overcome a difficult childhood. It will inspire them.” I could see in his eyes he didn’t believe it. “Why I came here, though, is to apologize. I shouldn’t have gotten upset about you wanting to take care of the baby. Of course, you’ll want to do that. You’re the father.”

      His expression suggested he wasn’t sure if he could trust what I was saying. “Then why did you?”

      I sighed. “I resented you not thinking I could do it on my own.”

      “I don’t think you can’t do it—”

      “I know. That’s just how I took it. I’m sorry.”

      The tension in his jaw lessened, but we were a long way from okay.

      “I also believe you’re a good man. I get annoyed at how hard you make my job and how you often perceive my actions as meaning I think you’re less than. I don’t think that Ryder. Truth be known, I’ve admired you since I was twelve years old.”

      “Twelve?”

      I nodded. “That was when I first started noticing boys. Or I should say, boy, because no one has ever compared to you.” I gave a wan smile. “You know it’s true. You were my first and so far, my only.”

      He closed his eyes, and all the rest of the tension drained. When he opened them, his facial features were soft and gentle. “I’m sorry too. I know I’m soft skinned. And I shouldn’t have said all that about you dealing in lies. You’re important to me, Katie. You and the baby.”

      I stepped toward him, hoping we were close to a truce. “You’re important to me too.” I pressed my hand to his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart. “And about the bet… I made that when Alan was baiting me.”

      “I figured it wasn’t that important to you otherwise you’d have ignored my input and shoved me in front of cute puppies or children or something.”

      Relief washed through me. “I wouldn’t mind beating him, but it’s not my focus.”

      He let out a breath and then took the final step of wrapping his arms around me. There was still no talk about Danny and four years ago, but I knew, as he probably did, there was no way to go there without disrupting everything. As it was, our relationship was a roller coaster ride of conflict and bliss. We fought, we made up.

      Knowing we might venture back into the fighting before we fully made up, I said, “You do have a secret life.”

      His brows pulled together. “What do you mean?”

      “You accused me dealing in lies, but you’ve been selling a lie too. The women and fighting—”

      “Those weren’t lies per se.”

      “But they’re not the truth either. You’re okay with that persona, but don’t want people to know the other side of you. You keep it a secret.”

      He shrugged and walked to his bar, pouring himself a shot of whiskey. He then pulled out a bottle of water and held it up to me.

      I shook my head. I didn’t want water, I wanted to reach him. “I think I understand why you keep that hidden.”

      “I told you, I don’t want to exploit people for my gain.”

      I nodded. “I believe that, but also, I think there’s more to it.”

      He downed his drink. “Is this the part where you act as my shrink.”

      “There is a psychology to PR.” I gave a wan smile, hoping to keep this discussion from veering off into anger. “I also think there is a part of you that doesn’t want to be vulnerable to the public.”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “You say that, but then you also say you don’t want people to feel sorry for you. Somehow, you think sharing the sensitive side of you makes you look weak.”

      He shook his head. “No.”

      I studied him. “Not weak then, but it makes you vulnerable.” My thoughts started to gel. “Open to rejection.”

      His jaw clenched, and he turned to look out the window where the moon was hanging like a dewdrop over the ocean.

      “It’s one thing to have negative press over playboy behavior, but to be yourself and have the public find some fault, that would be difficult.”

      “What’s the point of this discussion?” He poured another drink.

      “The public would love the Ryder Malloy I’ve come to know over the last few months. You just have to be willing to let them see some other parts of you. Parts that you only let your uncle see.”

      He looked at me with hard blue eyes. “What about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “I let you see it.”

      My heart filled with warmth and I realized that was part of our problem. When I was focused on the PR stuff, I wasn’t acknowledging the parts of him he was letting me see. “You do, and it means a lot to me.” I walked over to him, taking his glass and setting it down. Then I took his hands in mine. “I’m sorry that I seem to only care about your image, but it’s so frustrating to see the man I know and not be able to share it with the public.”

      He sighed. “Why do they care so much?”

      I laughed. “I don’t know. But they do and because they do is why companies pay for endorsements. Maybe you should think of it as a game.”

      “It’s a racket.”

      I snorted. “Maybe, but you came to me wanting endorsements. To do that, we need to make the public want more of you. And what I’m saying Ryder, is that I don’t have to sell a lie to do that. You have everything the public is clamoring for already. You just have to let them see it.”

      He nodded and dropped his forehead against mine. “I get it.”

      “Good.”

      We stood, head to head, for a few moments. “Can you stay?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      He lifted his head, his blue gaze looking into my eyes. “Even if the paparazzi catch you leaving in the morning?”

      That scared me, but it was less about Ryder’s or my reputation, and more about being in the spotlight as his next woman. “Yes.”

      He smiled, and it was radiant, making my heart flutter from its beauty. “Can we make love?”

      “Since when do you ask permission?” I laughed, looping my arms around his neck.

      “Since you’re pregnant and I don’t know if it’s okay.”

      “It’s okay,” I assured him.

      He lifted me and I wrapped my legs around his waist. “We’ll need a bed. We have lots of making up to do.”
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      A part of me wondered if what Katie and I had was sustainable. We seemed to have only two speeds; passionately involved and passionately annoyed. But baby or not, I couldn’t get her out of my system. I had to hope that over time, we’d sort things out. This meant having a serious conversation about Danny. Not only a complete hashing out of what happened but also, dealing with his response when he learned I was with Katie and we were having a baby. Based on our last conversation, I was certain he wouldn’t take it well. I had to hope and trust that he wouldn’t be able to turn Katie against me again.

      I pushed all my concerns and worries aside because they had no room in my life right now. Right now, I was touching Katie. My hand moved over her belly and I kissed her there, marveling at the life growing inside her. A life I helped create. Fucking amazing.

      Soon, she pushed me on my back and rose over me, taking me inside her luscious body. She felt so good riding my dick. I reached up squeezing her tits, loving how it made her pussy contract on me.

      “Ryder.” She threw her head back, and she was so beautiful as her tits bounced and her body sought its release.

      “Come on me, baby.” I brushed my thumb over her swollen clit and she cried out as her pussy contracted hard around my cock, making me grunt and bite my lip to keep from coming. I focused on her, and the perfect O her mouth made as her orgasm overtook her body. She rode me until finally, she sagged, her hands planted on my chest as she worked to catch her breath.

      “You didn’t come with me.”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. I like watching you.”

      She blushed, and it was adorable. “That’s embarrassing.”

      “Why? It lets me know I’m pleasing you.”

      She bit her lip in that way she did when she was horny mixed with embarrassment. “I want to watch you.”

      “Okay. It’s not easy. It takes a lot of will power to postpone your own pleasure and focus on watching your partner.”

      She frowned. “You don’t think I can do it?”

      I rubbed my hands on her thighs. “I’ll never underestimate you, Katie.”

      She rocked on my dick, and I hissed at the spark of pleasure that shot out. “Do you ever jerk off?”

      “Yes, less so now that I’ve got you.”

      She cocked her head to the side and had an expression that suggested my forthrightness surprised her.

      “How about you, Katie? Do you touch yourself?”

      She smiled coyly. “Sometimes.”

      I rose up, wrapping my arms around her and looking into those lovely gray eyes. “Do you think of me when you do?”

      She looked down, as if she was embarrassed. “Yes.”

      Thrilled by that, I rolled her under me. “Someday I want to watch you make yourself come.”

      “Ryder.” She turned her head, as her blush spread to her neck.

      I didn’t have that same embarrassment. The idea of jerking off with her watching me was a turn on. “Do you want to watch me come?”

      She looked up at me. “Yes.”

      I levered back onto my knees, sitting on my heels. I widened my thighs and pulled her hips between them. My dick lay hard and long on her belly. “Do you want me to come on you?”

      She quirked a brow. “Okay.”

      “It’s messy.” I stroked my dick, slick with her pussy juice from when she came.

      “I know.”

      I slipped inside her, wanting the feel of her hot wet walls on my cock. “I can feel your pussy on every inch of my dick. It’s fucking awesome.”

      She gasped and her head arched back. “I thought you were going to jerk off.”

      “I am at the end, but nothing is better than your pussy.” I moved within her until I got to the edge of oblivion and then I pulled out. “Watch me come, Katie.”

      Her gaze held mine as I stroked my cock again. “Play with your tits.”

      She pinched and squeezed her tits, and my dick jacked up to the next pleasure level. “Fuck yeah, so sexy.” Soon I was pumping my dick hard, and my breath was as labored as a run on the beach. “I’m going to come, Katie… ahh… here it is.” I rose on my knees and dropped my head back as I strained to reach the pinnacle. I shot a stream of cum on her belly, and kept jacking my cock as more cum shot out, some even reaching her tits.

      “Ah fuck.” I sank back on my heels working to catch my breath. I opened my eyes and saw her rubbing my cum over her belly.

      “It’s amazing that this stuff made our baby.”

      A wave of emotion overtook me, and I felt my eyes mist at her statement. I’d made a baby. Made a baby with Katie. The words I love you sat on the tip of my tongue, but I didn’t have the courage to let them loose. Instead, I helped her up and to the shower where I washed her, and made love to her again, wishing I could alleviate this feeling of dread about us and knowing it would take even more courage to do so because that involved dealing with Danny, and wondering who’s side she’d pick in the end.

      Despite the one big issue of Danny and our past between us, life with Katie was going well as training camp for the new football season drew near. I increased the time and intensity of my workouts now that the doctor gave my shoulder recovery the all-clear. Between my workouts alone, and those with Katie, naked and writhing under me, I was getting fucking strong.

      While we were going strong, that wasn’t to say we still didn’t squabble and sometimes fight. But they didn’t end with a feeling like things between us would be over. Instead, we’d figured out a way to meet in the middle, which meant she didn’t have cameras on me when I visited people in the hospital, but I agreed to interviews that discussed the “secret life of Ryder Malloy” without discussing my relationship with Katie and our baby. Of course we argued about that as well, but only in theory. I didn’t have any interest in telling the world about my sex life or child, but I found it hypocritical that she wanted me to expose my life except for the parts that involved her. I thought that was probably the stuff the public would want to know the most about. Fortunately, we figured out a way to argue that always ended in make-up sex.

      We settled into a schedule where I’d stay at her place with her early in the week, and she’d spend weekends with me. If it weren’t for the issue with Danny, I’d ask her to move in with me.  The fact that Katie never brought Danny up suggested she felt the same. Why mess up a good thing with a problem that could potentially ruin it all?

      A part of me felt like if it was going to mess things up, I should know now. Why would I continue to bond with her if in the end, she’d side with him? But the other side of that was hoping that she saw that I wasn’t the man Danny thought I was. That she’d believe me. I felt she must have some sense that I was truthful. She wouldn’t be with me if she really thought I’d done what Danny accused me of.

      But that didn’t mean she’d stick by me if doing so risked her relationship with Danny. I knew she cared about me, but I didn’t know if she loved me, or loved me enough to choose me over her family.

      So, like the coward I was, I stayed away from the topic, just as she did. I couldn’t help but think we were sitting on a growing pile of TNT, but I wasn’t going to be the one to light the match.
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      I wasn’t showing yet, but my doctor indicated it wouldn’t be long before I did. Things with Ryder were going well, but there was still so much we hadn’t confronted and I didn’t feel as solid as I would have liked. However, the time was growing near that I’d have to tell my boss and family about the baby. My instinct was to hide that Ryder was the father, partly to protect his image, but also because I didn’t want to deal with the potential fallout. Would I be fired? What would my family think, especially Danny? I had a horrible fear he’d disown me. Was Ryder worth risking all that? Whether he was or wasn’t didn’t really matter at this point. I made the proverbial bed and now I had to lie in it.

      When I got home Friday evening, I planned to make dinner for Ryder and me who would arrive later. I loved our routine because even though we divided time between each home, when we were together, it felt so domestic. We looked through baby books, trying to figure out what our baby looked like and how big it was. Right now, it was about the size of a plum and had all its major organs.

      We cooked together, watched movies, and of course, talked business. I was putting out feelers about endorsements for Ryder. We hadn’t had a bite, but we also hadn’t had any nos. My sense was that they wanted to see how he played this season before deciding.

      The only thing we never talked about was what happened four years ago. We needed to talk about it sooner rather than later, but because I was such a coward, tonight, I’d probably suggest a movie instead.

      I parked my car after getting home from work, eager to prepare for Ryder’s visit, but when I reached my door, a man was standing in front of it. A man I knew.

      “Danny?”

      My brother turned and smiled. “Hey, Katie.” He held out his arms.

      I hugged him, happy to see him even though my stomach was churning in anxiety. “What are you doing here?”

      He frowned. “Can’t I visit my little sis?”

      “Yes, I just… I didn’t know you were coming.” Why did I feel like I was being ambushed? Did my parents know he was here?

      He gave me a coy smile. “Hot date?”

      God, if only he knew. I opened my door, and we walked into my condo. “I had plans but I can cancel them.” I immediately took out my phone and texted Ryder letting him know that he shouldn’t come up. I didn’t mention why, only that I had something come up that I had to deal with. Hopefully, he’d see the text before he showed up at my door.

      “Nice place, Katie.” He scanned my condo. “You’re doing well.”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      He walked around looking at my wall décor and bookshelves. But I wasn’t quick enough to hide the pregnancy book that was sitting on the dining room table.

      “What’s this?” Danny picked up the book.

      I bit my lip.

      He turned to me. “Katie… are you pregnant?”

      I wished I was quick enough to make up a lie, like the book belonged to a friend, but a side effect of pregnancy was brain fog, which I was suffering from.

      He gaped at me. “Jesus. You are.”

      I studied his face, trying to decide how he felt about it.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? Do Mom and Dad know?”

      I shook my head. “I just found out.” That was a lie, but I couldn’t have my family think I was keeping secrets. Of course, the biggest secret wasn’t the baby, but the baby’s father.

      “I didn’t know you were seeing anyone. Who is the father?”

      “It’s someone out here.” Wanting to change the subject, I asked, “What brought you here? Is everything okay at home?”

      He walked over to me. “Yes. Everything is the same. Mom and Dad are good. Phoebe is still a bitch, and DJ is the smartest kid in the world.”

      Hearing about Phoebe heightened my anxiety. She and Danny were divorced but because of their son, he still had to deal with her.

      His facial expression turned angry. “Actually, there is something, but I don’t want to talk about it now.” He guided me to my couch. “I want to hear about your mystery man and this baby. Was it planned? Are you happy?”

      Crap, back to that. I loved that Danny was interested in my life. He was the best big brother, but I didn’t want to go into my life and telling him about Ryder. What did that say about me that I couldn’t talk to Ryder about Danny, or to Danny about Ryder? “Everything is good, Danny. Really. It wasn’t planned, but we’re doing well.”

      He frowned. “He’s going to step up, isn’t he?”

      “Yes.” I stood. “Do you want something to drink? I can make dinner. You still haven’t told me why you’re here. Is it just to hassle your little sis?”

      He stood and followed me to the kitchen. “Let me help. And I did have a reason to come. I have a business idea I wanted to pass by you.”

      “Oh?” I tried to not roll my eyes. I wanted to support my brother, but after two failed businesses, it seemed to me he should get a job.

      “It’s an online commerce store geared toward green living.”

      “Surely one of those exists?” I imagined him having to go against Amazon or some other behemoth online store.

      “Well, sure, but I want to help people buy affordable green items, and easy, low-cost tips to living green. A sort of Wal-Mart or Amazon of green.”

      I couldn’t imagine that that didn’t exist, already.

      “So many people can’t afford organic or using clean items.”

      I opened the fridge to pull out dinner items. “How will you be able to offer it to them? You can’t sell so low that you can’t make money.”

      “I’ll be getting overstock and remainders to start with.”

      That actually sounded feasible, although I doubted they were cheap.

      “Mom and Dad have agreed to help. I was wondering if you’d be willing to invest. You’d get a share in the company.”

      With a baby coming, I wasn’t keen on throwing away money, but, I wanted to support my brother. The idea wasn’t completely off the rocker, and maybe this time he’d succeed. “Can I see your business plan?”

      He nodded. “It’s in my suitcase. Also, maybe you could do some of the publicity?”

      “For free?” I lifted a brow.

      He stared at me like I should give him something for nothing because we’re family.

      I put my hand on my hip and glared at him. “You made me pay for those Pokemon cards when we were little. I think your words were, ‘you can’t have something for nothing.’”

      “Fine. But your fees need to be within reason.”

      “Yeah, like I didn’t overpay for those cards.”

      He laughed. “Was it PT Barnum that said a sucker is born every minute?”

      I glared at him. “My fees just went up.”

      “Ouch.”

      Danny helped me make dinner. Once we got past my pregnancy and his business plan, the evening was enjoyable. We reminisced and talked about my parents, who were doing well. We didn’t talk about Ryder or Phoebe, which was good. I didn’t want to be in a position to defend Ryder or to hear something that might make me rethink my relationship with him. Danny also didn’t tell me about whatever issue that had darkened his face earlier. Instead, we made salad and pasta, and joked and teased as we’d always done.

      I was just setting the pasta on the table when there was a knock on my door. At first, I didn’t think anything of it. And then I realized I didn’t check to make sure Ryder got my text. Oh, God.

      I went to the door and looked through the peephole. My heart dropped.

      “Who’s at the door, Katie?” Danny said as he put the salad on the table.

      I swallowed. At first, I thought I’d open the door a crack, whisper to Ryder that Danny was here, and shut it. But as I opened it, Ryder was grinning and his big arm swept out and pulled me into an embrace.

      “How’s my girl?” He asked as he kissed me in his usual firm, thorough way. It always curled my toes, except this time. Not because the kiss wasn’t up to usual standards, but because I knew Danny was watching.

      “What the fuck!” Danny’s voice bellowed through my condo.

      Ryder’s head jerked up, saw Danny and then looked down at me.

      I swallowed hard and tried not to think about my world imploding. This could go well. But deep down, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was going to be the end for me and Ryder. “I guess you didn’t get my text.”
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      I’d known this day would come, but I thought I’d have a warning and time to prepare. Instead, I was blindsided, not just by seeing Danny, but also, the right hook he landed on my jaw that had me stumbling back.

      “Danny!” Katie moved between us.

      Worried about what he might do in his rage, I moved Katie behind me. I didn’t want him hurting her or the baby. I wondered if he even knew about the baby.

      “Danny.” I tried to keep my voice measured even though my blood was boiling, and I was prepared to lay him flat if necessary.

      “Why the fuck are you kissing my sister?” His eyes tracked to Katie. “You let him touch you?” It looked like a lightbulb went off behind his eyes. “Holy shit, he’s your baby daddy?”

      I supposed it was a good thing he knew about the baby, even though finding out I was the father wasn’t. The look in his eyes suggested he wanted to hit me again. This time, I would be ready for it, although I decided I’d try to avoid hitting him back for Katie.

      “Danny.” Katie emerged from behind me. “Let’s talk.”

      “About what? About how you let this asshole fuck you?”

      “Careful, Danny.” This time my voice held more menace. It was one thing to be pissed at me, but I wasn’t going to tolerate him disrespecting Katie.

      “Have you forgotten what he did? How he slept with Phoebe the week of our wedding?”

      I scoffed and shook my head.

      “What? You deny it now?”

      “I’ve always denied it, Danny.”

      Katie tried to intervene again. “Let’s sit down and talk like adults.”

      “I’m not talking to this asshole. Jesus, Katie. I thought you had better sense. But I guess the Malloy mystique is undeniable even with you.” Danny glared at me and looked at Katie like he didn’t know her.

      I hated that he thought the women I slept with had no control over themselves. I was no hypnotist. Every women I had been with, including Katie, chose to sleep with me, not because they couldn’t help themselves but because they’d wanted to.

      “How about I send Phoebe out here to you?” he said to me. “You all can live in your betrayal bliss.”

      I ground my teeth wanting to lay into Danny, but not wanting to upset Katie.

      Danny then brought both his hands to his head in an “oh my god” gesture. “You knocked my sister up just like you did Phoebe.”

      My brain skittered to a halt.

      “What?” Katie asked.

      Danny turned to her. “That was the thing I was going to tell you. DJ isn’t mine.” He whirled on me. “All this time I thought he was mine, but it turns out he’s yours. Not that I’ll let you anywhere near him.”

      I wondered what had possessed him. I hadn’t touched Phoebe, but he not only said I did, but he was also saying I was his kid’s father. What the fuck?

      “It’s impossible.” I said as clearly and calmly as I could even though underneath the surface I was seething.

      “Danny, what are you talking about?” Katie asked again.

      “He’s not mine, Danny.” All of a sudden, the stakes got higher. It was one thing for them to think I’d slept with Phoebe, but to believe I was the father of her child was too much. If Katie believed that, I was certain we were doomed.

      “Oh yeah? If he’s not mine, then he has to be yours Ryder. You’re the only other one she fucked.”

      “I never touched her.” I shook my head, but my gaze was on Katie, wondering who she’d believe. This was the moment of reckoning. She either believed me or Danny. Who would she choose?

      Danny stepped closer to me, getting in my face. “Are you saying my wife was a slut?”

      I jerked back. “Your fiancé tried to seduce me the week of your wedding and must have slept with another man too. You figure it out.”

      “Tried to seduce you, right.” Danny scoffed. “She told me what happened.”

      I glanced toward Katie, trying to gauge her reaction. “She lied, Danny. I swear—”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I sighed. “I know. But it doesn’t change the truth.”

      “The love child.” Katie murmured as her gaze drifted like she was deep in thought.

      “What?” Danny asked.

      I looked to Katie again, as a cold lance started to pierce my heart.

      She stared at me. “The tabloid—there was a story about a love child.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I told you, Katie, that wasn’t me. It couldn’t be me.”

      “You said you always use a condom.” As she spoke, I could feel her drifting further away from me. My heart rate jacked up as panic set in.

      “But you didn’t always. Not with me.”

      I gave a sideways glance to Danny. Talking about my sex life would not be conducive to a good resolution.

      “You told me you were on the pill. And I trusted you. I still believe that you were despite the baby.” Was she going to give me the same benefit of the doubt or was she really going to believe Danny and a tabloid? My heart was ripping in two. I stepped toward her, but she moved back, and that’s when I knew I’d lost her.

      Anger quickly replaced the panic and fear. I moved away from both of them. “The two of you are a piece of work. I’ve been your friend since I was five years old, but you continue to believe a woman you knew for a few years. A woman who cheated on you—”

      “You betrayed me,” Danny yelled.

      I stepped up and put my face close to his. “I didn’t. You—” I turned on Katie too. “Both of you betrayed me by believing that bullshit.”

      I stepped back and headed to the door. But then I whirled around on them pointing a finger at Katie. “This between us may be over, but I will be a part of my child’s life.”

      “Like you’ve been for DJ?” Danny’s condescending voice taunted me.

      I jabbed my finger toward him next. “If you or Phoebe says anything about me being her son’s father, I will sue you for everything you have. You think I ruined your life now, just wait, Danny. I’ll take you and Phoebe for everything you have or will ever have.”

      “Good luck with that. I have nothing. No business. No wife. No son. All because of you.”

      I gave him a seething glare. “Grow up, Danny. You have nothing because you are nothing.”

      “Ryder!” Katie chastised me.

      “But if it makes you both feel better to blame me, have at it. Just know that your life will always be miserable because you don’t take responsibility for the fact that you make bad choices.”

      “Yes, starting with the one to feel sorry for you and befriend you in kindergarten.”

      I nodded. “That’s one thing we can agree on.” I looked at Katie one last time, hoping beyond hope she’d believe me. She stood looking confused, which in my mind was the answer. “It goes without saying, you’re fired.”

      I stalked out the door and down to my car. My emotions were waging a war. Anger. Hate. Disappointment. The worst was the heartbreak. She’d chosen him. Despite everything I’d said and done. When it came down to believing Danny or me, she’d chosen him. What an idiot I’d been to think she and I might have a future. That maybe she could love me, and we could make a life with our child.

      I climbed into my car and drove with no particular destination in mind. I considered going to a club. What better way to shed this pain than to go back to being the man I’d been before? The truth was, trying to act right hadn’t done shit for me. I might as well party and enjoy life.

      The only thing stopping me was knowing there was a child involved. My child. Who knew what Katie might try to do, but one thing she wouldn’t succeed at would be keeping my child from me. I had the resolve and the financial reserves to fight her if necessary.

      “Fucking Danny. Fucking Phoebe.” Jesus. Was she the source of that love child story? Was she going to tell people I was her son’s father? That made no sense. She might be manipulative, but in this day and age, it was too easy to prove I wasn’t the father. “Because I never touched her.” I slammed my hand down on the steering wheel as I merged onto the freeway heading south. I’d just go home and hide. That was always the safe thing to do.

      Once home, and swimming in a bottle of whiskey, the pain wasn’t gone, but it was easier to manage my hate for both of them. The good news was, I’d learned my lesson. Love was a bitch better left untouched. Friendship too.

      When I finally made it to bed, I was determined to focus on only two things from now on; football and my child. On Monday, I’d contact my lawyer to figure out what to do about Katie and the baby, as well as anything Phoebe and Danny might have planned. Then I’d call Ray and tell him I’d fired Katie, and from now own, I didn’t give a fuck about publicity. Let people think what they were going to think.
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      I was in a state of shock. I couldn’t sort out what had just happened. Danny accused Ryder of being his son’s father. Ryder denied it, but Phoebe had admitted to sleeping with Ryder. And I’d suspected that Phoebe had already been pregnant. Had she and Ryder been having a fling before that fateful day?

      My instinct was to believe Danny. He was my family. But the hurt and anger in Ryder’s eyes had me second guessing myself. That and the last few months I’d spent with him. The man I’d laughed and fought with wouldn’t have lied, and certainly not if a child was involved.

      I gripped Danny’s shirt. “Tell me you’re sure about this.”

      His head jerked back. “Don’t tell me you’re buying his story?”

      “That’s just it, Danny. He doesn’t have a story. He just denies it.”

      Danny shook his head in disappointment. “I saw what I saw, Katie. Ryder in nothing but a towel and Phoebe in lingerie.”

      I gently pushed him away. “Why did you marry her, then?”

      “Because it wasn’t her fault. Just like it probably wasn’t your fault. It’s just too bad about the baby.”

      I grabbed him again. “Never say that about my baby again. Do you hear me? And for the record, I wasn’t seduced by Ryder. I jumped into bed with him willingly. And if Phoebe slept with him, she joined him willingly too. You should at least accept that.”

      I walked over to the couch and sunk down, losing all steam. What the hell should I believe?

      “It will work out, Katie. You’re strong and brave. Unlike me, you always come out on top.”

      I wanted to reiterate Ryder’s words that Danny’s problems were his own, but I was too tired to argue.

      I stood. “I’m going to bed.”

      “What about dinner? The baby needs food.”

      I looked at the set table but I couldn’t eat. “I’m sorry, I just can’t.”

      “Can I crash on your couch?”

      I nodded. “Bedding is in the bathroom linen closet.”

      I didn’t bother with changing into pajamas. I simply climbed into bed and cried.

      The next morning, I woke in a funk. Had the night gone right, Ryder would be beside me, rubbing my belly and talking to the baby, before getting up to make French toast. Had I blown it with him? Well duh, my conscience said. Choosing to believe Danny meant I couldn’t believe Ryder. There was no doubt that our relationship was over, except for the need to raise our baby.

      As I lay there, the tears from the night before returned. I wasn’t even sure why I was crying. Was it because I lost Ryder or because I believed Danny and Ryder wasn’t the man I thought he was? Was it because I had a dream about what our lives could become and that was now blown up? Or had it been a fantasy that could never come true? So far, our relationship had been anything but smooth sailing, but the idea that I wouldn’t see him anymore made my chest hurt.

      Except I would see him. The baby would always bind us together, but it wouldn’t be the same. He wouldn’t be bound to me, and that was the source of my tears. Dammit. I was in love with him. And a part of me wondered if I’d chosen wrong.

      I bounded out of bed, washed my face and then woke Danny on the couch. “Tell me what you saw. What happened?”

      He wiped his eyes. “What?”

      “With Phoebe and Ryder, what happened?”

      He groaned. “I told you, Katie. I went there to talk business with him and she opened the door wearing lingerie and he came out of the bathroom in a towel.”

      I sat on my coffee table. “Was he expecting you?”

      He pushed himself up to sit. “Do you have coffee?”

      “Only after you answer my questions.”

      He sighed. “Yes, he was expecting me.”

      “Why would he sleep with Phoebe if he knew you were coming? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Phoebe said it just happened. She went there to talk to him about best man stuff.” He got up and went to the kitchen and opened my cupboards.

      “He didn’t flinch, Danny.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about? Where’s your coffee pot?” He opened the cupboard next to my stove.

      “Over the fridge. He didn’t flinch when you said DJ was his.”

      “So.”

      I heard him moving around as I sat and thought. “If he’d slept with her, you’d think he’d have an oh-no expression or something. He didn’t.”

      “I still don’t know why that matters. I saw what I saw. Phoebe said it happened. Why would she lie about that?”

      That was the question. If she wanted Ryder, coming between him and Danny wasn’t the way to do it. And she married Danny that weekend, so what was her game? Unless she was mad that Ryder rejected her, and it was her way to get revenge. Chances were she knew Danny well enough to know he’d still marry her.

      I shook my head.

      “You know he slept with her in college, right? I’d told him I’d liked her and he slept with her. Asshole.”

      It was all so difficult to believe. But one of them had to be lying, or it was a misunderstanding. “Are you sure he realized you liked her?”

      He came out of the kitchen holding a bag of dark ground coffee. “Katie, I get that you’re looking for a way to absolve him, but it happened. And when you consider his life since moving out here, it can’t be that big of a surprise. He’s a womanizer.”

      Except I was the only woman he’d been with since his injury. He told me, as he’d told me four years ago, that he thought we had something.

      “How did you two get together anyway? I thought you hated him too.” Danny went back into the kitchen.

      I moved to the couch. “I did.”

      “So, what happened?”

      “I became his publicist and saw a different part of him.”

      Danny snorted. “I guess you did.”

      “You’re being vulgar.” I thought about all I’d learned about Ryder. “He’s really sweet and generous. He just doesn’t like people to see that part of him.”

      “He’s got a reputation to keep up.” Danny emerged with a cup of coffee. “Do you want one? Or do you need tea or something?”

      “I don’t want anything now.” I looked up at him as he came to me. “He wanted to change his reputation but he wouldn’t do any feel-good appearances. Just interviews.”

      “Katie.” Danny sat next to me. “Stop making him into something he’s not. Everyone knows his true nature. It’s all over the Internet for us to see. Now, why haven’t you told mom and dad about this baby? They won’t be thrilled that you’re not married, or that it’s Ryder’s, but they’re going to be stoked about becoming grandparents again.”

      I put off telling my parents for the same reason Ryder and I couldn’t ever talk about the situation with Danny and Phoebe; it brought up painful issues.

      “I’ll call them this afternoon. What are you doing today?”

      “I’m going to give you my business plan to read, and then I think I’ll go to the beach. I’ve never seen the Pacific Ocean. Should we go together?”

      I nodded. “That will be fun.”

      That afternoon, after a trip to the beach, and while Danny was out getting takeout for dinner, I called my parents, scared to death to tell them about the baby. I knew they’d love me and the baby no matter what, but I didn’t want to disappoint them.

      “Katie! Did Danny make it out there?” my mom said when she picked up. She must have noted it was me on the caller ID.

      “Yes. He’s caused quite a commotion.”

      “Hold on, your father is getting on the extension. It’s been a long time since you’ve called home.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.” I sat at the dining table, trying not to think about the time Ryder and I made love on it.

      “Lots of big clients taking your time?” my mother asked.

      “A few.” I doodled nervously with a pencil on a pad of paper.

      “Katiebug,” my father said when he picked up. “How’s my girl?”

      I smiled, loving how my father continued to call me my childhood nickname. Would I do that with my child? “Hi, dad.”

      “Is Danny behaving himself?” my father asked.

      “He’s the usual.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Listen, I have some important news I need to tell you.”

      “Oh?” They both said.

      I sucked in a deep breath. “I’m… I’m going to have a baby.”

      There was a long pause on the other end of the line. Finally, my mother said, “I didn’t realize you were seeing anyone.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’re together on this?” I could hear the caution in my mother’s voice as if she wasn’t sure if this news was good or bad.

      “We both want the baby.”

      “Are you getting married?” my father asked. My parents weren’t strict traditionalists, but I knew they’d prefer that I get married if I was having a baby.

      “Jim, people don’t have to get married anymore. They’re very progressive out in California about such things.”

      Should I tell them the truth? That the father was willing to get married? “That might have happened, but now… I don’t think so.”

      “Why? What’s wrong with him that he won’t step up?” my father asked indignantly.

      I inhaled another breath. “It’s Ryder. And Danny is what happened.”

      “Ryder Malloy?” my mother asked, the shock evident in her tone.

      “Yes.”

      There was another long pause. “I thought you didn’t like him,” my father said.

      “He hired me to help him with publicity and I got to know him again.”

      “Pretty well from the sound of it.”

      It was a similar comment that Danny had made, although didn’t sound quite as vulgar.

      “Oh Jim,” my mother chastised.

      “I take it he and Danny got into it?” my father said.

      “Yes… and well I sided with Danny, which upset Ryder.”

      “Still no reason to leave you alone with a baby,” my father quipped.

      “He’s not leaving me alone. I mean, yes, he’s angry with me and it’s over for us, but he’ll be a part of the baby’s life. Just not mine.” My chest contracted at the loss. It was telling me I’d totally messed up, and yet my brain still couldn’t sort out what to believe.

      “Is that what you want?” my mother asked, her voice turning soft as it always did when she was comforting or gently prodding her children.

      “No… I don’t know. I mean if he did what Danny said, then he’s not a trustworthy man.”

      There was another long pause.

      I continued on to fill the silence. “Sometimes he’s very sweet and generous, but he doesn’t care about his reputation, and as far as I can tell he’s not very appreciative of the people who helped him. He said he thanked you for all you did, but I know he didn’t.”

      “What do you mean?” my mother asked.

      “You never said he’d thanked you and you would have. So that must not be true.”

      My mother let out a long sigh. “Ryder has thanked us, Katie. More than we deserve.”

      “What?” My stomach clenched.

      “I don’t think we’re supposed to share that, Midge,” my father said.

      “Maybe that’s the problem,” my mother responded to my father. Then to me she said, “When Ryder got his contract with the Copperheads, he paid off Danny’s student loans and then he gave us money towards your education.”

      “What?” My heart beat a million miles a minute. Why hadn’t I heard this before?

      “He said he wanted to pay us back for all we did for him, but he didn’t want us to tell people about it.”

      I dropped my head to my forearm on the table as guilt rose.

      “Then two years ago, when I sick, he took care of the hospital bill and paid off our mortgage,” my father said. “We told him it was too much, but he said he had the money because of what we’d done for him, so as far as he was concerned it was our money too.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “And I’ll tell you something else, Katie, I’m not so sure I believe that whole story with Phoebe,” my mother continued.

      “You think Danny is lying?”

      “No. I think he saw what he saw, but he misinterpreted it and Phoebe lied.”

      I rubbed my temple. My brain was starting to ache with all the information my parents were imparting. “Why?”

      “Who knows why that woman did anything.” There was no missing my mother’s disdain for Phoebe in her tone. “Did you hear about DJ? I’m not sure I believe that, but she wants full custody and is moving with her new sugar daddy to Nashville, taking DJ with her.”

      “Now, Midge, we don’t know—”

      “I know I never trusted her.”

      “If it is true, Ryder betrayed us all. How could you still support him?”

      “The same way I’d still support you and Danny if you made a big mistake. I didn’t give birth to Ryder, but I love him like a son.” My mother’s voice was strong and committed. “And if he did betray Danny, I’d be disappointed. Just like I’m going to be disappointed if it ever turns out Danny perpetuated a lie that hurt Ryder. But I love you all.”

      I didn’t know what to think except that my parents seemed to believe Ryder. At the very least, they loved him unconditionally. What did that say about me?

      “Why haven’t you said any of this before?” I asked.

      “Probably the same reason you didn’t tell us you were seeing Ryder. It’s a topic that upset you and Danny both,” my mother said.

      “Listen, Katiebug. I don’t know what you’re going to do about Ryder and the baby, but don’t tell him we told you about the money. He asked your mom and me not to say anything. I don’t know why, but he likes to keep his good deeds to himself.”

      I knew all about that. “I won’t say anything.”

      “Is Danny there?” my mom asked.

      “He’s getting takeout.”

      “Well, while we wait for him to come back, tell me when my grandbaby is due and how you’re feeling.”
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      I would much rather get pounded into the dirt by a 300-pound linebacker than go through the pain of having the woman I love rip my heart from my chest. The emotional pain was a fucking bitch and I should have been tougher than to let it affect me. But it did.

      To deal with the emotional pain, I pushed my body to the limit during training. My workouts were harder, and at one point I thought I might have re-injured my shoulder. I couldn’t sleep without Katie haunting my dreams. And the last thing I wanted to do was head to training camp looking like a lovesick puppy. The guys would eat me alive.

      The worst part was that to be in my child’s life, I’d have to endure this pain every time I met with Katie. It was killing me that she believed I’d betrayed her brother, and I’d to feel that stab of rejection over and over.

      Stop being a pussy, Malloy, I told myself. But Jesus, it was hard.

      I tried to go through life as normal, but I didn’t want to visit my uncle, knowing he’d try to give me advice I didn’t want. Probably to fight for her, but what for? She thought I was a man who’d betray those he cared about. Or maybe he’d tell me there were more fish in the sea, but I’ve been with plenty of fish, and none made me feel like Katie did.

      So mostly I hid at home, taking runs on the beach, working out, and ending my nights with a little too much whiskey. It felt like a lifetime, but it had only been a week since she made her choice. At least I had training camp coming up next week. If I was lucky, it would be a distraction or maybe my teammates would pound sense into me.

      I’d just gotten off the phone with my lawyer to finalize some of the many decisions that needed to be made regarding the baby and my rights, when I got a text from Katie. I hated how my heart soared with the hope that she realized her mistake. But the text only said that she wanted to talk to me about the baby. Not us.

      I didn’t want to meet her, and yet, I had to. This was going to be my life from now on; only seeing Katie about our child. And that was for best, I reminded myself. Even if she wanted to reconcile, I wasn’t sure I could put my heart through the risk of getting it smashed to smithereens again. I texted back that I’d meet her at her place later that afternoon.

      When I arrived at her condo, I took several minutes to get the courage to knock on her door. I knew when I saw her, I’d want to beg her to reconsider. My head said ‘fuck that!’ If she didn’t believe in me, then she wasn’t worth it. If only my heart would realize that.

      I knocked on the door and waited. When it opened, Danny was standing on the other side. Shit.

      “Katie asked me to stop by.”

      “Actually, I did. I didn’t think you’d come if I asked myself.”

      I shook my head. “What do you want, Danny?”

      “I want to hear your side of the story.”

      I scoffed. “Call me when you’re ready to hear the truth.” I started to leave.

      “Wait.”

      I stopped and turned back to him.

      “I want to talk this out. For Katie and the baby’s sake.” He held the door open.

      I wasn’t in the mood to do anything for Katie’s sake, but already, I was prepared to crawl across broken glass for my child.

      I nodded and entered the apartment. “Are they okay?”

      “Yes. She’s at the doctor.”

      Anger flared in my gut that she didn’t tell me about the doctor’s visit. It was my baby too, dammit.

      “Want a beer?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Danny sat at Katie’s little dining table and motioned for me to join him. Reluctantly, I sat across from him. I wondered what he’d think if I told him I’d fucked her on this table.

      “I walked in on you in a towel with Phoebe in her underwear.” At least he got to the point.

      I shook my head. “I came out of the shower to find you and Phoebe in my room. And then you went berserk, accusing me of shit I didn’t do.”

      His jaw tightened. “What was I supposed to think?”

      I leaned forward. “You were supposed to know your best friend wouldn’t touch your woman.”

      “You did before.”

      I sat back shaking my head. “You weren’t clear about her in college. You talked about her like you talked about all the girls at school. I didn’t know she was special. Besides…” I decided not to finish the sentence.

      “Besides what?” His eyes narrowed as they studied me.

      “I didn’t pursue her. She came on to me.”

      He laughed derisively. “Right. The Malloy mystique.”

      I shrugged.

      “I can’t believe my sister fell for you.”

      I turned my head away, working to keep my emotions in check. When I turned back, I said, “She didn’t.”

      “Tell me what happened in your hotel room four years ago.”

      “Goddammit, Danny, how many times do I have to say it? I didn’t fuck Phoebe that day or any day past that one time in college.”

      “Then why did she say you did? Why was she in her underwear in your hotel room?” Danny’s voice was calm, nearly detached, which differed from before. It made me wonder what had changed for him. Had Phoebe finally told the truth?

      “I don’t know, man, I swear. She—” I didn’t finish because while I’d told the truth about not touching her, I hadn’t told him all that had happened that day.

      “She what?”

      But maybe it was time to come clean. He hadn’t ever wanted to hear that anyone but me was to blame, but maybe now his attitude was changing.

      “Phoebe came to see me earlier that day, wanting to… rekindle things with me.”

      Danny’s eyes flared with heat.

      “I sent her packing, Danny. And I was going to tell you about it at our meeting that afternoon. I’d never thought she was good enough for you, and that was proof. But I never got the chance.” I took a breath. “I worked out and went to my room and showered. When I came out, the two of you were there. That’s the God’s honest truth.” He’d either believe me or not.

      “Why did she say she slept with you then?”

      I held my hands up in surrender. “I don’t know. The only thing I can think of is that she knew we were meeting, and she wanted to get back at me for turning her down. She succeeded. I lost my best friend that day.”

      He shook his head like he didn’t believe the sincerity of my comment. “Some friend.”

      I leaned forward again. “I felt the same about you. You believed her over me. As far as I can tell, you and Katie both believe her despite the fact that Phoebe is the liar. And if she’s telling you your son is mine, she’s lying about that too. I wasn’t kidding that I’d take legal action if she or you try to say otherwise.”

      He scoffed. “Don’t want to ruin your reputation.”

      “What the hell, Danny? I was ready to marry your sister because of the baby. I would never abandon my child. If you really knew me, you’d know that. If there was any chance that your kid was really mine I’d do what was right and take care of him. I’m telling you, man, I never touched Phoebe and you’re a fucking fool for believing her. How you don’t know this is beyond me.”

      He sank back in his chair as if the air had gone out of him. “Is it hard to be so perfect, Ryder? To be worshiped and adored by women all over the world.”

      “I don’t know, Danny. I’m not perfect and the only woman I want to be adored by believes the same bullshit you do.”

      He jerked forward. “Oh come on. Life has been so easy for you. You took my spot on the football team. You got the full-ride to college. And then you took my girl, twice.”

      I leaned forward too ready to counter him. “I earned my spot on the team by working harder than you, Danny. I got that scholarship because I earned it too—”

      “You wouldn’t have gotten it without my parents’ help.”

      “You’re right. They pushed me to work harder, got me a tutor… I’ll forever be indebted to them.” I hoped to hell they knew that. While they never confronted me about Danny the few times I’d been in touch, they’d never come out and said whether they thought I was telling the truth or not.

      “You’re their favorite son.”

      I frowned, confused by his statement. It sounded like he was jealous. “No. I was a stray brought home by their favorite son. Your folks are good people, Danny. Mine weren’t. I envied you for that.”

      “So that’s why you took them too? Everything I ever valued, you took.”

      Jesus. Did he really see it like that? “You’re a fucking whiner. I didn’t take anything from you, Danny. You just didn’t fight as hard as I did to earn it. And I definitely didn’t take Phoebe, because I never wanted her.”

      He pounded his fist on the table. “You don’t think I worked hard?”

      “You didn’t work as hard as I did, you know it’s true. I practiced football morning and afternoon, you only went to afternoon practice and most the time you were flirting with girls who were watching. I studied as much as I played, especially in college. If you were honest with yourself, you’d know it was true.”

      He looked away as if he didn’t want to see the truth.

      I figured I’d go for broke since I had nothing to lose. “I’m where I am today because of your parents, coach Wilson, and working my ass off. I wanted to make them proud. I wanted them to see that I wasn’t a loser like my dad or a coward like my mother. The one person I felt had my back the whole time, was you. Four years ago, I learned that wasn’t true, and it broke my heart, Danny. But the joke’s on me because I let your sister tear it to shreds too.” I stood. “Anything else you want to know?”

      He inhaled a deep breath. “Want a beer?”

      I hadn’t expected that, so I simply stared at him.

      He shrugged. “I believe you Ryder, and as soon as my balls grow back, I’ll apologize for it.” He stood and went to Katie’s kitchen, opening the fridge and getting two beers. He popped both tops and came back setting one in front of me.

      He sat and after a moment, I sat too.

      “Why all this now?” I was trying to figure out what changed. Had I said something to change his mind or did Phoebe tell the truth and he wanted my side? Did Katie say something? No, because if she believed me, she would have reached out to me. But she hadn’t.

      “Katie.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t buy that. She believes the lie.”

      “No, I don’t think she does. She’s just trying to be a good sister. It’s made her miserable and confused.”

      A part of me wanted to see hope in that, but I was done with believing in love. “She made her choice, and it wasn’t me.”

      “I can’t speak for her, but she’s pushed me hard on this, wanting me to be sure because she didn’t want to let you go.”

      Not wanting to talk about Katie, I asked, “What changed your mind? Did Phoebe finally confess?”

      “I told her I’d confronted you about DJ and how you’d threaten to sue her. She’d have never told the truth otherwise.”

      There was some relief in that, but not much. In the end, he hadn’t believed me because I’d been his friend. If Phoebe hadn’t come clean, he’d still believe the lie, and by extension Katie would too, assuming her mind was changed. She hadn’t reached out to me. She hadn’t told me about her doctor’s visit. As far as I was concerned, that was the answer.

      He took a long swig of his drink and set the bottle down, playing with the condensation running down the side. “I was so jealous of you.”

      “Why?”

      He looked at me like I’d grown a third eye. “Everything I wanted, you got.”

      “But you had the most important thing. Loving parents.”

      “You had them too. My parents think of you like a son.”

      I looked down as emotion swept through me. I didn’t know if Danny understood how felt to be discarded by parents and cared for by people who had no tie to me.

      “I didn’t earn that, but I’m grateful to them.” I looked up at Danny then. “They’re why I worked so hard. If I didn’t, they’d abandon me too.”

      His eyes softened. “My parents would never do that.”

      I nodded. I understood that now, since after this whole debacle, they’d still reached out to me a few times and allowed me to help them financially when Jim was sick. But I learned the hard way that love wasn’t automatic or forever. My latest lesson came from Katie.

      “They’re good people, Danny.”

      He sat back and studied me. I felt raw and could not find the strength to appear unaffected by his scrutiny.

      “What’s your intention with my sister?”

      I shook my head. “It’s different today than it was before you showed up.”

      He frowned and leaned forward. “Why?”

      I laughed. Did he seriously not know? “Because she doesn’t believe in me. But make no mistake, I’ll be there for my child. And if she needs anything, I’ll provide that too.”

      “But you don’t love her.”

      “It doesn’t matter how I feel. She doesn’t love me. She thinks I’m the man you’ve made me out to be all these years.” I took a long swig of my beer because my throat felt like sandpaper. “I’m not perfect, but I don’t betray people I care about. As much as I love your sister, I don’t want a woman who can’t see me for who I really am.”

      “So, you do love her?”

      I blew out a breath. “Yes.”

      “Good.” He held up his beer bottle. “To love.”

      I clicked my bottle with his more out of social obligation, because the truth was, I didn’t believe in love. Not anymore.
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      The fluttering sound made my heart swell. “Is that it?”

      “That’s it,” Dr. Wallace said as she moved the device over my belly. “It’s a strong heartbeat.”

      My eyes filled with tears, partly because of the miracle of growing life in me, but also, from sadness because Ryder wasn’t here. I should have invited him. Especially now that I was certain I’d made a mistake letting him go. I wanted to apologize and ask his forgiveness, but the anger and pain I’d seen in his eyes made me think I’d gone too far. Or maybe I was just a coward and didn’t want to hear him tell me he’d had enough of my lack of faith in him.

      “Everything looks great,” Dr. Wallace said to me as I pulled my shirt down over my belly. “I’m thinking you’ll have a bundle of joy mid-December.”

      In some ways, December seemed so far away, and yet, so soon when I considered how much there was to get ready for a baby. Much of it would be during football season, so how much would Ryder be able to help me? Would he help me?

      Yes, of course he would. I had no doubt that he wanted to be involved with his child. It was me that had let him down. Knowing how much it hurt him when people thought the worst of him, I was certain my betrayal had killed any feelings he had for me.

      Tears sprang to my eyes again.

      “You okay?” The doctor gently put her hand on my arm.

      “Yes. I was just thinking of the baby’s father.”

      “He’s not involved?”

      “Actually, he wants to be. I should have let him know about this visit.”

      “But you’re not a couple?”

      I shook my head. The weight of what I’d lost made it almost impossible to breathe. I loved Ryder. I hadn’t known how much until he was gone.

      “It’s a good thing he wants to be involved at least. Having a baby is a lot of work. Raising them is even more.”

      I managed a wan smile. “He’ll be a great father.”

      I left the doctor’s office with a sonogram picture of my baby. Had things been different, Ryder would have been there to see it and hear the heartbeat too. What sort of person was I that I hadn’t invited him? A coward. I couldn’t face him and have him look at me with those cutting blue eyes. But I had to get over that. I had to talk to him and made plans about the baby.

      But first, I had to get to work. There was another issue I needed to deal with; telling my boss I was pregnant. And I supposed at some point, it would come out that Ryder was the father. He fired me, so I wasn’t breaking any rules now, but I had been when I was sleeping with my client.

      My boss knew Ryder fired me and wasn’t surprised. Like most other people, he’d thought Ryder was exactly as his public image suggested. They figured he’d fired me because I was asking him to do stuff he didn’t want to do or that he didn’t care about his image. I wanted to correct him but wasn’t brave enough.

      Of course, when my pregnancy came out, and they knew that Ryder was the father, I’d likely get fired from the firm. I’d have to get a new job. I wondered if it was hard to get hired when pregnant. If I couldn’t get a new job, I’d have to return to Missouri. I knew my parents would help, but I was certain Ryder wouldn’t like the baby being so far away. God, what a mess.

      I pushed all that aside as I entered my office, shutting the door, and getting to work. If I proved invaluable, maybe my boss would have to keep me. I was just finishing setting up an appearance for one of my NBA clients when there was a knock on my door. My heart leaped to my throat with a hope that it was Ryder.

      “Come in.”

      Danny poked his head through the door. “Got a minute?”

      My heart sank, and my brain reminded me that Ryder didn’t care for me anymore. “Yes. Everything okay?

      “Yeah.” He came in and sat in the chair in front of my desk. He looked at me for a moment and I couldn’t decide if he was going to deliver bad news to me or if he was about to share something he didn’t want to.

      “What’s up?”

      “I met with Ryder today.”

      Again, my heart clogged in my throat. I wanted to ask how he looked? Was he doing okay? But then I realized what he said. Danny hated Ryder. As far as I could tell, he was holding on to his belief that Ryder had done him wrong, even after I shared some of what my parents had said. “Why?”

      “The way you and Mom and Dad acted made me wonder if I had it all wrong, so I called Phoebe.”

      “Did she tell you what happened?”

      “Not at first. But then I told her that Ryder was going to sue her for everything she had if I went public with what she told me about DJ, and that seemed to change her tune.”

      “Oh God, Danny.”

      “Fuck.” He scrapped a hand over his face. “I don’t know why she married me. Clearly, she didn’t love me.”

      “Why did she?”

      “She was pregnant by someone else and wanted to be taken care of and have a father for her baby.”

      “But she said yes to marriage before that, didn’t she? You guys were engaged for several months.” I couldn’t understand Phoebe, except maybe she was just selfish and lazy. She wanted to live well without earning it. It would make sense then that she’d target Ryder. She probably thought since she’d slept with him in college, she could get him again. When that didn’t work, she went back to the original plan and married Danny.

      He laughed derisively. “I think she just wanted a ring and to say she was engaged. She’s quite superficial. I suppose you already noticed that.”

      I nodded. “So she set Ryder up?”

      “She’d wanted him. Had always wanted him. I was second best, I guess. Or the best way to get to him since we’d been friends.”

      I was happy that this was coming out, even as I was broken-hearted that it hadn’t come out sooner; before I’d hurt Ryder.

      “I wouldn’t say we’re back to being best buddies, but at least the truth is out,” Danny said.

      “I’m glad you worked it out.” I blew out a breath. “You do realize what you’ve done though, haven’t you?”

      He stared at me.

      “Danny, he was your best friend.”

      “She said—”

      “You betrayed him. You believed her and absolved her, sacrificing Ryder. It’s not a little thing. It’s as big as if he’d slept with your fiance.”

      He blew out a breath. “Fuck.

      “I don’t get how that happened? Besides finding them together, why would you so easily dismiss his denial?” If I was going to suffer losing Ryder, I wanted to know why. I’d put my faith in Danny and it turned out to be misguided. I needed to hear his reasoning.

      He threw up his hands and shook his head. “Jealousy I guess. I don’t know.”

      “Jealousy?”

      “Ryder’s life has been so easy—”

      “Aside from his mother abandoning him and his father beating him.”

      Danny glared at me. “I’m an asshole, I know it. But from my perspective, he got admiration for being a football star from mom and dad and the school, he got the scholarship, he’d fucked Phoebe in college, he got drafted by the NFL… all of that could have been mine, Katie. He took it.”

      “You don’t really believe that do you?”

      He looked away. “No.”

      “But you did? Jesus, Danny. No one can take a scholarship or NFL job from you. He earned that by working hard.”

      “If it weren’t for mom and dad—”

      “You’re right, but they didn’t give it to him either. He used what they offered to help himself. I don’t remember you having a tutor. Or getting up at the crack of dawn to train.”

      He stood and paced back and forth in front of my desk. “I get that now. I was a jealous idiot.” He stared at me for a moment. “I know that I’m the reason things imploded with you two.”

      I shook my head. “I made my choice—”

      “It was the wrong choice, and it cost you Ryder. He says he’ll be there for the baby, and whatever you need.”

      I nodded, noting the part he left out about Ryder wanting me. Clearly, that would not happen. Deciding I should own my part in this debacle I said, “I’m feeling bad I didn’t tell him about this doctor’s visit. I heard the heartbeat.”

      Danny smiled. “It’s amazing, isn’t it? I remember the first time hearing DJ’s heartbeat.” His smile faltered, I supposed at realizing DJ wasn’t his biological child. But he rallied and looked at me. “He loves you.”

      “DJ?”

      “No, well yes, but I meant Ryder.”

      “He told you that?”

      “Reluctantly.”

      The way he said it squashed the miniscule hope that bloomed in my chest. “But love isn’t enough?”

      “He said that you don’t love him, but I think it’s more about that you think he’s the type of man who’d do what I accused him of.”

      I nodded. Sometimes I thought Ryder was thin-skinned, but in this case, he had every reason to be angry and hurt. If someone I cared about thought I could betray my friends and family, I’d have a difficult time forgiving too.

      “So, what are you going to do about it?” Danny asked.

      When I looked at him, the question was sincere. Like he was waiting for me to map out a plan to get back into Ryder’s heart.

      I shrugged. “There’s nothing I can do, except keep him informed about the baby.”

      Danny frowned. “You can’t tell me you’re giving up that easy, are you?”

      “Danny, I questioned his character, his pride. They mean everything to him.”

      He scoffed. “I doubt that. Look at his reputation.”

      I waved a hand. “He doesn’t care about what the public thinks. But he cares deeply about what the people he cares about think. It’s important to him that they see him for who he really is; beyond the talent, fame, fortune, and whatever the media is saying at the moment.” I sighed a deep breath. “You and I really hurt him because we, and our parents, are important to him and how we think of him is important to him. We let him down.”

      Danny nodded.

      “He doesn’t show it, but he knows we’re part of why he’s successful.”

      “He worked hard too.”

      “Yes. And his story is one that would inspire others if he was ever willing to tell it, but I think he doesn’t because deep down, I think he’s afraid he’s not worthy.”

      Danny shook his head. “Ryder is the most self-assured man I’ve ever known.”

      I took a moment to gather my thoughts so I could adequately explain what I meant. “Ryder knows he can throw a ball. He’s rich, and he’s handsome, but all that is surface stuff. When he can’t play ball, or if he doesn’t have money or looks, what does he have left?”

      “He’s a good person?” Danny didn’t seem to get where I was going.

      “We know that, but I’m not sure Ryder knows that. I think he still sees himself as the kid his mother abandoned and his father abused, and right now he hides it with his talent and money.”

      “That’s messed up.”

      “Yes, and we, you and I, messed it up more by telling him that we believed he was the type of person who’d betray and lie to you. We reinforced his feelings of unworthiness.”

      Danny’s head dropped back, and I knew he finally got what I was trying to say. “All this time, I was jealous of him.” He looked up at me. “I don’t think mom and dad ever bought Phoebe’s story.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so either.”

      He leaned forward, putting his hands on my desk. “Do you love him, Katie?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No.” He cut me off. “There’s time. Maybe he’s hurt now, but there’s time. There’s the baby you’ve made. There are mom and dad, who haven’t been assholes to him like we have.” He cocked his head, “Have they?”

      I hadn’t told him about Ryder’s kindness to them over the years, but I felt I could say with no problem that our parents had never treated Ryder badly. “No.”

      “Then you can apologize, like I did, and get him back.” Danny’s expression was earnest, like he had to believe what he was saying to alleviate his guilt from the part he played in influencing my treatment of Ryder.

      In theory, he was right, but I knew Ryder wouldn’t be so easily convinced. His MO was to avoid difficult situations especially ones that involved emotion. At the same time, I owed him an apology, and I owed to our baby to try to salvage something of our relationship even if it didn’t mean we’d be together.

      I opened my calendar to check my schedule. The next few days were packed. Plus, I knew Ryder was heading to training camp. From now until the end of football season, his life would be filled with training, travel, and games. Single again, he’d be free to go back to his old ways of picking up women during his travel games and at home. But that was my fault. Regardless of how he lived his life, I needed to be strong and face him.
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      I got the ball off before my teammate, Sly, knocked me to the ground making my teeth chatter. That wasn’t so bad. I could handle being tackled. The problem was, the ball I threw didn’t make it to Speedy. I was playing like shit. Like everything else in my life, my football game had gone to hell. At this rate, I’d be a bum unable to care for myself much less a baby.

      “Malloy!” my coach yelled.

      I turned to him.

      “Get your ass over here.”

      I sighed and prepared for a verbal ass whipping as I jogged to the sideline.

      “Coach,” I said once I removed my helmet.

      “Your arm looks good, but your mind is somewhere else.”

      I nodded.

      He put his hands on his hips and studied me like he’d find the reason for my piss poor playing etched on my face. “Life out of the fast lane got you down?”

      I knew he was being facetious. “No, sir.”

      He scowled at me for a long moment. “Your PR person is here. Take the rest of the morning off, get your public life squared, and then be back here later this afternoon ready to play football.”

      PR person? I scanned the stands where fans often came to watch us practice.

      “Over there.” My coach nodded toward the building that housed the gym and locker rooms of the university facility we used during training camp.

      I looked and my heart stopped. Katie stood looking so pretty. My first instinct was to rush over and beg her to believe me as Danny seemed to. Anger quickly replaced the yearning. She made her choice, and it hadn’t been to believe me.

      I turned my attention back to my coach. “Sir, I want to play.”

      “Play this afternoon. Right now, get your business and head straight.”

      Reluctantly, I nodded and strode over to Katie. As I did, I wondered why she was here. She made her decision about me. So maybe she had news about the baby. Concern that something was wrong grew. Katie may not believe in me, but I was certain she would keep me involved with the baby.

      “Everything okay with the baby?” I asked when I reached her.

      Her eyes narrowed as if the question confused her. Then she nodded and patted her belly. “Yes. I… ah… I have a picture.” She reached into her purse and pulled out an envelope and handed it to me.

      I opened it and pulled out what looked like an x-ray film. I studied it and realized it was the baby. My heart swelled in my chest. This was my child. I drew a finger over the outline of a tiny body.

      “I heard the heartbeat too.”

      Emotion welled until I could barely contain it. But I forced myself to remain impassive. I didn’t need fans and sports reporters knowing about this business yet. Until I could get my game and life in order, my relationship with Katie and the baby needed to be kept under wraps.

      I looked up at her. “Why wasn’t I invited to the doctor’s visit?” I wasn’t successful at keeping the hurt from my voice and hated that she’d know how much she’d broken me.

      She looked down as if she couldn’t look in me in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Ryder, that was wrong.” She lifted her head. “I’ve done everything wrong.”

      “So, you’ll let me know about the next appointment?”

      “Yes, it’s next month. I’ll text you the date and address of the doctor’s office.”

      I wondered if I’d be around for it. We’d be in the preseason by then, which often involved travel. I’d also need to be ready for the world to know that I’d gotten Katie pregnant. While I wasn’t keen on having that news out, nothing was going to keep me from being there for my child. Even if it meant getting photographed with her at an obstetrician’s office.

      “Good. Thanks.” I handed the picture back to her.

      “You keep it.”

      I put it back in the envelope and would put it in my room once I finished with Katie. “Thank you.”

      We stood staring at each other, until I was squirming. “Well, I’ve got to get—”

      “That’s not why I’m here.”

      Irritation flared. “I’m not hiring you back, Katie.”

      Her eyes were wide, like a deer caught in the headlights. “I’m not here for that either.”

      “Then why are you here? It’s not a good time for me.”

      “I know, I’m sorry.” She looked beyond me to the field where my fellow teammates scrimmaged. I had to hope to hell that Johnny Allison, the second string quarterback, wasn’t outplaying me and preparing to take my spot.

      She turned her pretty gray eyes back to me. “I’m sorry.”

      I lifted a brow.

      “I mean, I’m sorry for not believing in you.”

      I shrugged like it was nothing. “I knew you didn’t.”

      “No.” She reached out and put both her hands on my arm. “Please don’t say that.”

      “Come on, Katie. We had some good times, but when they weren’t good it was usually because you believed some bullshit about me.”

      “That’s not entirely true. You’re a—” She stopped whatever she was going to say. Shaking her head, she took a breath. “When it mattered most, I let you down. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I want you to know that I’m sorry. That I regret what happened.” She bit her lip and tears welled in her eyes. It took every bit of willpower I had to lock up the need to comfort her. “I want to make it up to you. To show you how much I care for you.”

      I stepped away from her. “That time has come and gone, don’t you think?” If she thought I was going to open my heart again for her, she was going to be disappointed.

      “I hope not.” She wiped a tear that fell. “I do believe you, Ryder.”

      I scoffed. “You said that before, but when push came to shove, you didn’t.” I leaned closer. “Tell me, would you be here now if Phoebe hadn’t told Danny the truth?”

      She jerked back.

      “I thought so. You didn’t believe me when I told you that whole thing with Phoebe was a lie. Only when she confessed do you believe me.” I shook my head. “I know I’m a difficult man. I’m not perfect. But I deserve better than that.”

      She nodded. “Yes, you do.” She looked down, and it appeared all the life evaporated from her body. “I’m sorry.”

      “This doesn’t change things about the baby. I will be there. If you or the baby need anything, just let Ray know. We’ll work through him.”

      She hiccupped, and bit her lip again as if she was trying to keep from crying. Fuck, don’t cry Katie. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to stay strong against tears.

      “There’s one more thing I’d like to tell you.”

      I was ready to be done with this conversation, mostly because I couldn’t trust myself to not give in. “Okay.”

      She lifted her gaze to mine, her gray eyes showing a rawness I hadn’t seen before. “I love you, Ryder.”

      One part of my heart sang with joy, but I shut it up fast and instead let the anger come. “You have some fucking nerve, Katie.”

      She jerked back but then nodded. “I know. But it’s true. It’s been true for some time, but I was too afraid to say anything.”

      “Was it true when you thought I could your nephew’s father?”

      She shook her head. “That was a momentary lapse—”

      My heart was cracking and I couldn’t take it anymore. “Don’t fuck with me, Katie. I can’t take it. Whatever you felt for me, it wasn’t love because if it was, you’d have stood by me. You would have believed me when I told you that whole story with Phoebe was a lie.”

      She started to cry, and I used both hands to hold on to my helmet so I didn’t reach out to comfort her.

      She sucked in a steadying breath. “So, I’ve killed your feelings for me? There’s no hope?”

      I studied her. “Did you think you’d show me a picture of the baby, say you’re sorry, and we’d be back together?”

      “I’d hoped maybe you’d let me make it up to you.”

      “I’m sorry, Katie. I can’t. You…” I couldn’t find the right words to tell her what her lack of faith in me had done. “I just can’t.”

      She started to cry again. I watched her, at first feeling bad, followed by resentment for feeling guilty for hurting her. Why did it always turn out I was the bad guy? All this was her fault.

      “I’ve gotta go. Thanks for the picture.” I turned and strode to the locker room. With each step, my legs felt heavier and my heart more torn, but I gritted my teeth until I was alone, wondering how the hell I was going to raise a child with her and still protect my heart when it clearly still loved her.
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      I wasn’t surprised he’d didn’t accept my apology or want me back, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt that he’d sent me packing. My heart was heavy and I could barely breathe as I sat in my car and cried. The crying started when it was clear Ryder didn’t love me and got worse when he walked away. Not wanting to embarrass myself by crying in public, I made it to my car, but my heartbreak was so severe I couldn’t drive. So, I cried and cried, wondering if the pain would ever stop.

      I’d ruined everything for me and my baby. Yes, he’d be a part of the child’s life, but we wouldn’t be a family. I should have just taken him up on his offer to elope to Vegas, although I’m not sure he wouldn’t be starting annulment proceedings now if I had.

      I finally drove back to L.A. and went straight home and to bed.

      “It didn’t go well?” Danny asked later that evening as he sat on the edge of my bed. He’d been there for some time, but had given me space to grieve. Now it was evening, and he brought me a grilled cheese sandwich and a glass of milk.

      I shook my head. “No. He wants to have our communications about the baby go through his manager, Ray.”

      “Give him time, Katie. He’ll come around.”

      “He was so hurt, Danny. He can’t forgive me and I can’t blame him.”

      “Over time he’ll see you’re sorry and realize how great you are. I know it.” He took my hand and squeezed.

      “You’re quite a romantic considering your track record.”

      He shrugged. “You and Ryder aren’t like me and Phoebe. Ryder is just full of pride right now. Once he’s done being mad, he’ll change his mind.”

      I shook my head. “No, it’s not his pride. His childhood trauma was more severe than he let on, and I think he doesn’t trust easily. When people he trusts betray him, I think it wounds him to the core. Taps into someplace inside him that feels inadequate.”

      “Then he needs therapy to heal himself and church to learn to forgive.”

      I put my hand over my brother’s. “Thank you for being here.”

      “I have nowhere else to be. I’m thinking maybe of getting a job. I could stick around and help with the baby.”

      “I love that you want to do that, but you have a life at home. And DJ. Whether you made him or not, he’s your son.”

      He nodded. “You’re right. I miss him.”

      “Then you should go home.”

      “I’m not leaving you. Not like this.”

      “I’ll be okay.” I wasn’t sure how or even if that was true, but I didn’t want my brother to stop his life because of my mistakes. “Why don’t you bring me your business plan and I’ll finish going through it.”

      “No. You’re going to eat and get some rest.” He said it with authority, not giving me a chance to argue. So I did as he said, eating half of the sandwich and then falling asleep. Ryder haunted my dreams, as he did every night. Lately in my dreams, he was out of reach and I woke with a pain in my chest. This time in my dream, he made love to me, and when I woke, I felt even worse because I knew it would never happen again.

      The next day at work, I locked myself in my office and plunged into my work. The more I focused on work, the less time I’d have to miss Ryder and regret how I’d hurt him. Even when my phone and computer beeped with news notifications, and my phone rang, I ignored them, instead, I crafted press releases and contacted event coordinators about appearances for my clients. The only thing I couldn’t ignore was when the secretary popped her head into my office and told me my boss wanted to talk to me.

      I huffed out an annoyed breath, not wanting to lose my momentum, but when the boss called, I had to go.

      I made my way through the office, noting that a few of my colleagues were staring at me. What did they know that I didn’t? I looked over at Alan’s desk knowing he wouldn’t miss a chance to clue me in, but he wasn’t there.

      When I entered my boss’ office, he wasn’t the only one there. His boss was standing in the corner. Neither of them looked happy, so I could guess I wasn’t getting a raise or a promotion.

      “You wanted to see me?”

      “Have a seat, Katie.” His features were grim, and I felt certain I was about to be fired.

      “I suppose you know why we’ve called you here?” His boss, Mr. Parks, an older gentleman with silver hair and fading blue eyes said. He’d been a fairly well-known actor in the 1980s, but when his star dimmed, he partnered with his agent and few other men to start this firm.

      “Actually, no.”

      They looked at each other and then to me. Finally, my boss turned his computer screen toward me. I leaned forward to see better. It was a news feature on TMZ. I read the headline.

      Bad Boy Ryder Malloy’s Baby Mama

      Oh God. I scanned underneath the headline and saw a series of pictures, one where I gave Ryder the sonogram picture and one with him turned away, leaving me crying.

      I started to read the article, and it portrayed him as the asshole they always did; a man who got me pregnant, but didn’t care. It made it seem like he was abandoning me.

      “Is this true?” my boss asked.

      “No.”

      “So you’re not pregnant with Ryder Malloy’s child?”

      For a moment, I wondered if I should have a lawyer. Was it really any of my boss’ business? Then again, Ryder had been a client.

      Deciding it didn’t matter if I lost my job or not, I nodded. “I am pregnant and Ryder is the father. What’s not true is this depiction of Ryder. He has every intention of helping me with the baby.”

      “Are you a couple?” Mr. Parks asked.

      “Not anymore.” I worked to keep the lump in my throat down and my tears at bay. I was at work and needed to be professional.

      “It isn’t good for the firm for our staff to be sleeping with the clients. I know these men have reputations, but Katie I thought—”

      “Ryder and I grew up together.” I wasn’t sure that would make a difference. “We had a relationship before.”

      “Regardless.” My boss didn’t care about my history with Ryder.

      I looked down at my fingers that there fumbling with nerves. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “His manager called and is threatening litigation against us for leaking this,” Mr. Parks said.

      I jerked my gaze to Mr. Parks and then my boss. “I didn’t leak it and I can’t imagine anyone here would.”

      “Ryder will need to prove that, and I’m feeling confident that we weren’t a part of this story, but it doesn’t change the fact that it looks bad.” My boss turned the screen back toward him.

      I swallowed, waiting for the next shoe to drop and be fired.

      “You’re a good publicist Katie, and I don’t want to lose you, but I’m not sure it’s good for the company to keep you,” Mr. Parker said.

      Even though I prepared to be fired, my heart stuttered in my chest as the inevitability of it hung in the air. “I understand.”

      “We’re going to talk to the partners about this, but I wanted to give you a heads up.”

      It turned out my career would come down to a vote among the partners.

      I looked up at them. “Thank you for letting me know.” I stood and after being dismissed, I headed straight to my office, ignoring the inquiring looks from my colleagues.

      I closed my door and went to my computer to pull the article. I re-read it, noting how unfair it was to Ryder. Granted, he didn’t do much to help his reputation, but he didn’t deserve to have everyone assume the worst. I knew I’d have to make a public statement to clear this situation up, which would probably push my bosses over the edge and have to fire me, but oh well.

      I went through my media Rolodex looking for the most prestigious media outlets with the highest readerships and viewerships. I finally settled on a daily evening national television show, Entertainment Now.

      After that call, I checked my notifications and messages. All of them were about Ryder and his baby mama, and all of them depicted him as a complete jerk for walking off while I was in tears. I could now understand why Ryder dismissed my work. He was right; the truth didn’t matter. People believing a lie affected him more than anyone else. Why would he put his faith in the media to get it right when those closest to him hadn’t believed him?

      I may not win him back, but I would correct the record. Chances were, he wouldn’t like me going on TV to talk about him, but I would not let the world think Ryder didn’t care about me or my child. He didn’t love me and we didn’t have a romantic future, but I knew that if I needed help, he’d be there, even if it was just for the baby.

      I left my office by a back door and headed to the Entertainment Now studio, where they ushered me into a makeup chair and then into the green room. The show was recorded, but I had to wait until my interviewer, Kallie Pierce was ready to see me.

      While I waited, I checked my phone to see if Ryder had texted. Should I tell him I didn’t out him? That I was going to try to fix it? I decided he’d either not believe me or tell me to not bother. He’d given up on the media long ago.

      Finally, I was ushered onto the set where I was mic’ed and Kallie joined me. I’d talked to her before, just not as a subject of her interview. Usually I was trying to get her to interview one of my clients.

      “Ryder won’t be joining us?” she asked.

      “He’s at training camp.”

      She gave me a look that suggested he was being derelict in his duties, which made me want to shake her. No wonder Ryder was so negative. Even when I was trying to make things right, people assumed the worst of him.

      “I have to say, Katie, I’m surprised. You don’t seem Ryder’s type.”

      I frowned. “You mean overweight?”

      “No, of course not.” She sputtered. “You’re smart professional woman. He’s usually seen with—”

      “The media have gotten Ryder all wrong. I hope I’ll be able to prove that.” God, I hoped this worked. He deserved to be seen as the wonderfully gentle and caring man he was.

      “So, are you two together?” Kallie asked.

      “Shouldn’t we save the questions for the interview?”

      “Yes, of course.” She motioned for me to sit in one of the two chairs. There was a large screen behind us where I was sure they’d show photos of Ryder.

      Several minutes later, we were filming, and I hoped to hell that even if couldn’t change the country’s opinion of Ryder, they’d at least know he wasn’t a man to abandon a woman and her child.

      The first questions were fairly benign, asking about how I knew Ryder. I admitted to growing up with him and may have embellished our relationship from before. The world didn’t need to know that it was a weekend tryst. Had the whole Phoebe thing gone differently, maybe we’d have been together longer. Who knew, perhaps we’d still be together.

      I did leave out the part where we had a falling out because of Phoebe. The world didn’t need another misunderstood situation to muddy the message I was trying to share about Ryder.

      “Katie, I know you’re trying to put the record straight, but when I look at this picture,” Kallie said as the picture of me crying and Ryder stalking away appeared on the screen behind me appeared. “I see a man walking away from a woman who’s just told him she’s pregnant with his child. He doesn’t seem to care.”

      “What you see is wrong. Ryder already knew about the baby and was ecstatic.”

      Kallie’s brow quirked up. “So he’s happy about the baby.”

      “Yes.”

      “So what is going on in this picture?”

      “I hurt him.” My heart ached to confess this, but if it helped him I’d do it. “I was trying to make up with him.”

      “But he said no?”

      I swallowed hard. I hadn’t expected this to be so hard. “Yes, and I deserved it. I really hurt him. I didn’t believe in him when I should have. And that sonogram picture? He should have been at the doctor with me when it was taken, but I didn’t tell him about it. I’m the jerk in this scenario, not Ryder.”

      “Even so, he is the baby’s father. It looks like he’s walking away from that.”

      “He’s walking away from me, not the baby. He’ll be there for the baby, I have no doubt. It’s unfortunate for him that he’ll have to deal with me to do that.”

      Kallie’s eyes turned sympathetic. “It sounds like you love him. Maybe it will work out for you two.”

      I tried to smile because I knew the public liked fairy tales and happy endings, even though I knew my relationship with Ryder was over. “That would be nice.” Worried that he’d end up looking bad for not giving me a second chance, I added. “But it would be more than I deserved. Ryder deserves so much better.”

      The interview went by fast. So fast, I worried I hadn’t gotten my point across. But there was nothing I could do about it now. Once I was done, I left the studio and headed home. I was glad Danny was visiting because I’d need him by my side when the show aired the segment tonight.

      “You can’t let this get to you too much, Katie,” my brother said as he took a seat on the couch next to me as we waited for the show to begin.

      “It’s my fault.”

      He shook his head. “No. He has a reputation because of his actions.”

      “He’s misunderstood.”

      “That’s still not your fault.” I could hear the frustration in Danny’s voice. I wondered how much was at me or for himself for initiating the event that led us to this place. After all, if he’d believed Ryder four years ago, we wouldn’t be in this position.

      “It’s not fair, Danny. Ryder has so much to give, and everyone refuses to see that.”

      He shrugged. “The bad boy persona is part of his appeal, I expect. Women seem to dig it.”

      He wasn’t wrong about that, and yet, the bad boy persona was partly the media’s doing.

      I didn’t say anymore as the opening music to the show started and I crossed my fingers that I could make America see just what a great man Ryder was.
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      My first reaction to the TMZ news the next morning was, “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” But I quickly resigned myself to its depiction of me. Of course, that’s what they’d say. They’d never talked to me, and I suspected they hadn’t talked to Katie either. Not that there hadn’t been calls. Ray had called me earlier to tell me his phone was ringing off the hook for me to make a statement. He recommended ignoring them all and instead sue Katie and her firm.

      I doubted Katie or her firm was the source of the story, but I was too detached to care. My reputation was already bad. This probably wasn’t going to make it any worse, and would solidify what people already thought of me; I was an arrogant, self-absorbed, player. Although it rankled that people would think I’d abandon a child. Even so, I didn’t have the head space to deal with this. Right now, my focus had to be on football.

      My only reply to my teammates and coach was that the story wasn’t completely true and that my manager was dealing with it. Once practice was over, I hid in my room instead of hanging with the guys.

      “Hey Ryder,” Speedy poked his head into my room. “You need to come see this.”

      “What is it?”

      “Your baby mama is on TV.”

      What the hell? My first instinct was to ignore it, but I couldn’t help but feel bad that Katie was being dragged through mud too. She might have betrayed me, but she didn’t need the media hounding her, especially since she was pregnant.

      I left my room and went to the common area where a large screen TV was playing an entertainment show.

      Katie looked a little pale as she sat in the chair across from the lady interviewer. “What is she doing?”

      “So, it’s true?” Sly asked. “You gonna be a daddy?”

      I nodded, but kept my eyes on the screen, wishing I hadn’t put Katie in a position to be tainted in the media.

      The host looked to the camera to open her segment. “This morning TMZ broke a story that Ryder Malloy had gotten his publicist, Katie Lawton pregnant, but wanted nothing to do with her and the baby. This evening, Ms. Lawton is here to set the story straight. Katie, thank you so much for being on the show tonight.”

      “Thank you for having me.”

      Jeez, she volunteered for this? What was she up to?

      “Katie, I know you’re trying to put the record straight, but when I look at this picture,” Kallie said as the picture of Katie crying and me stalking away appeared on the screen behind the two of them appeared. “I see a man walking away from a woman who’s just told him she’s pregnant with his child. He doesn’t seem to care.”

      “What you see is wrong. Ryder already knew about the baby and was ecstatic.”

      The interview went on with Katie admitting she’d hurt me and doing her damndest to take the blame, even though the interviewer seemed to keep trying to paint me in a bad light. I was an asshole for not taking her back.

      In a huff, Katie blurted. “Ryder is a textbook example that you can’t always believe what you hear or see in the news. And he shows why news outlets should do their due diligence to get the story straight. Ryder has a strong case if he decides to sue.”

      Sue? I wasn’t going to sue. What would be the point?

      “So you’re saying these photos don’t accurately depict what was reported?”

      “No. Ryder is very excited about the baby, and eager to be involved.”

      The interviewer looked up at the photo on the screen behind her where I was stalking away and she was crying.

      “Why is he walking away?”

      “Well for one, he’s at training camp and needs to focus on getting the Orcas to the Super Bowl.”

      “Damn straight,” Speedy said.

      The rest of the team let out a whoop at the mention of the Super Bowl.

      “My tears are because I’m sad, but that’s my fault. I hurt Ryder. Very deeply. Too deeply for him to give me another chance.”

      I winced. I didn’t want the world knowing my business.

      “I was crying because I’d hurt and lost a wonderful man.”

      “I have to say, what we know about Ryder doesn’t gel with what you’re saying. He has a reputation for fighting and womanizing.”

      “I can’t go into too much detail about Ryder because he’s a private man, but if you go back and look at each time he was in a fight, chances are a woman was being victimized or hassled, and Ryder is big enough to intervene.”

      There was a small upward twitch of my lips that she’d used my words to describe why I felt compelled to engage assholes with my fists.

      “In fact, there was an article not long ago that indicated Ryder had stopped his own father from harassing a waitress when he was seventeen.”

      Okay, she didn’t need to rehash my whole sordid history.

      “That true, Malloy?” one of my teammates called out.

      “Yep.”

      “You took out your old man?”

      “He had it coming.” I kept my eyes on Katie, wondering why she was doing this. She knew I didn’t give a shit about what people thought, and now, she was putting herself in the spotlight.

      “And the womanizing?” the interviewer asked.

      “Ryder is a handsome virile man.” Katie looked at the camera. “Is there a woman out there that wouldn’t want to spend time with him?”

      I winced, and the interviewer laughed.

      “Do you think she’ll tell the world the size of your dick,” one of the linebackers asked. I ignored that question.

      Katie turned her attention back to the interviewer. “But is he really different from any man, or any person his age that dates? The truth is, when he and I were together, he was with me.”

      “How can you be sure?” The interviewer had an expression that suggested Katie was being naïve.

      But Katie, to her credit, looked the interviewer in the eyes. “Because I am sure. Had I been smarter and more…” she paused as if she was checking her word choice. “If I had more faith in him and put less into what the media was saying, he and I would be together and planning a life with our child.”

      “That true? You were going to marry her?” Speedy asked standing next to me.

      “I tried. She turned me down.”

      “So, what’s she doing here?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

      The interviewer eyes widened in surprise. “Are you saying he was going to marry you?”

      Katie nodded. “He asked me.”

      Jesus, wasn’t anything sacred. How much grief was my team going to give me over a rejected marriage proposal?

      “What happened? Why would you turn Ryder Malloy down?” the interviewer asked.

      “I said no and will regret that for the rest of my life. But make no mistake, Ryder is going to be a part of this baby’s life.”

      The interviewer studied Katie for a moment. “You’re here trying to paint a better picture of Ryder, to clear his name, and yet he won’t give you a second chance. That seems harsh.”

      Katie’s gray eyes narrowed into slits. “Why do you do that? You all do that.”

      The interviewer jerked back. “Do what.”

      “Turn everything about Ryder into something sordid.”

      “Look out, angry woman on the warpath,” a team mate called out. “When they get that look in their eyes, it’s time to take cover.”

      Katie did look fierce as she told the interviewer, “I’m telling you that I’m the person who did wrong. That I deserve his anger and if I were him, I wouldn’t risk being with me again either, and yet you turn it around so that he’s the bad guy.”

      Katie looked to the camera again. “I hate to tell you people, Ryder Malloy is about as good-hearted, kind, and loving a man as you’ll ever find. I’m sick and tired of people making him out to be something he’s not.”

      The interviewer regained her composure. “He doesn’t do much to change his reputation.”

      Katie smirked. “Can you blame him? All you do is look for the bad. You tried to do it just now. The truth is, Ryder doesn’t a give a f… Ryder doesn’t care about what the media says. He cares about what his closest friends and family think, and on that front, I let him down.”

      My heart was a mangled mess. I wanted to high-five her for her spunk in sticking up for me. I wanted to kiss her for putting herself in the spotlight, even though I hated what that could mean for our baby. More than anything, I wanted to believe her, believe in her. I wanted to love her. I wanted to put my heart in her hands for safe keeping. But could I?

      I continued to stand in the middle of room, lost in thought as the show went to commercial.

      “She telling the truth? You wouldn’t take her back?” Speedy asked.

      I nodded.

      “I’ll take her,” Sly said. “She’s got smokin’ curves.”

      My inner possessive animal burst to life. “You touch her, I’ll kill you.”

      Sly held his hands up in surrender. “If you want her, why don’t you have her? Do you think she’s going to be single forever? Baby or not, someday, she’ll find someone else.”

      Fuck. The idea of that made my blood boil. She was mine dammit. And no other man was going to help raise my child.

      I marched down the hall to my coaches’ room. His door was open, so I entered. He was on the phone, so I waited.

      “Gotta go, hon. Give the kids a hug. Love you too.” He hung up and looked at me. “Something on your mind Malloy?”

      “Can I take off tonight?”

      One brow lifted. “Saw your girl on TV.”

      I nodded.

      “Is she why your game is off?”

      I nodded again. “Just tonight. I’ll be back first thing, ready to throw rockets.” Luckily, our training camp wasn’t far from Los Angeles. I could get to Katie’s in forty-five minutes. If things didn’t go well, I’d be back tonight, but if they did, well… I might want to stay the night.

      My coach studied me and then stood. “The heart is a fucking organ, Malloy. When it’s got love, there’s nothing you can’t do, but when it’s broke, well that’s like living with an anvil crushing it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “So, I’m going to give you permission to take off. Just tonight. No drinking.”

      “Understood.”

      Coach gave me a stern stare. “You better come back ready to take this team to the Super Bowl.”

      “Yes, sir.” I hurried out in case he changed his mind. I’d been in sweats, so I changed into jeans and a button-down shirt, and hurried out the door to my car.

      Forty-five minutes later, I arrived in front of Katie’s condo but was suspicious of the cars out front and movement in the trees. Chances were that the media was hiding out to see if I appeared wanting to get a scoop on my reaction to her television interview. Not wanting the world to witness my private life, I texted Danny to ask for his help. Then I drove back out of town and found a location that the media wouldn’t think to look for me or Katie. Then there was nothing I could do but wait, and hope, and even dream a little.
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      “Hey, Katie, let’s go for a drive.” My brother came out from the kitchen without the beer he’d gone to get, shoving his phone into his back pocket.

      “Why?” I was watching and re-watching the interview, feeling less and less sure about helping Ryder. What if I’d made it worse?

      “Because you’re going to make yourself crazy watching that over and over. And make me nuts having to listen to it.”

      I looked up at him. It was eight in the evening. What did he want to do? “Where do you want to go?”

      “Someplace away from the jerkwads hiding in your bushes.”

      I hadn’t completely thought that through when I rushed headlong into the interview, which was stupid because media was my business. I’d now put myself into the story, and I had to hope that over time, I’d be too boring for them to care about. Until then, I knew several people were camped discreetly outside my condo building hoping to catch Ryder. They’d be disappointed. Ryder was done with me. They’d probably write something nasty about him being a no-show. God, I probably did make it worse for him.

      “I don’t know that we can get away from them. They’ll just follow us.”

      “I’ll lose them,” Danny said confidently.

      I quirked a brow.

      “Without endangering you or the baby. Although I might get a ticket.” He held out a hand. “Come on.”

      I took his hand and stood.

      “Maybe you could get dressed.”

      I looked down at my yoga pants and long t-shirt. “Where are we going that it matters what I wear?”

      “In case you do get caught by the paparazzi, is that what you want plastered on the Internet?”

      He was right. “Fine.” I changed into a simple cotton dress and sandals. I combed my hair and put it back into a ponytail.

      “Hey, you look human again.”

      I smirked. “Asshole.”

      He grinned and for a moment we were back to how we’d been as kids.

      We drove quite far, and I was wondering what he had planned. “I don’t think the media is interested enough in me to come out this far.” We were halfway to the town where Ryder’s training camp was held. For a minute, I wondered if we were going there, but then my brother pulled into a parking lot of a diner next to a small inn.

      “What’s this place?” I asked as I got out of the car.

      “To be honest, I don’t know.” Danny got out on his side, but didn’t shut his door. Instead he looked over the top of the car and nodded behind me. “Ask him.”

      I turned, and my heart stalled in my chest. Tears sprang to my eyes at the sight of Ryder walking toward me. He was so handsome. I couldn’t breathe every time I saw him knowing that I’d hurt him.

      “Ryder.” I was doubly glad my brother had me change my clothes.

      “Thanks man,” Ryder said to my brother. To me, he said, “Can I talk to you?”

      I was nodding before he could finish. I couldn’t stop hope from blooming, even though odds were he was going to chew me out for talking about him on TV.

      “I’ll be in the diner. Text me if… well… you know.” Danny headed to the diner door.

      I didn’t know and didn’t care. Ryder motioned toward the side of the inn lush with trees and flowers. Because it was night time, it was dark and I couldn’t see the bright blooms, but I could smell their pretty floral scent. He motioned toward a bench and I sat, looking up at him expectantly.

      “I saw you on TV tonight.”

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted.

      One blond brow arched. “Sorry?”

      “I know you don’t like being in the media, but I just couldn’t let them say those things about you, Ryder. But I’m terrified I made it worse.”

      He nodded and sat next to me. I could feel the heat of his body and smell his manly scent. I wanted to climb into his lap, hold on to him, and never let go.

      “I keep telling you, the truth doesn’t matter.”

      A terrible thought came to me. “You didn’t get kicked out of camp did you?”

      He laughed. “It would take more than leaving a pregnant woman to get kicked out of the league.”

      “Oh, yeah… Brady.” I swallowed, feeling nervous and wishing he’d tell me what was on his mind that he’d gotten my brother to drive me out here.

      “You put a target on yourself, Katie.” His eyes were soft, and I knew he cared. Maybe he didn’t love me, but he wanted me and the baby to be okay.

      “I know. I’m sorry about that too. I figure over time they’ll get bored with me. It’s you they like anyway, and since we won’t be together much except for the baby…” I let my sentence drift off.

      He stiffened. “Tell me what you want.”

      “What?” I looked into his blue eyes, wishing I understood what he was asking.

      “When you came to see me yesterday, what did you want?”

      I sniffed as new tears came. He would make me relive hearing him tell me he couldn’t forgive me. I supposed I owed it to him to grovel. “I wanted your forgiveness and another chance. I wanted to prove to you that I believed in you. That I loved you.”

      He gave a slight nod. “Do you still want that?”

      I was feeling lightheaded from the hope and the effort to squash the hope in case I was reading all this wrong.. “I’ll always want that Ryder. Always.”

      His intense blue eyes stared into mine. I hoped he saw my love and total devotion to him.

      His finger gently drew across my cheek where a tear had fallen. “I forgive you.”

      My breath hitched as joy bubbled up. But I held back. Giving forgiveness didn’t mean he would give me a second chance.

      “Thank you. I meant what I said Ryder. I love you. I know I don’t deserve you and I don’t know—”

      His finger pressed over my lips. “I’ve got more to say.”

      I nodded.

      His lips drew up into a smile and my heart sang from the beauty of it. “I love you, Katie.”

      “Oh my God, Ryder.” I threw my arms around him and held him tight. Even though his arms held me, I still wasn’t quite sure I was getting my second chance. I pulled back. “Does this mean we can try again?”

      “If you still want me, Katie, I want you.”

      “Yes, yes, Ryder, I want you.” I strew kisses all over his face, until he held my cheeks, steadied my head, and then kissed my lips so tenderly, I thought I’d swoon.

      When he finally pulled back, I stared into his gorgeous eyes wanting to imprint his face in my mind so I’d never forget this moment. The moment Ryder Malloy said he loved me.

      “I’ve got the night off and a room at this inn.” He brushed a tendril of hair that escaped from my ponytail back over my ear. “I’d like to spend it with you.”

      I nodded. “Yes.” Was he kidding? I wanted to spend every moment of every day for the rest of my life with him.

      “I have to be back early tomorrow and need to focus on training, but you can still stay if you want and come watch.”

      “I’d love that. Maybe I can for a day. I haven’t been fired yet, so I should probably not miss too much work.”

      “Fired?” He frowned. “Because of me?”

      I shook my head. “No. I broke the rules, and I’d do it again, Ryder.”

      “I don’t want to mess up your job.”

      I cradled his face in my hands. “I don’t care about that. I feel like I can’t breathe without you.”

      He smiled. “Me too.” He kissed me again and then stood, taking my hand and walking me toward the inn. He pulled out his phone and tapped out a message. I assumed he was letting my brother know I was staying.

      “It was nice of Danny to bring me here,” I said as Ryder opened the door to a room overlooking the garden we’d just sat in.

      “We’ve had a truce of sorts.”

      “I’m glad.” I stepped into the room and gasped. It was filled with flowers and a bottle of something sat in a wine bucket.

      “I’ve got sparkling apple juice, flowers, and me.” He grinned. “Does it impress my lady?”

      I laughed. “You’re all that’s needed to impress me, but this other stuff is nice.” I looped my arms around his neck. “But right now, I just want you. Naked if possible.”

      He quirked a brow. “Skip the romance and head to the good stuff, huh?”

      I nodded. “I need you to touch me.” The banter was light, but inside I was burning with need. Not just physical desire, although that was there. But also, emotional need. I felt like until he touched me, the hole in my heart wouldn’t be filled.

      He tugged me close. “I need to touch you, Katie.” His voice turned rough, as if he felt the same. Together we fumbled and pulled at our clothes until finally we were naked. “So beautiful.” He dropped to his knees and planted a kiss on my belly. He looked up at me. “I missed you, Katie.”

      I held his face in my hands. “I missed you, Ryder. So much.”

      His hands gently caressed my waist and hips, his lips stringing kisses on my belly and lower. “I want to taste you.”

      I gasped, and my pussy contracted. His fingers parted my pussy lips, and his tongue lapped through them, and then flicked over my clit. I moaned, loving the feel of his hot tongue on me. He sat me on the edge of the bed, pushing my knees apart and settling his shoulders between them.

      “You taste so good.” Then his lips were on my pussy again, licking, lapping, sucking and white sparks of electricity were shooting through every neuron. I slid my fingers through his thick blond hair, holding him to me as my hips moved in sync with his mouth.

      “Ryder.” I moaned as he pushed me to the brink and then backed off. “Please.”

      “Whatever you want, baby.” He devoured me again, and this time as I teetered on the edge, he inserted a finger inside me as he sucked my clit and pleasure crashed through me like a tidal wave, flowing through to every inch of my body. My hips rocked against his mouth as he drew out every last bit of pleasure from me.

      I was a wet noodle, as he moved me up higher on the bed and lay over me.

      “Look at me, Katie.”

      I opened my eyes, to find his blue ones sparkling back at me.

      “Look at me while I fill you.” His cock rubbed against my entrance, and my pussy contracted.

      I gripped his ass with my hands and pulled, needing him inside me. Needing to be one with him again.

      He slowly slid in, his gaze holding mine, and what was arcing between us at that moment was more than lust or desire. It was like our souls were merging.

      “I love you, Ryder.”

      “Ah, baby, I love you too.” When he was finally deep inside, he kissed me, gentle at first, but it quickly rose in heat as his body moved in mine.

      It felt so good, but I wanted a turn to pleasure him. I pushed at him, until he rolled us both and I was on top. I rose over him, sinking deeper on his cock.

      “Fuck, Katie.” His eyes rolled closed as his hips rose to fill me deeper.

      “Watch me,” I said, giving his words back to him. I took his hands and placed them over my breasts.

      His eyes were hot with desire as he watched me ride him and his hands kneaded and tweaked my breasts.

      “You have fantastic tits, Katie.” He levered up and sucked one into his mouth. I felt it go straight to my pussy, which squeezed around his cock. I could feel each ridge of his dick as it slid against my pussy walls.

      “Ryder,” I gasped. “I need to come. Oh God.”

      His hands held my hips, guiding me faster and hard over him. “Me too baby.” He lay back, and his hips rose and fell in the same rhythm as I rode him. His cock grew thicker as I got closer and closer to the edge.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck… I’m coming…” he growled. The first splash of his cum coated my pussy walls and as it did, my own pleasure blasted like rockets through my body.

      “Oh yeah, baby,” he cried out.

      Together we moved and gasped and came down from our pleasure until I was sprawled boneless over his body. Our breaths were harsh as we recovered.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you, Ryder.” I murmured as I rest my head on his chest.

      “I’m sorry too baby.” His hand rubbed my back.

      I lifted my head. “From now on, we need a few rules.”

      He quirked a brow. “Such as?”

      “For one, I need to be sure that you know I totally trust and believe in you. Because I do Ryder.”

      Emotion swam through his eyes.

      “You’re a wonderful man, and I hate that your parents scarred a part of you into thinking there was something wrong about you, because there isn’t.”

      His eyes looked away, but I took his chin in my hand and forced him to look at me.

      “You aren’t lacking in anything, Ryder. You’re a wonderful person despite them. I’m going to work hard to make sure you know that every day.”

      “Thank you.” He lifted his head and kissed me.

      “There’s something you need to work on too.”

      His brow arched. “I thought I was wonderful just as I am.”

      I smiled and licked his nipple, making him hiss. In a minute, I’d spend more time doing that. First, I had to get us on the right track. “You are, but it’s important that when you feel like me or anyone isn’t appreciating you, you have to talk to me. You can’t just walk away.”

      “I guess that’s my MO.”

      I nodded. “And I don’t blame you, but if you remember that I love you and think the world of you, then you need to talk to me when you’re feeling rejected.”

      “I’m a pussy.”

      I squeezed his cock with my pussy. “No, I’ve got the pussy. I trust you Ryder, and you need to trust me. Trust that I love you so much it makes my heart hurt.”

      He rubbed his fingers over my heart. “I feel the same, Katie. I swear I do.”

      I smiled. “Good. Now.” I turned toward his nipples and started licking and biting him. By the time I was done, I’d moved down his body, and sucked his cock until his cum filled my mouth and he was yelling my name. Yep, life was good.
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      My life was fucking awesome. After I finished training camp, I walked into my home and found Katie standing naked in my living room. Her hair was down, flowing around shoulders and the sun streaked around her like she was a goddess. She was my goddess.

      “I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t bring any of my teammates home with me. I’d have to kill them for seeing my woman in all her glory.”

      She smiled, and the beauty of it made my heart sing. “Good thing indeed.”

      I dropped my bags and moved to her, kissing her as my hand drifted over her belly, where the first signs of our baby were showing. Her belly moved under my hand, making me stop the kiss. I looked into Katie’s eyes.

      Her smile brightened. “Say hello to your baby.”

      I dropped to my knees to worship her belly. “He’s moving?”

      “Yes. He or she.”

      We decided we didn’t want to know the sex of the baby. As long as it was healthy, I didn’t care. Boy, girl, it didn’t matter to me.

      Her stomach moved again, and tears sprang to my eyes. “Fucking miracle.” Katie’s fingers laced through my hair.

      “That’s your daddy,” she said to the baby. “He’s a big, strong man. When you get bigger, he’ll teach you to throw a football.”

      I looked up at her. “If it’s a girl, by the time she gets bigger, maybe there will be more girls in football. Like Jess at the vet community.”

      “Maybe.” She bent over and kissed my head. “Speaking of which, I stopped by there the other day. They can’t wait to see you and hear about camp.”

      I rose and pulled her to me. “Thank you for doing that. I know it means a lot to them to see you.”

      “Ryder, I love them too.”

      I stared at her for a long moment.

      “What?”

      “I want to make love to you, but now that the baby is moving, will it be weird?”

      She laughed. “No. And if you don’t make love to me, I’ll be very disappointed.”

      In one quick move, I swooped her into my arms and carried her to the bedroom. I laid her on the bed, admiring her lush body as she stretched out for me.

      “Did you miss me while I was gone?” I asked as I tore off my clothes.

      “Yes.”

      “How much?”

      “This much.” She opened her legs giving me a stellar view of her wet pussy.

      “Did you think of me?” I kicked my shoes off and yanked off my pants, freeing my cock.

      “I did.”

      “Did you touch yourself thinking of me?”

      A slight blush came to her cheeks. “Yes. But it’s not the same as having you here in the flesh.” Her head cocked to the side. “Did you touch yourself?”

      “Not at camp. Too many people around. My cock is going to explode here in a moment.”

      “Let me help you with that.” She sat up, and as I moved onto the bed on my knees, she gripped my cock and sucked him deep into her mouth.

      “Ah fuck, Katie.” It was like a nuclear bomb detonated in my body to feel her sweet lips suck on my cock after so much time away. “Jesus, fuck… I’m going to come too fast.” I pushed her away.

      “I want to taste you.”

      “Next time, baby.” I lay her back and covered her body with mine. “I need to be inside your body.” I pushed her hair from her face as I looked down in her eyes. “I like all the ways we pleasure each other but being inside you, a part of you…” I stalled as I struggled to find the right words.

      She ran her fingers through my hair. “I know. It’s magic.”

      I nodded, glad she understood.

      “You’re magic.” I kissed her, savoring the sweet taste of her hot mouth.

      There had been a time I thought it would be impossible to settle with one woman. It seemed like life would get old and stale if it was the same day in and day out. Sex, in particular, would become boring.

      But every time I touched Katie, it was like I discovered something new. The physical excitement was always beyond compare, but even more than that, I felt whole. Like she was the piece my heart or maybe my soul that had been missing for most of my life. I knew I’d never get bored with her. I never would get enough of her.

      She didn’t know it yet, but someday we’d be married and we’d have a brood of kids. But her words several months ago about not wanting to get married just because of a baby stuck with me. So my goal now was to make sure I loved her. That wanting to spend my life with her was about her, and not the baby.

      Right now, my goal was to reconnect with her in the most primal way, flesh to flesh. I plunged my dick deep into her pussy, loving how it sucked and squeezed as I pushed inside her. Her head tilted back, and I kissed the sexy column of her neck, tasting the light sheen of her perspiration. I made her hot, and that turned me on even more.

      I adjusted my weight, not wanting to put too much on her belly. “You okay, baby?”

      “Fuck me, Ryder.”

      I laughed at the need in her voice. “Yes, ma’am.” I took my time, watching her face as I withdrew and then slid back in. I loved the noises she made when I hit the hilt, pushing her up making her tits sway. I sucked a nipple into my mouth as I withdrew and sank into her again.

      “Yes… so good… God… you’re so big…”

      “Compared to what?” I licked along her collar bone.

      Her eyes opened. “I don’t know. I’ve never had another dick.”

      It was stupid, but knowing that filled me with perverse pride. I was the only man she’d had, and if I had my way, I’d be the only one she ever would.

      “Not even a fake one?”

      She shook her head. “Just yours Ryder.” She cocked her head to the side. “I wonder if you could use yours as a model for a toy company. That would be a lucrative endorsement.”

      I burst out laughing. “Ah baby, you’re too much.” I kissed her hard and then trailed little kisses to her ear. “You’re the only one that can really appreciate my cock.”

      She sighed. “I wouldn’t want to share anyway.”

      I continued to pump slowly, the heat and need building by slow degrees. It was magical and beautiful, even though it was torture not to give in to my raging desire to pump hard and fast into her sweet pussy.

      She must have felt the same, because she whimpered and her hands gripped my ass, pulling me harder and faster against her.

      “I don’t want to hurt the baby,” I whispered to her.

      “You won’t.” I could hear the desperation in her voice.

      I withdrew, and she let out a curse. But I turned her over onto on all fours. In this position, I wouldn’t be putting pressure on her belly.

      I moved behind her and wrapped my arm around her body. She rose up on her knees so her back was against my chest. I kissed her ear, her neck, and her shoulder, as one hand kneaded her tit and the other slid down to her clit.

      “Oh, Ryder.”

      “Yes, baby.”

      Her head dropped back on my shoulder, and I loved how she surrendered her pleasure to me. I didn’t want to disappoint her, so continued to tweak her nipple, and dipped my fingers inside her. Her body hunched down on my fingers, riding them.

      “Take what you need, baby,” I whispered in her ear.

      Her breath grew harsh as her body rode my fingers. I pressed my thumb on her clit and she cried out as her pussy gripped my fingers.

      “Yes, come on my fingers, baby.”

      She came on a long moan that was so beautiful. She finally came down as I held her, telling her how much I loved her.

      She turned her head to look back at me. “Fuck me, Ryder.” Then she dropped her hands on the bed onto all fours.

      I gripped her hips, and sank into her sweet body again, thinking I’d be able to continue to have the same control I’d shown so far. But the minute my dick was inside her body, and her back arched, her head thrown back, I was a slave to my desire.

      “Fuck, Katie.” I went from zero to one hundred, pounding away at her as my need to come became as necessary as breathing. My hips slapped against her ass each time I plunged in. “Can you come, baby? I need to feel you come on me.”

      I could hear her breath quicken, but wasn’t sure she was ready yet.

      “Touch yourself.” I was teetering on the edge but didn’t want to go over without her. My orgasms were never as good as when her pussy gripped me like a vise.

      “Ryder… oh God…” And there it was. Her body contracted, squeezed, and sent me to the stars. Jesus, it was so good, as pleasure flooded my body.

      I continued to thrust and withdraw until my cum was dripping from her pussy. My lungs burned and my thighs were feeling strained, but what did that matter? Coming in Katie was like heaven.

      I carefully maneuvered us until I was on my back and she was nestled with her head on my shoulder. I kissed her forehead and within a few minutes, she was asleep. Apparently, growing a baby was a tiring thing. She’d told me she’d been taking a lot of naps.

      I watched her for a few moments, marveling that she was mine. But eventually, the call of nature and a growling stomach had me getting up.

      I made myself a sandwich and was about to take it to the terrace when I saw a portfolio on the table. Curious, I opened it and saw it was a business plan. Was Katie starting a business?

      I picked it up and took it with me to the terrace and began to read.

      “How long have I been out?” Katie said later. I’d finished the document a bit ago and was pondering it when she appeared.

      I looked at my watch. “Hour or so.”

      She saw the portfolio on the table. “That’s Danny’s newest idea. He wants me to help him, but I’ve been a bit preoccupied.”

      “Is he looking for money?” I held my hand out to her for her to sit on my lap.

      “Yes. But, as you know, he doesn’t have a great track record in business.”

      I looked into her gray eyes, knowing I’d see the truth there when she answered my next question. “Is it my fault?”

      She shook her head. “No.” She pressed her palms to my cheeks. “Your withdrawing financing four years ago was tough, but I think his problem was Phoebe and an inability to really put his all into business because of her.”

      “Do you think that’s changed?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “As you know, I’m not having much luck with endorsements so maybe I need to look at investing to secure our future when I can’t play ball.”

      She smiled brightly when I said the word “our.”

      “He hasn’t mentioned this to me, so maybe he wouldn’t be interested in my financial help,” I said. Danny and I were on speaking terms, but we weren’t as close as we’d once been, and I couldn’t be sure we’d ever get there.

      “I think Danny doesn’t feel right about asking you considering all the happened. I’m certain he’d love the opportunity to try again.”

      “What do you think? Does it seem like a sound deal?”

      She settled against me. “Yes, but I’d have a lawyer and maybe another business professional look at it.”

      “Do you think he’ll be okay if I show this to a lawyer?”

      She lifted her head. “I think he’d be alright, but you don’t have to. There are companies starting to take a look at you for endorsements. And you have turned down a couple.”

      “I want to make choices you and the baby will be proud of.”

      Her eyes softened and filled with emotion. “I’m always proud of you, Ryder. And our baby is going to think the world of you.”

      “I won’t let you down, Katie. Not you or the baby. I won’t be like my parents.”

      She held my face again, her eyes turning fierce. “I know that without a doubt Ryder.”

      It was ridiculous how important it was to me she knew I wouldn’t abandon her or the baby, or hurt either of them. I wasn’t like my parents. I was sure she knew that, but I was still compelled to make certain she did.

      “By the way, I got your tickets to the Super Bowl for that bet with Alan.”

      She smirked. “You may not be my client, but that doesn’t mean I won’t get you a great endorsement and win that bet.”

      “Well, we can give them to Danny and your parents then.”

      “They’ll only want to go if you’re playing.”

      “Preseason starts next week and I’m feeling better than ever.” The minute Katie and I made up, I knew I would have my best season ever. It was amazing what love could do to improve my game.

      “Mmm, yes you are.” She wiggled her ass on my cock, which of course rose to the occasion.

      “I’m feeling hungry again.” I lifted her and set her on the table, pushing her legs apart and feasting on her sweetness. Super Bowl or not, I’d already won the grand prize.
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      (Six Months Later)

      Ryder was a sexy man. He was sexy when he was on the football field working with his teammates to drive the ball down the field to win the game. He was sexy in the shower, with water and soap making his skin glistening and slippery. He was sexy rising over me, driving into my body as he made love to me. But I had to say, there was something extra sexy about six-foot-three, 220 pound Ryder Malloy holding our eight-week-old daughter and cooing at her. My heart squeezed with so much love and joy, tears came to my eyes.

      I was happy to have him home this week before the Super Bowl, where the Orcas were the odds-on favorite to win. I was so proud of him, but less about the football and more about what a wonderful father he was.

      “Hey, it’s on.” He called from the couch. Then he looked down at little Savannah. “Want to see daddy on TV doing something other than throwing a ball?”

      I sat next to him, leaning over to kiss Savannah on the head. I’d moved in with Ryder in the fall when my boss agreed to let me telecommute a few days a week so I wouldn’t have to travel so far for work. Ryder offered to sell the house and move closer to L.A., but there was no way I was letting him get rid of this house.

      Life with him was wonderful, although we had a few bumps. His being away for football games got hard sometimes. Not that I thought he was doing something he shouldn’t be. I just didn’t like being alone with a baby on the way. I worried he wouldn’t be here for the baby’s birth. As it turned out, he was in Nashville beating the pants off his old team when the first contractions came.

      He not only made it home, but he brought my parents with him on the private plane he chartered. Danny drove down from L.A. where he was living in my old condo. His business, with Ryder’s financial help, was doing better than I’d ever thought and was about to have its first national commercial. I hoped the website could handle all the orders when Ryder Malloy, the face of Danny’s business, pitched the green online store. And in better news, they awarded him visitation with DJ even though he wasn’t his biological father. To this day we didn’t know who that was, but we all knew it wasn’t Ryder.

      We watched the commercial, and there was something really sexy about watching my man talk about clean living.

      “Alan says this doesn’t count as an endorsement,” I said as the commercial ended with Ryder’s handsome face on the TV screen.

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s not an endorsement. You’re a business partner and the face of the company.”

      Ryder made a pfffttt sound.

      “But I think I have one for you.”

      “Oh?”

      I grinned because in my mind it was perfect, but I wasn’t sure how Ryder would take it. He was a big badass football player after all. He loved me and his daughter, but I wasn’t sure if he wanted to do anything that might go against that macho image.

      “What is it?” His brow quirked.

      “It’s a baby company that makes slings, packs, and other items for carrying a baby.”

      He started at me. “You made it sound like I wouldn’t like that.”

      “Would you be okay in an ad where you’re wearing a baby sling?”

      He laughed as if he realized what my concern was. “Can I wear my football uniform?”

      I snorted. “I don’t know.”

      He leaned over and kissed me. “I don’t worry that it will impact my manliness to promote baby items.” He looked down at Savannah. “I think the manliest thing I’ve ever done has been to love you and Savannah.”

      God, he did it again. Who knew Ryder could say the most romantic and sexy… there it is again… words. My heart filled to bursting.

      He kissed me again. “I’m going to put her down. I wouldn’t mind a glass of wine on the terrace. How about you?”

      “It’s not too cold tonight?”

      He gave me a look. “The California weather has made you soft.”

      He was right. It was twenty degrees colder in Missouri in February, but I wasn’t in Missouri anymore. I was in southern California. Still, I wasn’t a wuss. “I’ll get the wine.”

      Ryder put Savannah to bed while I got wine and brought the baby monitor out onto the terrace. It was nippy, but not too bad, especially for February.

      He came and stood behind me as I looked at the ocean. He rested his head on my shoulder.

      “Life is damn good, Katie.”

      I kissed his cheek. “Perfect.”

      “Almost.”

      I turned to him. “What’s not perfect?”

      He stared at me, his eyes glittering with excitement and maybe nerves. “Ever since I started playing football, I’ve dreamed of winning the Super Bowl.”

      “I know. And now you’re going to.” I was so proud of him it was difficult to contain.

      He took a deep breath. “I’d give it up in a minute for you and Savannah.”

      My heart swelled. There was so much love in it now, it was shocking it wasn’t bursting from my chest. “I know, but you don’t have to. By next Sunday evening, you’re going to have a Super Bowl trophy and ring.” I looped my hands around his neck.

      “I don’t care about that ring.”

      I studied him, wondering why he was so ready to give up his dream. “You okay?”

      He nodded. “I care about this ring.” He pulled a diamond and sapphire ring from his pocket.

      I gasped.

      “I don’t care about a Super Bowl ring, Katie. I want a wedding ring. Tell me you’ll make my dream come true and marry me.”

      I could barely see the gemstones glittering in the moon’s light because my eyes were filled with tears. I looked up at Ryder. “Yes. Yes, I love you, Ryder.”

      He exhaled a breath. “Thank God.”

      “You didn’t think I’d say yes?”

      He pulled me close. “I know you wanted to get married because of love, not for Savannah, and I hoped you’d know that I love you. Even if we didn’t have her, I’d want to spend my life with you.”

      I swallowed. “I love you so much.”

      “Then marry me.” He slipped the ring on my finger and then kissed the ever-loving breath from me. “Maybe we could skip the wine and go straight to consummating this engagement.”

      I laughed. “Absolutely.”

      “Tell me how you want to commemorate this moment? Making love in the hot tub? On the patio table? In bed?”

      “All of the above.” I’d only been given the go-ahead to have sex again a week ago, and we’d been trying to make up for lost time.

      His eyes flashed with wild heat. “Then get naked almost-Mrs. Malloy.”

      Several minutes later, we were in the hot tub attached to the pool, with me straddling his thighs as he sucked and licked my tits until my pussy was screaming for attention.

      I wrapped my hand around his cock, so long and hard, and stroked.

      “I’ll come if you keep doing that.” Ryder’s voice growled.

      “That’s the point.” I bit his ear lightly and tugged.

      He growled again and tugged my hips over his thick cock. “Fuck me, Katie.”

      I did as he asked, sinking over him until he couldn’t go any deeper. Our collective moans filled the night air. I started by rocking, my pussy contracting and massaging his cock, the friction growing little by little as he grew even thicker.

      “Oh God Ryder.” My breath quickened as pleasure ratcheted up. “I love your cock. You have the best cock in the world.”

      His laugh mixed with a groan reverberated against my chest where he’d been sucking on my nipples. “It’s the only cock you know.”

      I stopped rocking in favor of riding him, sliding up and down, savoring the delicious sensation of his dick massaging my pussy walls. “It’s so good, so good, so good…” I began to chant as I edged closer to the pinnacle of bliss.

      “Yes baby,” his voice was strained. “So fucking good.” His hands gripped my hips, guiding my speed. “Faster… oh shit… I’m going to come.”

      He buried his face in my tits, sucking and nipping. I felt it as keenly as if he was doing it to my clit.

      “I’m coming,” I cried out as my entire world drew in and then exploded in a million brilliant colors.

      “Fuucccccckkkk….” Ryder’s hips jerked up, and I felt his hot cum fill my pussy, which turned me on again, and I was writhing and coming again.

      When I was spent, I dropped my head to his shoulder.

      “What are the chances we’re going to make another baby?”

      I lifted my head. “You want more?”

      “Eventually, yes. But I feel like I have supersonic sperm and you’re like a fertility goddess.”

      I laughed. “I’m back on the pill, but if you’re worried, there are always condoms to add extra protection. Or, of course, abstinence.”

      He shuddered. “Don’t even say that.” He nuzzled my neck. “I’d shrivel up and die if I couldn’t make love to you.”

      “Then I guess it’s a risk we have to take.”

      He nodded and then looked up at me. “Life is good, Katie.”

      I smiled and repeated my line. “Perfect.”

      He smiled. “Perfect.”
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      Katie

      “I can’t look.” I covered my eyes, not wanting to witness the potential loss Ryder might face in the next few seconds. The Orcas were down by four points, with only nine seconds left on the clock on the twenty-five-yard line. They needed a touchdown to win the Super Bowl. The odds were against them.

      “If you miss a winning play, you’ll regret it forever,” my brother said next to me. We were in the luxury box at the stadium in Arizona. My father was with us, which I’m sure cost Ryder a fortune as Super Bowl tickets, in general, were hard to get, but VIP ones even more so. My mother was at the hotel with Savannah, content to coo over her granddaughter instead of watching football.

      “I know, but what if it goes wrong?” I couldn’t bear to see Ryder be so close to his goal only to lose it.

      “You still need to witness it. You know Ryder will fight until the fat lady sings.”

      He was right. I put my hands down and watched as Ryder huddled with his team and then nonchalantly walked to the line of scrimmage. He looked relaxed and confident. Me? I was a giant mess of nerves and worry.

      “Please, please, please…” I chanted and crossed my fingers.

      The center snapped the ball. Ryder grabbed it and took a step back, looking in one direction and then another, waiting for his receiver to get in position. But the other team came barreling down on him.

      “Throw the ball, Ryder,” my brother said.

      Ryder moved right, cut forward and then left to avoid getting sacked. His arm went back, and he shot the ball off like a rocket. My eyes stayed on Ryder as a huge player knocked him to the ground. I winced as it had to have hurt.

      Cheers erupted in the room, and only then did I look toward the end zone to see Speedy doing his signature touchdown dance. Ryder popped up and jogged to the end zone, high fiving and hugging Speedy.

      “Ryder just won the Super Bowl.” I was so proud of him that tears came to my eyes.

      “I always knew he had it in him,” my father said, hugging my brother and then me. The owner and other important people related to the team hugged and cheered. Champagne bottles popped open.

      “I want to see him.” I wanted to be there to experience his success with him.

      “He’s got to interview and shower. We’ll see him at the party.” My brother handed me a glass of champagne.

      I took the glass and gulped it down as the big screen showed a television announcer thrusting a microphone into Ryder’s face. He looked so happy as his gaze lifted toward the VIP box. Was he looking for us?

      “So, Ryder, how does it feel to win the Super Bowl on the last play of the game?”

      Ryder smiled. “It’s doesn’t suck.”

      “How confident were you in the huddle for that last play? Did you know it would work?”

      “I knew it would work if the other team didn’t mess it up for us. They played incredibly, disrupting many of our plays. This time we could succeed. I’m so proud of everyone because it’s truly a team effort. Without them, I’d be a pancake on the field crushed by the opposition.”

      “You did take a few hits. Any concerns about re-injuring your shoulder?”

      “Not one.” Ryder began to look antsy, and I knew he was ready to get with his teammates to celebrate.

      “Winning the Super Bowl is a dream for many young boys. Would you say this is the biggest thing to happen to you?”

      Ryder turned his attention to the announcer. “Excluding the birth of my daughter, this is the biggest thing. But I anticipate something just as big in a few days.”

      “Oh? What could be just as big?”

      “I’m getting married.” Ryder looked into the camera. “I love you Katie, baby.”

      There was a loud “aww” through the VIP box.

      “Gag,” my brother said, but he winked at me when he said it.

      “I’m going to him.” I couldn’t wait another minute longer to see him and hug him and kiss him.

      “We need to wait—”

      But I was already out the door, heading toward the locker room. When I reached the area, they stopped me, but I used my PR firm credential to get into the hall that housed the locker rooms.

      I was nearly to the door when a big burly man stepped in front of me.

      “No women allowed.” He smirked, probably because he thought I wanted to salivate over sexy football players.

      “I’m with Ryder Malloy. Have you seen him? Do you really think with a man like that in my life I’ll be looking at any of the other players?”

      The big man laughed, but I could see he would not budge.

      “She’s with me.” Ray came up behind me and without waiting for the big man, pushed me through the locker doors. There was whooping and yelling, and naked men everywhere. But my eyes went straight to Ryder. He was standing naked, looking strong and happy.

      “Hey.” His eyes gleamed with surprise.

      I ran to him, throwing myself into his arms. He was sweaty and smelled like my man. Too bad all these other players were around because I had the most incredible urge to give him the blow job of his life.

      “You did it, Ryder. I’m so happy for you.”

      “We did it, baby.” He kissed me hard and then set me down. “We need to be careful. If you get me hot, I’ll never live it down.” He winked.

      “Great job, Ryder.” Ray shook Ryder’s hand. “I think we’ll be able to get you a raise in your next contract.”

      “Where’s my hug, Katie?” one of Ryder’s teammates, who was also buck naked, said.

      “Keep away from my girl,” Ryder growled. But then he grinned at me. “We have celebrating to do.”

      The next two days were a whirlwind of celebratory activity. There was a party that night and the next day, we flew home where the city had a parade and celebration for the Super Bowl-winning San Diego Orcas.

      That afternoon, we went home, packed again and by that evening me, Ryder, Savannah, my parents and brother, Ray and George with his friend Nora were in Las Vegas. I stood next to Ryder, unable to keep my eyes off his gorgeous face as we stood in front of the man who would officiate our wedding.

      “You’re okay with a quickie Vegas wedding?” Ryder asked again for the umpteenth time.

      “Yes. I just want to be married.” Like him, I didn’t need a big ceremony. Just family and good friends, and someone to stay “I now pronounce you husband and wife.”

      The ceremony seemed to take forever, but finally, the words were said, and Ryder was kissing me as Mrs. Ryder Malloy. Except for Savannah’s birth, I couldn’t remember ever being happier.

      We had a small reception in our hotel suite, but all I could think about was being alone with my new husband.

      Ryder must have felt the same; he bent over, kissed me and said, “We need to consummate this marriage.” My pussy contracted in agreement.

      We packed up our things and prepared for a week on the coast of Mexico; far enough away to feel like we were on vacation, but not so far we couldn’t get home in a few hours if Savannah needed us.

      “Here is the travel information to get back to California,” Ryder said to Danny, giving him the private plane information that would take my family back to San Diego where they’d stay at our home with Savannah while we honeymooned.

      He turned to my parents. “You sure you’re going to be okay with Savannah?” I knew he didn’t doubt my parents’ ability to care for her. He was just being a protective father. This was the first time we both would be away from her together.

      My mother tsk-tsked. “I’ve raised three children, Ryder. I think I know what I’m doing.”

      I looked to Ryder wondering about his reaction to my mother including him as one of her children. His eyes swam with emotion.

      “Thank you.” He hugged her tight.

      An hour later, we were on another private plane heading toward Mexico. The flight was just long enough for me to ride Ryder’s cock and consummate our marriage.

      Later that evening, we lay in bed after more consummation, with the windows open and the sound of the ocean waves splashing outside. The room was dark, lit only by the moon. It felt like I was in a dream. A dream come true.

      “I never thought I’d have all this.” Ryder kissed my head.

      “All what?” I lifted my head to look at him.

      “Love. Family.”

      “You do Ryder. I love you and my family loves you.”

      He smiled. “I’d give up being Super Bowl champ just to have this.” He rolled me under him. “You’re everything to me, Katie. You and Savannah.”

      I pressed my palm to his cheek. “You’re everything to us. You’ve earned all the love and accolades.”

      “Ray says a shoe company is interested in endorsing me.”

      I kissed his chest. “Of course they are. You’re Ryder Malloy.”

      He grinned. “I owe you some props for taming this bad boy.”

      I made a pfffttt sound. “You’re not tamed, Ryder.” I gripped his cock, stroking it back to life.

      He hissed.

      “You just keep all your wild ways for me and only me.”

      His eyes turned feral. “You make me wild, Katie.” He pumped his cock in my hand. I loved to feel it grow and harden. My pussy contracted knowing it wouldn’t be long before it was sliding inside me, giving me the ultimate pleasure.

      He finally pushed my hand away, and made my pussy happy by thrusting deep in one stroke. Our sighs and groans filled the room.

      “I love your tight pussy, Katie. It feels so fucking good.” He moved slowly in and out as his hands gripped mine, palm to palm, and lifted them over my head.

      He thrust in and forced my breath out of me as electric pleasure sizzled along my skin.

      “You like that, baby?”

      “Yes. Oh… so good.”

      “I’m going to make you come. Scream my name when you do, Katie. I want the world to know I’m yours.” He bent his head, and sucked on my nipples, making me writhe beneath him as need coiled tighter and tighter.

      “Look at me, Katie. I want to watch you come.”

      It took all my effort to open my eyes, as he pumped in and out of me, each time a little faster, a little harder.

      My breath was labored, my heart was racing and my pussy was on fire with need.

      “Oh God.”  I was teetering on the edge.

      “That’s it, baby.” I heard the strain in his voice, knowing he was close too. I could tell because I could feel every ridge of his cock as it stroked my hot needy pussy.

      And then I was there. He thrust in, ground his hips against me, massaging my clit, and I went soaring.

      “Ryder!”

      “Ah God yes!” He did it again and again, drawing out my orgasm until I was a boneless heap filled with his cum. He wrapped me in his arms, rolling us until he tucked me close by his side. “I love you, baby.”

      “I love you, Ryder.” I rested my head on his shoulder, savoring the man who’d brought so much joy and love to my life. “You were right, all those years ago.”

      “Oh?” His hand gently rubbed my back.

      “We’ve got a good thing going here.”

      

      
        
        ***The End***
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      Pregnant with my brother’s best friend?

      No, that can’t happen!

      They say, the universe always conspires to give you what you’ve always wanted.

      In my case, it’s revenge with Jax Michaels.

      My brother’s best friend, my sworn enemy, and now my new boss.

      Three years ago, I let him deflower me.

      A mistake that left me devastated. Scarred. Wounded. Hurt.

      I’ve hated him all these years,

      Thinking of ways I can make him pay back for what he did.

      And fate makes sure our paths cross once again.

      Of all the fashion houses in the world,

      I walk into his!

      Did I say he’s still as charming as ever?

      And those smoldering eyes of his…I can spend the rest of my life simply looking into those.

      I think I’m falling for him yet again,

      But forgiveness is off the table,

      He needs to know that he’s the biggest regret of my life,

      And no matter how hard he tries, I will never trust him.

      Not even with a baby on the way.

      And that is why this will be my little secret.
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      Penny

      

      I groaned with exquisite pleasure, my body on fire in the best way. It was like getting hit by a million little pinpricks of ecstasy up and down my spine, sending out jolts of desire that left me panting and weak in the knees. Jax Michaels was kissing me! It felt like a dream. I had wanted him since I saw him all those years ago, and now his mouth was fused with mine, his tongue lashing in and out and all around.

      When his mouth pulled away from mine, I groaned, missing the fusion. When his hot, wet mouth clamped down on the side of my neck and began to gently suck, the groan turned to one of excitement. I tilted my head to the side, giving him better access.

      “Like that,” I whispered, encouraging him to keep going.

      The low-cut black dress I wore to the party on campus exposed a lot of skin. I wanted his mouth to touch it all. The heat radiating from within was making me pant. No—what he was doing to my body was making me pant and gasp for air as I struggled to deal with the ecstasy pumping through my veins. I had kissed men before, but this was next level. The man was experienced and seemed to know exactly when to apply pressure and when to use a featherlight brush of his lips over my skin.

      “Do you like that?” he asked, his tone a little cocky, but I didn’t mind.

      “I do,” I gasped.

      He had moved over the front of my chest and was making slow circles with his tongue and teeth. I realized his path was impeded by the damn dress. I wasn’t about to let that get in the way of me finally getting what I wanted. The night was too perfect to let it be ruined by a dress. I reached behind me and with a little twisting, managed to grab hold of the zipper and pull it down. His face moved away from my flesh, his perfect green eyes staring into mine as I let the dress fall forward. It took me less than three seconds to rid myself of the skimpy fabric.

      “Damn,” he said in that same cocky tone as his eyes roamed over my body clad only in my tiny black satin panties.

      I stood proudly before him, letting him look his fill. I wasn’t the shy type. At least, not with him in that moment. I had wanted it for too long. We were alone in my dorm room, and I had no worries about being interrupted.

      “I want you,” I stated.

      He sucked in a breath through his clenched teeth. “You’re sure?” he asked, as if he was going to change his mind.

      “Jax, I’m sure. I want you to be the one to take my virginity. I trust you. I know you. All I’m asking for is this one night,” I told him.

      Deep down, I wanted so much more than one night. I wasn’t going to lie—I was secretly hoping that once he realized how much he liked having sex with me, he’d want me for good. He’d become addicted like I had seen so many other guys do with my friends. They always told me their relationships bloomed after a hookup at a party. Usually those relationships fizzled out or ended up with one person getting hurt. I knew Jax wouldn’t hurt me. We’d still be friends even if he wouldn’t want to be my boyfriend—yet. I had a plan to work on that part. For now, I was more than happy to cash in my V-card with my big brother’s best friend.

      My approval was all he needed. His mouth dropped back to my neck before he bent his tall, lean frame over to kiss my breast. I cried out. The contact felt like I was being branded. In many ways, I knew I was. I was Jax’s girl, whether he knew it or not. I was his.

      “Lie down,” he ordered.

      I nodded, butterflies in my belly making me feel fluttery as I sat down on my small twin bed. I lay back on the pillows, my eyes watching him. It was all new to me. I wasn’t sure what I should do and chose to lie there and let him show me. In one swift move, he ripped off his shirt, exposing the bare chest I had seen a hundred times before. When he dropped his jeans, I nearly choked. I’d seen the underwear ads he’d posed for during the course of his modeling career, but seeing the package, literally, in person was very different.

      “Wow,” I whispered, the word escaping my lips before I had a chance to remind myself it was supposed to be an inner thought.

      He grinned. “Wow is right.”

      He crawled onto the bed and laid his long body alongside mine. He covered my mouth with his again, his hand squeezing and gently kneading my breast. I moaned against his lips. Once again, his mouth left mine, placing a long line of hot kisses down the side of my neck. He crawled over the top of me, and I immediately tensed. I tried to tell myself to relax, that this was how it was supposed to happen, but I was nervous and excited as hell.

      His mouth moved over my belly, his hands running over my rib cage as he slid down my body. He stopped, hovering over the apex of my legs. I tried to control my breathing, but it wasn’t working. I was panting, my stomach filled with heat and butterflies, making me feel twitchy. I could feel his hot breath through the thin satin panties. In that moment, it was all very real. His fingers reached for the panties, pulling the satin away and exposing the most intimate part of my body to him.

      “Perfect. Absolutely fucking perfect,” he growled.

      I whimpered. His words were like the wings of a butterfly floating over my exposed flesh. I was vibrating with anticipation, waiting for him to touch me. He gifted me with a soft brush of his lips over mine. My hips bucked, nearly smashing my crotch against his face.

      “Shh,” he whispered, the breath of air floating over me again, tickling sensitive skin and sending goose bumps over my body.

      He closed his mouth over my womanly core. I closed my eyes, the sensations too much to handle with my eyes open. I reached down, running my fingers through the messy blond hair that was reminiscent of a sexy surfer, just a tad too long for acceptable social standards.

      His tongue slid over me, parting my folds and taking me one step closer to ecstasy and losing the virginity I had been holding on to with an iron grip. He pulled back, replacing his mouth with one of his fingers. I felt him slide over the folds, now wet from his mouth and my own liquid heat. He pushed the finger in, just a little. The feeling was strange and good at the same time.

      “Relax,” he encouraged, the finger wiggling a little deeper inside me.

      “I am,” I told him, feeling anything but relaxed.

      “You’re tight.” He said the words as if he were in pain.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, immediately feeling like I was doing something wrong.

      “Don’t be. I’m going to make this good. I just need you a little wetter,” he said, pushing the finger in deeper.

      I gasped, my hands clenching into fists as my body adjusted around the feeling of his finger being inside me. “Okay,” I breathed.

      His finger worked in and out of me, stretching me as he moved it around. I could feel the wetness between my legs, my body responding in ways I didn’t know were possible. He pulled his finger out, and in a flurry of movement, he ripped the panties from my body before pushing off his own underwear. He rose over me, nudging my legs wide with his knee. I watched as he grasped his very large cock in his hand and lowered himself over my body.

      I felt the hard, round head of him at my core, demanding entry. He removed his hand and gave a small push. I gasped, flinching as he pushed in a little more. It wasn’t going to work. All the excitement and wetness I had felt dried up. It hurt.

      “I can’t,” I said, feeling like a complete failure.

      “Shh, hold on, let me get you wet again.”

      His mouth closed over mine, his cock barely inside me. I could feel the throbbing between my legs and wasn’t sure if it was him or me. His kiss made me remember what it was I was after. My body relaxed around him, giving him the signal to push on. He slid a little deeper, stretching me as he moved. My hands were on his shoulders, ready to push him off me if it became too much.

      “Jax,” I said breathlessly, feeling unfamiliar sensations burning deep inside me, centered at the point where our bodies joined.

      “Shh, just relax,” he whispered again.

      My body was his to control. I felt my muscles relaxing, allowing him to push all the way inside me. I moaned with contentment as his body seated itself against mine. I opened my eyes to check his expression and saw a look of strain.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, worried I had done something to cause him pain.

      “Good. Are you good?” He gasped out the words as if he really were in pain.

      “Yes, it doesn’t hurt anymore,” I told him.

      “Thank god. I have to move,” he mumbled, his body slowly pulling out of mine before sliding back in.

      The pain had turned into pleasure. The friction of our bodies joining sent shards of sharp ecstasy through my body. I held on to his shoulders, my body spinning out of control. I didn’t know what was happening, but it felt too good to stop. There was a flash of heat and my body was erupting, stars bursting in front of my eyes. I could feel myself drifting away, the sounds of Jax grunting and groaning making me smile.

      Jax collapsed beside me, our bodies pressed together on the narrow bed. He pulled me in close, holding me as he caressed one hand up and down my arm. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “So much better than okay,” I replied dreamily.

      He chuckled. “Good.”

      I didn’t mean to do it, but my body was completely sated and it felt so good to be in Jax’s arms that I fell asleep, thinking about our future together—which I was counting on there being a lot more sex between us. I was convinced what we had just shared was something special.

      When I woke up, I immediately felt his absence. I was a little disappointed but knew he had likely left to avoid any run-ins with the RA. I smiled and stretched before getting out of bed and pulling on my robe and grabbing my shower caddy. I left my room and headed for the shower, feeling like all was right with the world. For four long years I had been dreaming about Jax, and it had finally come true. Nothing could bring me down.

      I found myself humming in the shower, not caring that there were other people in the bathroom. I didn’t care until I heard my name. I stopped humming and leaned my head away from the spray of the shower, eavesdropping on their conversation.

      My jaw practically hit the shower floor. “No,” I breathed out as I listened to them gossip about me having sex with Jax last night.

      I could feel my face turning red. Apparently, Jax had told the world we’d slept together, and he had been sorely unimpressed with my performance, or lack thereof. I wanted to melt into the floor drain. I felt sick.

      “Penny Logan would have zero stars on her Yelp review,” one of the girls said with a giggle.

      I covered my face, leaning against the cold shower wall and sliding down until my bare ass hit the shower floor. I couldn’t believe Jax had been so cruel, cold, and callous. I thought we’d shared something special.

      I let myself wallow, listening to the girls gossip about the party the night before and some of the other misdeeds of my fellow students.

      Shake it off, shake it off, I demanded. I got back up, rage replacing the hurt. I hated Jax Michaels. He was a piece of crap, and I was going to hate him for the rest of my days. He’d better hope I never ran into him in a dark alley.
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        Three and a half years later

      

      

      

      I walked into my business headquarters in a space that was ridiculously overpriced in downtown Minneapolis, Minnesota. It was one of those areas that was trendy and cool and cost a damn fortune to rent space in. I knew I had to spend money to make money, but god damn, it was going to kill me if things didn’t start to change. Whoever came up with that saying should have been a little more specific: How much money and how long did a guy wait for a return on his investment?

      Right now, it was all about the image. If I would have put my offices in the boring financial district or off the beaten path, it wouldn’t project the image of success and coolness that I wanted people to see when they walked through the doors. The fashion industry was brutal. While some designers managed to make their stuff cool and trendy because they appealed to some secret underground world and didn’t mind a shitty headquarters, that wasn’t me.

      I wanted to be right up there with the greats. I wanted to one day have fashion shows that pulled in the top models and the big-name celebrities begging to wear my designs. I was a young designer at twenty-seven but hoping to capitalize on my modeling career that had slowly been fading as I transitioned to the other side of the fashion industry.

      “Good morning,” one of the young women who answered phones for us on a part-time basis said with a flirty smile.

      “Good morning. It’s nice to see you,” I replied.

      I stopped to adjust one of the huge framed posters on the wall of the hallway. It was a picture of me, washed in red. The hall was lined with similar pictures of me in my own designs. It was part of the image. I needed people to see me wearing the clothes I had created. I had been modeling the latest fashion trends for years, and my goal was to shift the trend to my designs.

      “Ready to get to work,” Dakota Mills said, walking toward me.

      “I’m always working.”

      He smirked. “It looked like you were flirting with the help. Take it from me, you don’t want to do that,” he said.

      I nodded, understanding what he was referring to. His pale blue eyes had been one of the things that had catapulted him to the top in the world of modeling. Few guys with his dark skin tone had light eyes. It made him almost instantly famous until one day, a single rumor from a jilted woman ruined his career.

      “Not flirting. What’s on the agenda today?” I asked him, resuming my walk to my large office at the end of one of the curved halls.

      The space looked futuristic. It was a little weird, but it was certainly unforgettable. Glass walls, curves instead of straight boring hallways, and lots of pictures in bright colors. The white stone floors made it look a lot bigger than it was. It was an illusion—just like modeling. Beautiful people were rarely as beautiful as they appeared on the magazines and billboards. A little lighting, a little creative camerawork by a skilled photographer, and the glorious magic of Photoshop and everyone could be beautiful.

      “We need to figure out the situation with the manufacturer,” he said as I pushed open the wide door to my office.

      My office was the only one besides Dakota’s that had the luxury of privacy blinds. I liked the idea of an open concept, but I also didn’t like everyone looking at me all day.

      Dakota closed the door behind us. I moved to the vertical blinds, closing them to give us a little privacy as we discussed a situation that tended to piss me off. “Is it figured out?” I asked, taking my seat behind the metal and glass desk that went with the modern design theme.

      “No.”

      “Shit,” I groaned, running a hand through my short hair.

      “We’ll get it figured out,” he assured me in his calm voice like he always did when I started to get stressed out.

      “We better—”

      “I got one!” Carolina Mills, Dakota’s younger sister, exclaimed as she burst into my office.

      “You got what? An STD?” Dakota teased.

      She gave him a dirty look with eyes that were identical to his. “You’re such an asshole.”

      “What did you get, Carolina?” I asked, not really in the mood for games.

      “I found our new head of the marketing department,” she proclaimed with a great deal of pride.

      Dakota looked at me, then his little sister. “Marketing department? How can we have a head of marketing when we don’t even have a marketing department?”

      “Shut up. Why do you insist on raining on my parade?” She glared, flopping down on the red leather couch in my office. She crossed her long slender legs and folded her arms across her chest in the perfect pout.

      “I’m asking a valid question,” he retorted.

      The brother-and-sister duo had both been models. It was how we all knew each other. When I talked with them about my idea of getting into the industry as a designer, they fully supported me and were more than willing to come on board—even if it was a sinking ship.

      “I don’t care what you call the person. You can call the position ‘head of fucking selling Jax’s fucking shit’ or ‘marketing czar’—I don’t give a shit what title the guy has. Who is he?” I snapped.

      Carolina smiled at me. “Our new marketing head is a recent graduate of a prestigious program at the University of Wisconsin’s flagship school, top of the class,” she answered.

      That caught my attention. I had attended the same school. “And?” I asked, rolling my arm to get her to keep talking. She was being purposely coy, something she was somewhat known for. She loved a good entrance and the dramatic pause to heighten interest in a story she was telling.

      “And our new head of marketing had a flawless GPA, and the references for not one but three internships were glowing. Apparently, our newest addition spearheaded a capstone project that was actually adopted by the company. It increased their revenue by seventeen percent,” she said, her smile bright.

      “Really? That’s impressive,” I said, looking at Dakota, who also looked surprised by the long list of accolades.

      “Really.”

      “How are we affording someone with that kind of a resume? You do know we are kind of struggling to get on our feet here,” Dakota lectured. “We can’t offer to pay a newbie a big salary.”

      Carolina grinned. “Because this new hire has never actually held a job and is still wet behind the ears. She’s fresh out of school and looking for that first job. The marketing world is serious business. Just because she graduated at the top of her class in her small school doesn’t mean she competes with the graduates from the bigger, more prestigious schools. She hasn’t technically proven herself in the real world, and that is going to be a big deal for a lot of other companies out there,” she explained.

      “She?” I asked, raising my eyebrows.

      Carolina nodded her head. “Yes, she.”

      “Isn’t it a little risky to hire someone with no experience?” Dakota questioned. “I mean, why are we the guinea pigs taking a chance on her?”

      “Yes and no. It means we get to train her the way we like things done. We already know she’s got some good ideas. We just need to capitalize on her talents and mold her into the marketing manager we need. We have a good shot at inspiring loyalty by giving her her first big break,” Carolina reasoned.

      I had to agree with her. We were a young company. I wanted fresh faces and new ideas. The fashion industry tended to get stale until someone came along and shook things up. I wanted to be the one shaking things up. A new, unproven team was one way to do that. We were the underdogs in the cutthroat world of fashion design, and people liked to root for the underdog.

      “All right, so when does this new person start?” I asked, eager to meet this wonder woman.

      “She should be here any minute,” Carolina answered. “I’ll bring her in when she arrives.”

      She got up and left the room, giving her brother one last snappy look, obviously proud of herself and wanting to rub it in his face a little. I just hoped she got that chance and her idea to take a chance on a newbie didn’t blow up in her face and ultimately mine.

      With Carolina out of the office, Dakota looked at me, shaking his head. “What do you think?”

      I shrugged. “I think Carolina knows what she’s doing.”

      “A young, wet-behind-the-ears young woman could be risky. I hope the salary Carolina offered isn’t too high. We can’t afford to go broke paying someone who doesn’t have a clue what she’s doing. You have to realize the risk involved,” he muttered.

      “We’ll keep an eye on things. Right now, we need to iron out the details with that manufacturer,” I told him, steering the conversation back to our original topic.

      We talked for a few minutes before I heard a soft knock on my office door. Dakota and I exchanged a look. “She’s knocking?” Dakota asked.

      “Obviously. Come in,” I shouted out.

      “Hi, guys. Our new hire is here,” Carolina announced in a sweet voice that was nothing like her usual tone.

      Dakota and I both got to our feet, knowing it was a woman and wanting to be respectful. I waited, my eyes dropping down to the tablet on my desk that had lit up with the announcement of a new email. I heard the footsteps on the floor and looked up. My eyes widened and my mouth dropped open. No fucking way.

      “Penny Logan,” I breathed out the name.

      She was staring at me. The look on her face revealed her horror at seeing me stand before her. I hadn’t expected to see her again. I kind of hoped I wouldn’t see her again. The last time I had seen her, she’d been sound asleep in the bed in her dorm room. I had taken her virginity and escaped before I had to talk to her in one of those awkward morning-after conversations.

      She was more beautiful now than what I remembered. Her raven hair was thick and just past her shoulders. I distinctly remembered the way it had smelled and how silky it had felt between my fingers. Her dark blue eyes were wide, staring at me. Her features were the same, but her figure was more womanly with more defined curves on her petite frame. I took in her outfit, a smart pantsuit with modest heels and minimal makeup. I remembered she’d always been a little on the conservative side, rarely cussing and always had a kind word for anyone she met.

      Memories came flooding back from a time I worked very hard to try and forget. It had not been one of the best years of my life. I involuntarily reached up and touched a finger to my nose. It hadn’t healed after she broke it. The crooked nose had become my trademark, a lot like Owen Wilson’s crooked nose.

      That broken nose had changed my life and led me to where I was today. To see her standing in my office as the new head of marketing for my company was mind-blowing. I had no words. I was shocked. Speechless.

      Fate had a very funny way of messing with me.
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      I stared at the man I had hated for more than a thousand days. I had quit counting after three years. There was a weird buzzing noise in my head, like I had grown a beehive in my brain at some point in the past ten seconds. I looked at Carolina, saw her lips moving, but struggled to hear what she was saying over the buzzing in my head.

      My eyes moved back to Jax, standing there, looking perfectly handsome, staring back at me with a dumbfounded look on his face. He was the boss. How did I not know that? It was clear he was the man in charge from where he stood near the desk and the way Carolina and the other man in the room, who bore a striking resemblance to Carolina, were looking to him. Jax freaking Michaels was my new boss!

      Cheese and rice! I had to be caught in a nightmare. That was the only explanation. Some people had nightmares about going to class naked, and I had nightmares about showing up to my first day at work only to find out my archenemy was the boss.

      Jax stepped forward, extending his hand. I looked down at it, recoiling as if it were a snake before I realized I needed the job. I had to play nice. I reached out, giving his hand a firm shake before yanking back my own. I hated that he was still so hot. How did a jerk like him get to be so sexy? It wasn’t fair.

      “It’s nice to meet you—or I suppose I should say it’s nice to see you again,” he said in that smooth voice that had once been the stuff of my fantasies before it had become the very thing that made my skin crawl.

      “You’ve met before?” Carolina exclaimed.

      I turned to look at her, those stunning blue eyes staring back at me, filled with excitement. “Yes.”

      “We grew up in the same small town back home in Wisconsin. Didn’t we, Penny?” Jax said with a smile on his face that made me want to slap it off him.

      “Yes,” I said, my brain struggling to access the rest of my vocabulary.

      My brain was busy filtering through the options. I couldn’t work for Jax Michaels. I couldn’t look at his face every day and not relive the humiliation, hurt, and anger he had caused. I had put out a lot of resumes and gone to some interviews, but the salaries being offered to someone fresh out of school were a little insulting. Carolina had offered me a salary ten thousand more than any of the others. I couldn’t turn it down. The opportunity to be the head of my own department was too good to walk away from.

      “So, have you been in Minneapolis for long?” the other man asked.

      I turned my head, looking at who I assumed had to be Carolina’s twin brother. “What?” I asked, trying to clear my head of the buzzing and focus on the conversation.

      He smiled, showing off a perfect set of white teeth. The man was gorgeous. I turned to look at Carolina and suddenly felt very not-gorgeous. I was in a room full of beautiful people and felt like an ogre. A short ogre. They were all at least six feet tall. Well, Carolina was probably just under that, but still, Amazons compared to my five-foot-five stature.

      “I’m Dakota, Carolina’s older brother,” the man said, reaching out to shake my hand.

      “Oh. Ah. I see the resemblance,” I replied, slowly returning to normal land where I had an actual vocabulary.

      “She gets her good looks from me,” he teased.

      Jax cleared his throat, drawing my attention back to him. I took in the sight of him, noticing the subtle changes in his appearance. He was still handsome with a Paul Walker kind of look but with that Owen Wilson nose. I still smiled whenever I thought about that little situation. He was tall and built, his hair much shorter than I remembered, and he looked more like a man in his business suit, minus the jacket. He looked like a grown-up. It had been less than four years since I had seen and touched his body, but I felt like an eternity had passed. I had been so young and naïve back then. He had been young as well, but in my mind, it didn’t excuse his behavior.

      “Have you been shown your work area?” Jax asked.

      “No,” I snapped, not meaning to sound rude, but he brought out the worst in me.

      “I was just about to give her the grand tour but thought we’d stop in here first. I know the two of you were anxious to meet the newest member of our team,” Carolina replied.

      “I’ll show her,” Jax said easily.

      I shot him a look, not thrilled to have to spend any time with him. “Thank you,” I said in a sweet voice, remembering my manners and reminding myself I liked to eat. Without a job, I didn’t eat. That was a pretty big motivator to tolerate my new boss.

      “Excuse us,” Jax said, moving forward.

      I stepped out of his way, not wanting any physical contact with the man. I turned to look at Carolina, almost begging her to save me from the big bad Jax. She only smiled in return. I resigned myself to walking the halls with him.

      “This space is unlike any other office environment,” Jax started, as if he were really giving me a tour.

      I nodded, scanning the walls on my left and the glass fishbowl to my right. That’s exactly what it looked like. A giant fishbowl with cubicles housing empty desks all positioned facing one another. “I can see that,” I muttered.

      My eyes moved back to the large poster on the wall, smeared in bright red and orange. It was Jax. I had completely missed the face when I had first walked into the office with Carolina. I had been so nervous about meeting the boss I had completely drowned out my surroundings. They were staring me in the face now—literally. The splashy photos washed in bright poppy colors reminded me of something I would see at an art museum. It was kind of cool. If only the subject matter were different.

      I looked at the somewhat silly images a little closer. Jax’s expression was serious, but the color made it almost cartoonish. Like it was a lighter, more fun version of Jax. It was his alter ego. I wished I had met that man instead of the one I was standing next to.

      “This will be your area. The modular furniture and the glass walls inspire collaboration while providing a quiet space if needed. See,” he demonstrated, sliding open a door that reminded me a lot of a shower stall door.

      “Why glass?” I asked.

      “We don’t want our people to feel isolated or restricted by cubicle walls,” he answered. “Or at least that’s what the designer tells us. The open concept is supposed to allow you to talk with your team without having to leave your desk. I like to think of it as a big think tank.”

      “You got the tank part right,” I mumbled under my breath.

      I had to bite my tongue to keep myself from asking where the pretty rocks were and what time would he sprinkle food over us. It was a fishbowl. An ugly fishbowl. An empty fishbowl, I realized, looking around at the empty desks.

      “We’re just getting on our feet. This will be your area where you’ll work with your marketing team,” he explained.

      “There’s no one else? I’m head of the department with no staff?” I asked incredulously.

      “As I said, we’re just getting started,” he said, his voice tight. “This is your desk,” he said, placing his hand on a cold metal desk with nothing on it except a tablet.

      I looked around the large office space with the desks all angled toward one another. I supposed it might not feel so cold and uninviting if there were people at those desks, but as it was, it was very stark. I began to rethink my decision to keep the job. Yes, it was good money, but was it really worth it?

      I reached for the sticky note on the tablet with my username and password neatly written on it. “This is my desk,” I said, trying to convince myself I was up for the challenge of working in a very unique environment with Jax as my boss. I wasn’t doing a great job at making myself believe I could do it.

      “Have you been home recently?” he asked, his tone shifting from all business to a little friendlier.

      I looked up at him, feeling he was too close. I took a small step back. I didn’t want to be alone with him. Despite the glass walls separating us from the rest of the office, we were alone. I could feel the heat from his body, sending me into flashbacks of that night. It was the last thing I wanted to think about.

      I shot him a glare. “Why do you care?” I snapped.

      He shrugged. “How’s Chance?”

      “You don’t get to ask that,” I retorted.

      “I was only asking.”

      “He’s none of your business. I’m none of your business.”

      He smirked. “Technically, you are my business. You work for me.”

      I shook my head. “I work for you. That does not mean we are friends. That does not mean you get to ask me about my personal life. Pretend we’ve never met.”

      His grin made me want to kick him in the shins. “If we’d never met, I would ask you questions about who you were just to get to know you a little better. I would ask about where you’re from and what kind of experience you had in college. I would ask about your family. Which way do you want to play this, Penny?”

      I inhaled through my nose, forcing myself to remain calm. “Fine. You know me, but we are not friends nor will we ever be.”

      He smiled and nodded his head before giving me a very thorough, obvious once-over. “Suit yourself,” he said and walked out of the office.

      He gave me one last look through the glass walls before disappearing down the hall and into his own office. I collapsed in my chair, wondering how I had managed to walk right into what was likely going to be one of the biggest disasters of my life. I was probably going to be fired before I ever got started. Jax was probably in his office right now trying to figure out how to fire me without opening himself up to a lawsuit for wrongful termination.

      Could a person be fired for being bad in bed? I didn’t think I would ever have to see him again. I didn’t think I would have to relive the humiliation of that day and the weeks that followed. I had hoped life couldn’t get any worse than it had been back then. I was so wrong. I knew I should walk out the door and never look back. How could I possibly get a fair chance at proving myself when my boss and I hated each other?
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      That had been a hell of a surprise, and I wasn’t sure that was a good thing. Seeing Penny after all these years had hit me hard. I had never expected to have so many old feelings, regrets, and even a little anger rise up at the sight of one woman.

      “That was interesting,” Carolina cooed, taking a seat again.

      “You’ll be the one dealing with her. I won’t,” I stated.

      “What? How is that even possible?”

      I shook my head. “I’m steering clear of that one. I want nothing to do with her. No contact.”

      I sat down behind my desk, feeling the eyes of Dakota and Carolina on me. I met each of theirs, defiantly staring back.

      “That isn’t going to work. This is your line, your vision. Your input is going to be needed, especially with the marketing team. You need to work closely with the team to make sure you are getting exactly what you envision your line to be,” Carolina pointed out.

      “I’ll do it. I’ll work real close with that one,” Dakota said in a way that suggested he had other things in mind.

      I growled at him. “Knock it off. Didn’t you learn the first time?”

      “Low blow,” he shot back.

      “We need to stay focused. Get your mind out of the gutter and stay the hell away from Penny,” I snapped.

      Carolina and Dakota looked at each other and then at me. Their blue eyes were glistening with mischievousness. It was remarkable how similar the two looked.

      “What the hell is going on? The two of you pretty obviously have some history, and I’m guessing by your reaction and by the way she paled when she saw you, it isn’t good history,” Carolina said.

      “Stop. I’m not talking about this.”

      “You better start talking because the tension is there. We need to know what it is we’re dealing with to avoid stepping in a big pile of relationship drama. That stuff is stinky and sticky, and I want no part of it,” Dakota stated.

      I rubbed a hand over my face. “I know her. I knew her brother. Her older brother and I used to be best friends. There was a falling-out a few years back, and she has hated me ever since. In fact, I have a feeling we won’t need to worry about me and her interacting at all.”

      “Why’s that?” Carolina asked.

      “Because she’ll probably quit. There’s no way she’s going to work for me. She hates me.”

      Carolina was shaking her head. “I suggest you play really nice, then.”

      “Why?”

      “Because when we put this business together, our main goal was to treat our employees well. Happy employees make for better work production. She’ll get a nice severance package, and I don’t think we can afford that. Plus, we can’t hire someone of her caliber for the same wage. We’d be forced to pay a lot more for someone with her talent. We’re only getting her cheap because she has no real experience,” Carolina pointed out.

      I got up, picked up my tablet, and stuffed it in my messenger bag before grabbing a few other items and shoving them in.

      “What are you doing?” Dakota asked.

      “I’m leaving for the day. I’ll work from home.”

      Carolina scoffed. “You can’t leave!”

      “Watch me. I’m the damn boss. I can do whatever I want,” I retorted, feeling a little childish.

      “You have the magazine shoot this afternoon,” she replied.

      I closed my eyes and groaned. “Can we reschedule?”

      “No. This photographer isn’t easy to get. We need the publicity. He’s going to be taking pictures of you and the office and talking up the company. You need this. We need this. The article will be going in Vogue,” Carolina explained, her voice higher than usual.

      I groaned and dropped my bag a second after I remembered my tablet was inside. “Fuck,” I uttered, hoping I hadn’t broken the electronic device.

      I had completely forgotten about the interview. Seeing Penny had shaken me up and left me frazzled. I could barely remember my own name let alone what I was supposed to be doing for the day. Today was the worst day possible for her to have flitted back into my life.

      “Sorry,” Carolina mumbled. “I guess I could ask if we can schedule for another time, but with the short notice, I’m not sure they’ll give you a second chance.”

      “It’s fine. I’d like to be alone,” I said, sitting back down in my chair.

      Carolina and Dakota both jumped to their feet and practically raced out the door. I knew I could be surly and cranky. They knew it and were used to it. I needed a few minutes alone to get my mind around the idea of working with Penny. I wasn’t sure I could do it. There was a lot of water under that bridge, and I sucked at swimming.

      I leaned back and gave up my fight against the ghosts that were pushing their way into my head. They were relentless. I thought back to those early years when I had first met Penny. She’d been a skinny, somewhat awkward teenager. Her coltish legs had always made me fear for her safety while walking. I kept imagining them snapping like fragile twigs.

      I used to spend a lot of time with Chance at his house. I hated being at home with my uncle, who was a real treat, especially when he was drunk, which happened to be all the time. Chance was like a brother to me. Penny did the flirty, teenage-girl thing, always trying to hang around us, batting her eyelashes at me and making a general fool of herself. It had been cute and endearing, especially when Chance would get irritated with her and make her go away.

      Then, after I graduated, I happened to be at Chance’s house one day when Penny came home. She’d been out shopping with friends before the start of her senior year in high school. She’d been improving with maturity, but that day, that day specifically, her natural beauty had damn near knocked me to my knees. It was like I was seeing her for the first time. I was immediately attracted to her but knew she was not an option.

      She was my best friend’s little sister and illegal for me to touch. It didn’t stop me from looking and watching. She still flirted with me a little, but she’d gotten much better at it. I remembered how jealous I had gotten thinking about the stupid high school boys touching her. I hated the idea of their clumsy hands roaming over all that smooth, luscious skin and the new curves that had practically blossomed overnight.

      I had managed to hide my attraction to her, knowing I could never touch Chance’s little sister, until I couldn’t. Chance and I had been hanging out at his house when Penny came home. It was the summer after she’d graduated high school and was technically legal, even if she was still in the don’t-touch zone. She was a lifeguard at the local pool. She walked into the living room wearing a pair of tiny shorts over her red one-piece lifeguard uniform. Her curves were on full display, and there was nothing girlish about them. She had grown into a woman.

      That first encounter was the first of many that summer. I made it a point to hang out with Chance often. Penny was always running around practically half-naked, clearly proud of her body and unashamed to prance around in that goddamn red suit that left me hard and aching every time I went home after spending time at the house. It was self-inflicted pain. It was all about looking at what I couldn’t touch. I used to fantasize about her getting out of the pool naked and walking toward me, wet in more ways than one.

      Despite my fantasies, I never touched her. I maintained my resolve to stay away from her. Throughout that long, hot summer, I remained a good friend to Chance and never laid a hand on his sexy sister. I blamed college for the falling-out. If I hadn’t gone to college, Chance and I would still be friends. Obviously that line of thinking was a little ridiculous, but if it hadn’t been for that one night…

      I closed my eyes, the memory wafting through my mind like a cool summer breeze. I’d been outside the frat house where one of my buddies lived. It was the traditional beginning of the year party with a lot of booze and young people looking to spread their wings away from the watchful eyes of their parents. Penny had breezed in, dolled up in a little black dress that left little to the imagination—at least my imagination. I had been fantasizing about her for months and had a good idea about what she would look like naked.

      As usual, she spotted me in the crowd and began her usual flirting. I didn’t mind. Hell, what guy would mind the hottest girl at the party flirting with him? I flirted back, keeping it safe but still having a little fun. After all, Chance wasn’t around. While the cat’s away—

      When she’d asked me to do her a favor, I eagerly agreed, following her out front. It was there my life changed courses. She kissed me. I blamed the alcohol in my system for stealing away that hardened resolve I had been clinging to all summer long. She tasted sweet, just like the Malibu rum she’d been drinking. I couldn’t stop the kiss. I told myself it was one kiss. A deep, intimate, long kiss—but just one.

      That old saying you can’t stop with just one applied to that moment. The vivid memory of her asking me to take her virginity haunted me to this very day. I’d been helpless to resist. She promised we would never talk about it again. We’d do the deed and then be friends, never speaking of the act. She’d given a very convincing argument. I wanted her. She wanted me. We were two consenting adults. What was the harm in a onetime thing?

      I remembered getting to her dorm room and kissing her. She’d been the one to initiate the first kiss, but I wasn’t the kind of guy who sat back and let shit happen. I had taken over. After all, I was the experienced one. The memory of being inside her tight sheath had me growing hard.

      The knock on the door and a second later the door opening snapped me back to reality. I cleared my throat, squirming in my seat as the erection I’d been sporting made things a little uncomfortable. The glass-topped desk provided no concealment.

      “What’s up?” I asked Carolina, who was giving me a strange look.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Fine. Why? What do you need?”

      “The magazine crew is here,” she announced.

      “Great. Give me a minute,” I said.

      “I’ll meet you in the conference room,” she said, giving me one last strange look.

      With a few deep, cleansing breaths, the remnants of the erotic daydream evaporated. It was time to turn on the charm and woo the reporter. There was a lot riding on the interview. I needed to be likeable, charming, and handsome. Having friends in the media world was important in my business. I needed them to paint me in a favorable light. If I was a dick, they’d write that or not write anything at all. No press was worse than bad press.
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      There was no way I could work with a tablet. I needed a real keyboard. I was going to have to bring my own laptop to work, which seemed a little silly considering I was supposed to be working for some big company. They couldn’t even afford computers? I looked around the stark room that was my office before looking out into the rest of the think tank. It was all so empty—spacious, but empty.

      I got up and wandered into the open space. There was a young woman working on the tablet with a keyboard attachment a few doors down. I knocked on the glass partition to get her attention. “Hi. I’m Penny. I’m new, obviously. Um, are there any keyboards for the tablets?” I asked her.

      “There should be one with your tablet. Did you check the drawer?”

      “The drawer?”

      “In. Your. Desk. You’re the new head of marketing, right?”

      I nodded, feeling like a complete moron. “I am.”

      “Check the drawer. There’s only one on these desks,” she said, not being rude but certainly not trying to be friendly.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled and walked out.

      I wasn’t making friends very fast. The thought of quitting crossed my mind once again. I wasn’t sure why I was staying. I hated Jax. The woman I had just talked to wasn’t exactly giving me the warm and fuzzies. Caroline had been nice, but I couldn’t work in a hostile environment.

      I nearly ran into a millennial, manbun and all, rushing passed me. I looked up and saw several more people all talking like they were discussing matters worthy of the Oval Office. Then I saw him. My heart skipped a beat. I hated that he could still take my breath away. His eyes stared into mine as he walked past me. I looked away, catching tidbits of the conversation and realizing they were setting up for a photoshoot.

      I rounded the corner and stepped into my office with the glass walls that gave me a clear view of the conference room. Jax was smiling, openly flirting with one of the women I pegged to be an assistant to the photographer. I opened the single drawer and found a mouse and a keyboard. I sighed with relief and hooked both up. I tried my best to focus on the software I used for design demos but couldn’t focus. There was too much going through my head.

      I casually turned to look out the glass wall and saw Jax sitting on a stool, a dark backdrop behind him. I watched as the man with the camera pointed and gestured wildly with his hands. Jax moved, giving the camera a side view. I wanted to groan and hate him for being so damn pretentious, but I couldn’t.

      There was no way to get away from Jax. He’d been everywhere the last few years: the cover of magazines, billboards, and ads plastered on the sides of buses and put up in stores. It was hard to have to look at the man I hated so much, yet still crave his touch. He had the consummate bad-boy look. Women were drawn to him, young and old. It was hard to resist a man who had a cocky demeanor and the good looks to go with it.

      Even I couldn’t resist him. I was the one woman in the world who should have been able to, and yet, I found myself drawn to those damn magazine ads. I hated to admit I had a shoebox full of those pages. I had secretly ripped them out and stashed them away to look back at on when I was alone. Even now, I found myself staring at him. He had a cocky smile. In many ways, he looked like a precocious boy. It’s when he turned those smoldering eyes on a girl that the problems started. It was impossible to resist, and when you were in his sights, there was no reason to resist.

      I turned back around, telling myself to focus on the task at hand. It didn’t matter what Jax was doing. I didn’t care that he was hot and sexy and made me feel all melty inside. It didn’t matter that watching him pose and pout and give that cocky green-eyed stare to the camera made me tingle and think about that night.

      “You need to calm down,” I whispered, almost afraid someone would see me squirming in my chair.

      “Stupid glass walls,” I snapped before getting up so fast my chair nearly crashed through the glass wall behind me.

      I rolled my eyes. “Who makes glass walls? That’s a dang lawsuit waiting to happen.”

      I headed for the bathrooms. Carolina had been kind enough to point them out on our way into Jax’s office. I had to walk by the conference room to get to them. That was not my reason for needing a bathroom break, I told myself. I glanced over my shoulder to feign nonchalance and found Jax staring at me. He was watching me. I quickly looked away and pushed open the door to the bathroom. I locked it behind me and walked to the vanity, putting my hands on the cool marble surface and dragging in deep breaths. Thank god the walls weren’t glass for this room as well.

      I turned on the cold water, running my hands under it before dabbing at my face, being careful not to smear my makeup. I quickly used the toilet, washing my hands again and feeling a little more at ease. I reasoned I could have coped with being in the same office with Jax if I had real walls. As it was, I felt exposed, just like I had been three and a half years ago.

      I pulled open the office door and paused when I heard Jax’s deep voice. “This is something I’ve been working toward for a few years. I’ve always wanted to get into the design part of the business,” he said.

      “How would you describe your designs?” a woman asked.

      “They’re easy, casual, masculine, and relaxed,” he rambled.

      I had to fight back a laugh. Those were all buzzwords. He’d clearly been preparing for the interview. I wondered who’d coached him. When I took over his campaigns, I would use more interesting words, ones that hadn’t been used a million times already.

      “What inspired the designs?”

      He laughed. “I would say my own experience looking for clothes that were affordable and appropriate for a hike or hanging out at home. I’m not one of those guys that likes to change clothes five times a day. I want to get dressed in the morning and go about my day,” he said as if he were just a regular guy.

      “Comfort over style?” she asked.

      “That’s the thing—I wanted both. My line will provide that all while being affordable.”

      “Perfect. So, now that we’ve talked about your business and what you expect for the future, let’s talk a bit more about you,” the female journalist said, practically cooing.

      I told myself to walk away. I didn’t want to watch or listen to the woman fawn all over him.

      “I’m an open book,” Jax answered.

      A soft giggle. “Can you tell me about your relationship with Lydia Lydon?” she asked.

      Cold fury stole through me, settling in my belly. I had no right to be angry about him dating other women. I had seen the stories and knew he was a serial dater. He loved hot women and the club scene, although he didn’t look like he did any real partying. I had a feeling it was more about being seen with the right people.

      Jax’s easy laugh filtered down the hall. “Ah, Lydia. We’re very close,” he said coyly.

      “Very close? That’s one way to describe it. You must know there are a lot of rumors about the two of you. You’ve been spending a lot of time together,” she pressed.

      “We have a lot in common, and we enjoy hanging out. She’s funny, kind and we can be ourselves with one another. It can get a little hectic in this world. Having someone in your life that can relate to your busy schedule and the demands of living in the public eye. Lydia is that person for me,” he explained.

      I felt the fury rise up. “Lydia is that person for me,” I mimicked in a low whisper, curling my lip with disgust.

      “Is it true you and Lydia are engaged?” the interviewer asked.

      My mouth dropped open. I hadn’t heard that little tidbit. I couldn’t imagine Jax married. “It won’t last long,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Jax chuckled. “I don’t think I can answer that—at least not if I ever want to be the recipient of Lydia’s affections anytime soon,” he teased.

      I rolled my eyes. Lydia was a twelve-foot-tall supermodel with legs that stretched on forever. Perfect boobs, perfect hair, perfect lips all on her stupid, perfect body. Of course Jax would be with a woman like that. Why wouldn’t he have the best of the best? He was one of the sexiest men in the world. In fact, he’d made the top ten on many lists declaring him most eligible and the most handsome. It made me ill.

      The interviewer laughed. “I think that answer speaks volumes.”

      “I am admitting nothing. Make sure that is quoted,” he joked.

      I took a deep breath and moved, walking back to my office and not looking toward the conference room. I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t want to see him preening while somebody messed with his hair and posed him. I managed to get in my seat without looking back. I refused to give him the satisfaction. I knew he’d seen me.

      I pulled up the work email account and read through the first of several welcome emails from Carolina. I smiled, finding I really liked her. It was too bad she had to work for such a jerk. I pulled up the task list she had assigned me, doing my best to ignore what was happening not twenty feet away. I was probably trying too hard to look immersed in my work. I relaxed my shoulders, trying to appear normal.

      I couldn’t believe I had walked into Jax’s office. How did I not know I was applying for a job at Jax’s company? How did I not even know he had started his own company? I felt foolish forever walking through the door. He must be getting a good laugh right about now. I wasn’t going to let it get to me. I was going to do well and make him rich while gaining a solid reputation in the marketing world. Then, I’d leave him and his company. I’d move on, find a job with a much bigger company, and make ten times as much as he was paying me.

      I would walk away and watch him grovel, beg me to stay. His company would lose ground without me at the marketing helm, and I would be the one laughing.

      “You’re not like that,” I muttered, already feeling guilty for even thinking such mean thoughts.

      I wouldn’t retaliate. I would take the high road. I was better than that. I wouldn’t let him see any weakness from me. It would be like swimming with the sharks with a giant, bleeding wound. If he sensed weakness, he would attack. He’d done it once before. I doubted he’d changed much in the last three years.

      I shook my head as I pulled up one of the designs I was supposed to be coming up with a marketing plan for. I couldn’t believe I was working for Jax freaking Michaels. Of all the fashion houses in all the world, I’d walked into his. I hoped I didn’t live to regret it. I was tired of living with regrets.
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      After a long weekend of mulling over my options, I realized Penny was my best bet at having a successful marketing department. I knew her creativity personally and knew she would be good for the company. I just had to put aside the baggage between us. In order to do that, I had to make peace. It was up to me to extend the olive branch. I just hoped she would be willing to accept it. The Penny I used to know was kind and forgiving and always nice to everyone. I was sure she was probably a little more jaded after what I had done, but I was hoping the old Penny I had known so well was still in there, waiting to give me another chance to prove I wasn’t the asshole I had been back then.

      “Hey, how was your weekend?” Carolina asked, breezing into my office.

      I nodded. “Good. Yours?”

      “Gee, you sound so enthusiastic,” she quipped, handing me a printout with my meetings scheduled for the day.

      “Sorry, I have a lot on my mind. You know I appreciate you, right?”

      She grinned, her thousand-watt smile practically lighting up the room. “Yes, I do, even if you suck at showing it. We’ll keep working on that.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know I’m always going to be straight with you.”

      “I do know that. I need to talk with Penny. If I want this line to launch successfully, I need to talk to her and figure out how to work with her. I believe you when you say she’s the right person for the job. I know enough about her to know she will be a hard worker, and she has always had a creative side to her that I want to capitalize on,” I told her.

      Carolina was smiling and nodding her head. “Great. Would you like me to facilitate that meeting?”

      “No, I think it’s best we do this alone. Things might be said, and I don’t want all my dirty laundry aired,” I grumbled.

      She burst into laughter. “Jax, you have more dirty laundry than anyone I know. I’ve seen your dirty laundry.”

      “Not this stuff. Can you please invite her to join me in my office?”

      “I will. She’s going to be good for the company. Whatever you did, apologize,” she ordered.

      “Who says I did anything?”

      Carolina rolled her eyes. “Be nice and say you’re sorry,” she said and walked out.

      A few minutes later, there was a soft tap on my door. I looked up to see Penny. Damn, she’s gorgeous. She was wearing black, cropped pants that hugged her slender legs. A pair of shiny black heels added a few inches to her height. The jacket she wore was buttoned at the waist and looked like it had been perfectly tailored to her form, showing off the flare of hips and the tiny waist.

      I got to my feet. “Thank you for coming.”

      “You’re the boss. Did I really have a choice?”

      I would let her get away with that one. “Close the door please.”

      “If you’re going to fire me, just say it and let’s get this over with. No need to sugarcoat it.”

      I smiled. “I’m not going to fire you. I wanted to talk with my head of marketing to go over some expectations for the new line.”

      That seemed to soften her a little. “Oh.”

      “Please, close the door and have a seat.”

      She did as I asked. I sat back behind the desk, wanting to keep the appropriate distance from her. I wanted to treat her with respect and like any other employee. I pretended she was Carolina and we were talking about my upcoming schedule.

      “I’ve reviewed the line and have a few ideas,” she started.

      “Great.”

      “What are your goals for the launch?” she asked, all business.

      I grinned. “My goal is to be a wild success.”

      “Obviously. That’s my goal as well. If I make you look good, I look good.”

      I smiled, nodding. We would be fine as long as we kept it at this professional level. “I want it to look different than anything else that’s been done. I don’t want it to be too flashy or to look like we’ve tried too hard to be cool.”

      She nodded too. “I absolutely agree. The clothes are very casual, and I think we can target men between the ages of eighteen and forty. We can do a campaign around guys doing normal things, like hanging with the guys, going on a date, sitting at home, and that kind of stuff.”

      I liked it already. We were on the same page. “I like that.”

      She flinched and I could tell she was having a flashback. I was pretty sure I had said those same words to her before. Those words had resulted in me taking her virginity and her breaking my nose. I’d been pissed when it happened, but it had all worked out very well for me. I kind of owed her for my success in the modeling world. I’d been too broke to have my nose fixed by a plastic surgeon and had been stuck dealing with the slightly crooked look.

      One weekend during my last few weeks of my senior year at school, I’d gone to Chicago to see a punk band I liked. I had been in the crowd, dancing and having a great time, when a guy tapped me on the shoulder. He was a talent scout and said he liked my edgy look and knew I had a future. He handed me his card. I had thought it was a joke, but on a whim, I called him a few days later. From there, my life changed.

      I was marketed as a real man with the look of a fallen angel complete with the rough-around-the-edges, world-wise thing going on. I had started modeling for a couple of small fashion houses, and the next thing I knew, I was landing lucrative campaigns and getting to live the life I had never even dreamed was possible for a guy like me.

      “Do you have any ideas in mind for who will be modeling the clothes, or will it be you?”

      “What do you think?” I asked, genuinely interested in her opinion.

      She looked to be thinking about it a little. “I think it might be good to have a combination. We want people to see you in the clothes. People want to wear what Jax Michaels wears. Women want to see their men in the same clothes. We’ll create this little fantasy that they’re with you.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Do you think that will work?”

      “I do. I mean, you know your status in the world. You know women like you and want you,” she said in a way that made me feel like she was completely detached from her words. It was very clinical.

      “I suppose I do,” I muttered, thinking back to the past couple of crazy years.

      Women had thrown themselves at me. At first, it had been flattering, but then I realized it wasn’t me they were after. They wanted the guy they saw in the ads. They wanted Jax Michaels the model, not me. I let myself play in that world, but I had kept myself from getting tangled up with any women. Somehow, in some ridiculous twist of fate, my celebrity status had turned me into a damn monk. I had been too afraid of the repercussions of having sex with a complete stranger. I didn’t know if she would claim to be pregnant with my child or that I had some weird fetish. I couldn’t afford to be extorted or have my jobs dry up—not until I saved enough money.

      “I think having you photographed in a few of the pieces is enough. Maybe you sipping coffee at an outside bistro or running errands, you know, the jacket over your shoulder as you’re dashing into a store, something like that,” she said.

      I smiled. I could practically see her wheels turning, and I was liking what I saw. She was smart, grounded, and talented. Carolina was right. It was exactly what we needed. I looked at her, cocking my head to the side and thinking back to that night, or more about the days after that night. She was the real thing. The other women I had dated just to keep my face in the tabloids were fake. Beyond fake. They were social climbers with some serious issues. They were all fucked in the head. I couldn’t bring myself to get close to any of them. Truth be told, they were a little scary. Their high drama was a huge turnoff. I pretended to go along while quietly distancing myself from their crazy.

      It took me very little time to figure out they were using me. Models dating other models made for some pretty pictures. I thought dating normal women would be the cure until I figured out I was nothing more than a trophy. They wanted to fuck me and then brag about it. None of them were interested in the long haul. None of them were interested in me or who I wanted to be when the looks started to fade. I never spoke of my distaste for the world. I knew I would sound like a whiny little bitch. The poor little rich boy who had it all but wanted more.

      “I think that is exactly what I’m looking for,” I told her, unable to stop the smile that spread across my face.

      “Great. I’ll get some sketches drawn up and a marketing plan put together. I can have it back to you within a few days for you to approve,” she said in a cool voice.

      “That sounds great. If you have any questions, just stop by my office or get with Carolina,” I told her.

      She nodded, gave me a last look, and walked out of my office. I felt her absence immediately. Having her back in my life, even if it had only been a few days and on a very short, tense basis, it was good. We’d been friends once, good friends. I had lost so much that night. I had always wondered if what happened between us had some weird impact on my ability to be with other women. I had dated countless women, kissed a lot of them, and none of them made me hot. Every time my lips touched another woman, I waited for that same spark I had felt when I had kissed Penny. It had never come.

      She’d ruined me. She’d broken my nose and me. I was a broken man, going through the motions and pretending I was happy with my success. I had been, but it had always felt like a huge part of me was missing. I had always felt like I was cold and dead inside. Chance and Penny had been a huge part of my life after my parents died. It had been a lot like losing more members of my family.

      Seeing her again had stirred up old memories and feelings that had been locked up and put away for a long time. I wanted to be her friend. I wanted to make things right between us and maybe even Chance one day. I owed them a lot more than a simple apology. I was hoping by giving Penny a job and letting her get her feet wet in the business, they would see it as a peace offering and give me a chance to prove I wasn’t that same, stupid, cocky young man I had been three and a half years ago.

      I smirked. I was still cocky, but I liked to think I was a lot less of a dick and could be responsible with another person’s feelings. I would never hurt Penny again. That was assuming she ever gave me a chance to hurt her.
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      I reviewed the files I had created using my ideas and Jax’s vision for what he wanted his line to look like in ads. They were good. Really good. I was proud of myself, but I couldn’t take all the credit. The designs were good. Jax had some great ideas about how he wanted to market his clothes, and it worked. I liked it and I had a feeling he was going to like it as well. The guy was talented in many ways. I remembered how driven he had been when he was younger. He refused to be a victim or use his circumstances as a crutch. He’d made lemonade from the lemons life had given him.

      I hated that he was so talented. I wasn’t surprised though. He’d gone from the orphaned kid who lived in a small town to a big star in the modeling world. He’d created his own brand. He knew when to smile and when to be just a little arrogant. He was the bad boy of fashion, famous for his looks and his infamous way of getting into trouble.

      When I had read about the motorcycle theft in Paris, I knew it was all about publicity. He wanted to keep up that bad-boy image. Bad publicity was just as good as the positive stuff. As long as people noticed him and talked about him, his brand would be front and center in the fashion world. I smiled remembering the pictures I had seen of the skid marks he had left with that stolen motorcycle. He’d made a very accurate depiction of a middle finger in the Place de la Concorde. People had talked about it for months. I wasn’t sure what kind of punishment he was given, but I had a feeling it had been light. He would have been able to afford good attorneys.

      Confident with my final presentation, I picked up my tablet and headed toward Jax’s office. There was a little case of butterflies fluttering about in my stomach at the thought of seeing him again. We’d managed to avoid each other the past few days, only giving slight nods or the cursory greeting. Now, it was time to talk to him again. I knocked on the door, noticing the blinds that covered the front glass wall had been pulled closed.

      “Come in,” he called out.

      I opened the door and saw him sitting at his desk, Dakota leaning over him. They were looking at something on his tablet. They both looked up when I stepped inside. “Is this a good time?”

      “Yes, come in. Dakota was just leaving,” he replied.

      Dakota straightened and walked toward me, his eyes looking me up and down. I didn’t feel dirty or violated but appreciated. When his eyes met mine again, I raised one brow, silently asking if he’d looked his fill.

      “How’s it going? Are you settling in nicely?” he asked, stopping just in front of me.

      “I am, thank you.”

      “Maybe we could grab a drink later. You can ask me anything about the company or the line or me,” he said with a wink.

      I smiled, willing to go out for a drink with him, but I didn’t get the chance to answer him. Jax got to his feet, the sound of his chair sliding over the tile floor and his open hand slapping against the desk drawing both mine and Dakota’s attention.

      “Get the fuck out of my office, Dakota,” he snapped, his eyes flashing anger as he looked at me.

      I was shocked by his outburst. I looked at Dakota, expecting them to start throwing punches. I was half their size. I would be helpless to stop the fight. Dakota burst into laughter, shocking me again for the second time in as many seconds.

      Dakota looked at me, grinning like an idiot. “How about I take a rain check on that drink?”

      He winked at me and walked out the door. I had no idea what had just happened. I was glad they hadn’t fought, but it was very unprofessional in my opinion. I glared at Jax, preparing to lecture him about the appropriate way to deal with employees before remembering I was an employee. I didn’t get to lecture or criticize—not if I wanted to keep my job.

      “Have a seat,” Jax said, waving a hand at one of the two empty chairs.

      I sat down, nervous to show him what I had come up with. “I’ll send you the file and we can look at it together,” I told him, having no intention of us sharing the same space to look at one tablet. I wanted the desk between us.

      He grabbed his tablet off the desk and leaned back in his chair while I quickly sent him the file. I cleared my throat, wanting to sound professional and well-spoken. “You’ll see the basic information, like target demographics for the campaign, the various marketing tools to use, and so on. I think it’s important to use social media. Investing some advertising dollars into those ads is very smart.”

      He was nodding his head. “I agree.”

      I saw him swipe the screen and knew he had jumped to my first mock-up. “That’s one idea. It’s meant to be kind of fun, like making fun of fashion,” I explained nervously.

      “I see,” he muttered.

      He swiped again. I cringed. I knew what he was looking at. It was the mock design of him playing with a dog at the park. I had no idea how he felt about animals. In the depiction, I’d given him the standard lab but wasn’t sure his image could handle that. “We could use a different breed or scrap it altogether,” I blurted out.

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I’ve never had a dog.”

      I nodded, taking that as an indicator he didn’t like the idea. “Okay.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t like it; I’m saying I haven’t had a dog,” he said, not looking up from the screen.

      “A cat?” I suggested.

      He gave me a look that said he thought the idea was offensive. “No. Definitely not a cat.”

      “Tiger?”

      He rolled his eyes. “That’s exactly what I don’t want. I don’t want to appear to be trying too hard. The tiger thing has been done, and no one thinks it’s interesting anymore,” he grumbled.

      I was quickly losing hope that he would like any of the ideas I had come up with. I was silently kicking myself for trying to be too simple. If he fired me, I would never get a job in the business. I would have to move and try to pretend I had never worked for him, go somewhere no one knew who he was. I wouldn’t even dare to put the job on my resume.

      “I can start over,” I offered, hoping to save my job.

      I wasn’t sure why I was trying to keep the job I had thought about walking away from once I knew who was behind the company. I had realized at some point over the weekend I was going to make it work. The best revenge was success, I kept telling myself.

      “No,” he said, not offering a reason, just a standard no.

      I was screwed.

      He swiped again and just like the first two proposals, he offered little to no feedback. I couldn’t get a clear read on his reaction. I watched him swipe again and again, clearly reviewing the proposal again, as if he was looking for something and not finding it. He put the tablet down and stared at me. It was as if he was trying to see inside my brain. My heart was pounding, and my palms had grown sweaty. I hoped I didn’t short out the tablet I was holding. I had no idea what was running through his mind. His lack of enthusiasm for my ideas was concerning. I expected him to fire me for putting forth such a lackluster performance. I wanted to fall back on the excuse it was my first time ever, but I refused. Excuses were useless. I hadn’t done my job. The job he was paying me a good deal of money to do.

      “Were there any ideas you liked?” I asked in a small voice.

      “You know, when Carolina told me she hired someone fresh out of school, someone who’d never held a job in the field, I was worried. Dakota and I both thought she’d taken a huge risk. I wasn’t pleased, I’m not going to lie,” he said in a monotone voice.

      I nodded, refusing to burst into tears. I would not let him hurt me again. I would not let the man tear me down and make me feel like a fool, not again. “I see,” I murmured, inhaling through my nose to try and remain calm.

      “Carolina made the right choice. She was right to hire you. It’s the best thing she could have done,” he said.

      I blinked, briefly wondering if my mind was playing tricks on me. “She did?”

      “Yes. You have real talent. I like the dog idea, but I think a tougher dog, like a Rottweiler or something like that would be in line with my image. Instead of drinking coffee, I think it should be a bar, a rough biker bar setting,” he said.

      I nodded my head, completely agreeing with his suggestions. “I think that is a good option.”

      “I’m blown away by what you’ve brought me. I like the freshness and the simplicity. Good job.”

      I felt like I was glowing. I didn’t want to glow. I was happy I impressed him, but angry with myself for needing his approval. I shouldn’t have needed it. I wanted to pretend I didn’t care what he had to say or what he thought. His praise had given me the warm and fuzzies, something I never thought I would get from Jax Michaels.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      He smiled, leaning back in his chair, his arms resting on the arm supports. “I should have known you would kick ass at whatever you decided to do. You’ve always excelled at anything you did. You have this natural talent that just makes you good at everything, especially marketing something.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Remember that one time you were selling chocolate bars for a fund-raiser in high school?” he asked.

      I shrugged a shoulder. “Maybe. I did that several times.”

      “It was my first year in college. I had twenty bucks to my name, and the last thing I wanted was overpriced chocolate. You convinced me to buy four of those stupid bars that tasted like shit, by the way.”

      I got up from my chair, grinning at the memory. “They didn’t taste bad.”

      He stood up and came to stand in front of me. “I’m serious. You’re going to do great. For your first time out, I think you’ve done a really good job. And those candy bars tasted horrible. They were all I had to eat for three days before I got paid again. I ate them because I had to.”

      I couldn’t help it. I burst into laughter, slapping my hand over my mouth as my eyes went wide. I hadn’t meant to laugh. It felt wrong to be happy with him. He reached up and gently grabbed my wrist, pulling my hand away from my mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      He shook his head. “Don’t be sorry—you have a beautiful laugh. Don’t hide it. I like hearing you laugh.”

      He let go of my wrist. I felt like I’d been branded. I looked down at my arm, the warmth from his touch radiating through my body. I looked up at him. I had no idea what to say or do. I just stood there, staring into those green eyes that had captivated me so long ago. I had thought about those eyes for years, but nothing could compare to the real thing. Him staring at me with those beautiful peepers was making me feel very weird. Weird wasn’t the word—hot. I felt hot.
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      There was electricity zinging between us. She was staring at me, wide-eyed and shocked. I knew she felt the sexual chemistry that presented itself like a magnetic pulse, drawing us together. I could see it in her eyes. My initial reaction was to grab her and slam my mouth over hers. I wanted my tongue down her throat. I wanted to feel her soft body against mine. I was betting her nipples were hard under that pretty blue blouse she was wearing. Standing that close to her, I could smell the scent of her shampoo. I could smell her.

      Maybe it was pheromones, but her scent had been ingrained in my very soul for years. I had never forgotten it, no matter how hard I had tried. I was fighting the erection that sprang to life the second I touched her dainty wrists. In an instant, I remembered what it had been like to be seated deep inside her tight little sheath. I remembered her moans and gasps of pain when I first pushed inside her that I made damn sure quickly turned to pleasure. I remembered every tiny detail. It was as if the moment my mouth touched hers, the alcohol I had consumed prior to being taken into her dorm room had evaporated.

      I wanted her again. I wanted to be inside her. I wanted her nails scraping down my back while she screamed out my name. Those dark blue eyes were addicting. I couldn’t look away. It was as if my mind really had only one track. I wanted to fuck her again. It was all I could think about. I wanted her on me, in front of me, under me. There were so many things I wanted to do with her sweet little body.

      Penny stepped away from me. “I’ll, uh, I’ll, um… uh—the changes. I’ll work on those changes and have an updated file for you tomorrow,” she murmured, turning away from me.

      She was frazzled. That gave me a great deal of satisfaction. She wasn’t completely immune to me. She felt the pull. I wondered if she was thinking about me inside her like I was. I reached out and grabbed her arm, gently but firmly. I knew I shouldn’t have touched her. I couldn’t stop myself. The sizzle of heat crackled through our bodies as she turned back to look at me.

      “Wait,” I said, not wanting her to leave yet.

      “What is it?” she asked breathlessly, her eyes moving to where I was holding her arm before meeting mine again.

      “I’m glad we’re able to work together despite our past. I’m happy we can move forward and hopefully do great things together,” I told her, my eyes dropping to her mouth before darting back up to her eyes.

      I released her arm. I couldn’t look at her mouth or touch her. I was already willing my erection to go away. If I stared at those red, full lips, there would be no hiding my body’s response to her being so close. If I touched her, I wouldn’t be able to keep it friendly. I would end up tearing her clothes from her body. I had a feeling she would let me. Hell, she’d encourage me.

      “I’m glad too,” she replied, the sentence a little stilted.

      “You’re glad to what?” I asked, trying to remember what we were talking about. I didn’t think she was saying she’d be glad to let me fuck her, but hell, stranger things had happened.

      “I’m glad to be working here and moving forward. I hope we can continue working together and maintain a professional relationship,” she murmured, the words barely audible.

      She wasn’t looking in my eyes. I smiled, knowing she was looking at my mouth, likely remembering what it had been like pressed against her flesh, pressed against her womanly core. “I respect the work you do. I have full confidence you are going to kick ass and rock the fuck out of this campaign.”

      She grinned, her eyes squinting at the corners as she looked up at me. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, not out of fear but pure arousal. I felt twitchy and hot and like my skin was too tight. I licked my lips, fantasizing it was her tongue running over my mouth.

      “Thank you. I really appreciate that. I want you to be happy with what I do. I know I’m a beginner, but I do learn fast and I will get better.”

      “You know you’re good,” I said, dropping my voice a little. “You’re amazing.”

      “I didn’t know. I mean, I hoped I was, and I try to be, but I didn’t really know. Grades in school are one thing; actually doing the work and being in the position is completely different. I want to be good,” she repeated.

      “Oh, you’re good. Beauty and brains in one very perfect package is hard to resist. Especially for me. I’m fighting it, but I don’t know how much longer I can resist the allure of you,” I whispered.

      She bit her lower lip. I knew she wanted to hate me, but there was some part of her still attracted to me. Despite knowing how stupid it was, I leaned in a little closer, invading her personal space. I could flirt with the best of them. It was how I maintained my bad-boy image. People assumed I was some kind of Don Juan because of how much I openly flirted. I wasn’t. I liked to let them believe that.

      “Thank you. I’m glad you like it. My work,” she quickly added, ignoring the part of me being attracted to her.

      “I do. What’s not to like—about your work,” I teased.

      Flirting with my head of marketing, especially with the kind of past we had, was dangerous. I was risking a lot and knew my behavior was inappropriate, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t the kind of guy who followed the rules, and I wasn’t about to start now, not when Penny was the prize. I was willing to be a little fast and loose with the rules if it meant I had a chance at getting her.

      “You don’t have to flatter me,” she replied.

      I slowly shook my head. “I only say what I mean. You’re gorgeous and smart, and I am looking forward to working with you.”

      “Me too,” she whispered.

      I smiled, knowing I was making her flustered. In for a penny, in for a pound. “Why don’t I take you out for that drink? I’m a lot more fun than Dakota.”

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “You heard me. After work we can go grab a drink. There’s a bar on the next block, quiet and private. we can talk, catch up. You can ask me anything you want to know about the company,” I offered.

      “Drinks?” she said as if she were completely dumbfounded.

      “Yes. Drinks. You know, you get something fruity and I get something stiff and strong. Technically, I already had the stiff and you’re already sweeter than any fruity drink.”

      Her cheeks stained pink. “I don’t think Lydia would appreciate you taking another woman out for drinks,” she snapped. The little balloon of lust I had been carefully spinning around us collapsed. I knew it had been more fragile than tissue paper, but I had thought I was onto something good.

      I frowned at her, wondering what in the hell she was talking about. Why in the hell would Lydia care who I took out for a drink. Then it dawned on me. She’d heard the rumors and believed them.

      “Lydia wouldn’t give a fuck if I took out the entire Victoria’s Secret lineup. She wouldn’t care if they danced naked in front of me. I could dance naked in front of them and she still wouldn’t give two shits,” I said, shaking my head with bewilderment.

      She scowled at me; the connection we’d been establishing fizzled out as fast as it had started. “I’m busy. I can’t.”

      “When?”

      “Tonight. Every night. I need to get to work on those changes. I don’t want to disappoint the boss,” she said and stepped away, practically running for the door before I could reach out and stop her again.

      I stood there staring at the open door and realized I had royally fucked up. I had told myself not to flirt with her, not to do anything that would be inappropriate. I didn’t want to make her feel like she was being lusted after, even if she was. I was an idiot. I had showed my hand too soon. I should have resisted and reeled her in a bit before I tried to flirt with her. It had been a huge risk, and it had blown up in my face.

      It was a rookie mistake to try and get in her pants with her only being back in my life for a week. I was lucky she hadn’t broken my nose—again. Pushing Penny was not a smart move. She could be a very stubborn person. I’d learned that from our years of friendship.

      “Dumbass,” I cursed, closing my office door and leaving the blinds closed.

      I didn’t feel like looking at anyone or being looked at. When the designer had proposed the invisible wall concept, I had grudgingly accepted with the agreement my walls would not be invisible. I spent my life in the public eye. I wanted some damn privacy in my own office.

      I sat back down, her proposal for the new campaign still open on my tablet. I scanned through the sketches again and was very pleased with what she had come up with. It wasn’t exactly cutting-edge, but it had somewhat of a Marlboro Man appeal to it. Just a guy, doing guy things and not giving a fuck who was looking or what anyone thought. I had a feeling that’s what Penny was drawn to. She was pitching ideas that appealed to her own tastes. and why wouldn’t she? She had excellent taste.

      Penny had a buttoned-up image, and her clean vocabulary gave her the schoolgirl vibe, but I knew what she was really like. I knew she ran hot. She was a good girl, but in the bedroom, she’d let go of all those restrictions she put on herself. I liked that wild, untamed side. The side that wasn’t afraid to tell me she wanted to have sex with me. That had taken some balls.

      Thinking about the sex with her again was making my cock ache with need. I had to stop thinking about that day. I was only so strong. My resolve was going to wear down. I was going to end up seducing her in my office. That would definitely be putting me at a very high risk for getting sued. I wasn’t sure if she was worth it.

      “Yes, she is, and you fucking know it,” I grumbled.

      I had plenty of money. I could sacrifice some of it if it meant I got the chance to be with her again.
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      I was busy working on the revisions to the marketing campaign I had proposed, sprucing them up a bit with new ideas along with the changes Jax had requested. It felt good to be working. It felt good to have a job that paid me for what I liked to do. I felt very lucky—even if my boss was Jax Michaels. I could overlook that little detail.

      I saw movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up to see Carolina walked toward my open office door. I smiled, happy to see her friendly face. “Hi,” I greeted when she walked in.

      “Hi! I had to come by and tell you congratulations.”

      I looked at her with confusion. “For?”

      “For your first campaign proposal. Jax is thrilled. He hasn’t stopped talking about them. You really impressed him, which is a big deal,” she praised.

      I smiled, unable to stop the pride swelling in my chest. “Thank you. have you had a chance to look at them?”

      She rolled her eyes, sitting in the black leather chair across from my desk. “Of course. Jax wasn’t going to let me get away until I did.”

      “What did you think?” I asked, wanting another opinion.

      I still wasn’t sure if I could trust Jax. The flirting in the office made me suspect he had ulterior motives behind his accolades. I wanted the truth, not a bunch of fluffy, sweet words that were meant as a way to get me in bed.

      “I loved it. It’s good. All of your ideas were really good,” she assured me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Are you doing anything tonight after work?” she asked.

      Three invitations in one day was a new record for me. I had never been a social butterfly and wasn’t familiar with the steady stream of invites. Out of the three of them, Carolina was my first choice to hang out with. “I’m not. What’d you have in mind?”

      “We could grab some dinner and I could tell you about all the hot spots in the city as well as how to stay on Jax’s good side.” She grinned.

      I laughed. “Does he have a good side?”

      She giggled. “Actually, I’m guessing you might know him better than I do.”

      “Why do you say that?” I asked, my smile fading.

      “He told me he knew you back when, that he was good friends with your brother,” she explained.

      I nodded. “Yes, that’s true. We haven’t spoken in some time.”

      “Well, I think it’s time for all that to change. Do you want to?”

      “What?” I asked, my mind hung up on the fact Jax had told Carolina about our past. I wondered just how much he had told her.

      “Did you want to grab some dinner?”

      Throwing caution to the wind and being completely spontaneous, I nodded. “Sure.”

      “Great. I can pick you up after work. I’m leaving here in about ten minutes to go do some location scouting for Jax. I’ll give you my number and you can text me your address.”

      She rambled it off, and I jotted it down on the notepad I kept on my desk for those random thoughts and ideas that popped into my head.

      “I’m excited!” I told her.

      She rose from the chair. “Me too. I’ll see you around six.”

      “See you then,” I said, waving at her through the glass wall as she walked away.

      I hadn’t been out with anyone in a long time. I had become a bit of a loner after the incident with Jax. I trusted few people and preferred to keep my own company. I put my focus back on my work, not wanting to take another stroll down memory lane. I had been doing that a little too much lately. I vowed to live in the present, looking forward to the future and forgetting about the past.

      It was six fifteen when Carolina knocked the door of my one-bedroom apartment on the third floor of a modest building. It wasn’t fancy, but it was affordable and spacious. “You ready?” she asked.

      I grabbed my purse, smoothing down the dark blue crocheted sweater I had put on over a white cami. I had put on a pair of my favorite skinny jeans and booties, looking forward to a casual night out with a friend. I was considering Carolina my friend—my first in the city.

      We got into her economical Nissan Maxima as she chatted about the good weather and the impending winter. I was sure we still had a couple months before we had to worry about the cold, but she was convinced it was going to be a bad winter. I had heard the same phrase a million times throughout my life—rarely did it ever come true.

      “Hells Kitchen?” I asked when she parked in front of a restaurant. “Isn’t that a TV show?”

      She giggled. “Yes, but this is not that. This is Hells, as in Daniel Hells bar and grill.”

      “Oh,” I said, trying to remember when I had ever eaten at a bar and grill.

      She laughed again, putting her hand on my forearm. “Don’t let the name fool you. The food is heavenly.”

      I grinned, appreciating her play on words and followed her inside. There were a lot of thirtysomethings sitting at the tables around the room. There was nineties music playing in the background, giving the place a cool, relaxing vibe. We found a table and were almost immediately greeted by a waiter tossing down two cardboard coasters on the table. We both ordered White Russians, surprised that we both favored the same drink.

      “We have to toast,” she announced when our drinks were delivered.

      “To?”

      “To your marketing genius.”

      I smiled. “From your lips to God’s ears.”

      We clinked our glasses and sucked down the first round rather quick. “Do you know what you want to eat?”

      “Are the burgers good?”

      “Of course.”

      She waved a hand in the air, signaling the waiter to return. We ordered our meals and another round of drinks. Suddenly, a chair was placed on the side of our table. I looked up to see Dakota looking at us and smiling.

      “Dakota?” I asked with surprise.

      He winked at me. “It’s cool you stood me up. Don’t feel weird.”

      I didn’t know what to say. “I didn’t. I mean, I—”

      “Leave her alone,” Carolina intervened. “What are you doing here?”

      “I overheard you guys in the office.” He shrugged.

      I hated the stupid fishbowl. It allowed for no privacy.

      “And you knew to come here?” Carolina pressed.

      “I knew you would come here. You always come here.”

      Carolina sighed, shaking her head before looking at me. “Do you have an annoying, overbearing older brother?”

      I smiled, nodding my head. “I do. In fact, my obnoxious older brother used to be best friends with our annoying boss.”

      Dakota and Carolina both let out awkward, tense laughs. I realized I had overstepped a little. He was our boss, and I shouldn’t be bashing him. I had a feeling they liked the guy. They’d probably never lost their virginity to him and had him rate them as a lousy lay. That tended to sour one’s opinion of a person. I took a long drink from the glass that had been delivered at the best moment possible.

      “So, how did you guys meet Jax?” I asked, hoping to turn it back to a friendly tone.

      “I worked with him on a few modeling jobs,” Dakota answered.

      “Really?”

      He nodded his head. “Yep, until I got blacklisted and couldn’t get a job to save my life. Jax reached out to me and offered me a job in the company he was starting. I was grateful to get back in the industry, even if it was in a different capacity.”

      “And I told Jax we were a package deal,” Carolina chimed in.

      “And that sold him?” I asked skeptically.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Not at first, but I convinced him if he was going to hire my screw-up brother, he was going to need me to keep him in line. Plus, I’m good at everything and would kick ass for him.”

      I laughed. “He bought it?”

      “He said he liked my spunk.”

      “I hopped at the chance to work again. I’d been living off my savings, and it was drying up in a hurry. Jax came along at just the right time and saved me from a fate of being a telemarketer for the rest of my days. No one else would give me the time of day, but Jax believed in me. I owe him,” Dakota said in a serious tone.

      I was surprised to hear of Jax’s magnanimous gesture. He had never struck me as generous, but maybe he had changed over the years. I hoped so. Dakota ordered a drink and some food, all of us chatting and having a good time. I liked them. They were fun and easygoing, and I was glad to be working with them.

      A live band took the small stage to my right. The first strum of the guitar surprised me. “You didn’t say there was live music!” I exclaimed.

      Carolina smiled. “Every Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. Sit tight. I will be back in a minute,” she said and left the table.

      I turned to watch the singer belt out an old Maroon Five song, tapping my foot in time with the beat. I’d been to a few concerts, but there was something really authentic about listening to a live band in a small bar. It sparked an idea for one of the ads.

      “Let’s dance,” Dakota said.

      I laughed, assuming he was joking. “Yeah, right.”

      “Come on, I’m serious. You’re practically dancing in your chair. If I don’t get you on that dance floor, you’re going to be dancing on the tables,” he teased.

      I realized I was bobbing around a lot and blamed it on the liquor. I felt loose and was having a good time, much better than I had expected to. “All right, let’s do this!”

      I jumped up from my chair and reached out my hand to let him take it. He escorted me out onto the rather small wood floor that was designated the dance area. There were only a handful of people dancing, which would normally make me feel very apprehensive about getting my groove on, but the alcohol was working its magic.

      Dakota started moving, grinding his hips and showing off his superior dance skills. His hands went low on my hips as he leaned back, moving against me. The dude was hot. He was sexy as heck, but there wasn’t that spark that I was looking for.

      He stood straight and stepped close to me, pulling me in close. I immediately pushed him away, not wanting to get that up close and personal with my coworker. “I should get some water,” I told him, stepping away from him.

      When I returned to the table, Carolina was just coming back from the bathroom. She looked from me to Dakota, scowling at her brother. “What’s going on?”

      I put a hand to my forehead, feeling the buzz and regretting the third drink. “I should get home. I have a lot to do tomorrow. Thank you so much for bringing me out tonight. It was a blast.”

      “I’ll take you home,” Dakota offered.

      Carolina punched him in the arm. “Back off. No, you won’t. You are not to touch Penny,” she warned.

      Dakota grinned, holding up both hands. “All right, all right. I was only offering to take her home. I was only being nice.”

      Carolina frowned at him. “Sure you were. Come on, Penny, I’ll take you home.”

      “But you’ve been drinking.”

      She held up her half-full glass. “I had one and a half and that was an hour ago. I’m good.”

      I nodded and followed her out to the car. “Thanks for everything. I really had fun.”

      “You’re welcome. You’ll want to give Dakota a wide berth. He’s a bit of a ladies’ man.”

      I smiled, nodding my head. “Thank you. I will.”

      I didn’t tell Carolina I had no interest in Dakota. I had no interest in getting into any relationship with a man. I steered clear of them all. Ever since Jax had done what he had, I avoided men and intimate relationships like the plague. The scar was still too fresh for me to even consider getting involved with Dakota or anyone else for that matter. I wasn’t going to tell Carolina that, and I hoped Jax had spared me the embarrassment of talking about our previous relationship or the reason we no longer talked.

      Knowing Jax, he probably spouted off the second I walked out of his office that first day. God knew the man didn’t know how to keep a stinkin’ secret.
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      I had been staring at the closed blinds over the wall of my office for too long. I had to blink but refused to let go of the reverie I had been lost in. Hell, I lived in that memory more than I lived in the present. Ever since she had walked through the door of my office, I had sex on the brain. Penny was haunting me.

      It was amazing how much I remembered about that night considering the amount of alcohol I had consumed prior to her seeking me out, and there was no argument about that. She had gone to that party in search of me, determined to have me take her virginity. We all knew it, even if she tried to deny it later.

      I had been tortured by the memory of her for too many nights. I was convinced I had the worst case of blue balls known to man. I felt heavy and swollen and in need of release. I was tired of the fantasy. I wanted the real thing. She was just down the hall. All I had to do was push the button on the little intercom system we’d had installed earlier in the week. I could ask her to come to my office to talk about the campaign.

      “Fuck it,” I said, trying to tell myself that was a dangerous mistake.

      I pushed the button, waiting for her to answer. “Hello?” she asked.

      “Can you come in and bring me the revised campaigns?” I asked in a very professional voice.

      “Um, right now?” she asked.

      “Yes. Now,” I snapped, trying not to let my frustration come through in my voice, but I was frustrated. I had been for a week, and it was because of her.

      “I’ll be right in.”

      I sighed, leaning back in my chair and loosening my tie. I felt like it was cutting off my circulation. A minute later, there was a soft knock on the door before Penny pushed it open.

      “Close it,” I snapped.

      She did as I asked, moving to take the seat again. “I’ll send the revised copy.”

      “Just show me on yours.”

      She raised her eyebrows. I stared at her, daring her to question me. “Okay, but I could just as easily—”

      “I’d like to see them now.”

      She sighed, walking around my desk and putting her tablet down. I didn’t move. I made her lean close to me to pull up the images.

      “This is the version with a tougher dog,” she said, pulling up the now colored ad with a version of me walking a dog through the park. The dog was wearing a spiked collar and looked completely badass.

      “I love it. Absolutely perfect. I could see me doing this.”

      She smiled, breathing easier as she flipped to the next page. “I’ve put you in the biker bar, listening to a live band. I envision them as a rock cover band. You’d be drinking a beer rather than a coffee.”

      I nodded my head. “Good idea.”

      She flipped through a few more of the revised ads. They were good, really good. She’d taken my suggestions and made them even better. I realized she was finished. I didn’t want her to leave. I scrambled, trying to think of a reason to keep her there longer.

      “Any other suggestions?” she asked.

      “Can we change up the font? Like a paintbrush type font or something edgier?”

      She nodded. “Absolutely. Let me try something.”

      She picked up her tablet, holding it in one hand while working on the screen. Her hip was inches from my face. That sweet core of hers was right there. So close, yet so far.

      A knock on the door stopped me from doing anything about it. I looked up to see Dakota and wanted to throw my stapler at him. “What?”

      “I’ve got the magazine photoshoot proofs for you to look over,” he said, dropping a file on my desk.

      I opened it up to see the results. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, glad you made it home in one piece. I had fun last night,” I heard Dakota say.

      My head shot up. He sure as hell wasn’t talking to me. Penny was smiling, that smile that said they knew each other a lot better today than they had yesterday. I felt rage burning through my veins.

      “Thank you. I had a lot of fun too.”

      “You’re a hell of a dancer,” Dakota teased.

      She giggled. “There was no way I could keep up with you. You must be a professional.”

      Dakota’s easy, flirtatious laughter grated on my nerves. “I’m good at a lot of things,” he said with plenty of innuendo.

      “Thank you for keeping me off the tabletops. A few White Russians in me and I lose all my inhibitions,” she laughed.

      I could hear the ocean in my ears. I knew it was my blood boiling. I couldn’t believe Dakota had gone behind my back and taken her out. I was fighting the urge to knock the shit out of him and then fire him. He knew not to fuck with her, and he’d gone and done it anyway. I had told him specifically to leave her alone. I should have known he couldn’t be trusted. I should have known he wouldn’t be able to resist a woman like Penny. She was naïve, a small-town girl in the big city with a guy like Dakota Mills hitting on her. She didn’t know better—at least that’s what I wanted to believe. She’d willingly played right into his hands.

      “I can’t imagine what would have happened if you would have had another,” Dakota said, the same nasty innuendo in his voice. It was more than I could take.

      “Get out. Get the fuck out,” I snarled.

      Dakota and Penny both turned to look down at me in my chair. Penny looked horrified; Dakota looked amused. “Me?” Penny gasped.

      “No. Him.”

      “Gee, boss, are you all right?” Dakota asked.

      “Go. Now.”

      Dakota winked at Penny before walking toward the door. He stopped and turned back to look at me. “Let me know which ones you approve,” he said and closed the door behind him.

      Penny was looking at me with a combination of shock and anger. “What was that about?”

      I felt extremely possessive. I couldn’t ever remember coveting something as much as I did her. She was mine. “I’m surprised how quickly you succumbed to Dakota’s charms. Usually it takes at least two weeks.”

      “Excuse me?” she snapped, one brow arching.

      I shrugged a shoulder. “You heard me.”

      “For your information, I went to dinner with Carolina. Dakota showed up, uninvited. We danced—one dance,” she said, holding up a finger.

      “Whatever. I’ve seen a legion of women seduced by those bedroom eyes. He’s famous for those eyes—literally.”

      “I don’t give two sticks about his eyes. I can have a friend,” she snapped, dropping her tablet on my desk. “There, check that font. I’ll do the rest of my work on my laptop.”

      “Penny, don’t,” I growled, getting to my feet.

      She shook her head. “No. I will not let you brand me as the office whore.”

      She spun on her heel to walk away. Without thinking, my hand snaked out and grabbed her arm. I wasn’t gentle. I yanked her to me. “I’m not finished.”

      Our eyes locked, our chests smashed against each other as we both stood, breathing hard. She didn’t try to get away. My eyes released hers, dropping to her mouth. The memories of the taste and feel of her lips crowded my brain.

      “Fuck it,” I hissed a second before I moved my hand to the back of her head, the silky, raven strands threading though my fingers.

      My mouth slammed over hers. I didn’t wait for her to give me permission to stick my tongue in her mouth. I took what I wanted. What I needed. What I had been craving like an addict denied his drug of choice. Her moan was the only approval I needed. I held her head firmly in place while my mouth ravished hers.

      I could feel my arousal poking between us. I knew she felt it too. She didn’t try to get away. In fact, her hands were on the side of my head, holding me in place. I kissed her, damn near swallowing her whole. I was shaking with need.

      “Fuck,” I grunted, backing away from her.

      She looked at me with shock, her eyes glazed and her lips red and swollen.

      “Stay,” I demanded, quickly walking to the door and throwing the dead bolt before yanking the cord to make sure the blinds were tightly closed.

      I turned around to look at her. She was watching me, her chest heaving up and down. I stalked toward her, part of me waiting to see if she would bolt like a scared kitten. She didn’t. She lifted her chin, daring me to kiss her again. I reached for her, yanking her hips against mine before picking her up and dropping her on the desk.

      “Jax,” she protested.

      Her protest was weak and without conviction. “Penny,” I retorted, my fingers moving to undo the buttons on her blouse.

      Her hands were shaking as she started to unbutton my shirt. I shoved her shirt off her shoulders, staring down at the pretty blue bra that was the same color as her eyes. Her breasts were pushed up, round and firm and just enough to fill my palm. I looked at them for several long seconds before running the tip of my index finger over one of the mounds.

      She gasped, her head dropping back in open invitation to kiss her neck. I obliged, my mouth closing over the throbbing vein at the side of her neck, sucking hard, being careful not to leave a mark. Her hands reached out, squeezing my ass and pulling me closer. I was happy as hell she’d worn the skirt. It was going to make what I was about to do all the easier.

      There was no hesitation on her part. I couldn’t believe I was about to have sex in my office. I had never fantasized about a forbidden office hookup, but that’s what was going to happen. I knew she wanted me, just like that first night. My cock ached with need for her. I was happy to have the excuse of needing to make it a quick tryst. There was no way I could last for hours. I’d be lucky if I lasted the next three minutes.

      I reached my hands down to the hem of her skirt, pushing it up her legs until it wouldn’t go any higher. “Up,” I rasped.

      “Huh?” she asked, her voice groggy, drunken with arousal.

      “Up. Lift your fucking ass so I can get this skirt up,” I growled.

      “Oh,” she gasped, leaning forward and giving me the freedom I needed to hike the thing up around her waist.

      I reached for the blue thong she was wearing. The damn thing was nothing more than two strings and a scrap of lace. I yanked hard, not wanting to fuck around with the damn thing.

      “Jax!” she shrieked. “My panties.”

      “You don’t need them. It isn’t like they cover shit anyways,” I said, moving my hands to my belt.

      She reached for my face, her palms pressing against my cheeks as she kissed me. It was her turn to show me just how badly she wanted me. I could taste the desire and knew I had read the situation right. She wanted me. She was just as hot and turned on as I was. She was going to get me. Every last inch.
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      Never, ever in a million years would I have imagined myself sitting on Jax’s desk, my skirt around my waist and my shredded panties on the floor. He jerked my arm out of my sleeve before using his teeth to unhook the front clasp on my bra. My breasts spilled out, met by his hot, open mouth. He sucked one nipple between his teeth, and the last remaining good sense I had flittered away. In that moment, I didn’t care that I was half-naked on his desk in this office made of glass.

      His mouth moved over my neck, just the way I liked, sending waves of intense heat burning over my body, scorching a path straight to my core. I reached for his pants, tugging on the button that was keeping him from being free. I was desperate, yanking and jerking at his pants, wanting him so badly it was consuming my every thought.

      He hissed through his teeth when I grabbed him through his briefs, cupping the heavy, swollen cock in my hands. He batted my hand away and pushed down his underwear, freeing himself. My hand went back, touching him, feeling him in my palm for the first time. His dick was hard and smooth and felt hot and heavy. Just touching him made me wet. I squirmed forward on the desk, trying to move my body closer.

      His mouth slammed over mine at the same time he slapped my inner thigh, pushing my legs wider. I could feel the urgency in him, the way he kissed me was like he was a man starving. His tongue battled mine, demanding complete surrender. I happily gave it.

      Without warning, his finger brushed over my core, shocking me, pulling a startled gasp from my lips. Opening my mouth wider gave him the freedom to push his tongue deeper while his finger mimicked the action between my legs.

      “Oh god,” I moaned into his mouth the moment his finger pressed inside me.

      The feeling was strange, slightly familiar and oh so good. My body slowly adjusted to the invasion, readying for the real thing.

      “You’re fucking wet. Is that for me?” He rested his forehead against mine as he pushed and pulled the finger in and out of my body.

      I moaned again. “Yes, please, Jax, please,” I begged.

      “Oh, I’m going to. You better believe that,” he hissed.

      He yanked me body closer to the edge of his desk, before pulling out his finger. His hand swatted mine away from his cock, grabbing it himself and guiding it between my legs. I held my breath, knowing what was coming, and hoped it wouldn’t hurt. He was a large man, and I was anything but large.

      “Jax,” I breathed when the bulbous head slid over my folds.

      “Relax,” he ordered in a gruff voice.

      I tried, but having a steel shaft entering your body didn’t exactly induce relaxation. I felt tingly and hot and in desperate need. Need of him. He worked the tip inside me, I leaned up to look into his eyes. There was a hint of concern in his. He leaned down and kissed me. It was a slow, languishing kiss, gentle and sweet, but full of passion. It was exactly what I needed. My body bloomed, opening like a flower and allowing him to slide inside me.

      My arms were around his neck, clinging to his body, his mouth covering mine. There was a brief hesitation on both our parts before the need took over once again. He jerked his hips forward, impaling me with his hardness. My body contracted, squeezing him, pulling his cock in deeper. Every little contraction elicited a tingle of pleasure that shot out, sending shivers up and down my spine.

      “God, it feels so good to be inside you,” he growled close to my ear.

      I grunted in response, my nails digging into his back through the shirt that was opened in the front but still on. In a perfect world, we would both be naked. In a perfect world would be in my bed or his with no worries of anyone coming in. I would get to take my time and really explore his body. The frenzied rush wouldn’t be there.

      “More,” I rasped, my body demanding more pleasure.

      He jerked hard again, sliding me back a few inches on the desk. “More?” he echoed, his eyes boring into mine.

      “More!” I repeated, being careful to keep my voice down.

      Despite losing myself in him, in the moment, I was still conscious of my surroundings. My instinct was to cry out and scream with pleasure, but I kept it locked down. The room was filled with grunts and gasps, the sounds of his body slapping against mine as he drove in and out of me. We sounded like rutting, wild animals. In many ways, that was exactly how I felt.

      “Goddammit, Penny,” he hissed.

      Somewhere, through the thick cloud of passion running through my body, I thought to ask him if I was doing it wrong. I couldn’t. My body was trapped in a tornado of violent, powerful and oh so delicious sensations. I could only moan, closing my eyes and letting myself go with the storm that had swept me up.

      “Fuck. I can’t hold back,” he growled close to my ear.

      I let myself fall into the moment, blocking out everything else. In that instant, it was me and him, pleasuring one another, and nothing mattered. Not our past, not our present, and certainly not our future. All I thought about was how good my body felt. Euphoria. Complete and total euphoria. I felt the explosion inside me, his grunts of what sounded like pain filling my ears as my body spasmed around him, my orgasm consuming me.

      His head dropped to rest on my shoulder, his body shuddering as he drew in deep, gulping breaths. His hands rested on my hips, his touch gentle. My instinct was to comfort him. I wrapped my arms around him, hugging him while my body contracted around him, making him jerk and curse under his breath. He leaned against me for several long seconds before standing up and stepping away, tucking his penis back into his pants and quickly doing them up. He didn’t even look at me. Not a thank-you or a good job—nothing.

      I was horrified. Mortified. Humiliated and every other word imaginable. I hopped off the desk and yanked down my skirt, realizing I was going to be going commando for the rest of the day. I quickly fastened my bra and jerked on my shirt. My hands were shaking, making it nearly impossible for me to do up the tiny buttons of my blouse. I wanted to kick myself for letting it happen again.

      I looked up to see Jax watching me, his shirt already buttoned and tucked in. The look on his face made me want to scream. It was one of those cat-that-ate-the-canary smiles on his face. I felt physically ill. I had fallen for his stupid charm again. He’d used me, and I quite exuberantly let him, offering up no fight. I had gone along with it, craving him like the worst addictive drug. He was just as bad. No, he was worse.

      “I guess maybe there is still some of that old flame between us,” he cooed, his eyes dancing with amusement as if he’d just gotten away with some dirty deed.

      I wanted to smack him. “Whatever.”

      “Don’t act like you hate me. I can tell it’s all a ruse. You’re only pretending you hate me because it makes you feel better.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not pretending. I don’t like you. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      He smirked. “Oh really? Just like me taking your V-card wasn’t supposed to happen?”

      I narrowed my eyes, glaring at him and wishing I had superpowers. I would have incinerated him where he stood. “You are seriously the biggest regret of my life.”

      His smirk only deepened. “Really? I’d say you’re doing pretty good, then.”

      “I’m so glad you’re reminding me why I have hated you all these years. You haven’t changed. A leopard never changes its spots.”

      His feral smile was the icing on the cake. “Penny, you find it easier to hate me and hide behind that hate because you don’t want to deal with your real feelings for me.”

      I scoffed. “You wouldn’t know what a real feeling was if it frickin’ slapped you upside the head.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You’re a big girl now, Penny. You can say fuck.”

      I flinched at the word. “No. I don’t need or want to.”

      “You can fuck my brains out in my office in the middle of the day, but you can’t say the word. What’s your word for it? What dainty little verb have you given it? Making love? Hanky-panky? Doing it?” he teased.

      He was standing so close to me, making me so darn angry. The man had a way of getting under my skin and inciting violence. Without my brain having a chance to stop my knee-jerk reaction, I reached out and slapped him, the sound echoing through the office. His hand snaked out, latching on to my wrist, and held it midair. His eyes were flashing fire.

      “What the fuck was that for?” he growled in a low voice.

      I shook my head, tugging at my arm. His firm grasp refused to let go. “I’m sick of your games. You’re playing the same games you always have. Making me want you and then pushing me away and laughing in my face. I’m sick of it. I’m done. Finished. Fire me if you want, but I will not allow you to manipulate me anymore. I will not allow you to mess with my emotions. You take great pleasure in trying to make me suffer, and I will not tolerate it. I’m not a dog you can kick around whenever the mood strikes.”

      I snapped my arm away. He let it go. I walked out of the office, not stopping to look back. I was furious. Too angry to work. I didn’t want to face him again or anyone else. I felt like a complete fool for letting myself be seduced by the man. I knew better and yet, I had fallen for him all over again. I walked to my office, snatched my purse, and walked right out the door, not stopping until I was at the bus stop, praying the bus would come soon. I didn’t want him to come after me. I didn’t want anyone to come after me.

      I wanted to go home and hide in my apartment. I could feel the moisture in my eyes and knew I was barely keeping the tears at bay. My hands were shaking, and my insides felt twisted in knots. Jax always made something beautiful into something ugly. I didn’t understand why I was so attracted to him. I hated him. He was an awful man.

      I praised the God on high when the bus pulled up a minute later. I took my seat and leaned my head back. I had no idea what I had done. I had probably just walked out of the job I actually liked. I was probably fired. Even if I wasn’t fired and Jax let me keep my job, I would never let my guard down around him. Never. I would make sure I was never alone with him. I refused to be a victim. I refused to keep making the same stupid mistake over and over and then feel like crap afterward.

      It had to change, and that change had to start with me taking a stand. Jax Michaels was not going to win. I would not let him derail my career. If he fired me, so be it. I would find another job. I would be successful, and I would do without him messing with my mind.
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      I’d been dealing with the shame and regret over what happened between me and Penny all weekend. I had no idea if she even worked for the company anymore. She’d walked out, and that had been that. I knew Dakota and Carolina were both going to rip me a new asshole if she had quit. They were going to lecture me about crossing the line and sleeping with an employee. The lecture would be deserved. I had fucked up. I had made it worse by practically laughing in her face afterward. I hadn’t meant to—it just kind of happened.

      I walked into my office, pulling open the blinds so I could keep an eye on the comings and goings of my staff. I wanted to know if she showed up to work. I had no idea what I would do if she didn’t. I would have to scramble to find someone else to take over where she left off. I didn’t want anyone else. I wanted her. It was her vision that excited me. I already knew no one else would compare to her, and I had no one to blame but myself if she chose not to come back to work. I had done it to myself. I wanted her work, her creativity, her enthusiasm to do a good job. But that wasn’t all I wanted.

      I checked the clock on my tablet and grimaced when I saw the time inching closer to nine and no sign of Penny. I was seriously considering making a run for it before Dakota and Carolina figured out what I had done when I heard her voice drift down the hall. My eyes were glued to the corner, waiting to see if I had truly heard her or if I was imagining things.

      “Good morning,” I heard her voice, and a second later I saw her.

      She had shown up. She didn’t look my way at all, walking right past the door and heading around the curve to her own office. I breathed out a sigh of relief, the knot in my gut relaxing a bit. “Thank god,” I mumbled.

      I had dodged a bullet. I was going to do better. I would stay away from her. I didn’t want to poke the bear and piss her off again. I knew I had a very special knack for saying the wrong thing to her. It was best if we didn’t talk, at least for a while. I had to let the dust settle.

      Feeling a little more settled, I dove into my work. There was a lot to get done with the upcoming launch looming. I was completely focused on my work, giving it all my attention and blocking out everything else. It was how I worked. I could go into a proverbial tunnel and hear or see nothing else. It was where I found my inspiration.

      It was a knock on the door that managed to cut through. Part of me had been listening and hoping for that knock. I wanted it to be Penny, coming to talk about what happened. I looked up and saw Lydia. I smiled and got to my feet, waving her inside.

      She opened the door, smiling as she walked toward me. “Hey, baby,” she greeted, her long, honey-brown hair shiny and hanging loose around her slender shoulders.

      I gave her a kiss on the cheek, hugging her before gesturing toward the chair. “Sit. What brings you by?”

      “I missed you. How’s the life of a big fashion mogul?”

      I chuckled. “I’m not a mogul—yet. I plan on it. What about you? How’s work going?”

      She grimaced, letting out a long sigh. “I think I have finally expired.”

      “What?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

      “My shelf life is up. I’ve reached my expiration date. The industry doesn’t like models over the age of twenty-five,” she pouted.

      “That’s not true. Besides, you don’t look a day over eighteen,” I said with my practiced charm.

      She rolled her eyes. “I just lost a big job to a fifteen-year-old. I swear they are getting younger and younger.”

      I could see the loss of a high-paying job really hurt her. Lydia had been at the top of the modeling world for years. It was not the kind of career that would carry a person into retirement, unless that person was ready to retire by thirty, and that was generous.

      I grabbed her hand, pulling her back to her feet and holding her face between my hands. “You know you’re beautiful. You have wisdom and beauty. That fifteen-year-old might have the beauty, but you and I both know the industry will eat her up and spit her out. You’re tough and you’re a survivor. You’re going to be okay,” I told her, holding her stunning green eyes with mine.

      She offered a small smile before the tears started to slide down her face. I pulled her against me, holding her while she cried on my shoulder. I hated to see her hurting. She was great at her job and had poise and grace. She had a special quality about her, and the camera loved it. I hated that she was being pushed out of the modeling world.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured.

      “Hey, don’t be. You cry as much as you want. You were there for me when I thought for sure I was going to drown in those first months. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have fallen into that dark world where models go to get high and OD at a young age. You saved me. You kept me on the right path. I owe you.”

      “You would have been just fine. You’re too bullheaded to fall into those dangerous traps,” she managed to get out through her sobs.

      I patted her on the back, trying to take away her misery. I had seen so many of the female models I worked with get harassed and ridiculed by their colleagues, photographers, and marketing execs. They were picked apart and generally mind-fucked. I hated watching it. I knew Lydia was suffering. I wanted to beat the shit out of every person who had ever made her feel unworthy.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I assured her.

      “You’re a good friend,” she said, not letting go of me.

      I held her close, my hand moving to the back of her head. I wasn’t great at comforting, but I was doing all I could. Lydia sobbed, her arms hanging at her sides as if she had lost all her fight.

      “This doesn’t have to be the end,” I whispered. “You need to keep moving forward. You can do anything you want. I got out. You can too.”

      “I’m not like you,” she whined.

      “You’re so much better than me. Don’t let them break you down. You are smart and dedicated and you can kick ass at whatever you decide to do.”

      She sniffled. “You’re just saying that.”

      “I am not. You know you’re smart.”

      The door opened. I turned to face her, Lydia still in my arms. Penny walked through the door, looking down at her tablet. “I negotiated a deal with—”

      She stopped talking and looked at my embrace with Lydia. The look on her face said it all. It was anger and shock rolled up in one. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had a visitor,” Penny said and quickly rushed out as fast as she had come in.

      She left so fast, slamming the door behind her, I didn’t get a chance to explain what it was she saw. I knew what she was thinking. She believed I had lied when I told her Lydia and I weren’t like that. I didn’t have a chance to explain that our friendship was nothing more but tabloid fodder. Neither Lydia nor I dispelled the rumors. We let them fly. It made it easier for us. If people thought we were off the market, they tended to stay away. At least some of them did. Not all, but most.

      “Son of a bitch. Shit. Fuck. Goddammit,” I cursed.

      Lydia pulled away and looked up at me. “What’s going on? What just happened?” she asked, looking toward the door and then back at me.

      “That was Penny,” I mumbled.

      Lydia wiped her cheeks with her fingers, her eyes wide. “Penny? Like the Penny from college? Penny, Penny?” she asked with complete shock.

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Lydia knew all about my history with Penny and what had happened. “Oh my god. She works for you?” she shrieked.

      I nodded again. “Yes. Penny works for me. I didn’t intentionally hire her. I didn’t even know she’d been hired until she walked into my office.”

      “Did she know you were the owner of the company?” she asked, a quizzical expression on her face.

      I shook my head. “Apparently not. The first time we laid eyes on each other, it was obvious neither of us expected to see each other again.”

      “Wow. I thought I had problems. As usual, Jax has to go and one-up me.”

      “This wasn’t my fault,” I protested.

      “I think it is. If you wouldn’t have done what you did back then, it wouldn’t still be haunting you now,” she said with a shrug.

      “That’s not very supportive. I was just comforting you. You should return the favor,” I pouted.

      She scoffed. “Um, you told me what you did. You’re lucky Penny is obviously a much kinder person than I am. I would have haunted you, hunted you down, and made you pay.”

      “Made me pay?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “You wound me,” I said, feigning a heart attack by slapping my hands over my chest.

      She punched me in the shoulder. “If you would have done me like you did her, I would have wounded you by removing that appendage between your legs.”

      “Hey!” I protested. “That isn’t funny. You can’t joke about things like that.”

      “Who said I was joking?” she shot back.

      “You’re a vicious woman, Lydia.”

      She shrugged a shoulder, sitting down in the chair and crossing her long legs as she looked up at me with a mischievous smile. “I may not have actually cut the thing off, but I would have told everyone I could that I had. No, I would have told everyone you had a pencil dick.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s horrible!”

      “Is it?”

      “You’re mean.”

      “Hey, I’m just happy your life is more of a mess than mine,” she said with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes, flopping down in my chair. “Thanks. I’m glad I can make you feel better by having the more fucked-up life.”

      She got up from her chair and walked to me, leaning over and giving me a hug before kissing the top of my head. “I appreciate that. Don’t screw up a second time. The half second I saw her, I can see why you are into her. She’s very pretty.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

      She giggled. “I’m not saying I’m confident. I’m saying, try not to screw it up this time. You don’t often get a second chance at anything.”

      “Are you leaving?” I asked, watching her walk to the door.

      “I am. I just got into town late last night. I’m going to go by and see my folks, and then I have a video conference call with my agent to see if I’m officially washed-up.”

      “You’re not washed-up. You hold your head high and let them know who the real queen is,” I told her.

      She smiled at me and waved. “Thanks, Jax. I’ll see you around.”

      I watched her leave, already knowing what Penny must be thinking. I loved seeing Lydia, but her visit couldn’t have come at a worse time. Penny was probably packing her shit up and putting in her notice. I couldn’t seem to take a right step with that one. It was one mistake after another.
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      I sipped the glass of wine I was treating myself to while I worked. I was off the clock, even if I was working. I hated Jax, but I wanted to give the best marketing proposal possible. If anything, it would build my resume for when it was time to move on. I knew my job with Jax wasn’t going to be long-term. I needed to work my butt off now so I could have something to show a future employer. I had to make the campaign work. It was my ticket away from Jax.

      I had to get away from him. I was ashamed of myself. I was the other woman. I had seen the way he’d been holding that woman. Not that woman—Lydia, his girlfriend. His girlfriend of years. He’d cheated on her with me. I couldn’t believe I had done that to another woman. I couldn’t even pretend not to know he was in a relationship. I did know. He’d made it sound like they were in an open relationship, but that didn’t make it right. I was not that kind of girl.

      I was knee-deep in my self-loathing when there was a knock at the door. I got up, assuming it was Carolina. She was the only person who knew where I lived, although I was sure Jax could get the information if he wanted it. If it was him, I would absolutely send him packing with a very stern lecture about cheating on his girlfriend. That was not okay.

      “Chance?” I gasped when I looked through the peephole.

      I yanked open the door and threw myself at him. “Nice to see you too,” he laughed.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “I came to check on you. You haven’t been home in a couple months. I was worried.”

      I pulled him inside my apartment and closed the door. “I haven’t been home because I don’t live at home. I live here. I won’t be home for dinner. I thought that was understood.”

      “Stop, you know what I mean,” he said, ruffling my hair like he had done since I was a little girl.

      It was only then I realized he was carrying a duffel bag. “What’s that?” I asked.

      “That is called a bag,” he said sarcastically, dropping it on the floor next to the door.

      “Ha. Ha. You know what I mean. What are you really doing here?” I asked him, suspicious he’d found out what I had been up to and was coming to babysit me.

      “I’m staying for a couple days,” he announced.

      “Here?” I asked, my voice a little higher than usual.

      “Yes, is that okay? Are you kicking out your brother?” he teased.

      “No, of course not. It’s just, I don’t have a guest room, but you’re welcome to my couch. What are you doing here? For real. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m doing fine.”

      “It’s not about you. Sheesh, always making it about you,” he said.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make it about me, but your visit is a little unexpected. Are you okay? Are you in trouble?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Do I ever get in trouble?” he winked, his gray eyes sparkling.

      “Oh god. I don’t have bail money,” I said, only half-joking.

      When we had been younger, Chance used to get himself in all kinds of trouble. When our dad walked out and our mother kind of checked out, it had been Chance who took care of me, made sure I went to school and always looked after me. It helped straighten him out, but he did still have a tendency to find trouble.

      “I have a meeting with investors,” he said with a grin.

      “Investors?”

      He grabbed the bottle of wine I had sitting on the counter and took a drink straight from the bottle. “Yep.”

      I scowled at him. “Gross. Pig. Didn’t anyone ever teach you to use a glass?”

      He grinned, putting the bottle down and using the back of his hand to wipe his mouth. “I am finally getting my designs ready to go to production. After all this time, I’m so close! The investors are interested in backing me. I have a portfolio full of designs. I’m hoping they are impressed enough to give me their money.”

      I slapped him on the shoulder. “That is awesome! I’m so proud of you! I didn’t know you were still pursuing that.”

      “Thanks. I’ve never really let it go. I’ve been derailed a time or ten, but I couldn’t give up.”

      “Because you’re tenacious and you deserve this.”

      His boyish smile and tousled dark hair reminded me of our younger years. He’d always been handsome in my eyes, and the ladies loved him. He and Jax together were quite the eye candy. “It’s taken me almost ten years to get to this point. I’ve never been able to get anyone to give me the time of day. I’ve been rejected so much I just expect it. When I presented my latest ideas and got not one, but several responses, I thought someone was playing a joke on me. I have a couple meetings with a couple different investment firms. I am hoping this is finally my chance to get my athletic shoes on the market. I know they’ll make a difference,” he said enthusiastically. “I’m going to revolutionize athletic shoes. I’m going to have every professional athlete wanting my shoes.”

      I burst into laughter. “Dream big or go home,” I said.

      “Damn straight. I’m not going to settle, not anymore. I’ve waited and I’ve paid my dues. It’s my turn. I’m going to get to the top. I’m going to be able to buy you a big fancy house and a new car,” he said.

      I smiled, happy his dream was coming true. He always thought about me. I had told him a million times I could do it on my own, but he never listened. He always sent me a little money to help, even though I told him I didn’t need it. He sacrificed so much for me. I owed him everything.

      He’d first tossed out the idea of launching his own athletic shoe company when he struggled to find a pair of shoes that were what he wanted for basketball. He and Jax had cooked up the plan to start their company after Jax finished college. Then that night happened, and the poop had hit the fan. Everything had fallen apart. I had felt terribly guilty for years. I still did. My choice had stolen Chance’s future and his best friend. Chance had been left without a best friend and a dream. With Jax kicked out of our lives, Chance’s dream of building a company with a guy he had trusted evaporated. It had left him jaded. He’d been angry with me, even if he never said it. I knew he was, and I didn’t blame him. My silly need to lose my virginity had cost a lot more than the V-card.

      “You’re amazing. Perseverance always pays off,” I told him.

      “Do you have anything decent to drink?” he asked, walking to my refrigerator.

      He stopped, not moving for several seconds before he slowly turned around, looking down at the table where I had the campaign sketches spread out on the table. He picked up one of them, the look on his face making me cringe. I saw the anger and betrayal he still felt. I loved my big brother, and I loved that he’d defended me. I hated being the person who had essentially caused that suffering.

      “Chance,” I whispered, knowing there was little I could say to ease the blow.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked in a low voice, holding up one of the printouts. Jax’s face was very prominent.

      “That’s an ad I’m working on,” I replied.

      He nodded his head. “That’s Jax.”

      “Yes.”

      “Penny, what the hell?”

      I bit my bottom lip. I had hoped I would never have to tell him I was working with Jax. I knew it was probably inevitable he would find out, but I liked to fool myself into believing he wouldn’t. “I told you I landed a job.”

      He nodded. “Yes, you did. This—this is your job?” he asked, waving the paper.

      I grimaced. “Yes. I’m the head of marketing at Jax’s new company. I’m designing ads for his new line.”

      He dropped the sketch on the table, his hands going to his hips as he stared at me. I could see the disappointment and felt about an inch tall. “You’re working for Jax. You’re helping him make millions after what happened. What the hell is wrong with you? Why would you ever apply to his job? Why would you work for the man who made you the laughingstock on campus?”

      I flinched, the memory bubbling to the surface, bringing the old, repressed feelings back along with it. I wanted to cringe, curl inward to protect myself from the misery. I’d been so embarrassed and devastated by what he had done to me.

      I flopped down in one of the dining chairs and buried my face in my hands. “It wasn’t like that. I didn’t know it was his company when I applied. I didn’t interview with him. I was hired by the hiring manager and never, ever met Jax. When I showed up to my first day on the job, I was introduced to him.”

      “Then why didn’t you turn around and walk out?”

      I shrugged. “Because, the job was good. It pays well and I had put out a hundred resumes and no one was calling me back. I’m fresh out of school. None of the big companies are going to hire someone like me. I need the experience. Jax and his people were the only ones who were willing to give me a shot,” I explained.

      He slapped his hand on the table, spinning around and yanking open my fridge. Thankfully, I had a couple of beers in there. I would have run out and bought him some, just to make up for the situation. I felt horrible. It was a bad upon bad disaster. I knew I should have walked away from the job. Money wasn’t worth the fallout. I wasn’t about to tell Chance about my little dalliance with Jax. He would probably drag me back home and lock me in my room.

      “Penny, this guy screwed you over so badly you had to change schools. You had to move away because you couldn’t deal with the rumors he started,” he reminded me.

      “You don’t have to tell me. I lived it. I know what he did.”

      “Then why? Why would you help him get ahead? Why help him get rich?” he asked.

      I groaned. “I need the job. I don’t have to see him all the time. I do my job and rarely see him.”

      He shook his head. “You know him. You know how he operates. He’ll try and seduce you again. He’ll use that charming way of his to make you fall for him again.”

      I gulped down the guilt I felt. “I won’t. I just have to get this campaign done. I need to have something to prove to other companies I know what I’m doing. I need something to add to my resume. I can put up with him long enough to get the experience I need to get my foot in the door somewhere else.”

      Chance pulled out one of the chairs and sat down. “Penny, you know him. Working for him, seeing him, it’s dangerous. It’s like waving a red flag in front of a bull. It’s too risky.”

      “I know what I’m doing Chance. You have to trust me. I’m not the same naïve little girl I was back then. I’m much wiser. I have to do this,” I insisted.

      He took a long drink from the can of beer in his hand. It was pretty clear he didn’t believe me, probably because I didn’t believe myself. I wasn’t immune to Jax’s charms, at least not as much as I wished I was. Chance didn’t need to know that.
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      I walked out of the conference room of the Grace Investments Group feeling very confident in a job well done. I had presented a very good pitch, and I was sure I had impressed the hell out of the guys holding the strings to a very big purse. I didn’t technically need the infusion of cash from an outside investor, but it was going to help make sure my launch was successful. It would allow me to keep the lights on and the doors of the overpriced set of offices I was leasing open. I wasn’t too worried they would deny my request for a small investment of capital. The marketing campaign Penny had put together along with the products themselves were all excellent. It looked like success. The extra cash in the coffers would make for a smooth launch. I’d be able to cover any unexpected expenses without disrupting business or causing me stress.

      I had done my research before ever reaching out to an investor. Initially, I had been adamant I would not allow my company to be controlled by someone else just because they had a stake in it. It was my company. I wasn’t about to give my company away to an overreaching investment firm that demanded partial control in my company. I made it quite clear it was my vision and my ideas that would be followed. I was the creative brains behind said company. I decided what went out and what didn’t. I wasn’t going to bend or sacrifice to please someone else.

      I would still hold the majority vote, considering I was putting up about 80 percent of the investment. It was Dakota and Carolina who’d convinced me that a nice cushion of cash could be beneficial, even if it meant we had a few extra hands in the cookie jar. After a lot of research, I had been sold. Now, I was feeling good and looking forward to having a little something to fall back on. I stepped off the elevator, lost in thought as I strolled through the lobby of the building. Something somewhere in my brain clicked. I stopped walking and stared at the man I had essentially been looking right through.

      “Chance? Chance Logan?” I said the name, not entirely sure I wasn’t looking at a doppelganger.

      I couldn’t imagine why Chance would be in the lobby of an investment firm in Minneapolis. Last I heard, he lived in Wisconsin. Over the years, there had been plenty of times when I thought I saw him and felt the adrenaline rush only to realize it wasn’t him. I didn’t have to wonder if it was him for long. The daggers he was tossing with those gray eyes of his made it pretty clear it was him and he still hated me. The first thought that floated through my brain was that Penny had told him about what happened in my office and he was there to try and kick my ass. Of course, she told her big brother.

      I stopped a few feet in front of him. I wasn’t going to run from him. If he’d stalked me and found me, I was ready to give him the confrontation he was looking for. I hadn’t run the last time, and I wasn’t about to run now. That wasn’t how I operated.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to sound casual but failing miserably. We were both stiff, like two bucks meeting in the wild, trying to intimidate the other with our stance.

      “None of your fucking business,” he snapped.

      That wasn’t the answer I was expecting. I was expecting him to tell me stay the fuck away from his sister or something like that. Maybe she hadn’t told him. I hoped she hadn’t. “I see,” I replied easily.

      “You don’t see shit.”

      The guy was spoiling for a fight. I knew him well enough to know this was his way of pushing someone to take the first swing. “I’m late for a meeting,” I lied.

      “You think you’re such a badass. For your information, I’m here to get my company off the ground.”

      “The shoe thing?” I asked, surprised he was still chasing that dream.

      He glared at me. “Yes, the shoe thing. It isn’t shit, so you can wipe that sneer off your face. You know damn well it’s good.”

      I smirked. “I didn’t say it was shit.”

      I knew his ideas were good. If things hadn’t gone the way they had, he and I would have been meeting those investors together. We would be partners and best friends. Chance and I would have made an amazing team. Then Penny broke my nose, and that ended that. Walking away from Chance had been tough. He’d been my best friend, my brother in many ways. I would have taken a bullet for him and knew he would have done the same for me. Then Penny happened. If I would have turned her down that night, he and I would still be friends and we’d be chasing the dream together.

      “Whatever. Congrats. Glad you’re still holding on to the dream. Good luck to you. I hope they give you what you need,” I told him, not wanting to start anything in the middle of the lobby of the firm I was trying to get to give me money.

      “Fuck you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Obviously, he was still pissed and unable to act civil. “Whatever, Chance. Let it go. Move on with your life.”

      The anger coming off Chance in thick waves was inciting my own anger. I turned to walk past him, not willing to get into a fight with him. I was above that. At least I wanted to be above that nonsense. The receptionist sitting at the tall desk was watching us, her expression showing her anxiousness over the two men circling each other in her lobby. I offered her a smile, hoping to reassure her all was okay.

      “Mr. Logan, you can go up. They’re waiting for you,” she said in a friendly tone, pretending she hadn’t witnessed the confrontation.

      Chance ignored her altogether, his attention completely focused on me. “You’re a smug asshole. I know Penny is working for you.” Chance’s voice echoed around the lobby.

      I closed my eyes. The receptionist’s eyes went wide. I shook my head before turning around to face Chance. He had just fucked himself. No investors were going to give a hothead any money. He was screwing himself over and seemed to be oblivious to it all. No matter what had happened between us, I wanted Chance to be successful. I didn’t want him to blow his chance at finally making his dream come true. I got my dream. I wanted him to get his.

      “Yes, she is,” I answered calmly. “She’s proven to be a valuable asset to the company.”

      “If I hear of you doing anything, I mean anything that she doesn’t like, I will hunt you down and beat the shit out of you,” Chance warned. “You better keep your hands off her.”

      I glanced over to the receptionist and noticed her hand was on the phone. I held up my hand, silently asking her not to make the call to security. I was trying to help Chance. He might not be able to see it or be willing to accept it, but I wasn’t trying to ruin his life. Even if the receptionist didn’t call security, she would report what happened to her boss. Chance had fucked himself. This was on him.

      “I think you need to take a step back,” I growled.

      Chance scoffed. “Or what, Jax? You’re a piece of crap for a human being.”

      “Chance, not here,” I said, the very limited control I had on my temper slipping.

      “Here, there, anywhere. Don’t disrespect my sister again. You ruined her reputation because you’re a lying, selfish piece of shit,” he snapped.

      “I hope you brought a prototype of the little shoe you want to get money to make because I’d love to kick your ass with your own shoe,” I snarled, taking a few steps closer to him.

      I had given up on trying to show restraint. I had none. I wasn’t a pussy, and I wasn’t going to let him threaten me and get away with it. I’d given him a chance to pull his head out of his ass and he didn’t take it. That was on him.

      Chance lunged, his hands grabbing my shirt front and yanking me forward. “You asshole.”

      I stared into Chance’s eyes lit with fury. “Back off. You’re going to fuck yourself over if you do this,” I hissed in a low voice.

      He was glaring at me. I could see him struggling with what to do. The decision was stolen from him. “Stop! Exit the building now or the police will be called!” I heard a man’s voice followed by the sounds of running footsteps.

      I looked over Chance’s shoulder. There were two large security guards coming toward us. One of them grabbed Chance and with a great deal of force dragged him out the door. I turned to watch him get shoved hard in the back with a warning to never step foot in the building again. Chance stared at me, his expressive eyes a stark warning that our confrontation wasn’t over. I would be seeing him again.

      “Are you okay?” the receptionist asked, rushing toward me.

      I shot her a look before straightening my shirt front. “I’m fine,” I snapped, spinning on my heel and walking out the doors Chance had just been shoved out of.

      I looked up and down the street. He had disappeared. “Fuck,” I growled, heading around the corner to the parking garage where I had parked my Porsche.

      I got in the car, taking a few minutes to process everything that had just happened. It had been a long time since I’d seen Chance. I missed him. I wasn’t going to lie to myself. I missed the guy that had been my best friend in the world. We spent a lot of time together and had gone through a lot. He knew me better than anyone else on the planet. Losing him from my life had hurt. I knew I could blame no one but myself. If I hadn’t fucked his little sister and then told everyone I could that she was a lousy lay, Chance and I would still be friends. He and I would have been taking that meeting together. We’d be building that business we had spent hours and hours planning and dreaming. We’d be spending the money we were confident we would make.

      Instead, I had been left alone in the world. It wasn’t like my life had gone to shit, but it had been lonely. I couldn’t blame Chance for hating me. If I had been in his position, I would have wanted to kill me too. It was definitely the biggest mistake of my life. Despite being able to acknowledge I had fucked up and Chance had good reason to hate me, it didn’t make the threats any easier to swallow.

      By nature, I was a defensive guy. I didn’t back down to anyone. I had been in plenty of fights and knew I could defend myself. I wasn’t afraid of a black eye or a broken nose. Been there, done that, and I survived. If Chance wanted it to go that route, I was ready for it. He could try to beat the shit out of me, but I wasn’t going to go down easy. I would make him earn every punch.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

      

    

    







            Penny

          

        

      

    

    
      Chance was driving me crazy. I had decided to go into the office to work on the campaign, hoping I could get some quiet in a peaceful environment. Chance had been in a horrible mood ever since I’d walked through the front door yesterday. He was angry that he didn’t get the funding. He hadn’t come out and said it, but I knew he blamed me a little. The run-in with Jax had been too much for his self-control. He’d lost his cool and got tossed out on his butt.

      That was on me. He might have been able to walk right on by Jax, but now that I was working for the guy who had nearly destroyed me, Chance couldn’t let it go. It brought up all those old memories and hurts, and my big brother wasn’t the type to let bygones be bygones.

      I would have preferred if he would let it go. I told him as much, which only irritated him further. I couldn’t seem to say anything right, which was why I was fleeing my own apartment and heading into work. I didn’t want to be around Chance while he was in that kind of a mood. I knew he was protective, and I loved him for it, but I was twenty-three. I wasn’t quite as naïve and vulnerable as he believed me to be. I was hoping with a few hours apart, I could go home, and we could enjoy our last night together before he went home tomorrow. I was going to miss him, but heavens, I was so looking forward to having my apartment back!

      I strolled through the quiet office, appreciating the peacefulness. Chance had been watching some baseball game on TV, the volume extremely loud, making it impossible for me to think straight. I walked into the break room and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge before moving toward my office. I had just made it through the door when I heard a bang followed by a muffled sound. I froze, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. I looked around my office, finding no weapon, but there was a heavy design book sitting on the edge of my desk. I tiptoed, afraid to alert the intruder to my presence, and put down the bottle of water.

      I scooped up the book, my heart pounding in my chest as I followed the noise. It was coming from Jax’s office. I licked my dry lips, my tongue feeling like sandpaper against them. I was afraid to breathe, afraid I would give away my presence. I ever so slowly pushed open the door to his office. The lights were off, and the blinds were drawn. I could see what looked like a man wearing a hoodie, bent over behind the desk. My eyes widened as I realized someone was trying break into his desk drawer where he kept his tablet. They were trying to get his designs!

      The thief had his back to me. He was too busy jerking the drawer and mumbling to notice I had come into the room. I raised the heavy hardback book and slammed it against back and neck area. I had been aiming for the head, but I figured any contact would be good. “Get out of there!” I shrieked.

      There was a loud oomph. I raised the book, ready to strike again when the man stood up to his full height, spinning around at the same time and grabbing my arm and yanking it. The book tumbled to the floor. I prepared to scratch the man’s eyes out when the hoodie fell back, revealing Jax’s very surprised face.

      “Jax?” I gasped.

      “Penny? What the hell?” he grumbled, dropping my arm.

      “What are you doing here? Why are you dressed like that, and why are you trying to break into your own desk?” I asked, the adrenaline fleeing my body at the realization it wasn’t a thief.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      “I’m working,” I snapped.

      He raised one of those thick eyebrows. “No one was here when I came in.”

      “I just got here.”

      “Damn. I should have hired you to act as my security detail,” he murmured, still rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Sorry,” I muttered, feeling a little bad for hitting him so hard. “In my defense, I thought you were a burglar. I was hoping to stop a theft. Why are you breaking into your own desk?”

      He shrugged a shoulder before rotating his neck a few times. “I was going for a run when I remembered there was some paperwork I wanted to go over. I didn’t have my keys on me and thought I could jimmy the lock. I didn’t think it would be that hard to get into. I guess I was wrong.”

      I shook my head. “You scared me half to death.”

      He grinned, taking a seat on the corner of his desk. “Sorry. I didn’t think I had to worry about anyone being here, especially someone wielding a book that must weigh a hundred pounds. A book?” he asked incredulously.

      “It was all I could find. It was either that or a bottle of water.” I shrugged.

      He chuckled, his eyes dancing with amusement as he looked at me. “Thank you, I suppose.”

      “For?”

      “For being willing to defend my office. If you thought there was an intruder, the smart thing to do was leave the office and call for help,” he pointed out.

      “That didn’t occur to me. I think I deserve a bonus for being willing to sacrifice my life for your company,” I said with a cheesy smile.

      I turned and leaned against the desk, our shoulders touching. He turned his head, smiling at me and giving me that warm and fuzzy feeling I swore to never get again around him. I could smell him. It was a smell I would never forget. It was a hint of musky and something woody. I didn’t know what kind of cologne he wore or if it was just his natural scent, but it always triggered a reaction deep in my gut.

      His eyes dropped to my mouth. The chemistry between us was impossible to ignore. It was always there. Being alone with him was dangerous. That tiny little voice in the back of my mind that told me to get up and walk out of the office was quickly shushed. I didn’t want to go.

      Jax leaned over, his face hovering next to mine for a brief second before he was kissing me. He stood, never breaking contact with my lips, his arms going around me as I reached up to wrap mine around his neck, holding him close to me. He tasted like something sweet and fruity as his tongue swept inside my mouth. His mouth was hard and firm against mine, pushing my head back as he took all he wanted. It was time to take back the control I had let him have over me.

      I turned my head, separating our mouths, pushing my hand against his chest. The look on his face was one of shock. I was about to really shock him. I pushed him again, shoving him hard and sending him backward.

      “Penny,” he said in a low voice, his eyes locking on mine.

      I stepped toward him, shoving him again until his legs bumped against the couch in his office. One more shove and he was down. I lunged, straddling him, holding his face in my hands as I devoured his mouth. He groaned, his erection springing to life between my legs. I rotated my hips, grinding myself against him. The thin fabric of my leggings and the cotton of the sweats he was wearing did little to shield his hardness.

      I dropped my hands from his face, sliding the zipper of his hoodie down with my mouth still on his. His hands reached for the hem of the light sweater I was wearing, pushing it up until I was forced to break the contact between us. He had the sweater over my head in a flash, leaning forward and letting me push off his hoodie before going after the T-shirt he wore underneath. I was going to have my hands on his chest this time.

      With his shirt out of my way, I pressed my palms against his broad chest, running my hands over his body. He unhooked my bra, pulling it off and tossing it to the floor. We both stared at each other, drinking in the sight of one another’s bodies. I lowered my mouth to one of his very well-defined pecs, running my tongue over the hot, tanned flesh. His hands stroked up and down my back before sliding up between us and cupping my breast.

      I pulled away from him, pushing off him and stripping off my leggings and panties, not interested in him ripping another pair from my body, no matter how exciting it had been in the moment. I stood before him, looking down at him and watching his response to seeing me naked for the first time. The dorm room had been dark, and we’d been under the covers. I wasn’t ashamed of my body. His nostrils flared, his eyes taking on a heavy-lidded look a second before he lifted his butt from the couch, pushing the sweats and underwear down. His running shoes were kicked off, nearly crashing through the window.

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the swollen appendage between his legs. He leaned forward, reaching for my hips, and pulled me back down to straddle him. The flesh-against-flesh contact felt amazing. My hard nipples brushed across his chest as I leaned down to kiss him. The kiss was slow and thorough with no real hurry. I wanted to relish in the feel of him against me. The hairs on his legs tickled the back of my thighs, sending little shivers up and down my spine.

      Jax slid his hand between my legs, his fingers expertly moving over my sensitive folds, opening me to him. I gasped, his mouth swallowing the sound as he pushed his finger inside me. He ran the finger in and out, loosening me, making me slick and ready for his invasion.

      “Oh god,” I groaned, my arousal making me feel twitchy.

      “I love how wet you get for me,” he whispered, running his finger, slick with my own juices, over my core, circling my opening and teasing my clit at the same time.

      “I want you inside me,” I told him, feeling powerful and in control with me on top.

      “Your wish is my command,” he growled.

      I felt the probing of his swollen head as he guided himself to my opening. His hand fell away, resting on my hip with no pressure at all. He was giving me full control. He was letting me set the pace. I slowly slid down his long, hard length, letting his cock stretch me as I moved down. I closed my eyes, concentrating on the joining. When I was fully seated against him, his body buried deep inside mine, I opened my eyes to find him watching me. It was all very intimate, face-to-face, breathing the same air our bodies pressed together.

      “You’re going to cum,” he whispered.

      I wanted to deny it, hating that he knew my body that well. I shuddered, the first wave of ecstasy rolling over me. I was helpless to stop my body’s response. I cried out, a soft whimper as my head dropped forward. He held me close, his strong arms wrapped around me, holding me as the release rocked through me.

      When the tremors subsided, I sat up, looked down at him, and saw tenderness. It was unexpected but welcomed. I dropped my mouth to his and began to move slow and easy. His hands held my hips, squeezing as he pulled me back and forth. I pulled my mouth away from his, putting my hands on his shoulders and digging in, ready to ride him hard and fast.
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      The woman was going to kill me. My body felt like it was going to erupt into flames. Really, it was just my cock that was on the verge of a cataclysmic eruption. Feeling her orgasm had been the sweetest thing in the entire world. Her body shuddered and spasmed, squeezing me as the release tore through her. The first few seconds I was buried inside her, I had felt it and knew it was coming. It was a huge bolster to my ego to know I could get her off just by being inside her. It told me all I had wanted to know—did she want me? Did she crave my body, like I craved hers? Listening to her sounds of pleasure and feeling her welcoming juices told me she did.

      I could feel it happening again. I could feel the tension ramping up. Her body was bouncing against mine. Her hips ground against me as if she couldn’t get enough of my cock inside her. The woman was coming unhinged. I knew how she felt with all that pent-up lust and frustration.

      “Fuck me, Penny. Slow down, slow down,” I grunted, putting a hand on her thigh.

      I was losing all self-control. I had tried to let her set the pace, tried to be hands-off, but the woman’s body was pure ecstasy. I didn’t want to cum, not yet. I wanted to enjoy her body a little longer. I wanted to languish in the feel of her holding me inside her tight, warm sheath.

      “No. I can’t,” she gasped, bouncing and grinding. All I could do was hold on to her to keep her from falling off me and my cock.

      “Penny,” I groaned out, my fingertips digging into her flesh, trying to slow her down.

      “Don’t. Don’t stop me,” she gasped, slapping at my hands.

      “I can’t hold back much longer,” I rasped.

      She leaned forward, her breasts practically slapping me in the face. I lashed out with my tongue, catching a nipple and pulling it between my teeth. She cried out, her fingers digging into my shoulders, sliding her chest against my face. I opened my mouth wide, sucking a large portion of her breast into my mouth, letting my teeth scrape over flesh. Her back arched, shoving the breast deeper into my mouth.

      “Yes!” she screamed, her body bouncing, jerking my head back and forth.

      I suckled her breast, my hands holding her hips and yanking her hard against me, sending my cock deeper inside her. It was all too much. Too many violent, delicious sensations were slamming into my brain. It felt so good. It was as if I had been dying of thirst for years, and now that I’d found her, my oasis in the desert, I couldn’t stop drinking. I couldn’t get enough. It was too good to let go. I wanted to take her back to my place and fuck her every which way all day and all night. I would never get enough.

      The orgasm slammed into me, stealing away my breath. I jerked, going stiff as my body gave in to the pleasure, letting it sweep me away with her tight little body wrapped around me. Her whimpers and moans and the flood of heat over my cock heightened my orgasm as she found her second release. Sex with her was incredible. It almost felt illegal. How could anything feel so good and be okay?

      Her body collapsed against me, her face turned away from me as she rested her head on my shoulder. Both of us were breathing hard. I could feel her heart pounding against my chest and smiled. I reached up to run my hand over her back. Her flesh rippled, her body jerking as my hand scraped up her spine. I was about to propose a round two as soon as I recovered when she jumped off me as if I had burned her body with mine.

      “Shit. Dammit. Shit,” she mumbled under her breath. “Dammit.”

      My brows shot up. I couldn’t remember ever hearing her curse. I looked down at my naked self and realized I had screwed up again. Technically, she’d been the one to initiate the sex. I sure as hell didn’t try and stop it, but I felt slightly innocent in the situation. I had kissed her, but it was a friendly kiss. I hadn’t expected sex. I was glad it happened but was not expecting it. She was pulling on her clothes with lightning speed, doing everything she could to keep from looking at me.

      I got up from the couch, taking my time in getting dressed. Penny had her back to me as she ran her hands through her thick mane that had been tousled. I was tempted to reach out and comb my fingers through it but refrained.

      “Penny,” I said.

      She wouldn’t look at me. “What?”

      “Penny,” I said again, making her look at me.

      She slowly turned around. The regret on her face stung. “What?” she said on a sigh.

      “What happened? One second we’re all good and the next you can’t look at me? Did I do something?”

      “No. I mean, yes, but just now, no,” she said, looking at the ground.

      I was more confused than ever. “Can you tell me what it is I didn’t do but did?”

      “This can’t keep happening. This is wrong. We have to keep things professional. You’re my boss. I’m your employee,” she rambled. “We can’t keep having sex in your office. It’s so bad.”

      “I didn’t think it was bad, and judging by the fact you had two orgasms, I don’t think you found it bad either,” I said with a grin.

      “Stop. That is so unprofessional. We need to practice more professionalism. I have a job to do, and sleeping with you is not part of that job.”

      “Fuck professionalism. This keeps happening because there is something between us. And I hope to hell fucking me isn’t a job. There’s a name for that kind of a job,” I shot back.

      She made a choking sound. “I’m not a whore!”

      “I never said you were. I just want to make it very clear that what just happened here was not part of your job. This was me and you and us having a good time,” I clarified.

      She shook her head, holding up her hand as if to ward me off. “It can’t happen anymore. This isn’t right. I feel horrible.”

      “Why? Why isn’t it right? We’re drawn to each other. There’s nothing to feel horrible about. Hell, I felt anything but horrible. Why not explore that? Why fight it?” I asked.

      Her mouth dropped open. “Seriously? You have to ask why?” she exclaimed. “You are not that stupid.”

      “I don’t think I’m stupid. I just don’t get why we can’t have some fun and see where this goes. What happened in the past is in the past. We’re attracted to each other, and you can’t deny that what just happened wasn’t amazing,” I pointed out.

      “Gee, why shouldn’t we be together? I don’t know, maybe because you have a girlfriend?” she sneered, a hand going to her hip and her foot turning out.

      “A girlfriend. I don’t have a girlfriend,” I argued.

      Her eyes narrowed. “What about that interview?”

      I shook my head. I felt like we were having two different conversations. “What interview?”

      “The interview where you talked about Lydia and being engaged. Everyone knows the two of you are together. I saw the two of you together, remember? I will not be the other woman. I won’t do that to her, and I won’t disrespect myself. I mean, I know I have, but I won’t keep doing it. I swear, this was the last time,” she said firmly. “I feel so dirty.” She shuddered.

      I stepped forward and put my hands on her shoulders to try and calm her down. She didn’t shirk away from me, which I took as a good sign. I looked directly into her eyes and told her the truth. “Lydia is not my girlfriend. She’s a friend—a really good friend. There has never been anything between us. We let the tabloids print the rumor because it was easier. We didn’t have to make up excuses for why we didn’t want to go out with someone. It was the classic excuse, and it worked. I can call her right now and you can talk to her yourself. She will tell you the same thing.”

      There was a hint of sadness in her eyes. “I believe you, but you know we can’t be together.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because we hate each other,” she said softly.

      “I don’t hate you. I’ve never hated you,” I assured her.

      Her look of surprise was unexpected. “What?” she whispered, her eyes searching mine.

      “I don’t hate you,” I repeated.

      “But all those things you said. You told all your friends I was a terrible lay. Why would you do something so awful if you didn’t hate me?”

      I dropped my hands from her shoulders, looking away from her. “I had my reasons,” I mumbled.

      “I’m listening.”

      I couldn’t tell her. I wasn’t ready to talk about them. “I shouldn’t have said those things,” I confessed.

      “Okay, then you have to hate me for breaking your nose.”

      I chuckled. “I should probably thank you for breaking my nose. You gave me that unique thing that made me famous. In a sea of sameness, you gave me the one thing that set me apart from the rest. Without you, I wouldn’t have this company. I wouldn’t been nearly as successful as I was. I owe you.”

      She let out an exasperated breath. “You’re crazy and you’re not making any sense. I’m going home. Chance is there and he’s been annoying the heck out of me since your guy’s little run-in yesterday. I’d rather deal with his cranky butt than listen to your nonsense.”

      She walked out of the office without looking back. I watched her go, wondering what in the hell I was going to do. She had me upside down and inside out. I had thought I had put my feelings for her to rest. Seeing her, talking to her, and being with her brought all those old feelings to the surface. They were as strong now as they had been then. Hell, maybe stronger.

      If I wanted to try the exploration of a relationship with her, I was absolutely going to have to come clean about the past. I wasn’t sure I was up for that conversation. There was no way we could ever move forward if I wasn’t honest. Penny had been carrying around a lot of hurt and anger. That wasn’t something that was just going to go away without some healing. The only way there could be healing was with the truth.

      “Fuck,” I groaned, running a hand through my hair.

      That was about the last thing I wanted to do. It was risky. I could tell her the truth and end up pushing her away for good. I wanted to make up for the past. I knew I could be charming and persuasive. I could woo her, treat her right, and show her I was a good man. Once she fell for me and I knew she wouldn’t run in the opposite direction, I would tell her the truth. She’d be willing to forgive me and accept me because she loved me. That was my only option. I wasn’t ready to let Penny walk out of my life without a proper fight.
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      It was weird to be in Jax’s office, alone with him, the door closed. The tension was there, but I was pretending I didn’t notice. The first few times I had to meet him in his office after the weekend episode had most definitely been awkward, but unlike his usual self, he hadn’t mentioned the incident. That’s what I was referring to the sex as—the incident. He was acting like the perfect gentleman, making no innuendos or mentioning the incident. It had been a brief lapse in my good judgment, and I wasn’t planning on letting it happen again. I wanted to pretend it never happened. Easier said than done. At night when I was alone in bed, the memory of me riding him on the couch was very vivid.

      As good as the sex had been, I couldn’t let myself do it again. Not with him. Even if he didn’t have a girlfriend, there were plenty of other reasons why it could never happen. We could never be a thing. It just wouldn’t work. Chance would absolutely lose his mind. He would pull that big-brother card and forbid me from seeing him. I owed Chance too much to defy him. I couldn’t hurt him again. When he’d found out what had happened that first time, I had seen the disappointment on his face when he had asked me what happened.

      “I need you to pack a bag,” Jax said when we wrapped up the changes to the last ad.

      “Excuse me?” I asked, wondering if that was his way of saying pack my stuff and leave the building. If it was, he was going to get an earful.

      “We’re going on a scouting mission this weekend. I need you there. You’re the creative brains behind the marketing. Plan on three nights,” he said as if it was completely normal for the two of us to go away together.

      I wrinkled my nose. “Me? You want me to go?”

      “Yes. You’re the one with the vision. I have a place in mind. Carolina did some research and presented me with several options. This is the one that I think is the best. It’s rustic and natural, and I think it will fit perfectly with some of those ads you proposed. I want your opinion, but I don’t want you to see it in pictures. I want to see the real thing.”

      “Like a park? The forest?” I questioned.

      “It’s an old hotel in the middle of nowhere. There is nothing but trees around. It is way off the beaten path and has a limited number of rooms, so you get ultimate privacy. There are only a couple pictures of the place online. It’s very exclusive, which is perfect. I want to go where no one has gone before.”

      It didn’t sound that bad, and it did sound very much like the perfect place for our campaign shoot. I hadn’t even seen a brochure, but the way he described it, it sounded like just the spot I had envisioned in my mind. I had been thinking outdoorsy and rugged. Jax had that tough, jagged, edgy look.

      “This weekend?” I asked, stalling for time while I mulled over whether I would go.

      “Yes. This weekend. Do you have plans?”

      I shook my head. “No. When will we leave?”

      “Tomorrow morning.”

      I sighed, shaking my head. “Are you sure this is a good idea? I mean, we’re either fighting or making out. We have to work together, but a road trip might not be the best thing for us. I think Dakota or Carolina would be a better option. We’re like fire and gasoline and highly combustible. Being in close quarters for several days is not smart.”

      “No. I want my head of marketing. And for the record, we’ve never made out. We’ve had sex. It’s cute that you can’t say it,” he said with a grin. “You’re a grown woman, Penny. You had sex. You got laid. You can say it.”

      “Stop,” I hissed, not wanting anyone to overhear.

      He leaned over the desk. I instinctually leaned forward as well, expecting him to tell me a big secret. “I’m not going to apologize for wanting you, for wanting to fuck you at every opportunity. I can say it. I like saying it. I like thinking about it. Hell, it’s almost all I think about. Fucking you. That dominates my thoughts.”

      I felt my face grow hot and knew I had turned red. “Stop,” I said, flushing.

      He only grinned. I could feel heat and moisture between my legs. My stomach felt fluttery. I had to fight to keep my eyes on his. I was thinking about his mouth, hot and wet against my skin, the feel of his teeth scraping over my breast.

      “I can’t,” he replied.

      “We’re coworkers. Boss and employee, remember? This is not okay. We can’t do what you said. It isn’t right, and besides, we don’t like each other.”

      His cocky grin was not making the heat between my legs go away. It was making it worse.

      “Guess what? I don’t like rules. It’s why I own my own company. I’ve never been very good at following the rules,” he said with a shrug of his shoulders.

      I closed my eyes and leaned back in my chair. He was never going to listen to me. It was pointless to try and argue with him. “I’m going back to my fishbowl.”

      “Your what?”

      “My fishbowl. The place where my office is. It’s like a giant fishbowl,” I mumbled.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow at ten,” he called out. “Pack something for being outside. And don’t forget the lacy lingerie. I like red.”

      My blush deepened as I rushed down the hall, hoping no one heard him. Deep down, I felt a fissure of excitement at the thought of spending a weekend alone with him. I wondered if he got us separate rooms. He’d better have, or I was going to make him sleep in the car. I was not about to fall for that trick.
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      I was up early, packing for the trip. I was actually excited for the little getaway. I just wished it was with someone other than Jax. I checked the time and realized I only had a few minutes before Jax showed up. I hoped I wasn’t making a huge mistake. It felt wrong. I knew I was playing with fire. My phone beeped. I picked up and saw a message from Jax announcing he was there. I was glad he didn’t come up to my apartment. I needed to keep that little bit separate.

      I grabbed my suitcase and lugged it down the hall, letting it bounce down the stairs behind me. Jax was leaning against his shiny black Porsche, his arms crossed as he looked up and down the street. When he saw me, he sprang forward and took my suitcase, loading it in the back of the car. I got in without saying a word.

      “Ready?” he asked, getting behind the wheel.

      “I am,” I answered nervously. Being alone with him was difficult.

      “Do you want to stop for coffee?”

      “Sure, please,” I replied.

      We whipped through a McDonald’s drive-thru, getting a couple of coffees and some fries before heading out. We headed north. The scenery was beautiful. Lots of crystal-blue lakes and thick forests. I could feel myself relaxing the farther north we drove.

      “This reminds me of Germany,” he said after we’d been traveling in silence for a while.

      “Germany?” I asked, having no reference considering I’d never left the country.

      “I rode the train from Paris to Berlin one year when I was doing a series of fashion shows in Europe. It was a surprise to find how much the scenery there looked like the Midwest. It reminded me of home.”

      I nodded. “I see. Well, no, I don’t see. I’ve never been to Europe or Hawaii or anywhere.”

      “That’s too bad. If you stay on board with the company, you’ll see the world. Once this line launches, we’ll have to have a tour, promoting the brand and putting on shows. You would be a part of that,” he said.

      I couldn’t hide my excitement. It was a dream. I never imagined being able to travel the world. I had thought about it, but never thought it would happen, at least not before I was retired.

      “We’ll have to see,” I said, not committing to anything.

      “See? See about what?”

      “You know what. I’m not sure it’s a great idea for us to travel together,” I told him bluntly.

      He scoffed. “You’re traveling with me now.”

      “Not like that, going through airports and stuff like that. I know about your reputation.”

      He scowled at me. “My reputation?”

      “Your reputation for being rebellious and a bit of a troublemaker. Are you even allowed to go to some of those countries? Aren’t you banned?” I asked him.

      He chuckled “No.”

      “I saw an article that said you were arrested for jumping into a fountain while you were totally smashed.”

      He nodded his head. “I did that.”

      “And what about mooning the crowds from the balcony of your hotel room in Italy?” I asked, almost hoping it was just a fabricated story.

      His laugh was all the answer I needed. “Yep, did that.”

      I groaned. “What about the fights in the bars?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Yep. Did that. Several times.”

      He was obviously proud of his antics. He didn’t seem the least bit ashamed or sorry for what he had done. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. “Wow.”

      “I’m flattered.”

      “By?” I asked.

      “You’ve been following my career.”

      I looked out the window, hoping to hide the embarrassment I knew would be written all over my face. “It’s not that I followed, but I do watch TV and I do read online news. Your antics tended to be in the headlines on slow news day.”

      I wasn’t about to admit I had googled his name almost daily to see what he was doing. I needed to choose my words more carefully. I didn’t want to inflate his ego any more than necessary by letting him know I had checked up on him often. Hanging out with Jax was messing with my brain. I was saying and doing things I wouldn’t normally. He was worming his way back into my life.

      “You keep telling yourself that,” he said in a smug tone.

      I inwardly groaned, hating that he’d busted me. I had to be more careful. I had to keep my guard up. I would not let him back into my life just so he could stomp all over my heart again. I would have liked to think he changed, but I doubted it. There was nothing stopping him from going out on another smear campaign.

      Although, I knew I’d given him pleasure. I knew he liked the sex between us. I had felt it, heard it, seen it with my own eyes. Despite knowing he liked it, I didn’t trust him not to turn on me. If I did quit, he’d probably run around telling everyone I quit because he turned me down. He’d make me the laughingstock in the industry, just like he’d done at school.

      Yes, I was going to watch my step with him. I was going to enforce the boundaries I had established. Rather, I had tried to establish. I knew what they were, I just needed to be a little more dedicated. I couldn’t let him into my heart. I couldn’t let him weasel his way in. I turned my head to look at his profile. Dangit! Why did he have to be so handsome? That little crook in his nose was sexy. It was kind of satisfying to know I had done that. Satisfying and a little irritating. That crook in his nose had made him one of the sexiest men in the world. He didn’t deserve that kind of title.
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      I parked in the small parking lot outside the hotel. It was charming, in an old Victorian way. It wasn’t the Ritz, but it did seem quaint. I looked over at Penny, wanting to get a read on her first impression of the place.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “It’s definitely rustic. I’ve never been leaf-peeping, but I have always imagined this is what one of those Victorian hotels look like.”

      I laughed, nodding my head. “I think those are a little more updated than this. Let’s go get our rooms,” I said, not letting on I knew we were getting a single room.

      I knew it was devious, but I wanted her, and I was willing to do a little lying to have her. I had booked the hotel last week. Then, Saturday happened, and I realized I wanted her. I called the hotel and asked if they had additional rooms. I was told yes, and I promptly asked the woman to lie and say they didn’t when I showed up on Friday. I wanted to share a room with Penny. It was sneaky, and she would kill me if she ever found out.

      We walked into the lobby of the hotel. Lobby was an overstatement. It was a small area with an ancient vending machine in the corner and two old orange chairs that had seen better days. I walked up to the counter and saw no one there. I slapped my hand on the bell, looking over at Penny, who had a skeptical look on her face.

      “It had really good reviews,” I assured her.

      She smiled. “Of course.”

      A middle-aged woman, thick around the middle and wearing glasses, came out of a small door. “Good afternoon. Checking in?”

      “My name is Jax Michaels. I have a reservation for two rooms,” I lied easily.

      The woman looked at me, and I realized she put the name with the face. “Oh, yes, let me check here.”

      She opened a spiral notebook instead of using a computer to check my reservation. It was like we had walked through the front door and landed in 1982.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Michaels, but we are booked solid. I only have you down for one room,” she said nervously.

      I looked at Penny, who was scowling. “The parking lot was empty. How are you booked?”

      “A lot of people take cabs here,” the woman answered.

      “We’ll take the room,” I answered quickly.

      Penny looked at me, suspicion in her eyes. “Fine,” she said through tight lips.

      The woman cleared her throat and handed me an actual key with a keychain. “Thank you.”

      She quickly told us where our room was. I walked back to the car and grabbed our luggage. Penny was waiting for me in the lobby, looking around the place with a look on her face that said she wasn’t sure about it. I understood the feeling. I was having reservations myself.

      “I’m surprised this place is full. I was told it was typically very quiet in the off-season,” I said.

      “Yeah, odd,” she murmured.

      “I did get the biggest room in the place. There will be plenty of room for both of us. I’ll sleep on the sofa—assuming there is one,” I realized.

      She glared at me. “You better not try anything. I only agreed to come with you because I wanted to see the location.”

      I held up a hand as we stood in front of the door to our room. “I will be the perfect gentleman, Scout’s honor.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’ll be the day.”

      I slid the key in the lock and turned it, praying the room wasn’t as ugly as the lobby had been. I pushed open the door, gesturing for Penny to go in first. We both stood in the entryway staring at the sight before us.

      “Wow,” I mumbled taking in the furnishings that were older than I was.

      “That’s one word,” she said dryly. “This is the biggest room?”

      “I can’t imagine what the average room is. What is that?” I gasped, looking at the heart-shaped hot tub in front of the fireplace.

      “Are you kidding me?” Penny spun around and glared at me with her hands on her hips. “Did you plan this?”

      I shook my head. “Hell no. That is tacky. I have a lot more game than that.”

      I put the two suitcases near the queen bed that looked way too small. There were two chairs with no cushions on the seat positioned next to a table that looked like it had been made with logs sawed in half. The room was hideous. It was not the kind of room one got when they were trying to impress a woman. At least, it wasn’t the kind of room I got. I doubted there was champagne chilling anywhere.

      “I guess there’s one good thing about having such easy access to a tub,” she said with a sweet smile.

      I was instantly intrigued. “Oh yeah?”

      “If you try to seduce me, I’ll drown you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Not cool.”

      She giggled, taking a deep breath and shaking her head. “All right, well, let’s get out those notes and do what we came to do. Maybe we can get done early and get back to civilization.”

      If I had my way, that wasn’t going to happen. There was a white card on the table. I picked it up, quickly read it, and burst into laughter. “Guess what?”

      “I’m afraid to ask.”

      “There’s room service.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Seriously?”

      I nodded. “It’s actually the restaurant that is on the other side of the hotel. We’re set.”

      “I suppose,” she muttered, taking a seat in one of the chairs, her laptop already open.

      We spent the next hour going over the notes for the campaign. I heard a sound and looked up from the tablet. “Was that your stomach?” I asked.

      She grimaced. “Sorry. I didn’t have time for breakfast.”

      “Why didn’t you say something? We can order room service.”

      “That sounds amazing. I’m starving.”

      I quickly reviewed the slim offerings from the restaurant and ordered the baked chicken and a couple of bottles of wine. We put away the work and waited for the food to be delivered.

      “This room might work for our backdrop,” I teased.

      She scoffed. “If you want vintage eighties, this would definitely work. Maybe we can get a shot of you in that hot tub.”

      “I could pose on that bed with that awesome orange bedspread,” I joked.

      “And the chairs. I think my grandmother had these chairs,” she added.

      There was a knock on the door, announcing our food had arrived. I got up, paid the young kid, and carried it in. With our glasses of wine filled, we dug into the food that was remarkably good. We’d finished close to a bottle by the time we were done eating. I could tell by her giggles and my own easy laughter that we both had a good buzz going.

      “Take a pic of this. I have to show Dakota this room, and I’m going to give Carolina hell for even sending me this location as an option,” I said.

      Penny got to her feet, giggling as she pulled out her phone and took a few pictures of the room before turning the camera on me. “Smile,” she said.

      I made a goofy face, a combination of sultry and ridiculous. “Tub,” I said, getting up and jumping in the empty tub. I pulled off my shirt and leaned back, giving the illusion I was naked.

      Penny was laughing as she took pictures from different angles while I pulled a series of funny faces. It felt good to laugh. I’d laughed over the years but not the freeing happiness I felt in that moment with her. I felt like a youthful, twenty-year-old again. I climbed out of the tub and walked to the bed, flopping down on it and rolling to my side, with my head propped up on my hand.

      “Oh lord, this looks like a bad porn shoot,” she said, bursting into laughter as she took the pictures.

      She got close, the phone close to my face. “Close-up.”

      I stuck out my tongue, earning a burst of laughter from her. I grabbed her wrist and pulled her toward me as I rolled to my back. She collapsed on top of me, her face close enough to mine to kiss. I took advantage of the opportunity and kissed her. She kissed me back before rolling off me and sitting up.

      “Where are you going?” I pouted.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “Baby, this is the only thing we should be doing,” I said, sitting up and grabbing her around the waist, pulling her back down with me.

      I kissed her again, only to have her tiny hand push against my bare chest. “No. We’re here for business. Not pleasure.”

      “I like pleasure. My business is your pleasure. I’m going to make you climax over and over, at least six times,” I promised her.

      “Jax, we can’t do that.”

      I slid my fingertips over her arm, making my way down to the hem of the sweater she was wearing. I slid my hand under, touching her flesh and feeling the gooseflesh pop up. I leaned down to kiss her, testing the waters. She didn’t slap me away. My hand kept sliding up until I ran into the underwire of her bra. My mouth worked over hers, keeping her distracted while I reached around and unhooked her bra in back.

      When my hand came back around to the front of her chest, she arched into my touch. I continued kissing her while I slid her shirt higher, exposing her breasts. I pulled my mouth away from hers and lowered it to her hard nipple. She groaned when my mouth closed over her. While I distracted her with my mouth on her breast, I managed to push her shirt up and over her head. The bra went with it. I was halfway to having her naked.

      “Jax,” she breathed.

      Before she could protest, I slid my body up hers, covering her mouth with mine and pressing my chest against her own. When I felt her hands sliding over my rib cage, her short nails scraping over my flesh, I nearly shouted for joy. I had her. She was into it. I didn’t stop on my quest to give her multiple orgasms. I had been dying for the opportunity to have her all to myself in a place I could take my time with her. I had the weekend, and I wasn’t going to squander a single minute.

      “Ready for the first one?” I asked.

      “First one?” she moaned, her hands moving through my hair.

      “The first orgasm,” I told her, slamming my mouth over hers as I worked at the buttons on her jeans.

      I managed to get them undone and pushed them down her hips. She eagerly lifted her butt off the bed, making it easier for me to get the jeans off. I left her little black panties on. I wanted to tear them from her body again. I knew she liked it the first time.

      I slid my mouth over her jaw, moving to her neck and suckling. Her hands were running up and down my back as she whimpered and moaned. I pinched one of her nipples between my thumb and forefinger while I sucked on her neck. Her back arched, her head going back and opening up her neck for my exploration. I pinched and teased, suckling and nibbling at her flesh. I could tell she was close to her first orgasm, and I was only getting started. I hadn’t even gotten to the apex at her legs. That would be orgasms two and three, I thought to myself.

      Her breathing changed and the nails in my back intensified as she rolled through the first orgasm. I didn’t stop my assault on her body with my tongue. I was going to keep her in a climax for hours, until she was begging me for mercy.
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      I believed him when he said he was going to give me so much pleasure I was left begging for mercy. I was already close to that point. His fingers had slid inside my body and dragged out another powerful orgasm shortly after the first. Now, his tongue was making lazy circles over my breasts.

      “Jax,” I breathed, more than ready to have him inside me.

      He’d taken off his jeans and was completely naked over the top of me. I could feel his heavy erection hanging between my thighs. I wanted him to fill me and give me that final bit of completion. The orgasms had been great, but I needed him inside me.

      “Not yet. I’m not through with your body yet,” he whispered.

      I opened my eyes and looked down my body. Jax’s face was over my navel. I knew what he was going to do. I suddenly had flashbacks to that first night. I remembered how good it had felt and wasn’t sure I could handle that much pleasure just then.

      “You can’t,” I whimpered, when he slid farther down my body.

      His broad shoulders nudged my thighs open, putting his mouth within an inch of my sweet spot. “Oh, sweet heavens,” I whimpered when the first touch of breath washed over my nether lips.

      “Indeed. Sweet, sweet heavens,” he growled, the deep sound of his voice vibrating over me and reigniting the nerves that were still tingling from the last orgasm.

      His tongue pushed inside me, lapping over my clit and sending jolts of fire through my body. He continued to work me with his tongue, his fingers spreading me at my very core, making room for his tongue to push inside. Then it was a finger joining his tongue. I couldn’t take the pleasure. My body was pushed beyond its endurance. I screamed out; the volcanic orgasm completely consumed me. I gasped and slapped at the bed, fighting to stay conscious as blackness swirled and stars erupted behind my eyes.

      Jax’s mouth covered mine, a slow kiss before he covered my body with his, the pressure exactly what I needed to find peace again. He slowly pushed himself inside me, filling me completely. He didn’t move. He rained small kisses over my forehead and cheeks. It was sweet and intimate and absolutely perfect. Jax was making me fall for him. I couldn’t fall for him. He was danger.

      But he felt so good and so right. I moaned, slow, low and long. He moved his body, nothing fast or jerky like usual. It was a slow glide that was doing more for my arousal than the hard and fast I thought I liked best.

      “God, you’re beautiful. You’re glowing,” he whispered, his hands holding my face in place as he looked down at me.

      I didn’t answer him. I had no idea what to say. He watched me for a few seconds before his eyes dropped closed and his body stiffened. A low keening sound erupted from his lips as he found his release. I wrapped my arms around him, holding him close to me as he jerked and spasmed against me. When it was over, he dropped to his back and pulled me against his chest. Neither of us said a word. I couldn’t say a word. I was completely sated, and despite the fact it was early evening, I was exhausted. I drifted off to sleep, safe in the arms of the man I hated.
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      I woke up with a start, Jax’s warm chest under my cheek. I carefully pulled away, looking up at the man I had hated for years. He looked so young and innocent when he slept. His blond hair had grown out a little just in the couple of weeks since I’d seen him. It was that little bump in his nose that stole away the look of innocence. I felt that familiar twinge of guilt I always felt when I looked upon it.

      I took a deep breath and let my mind go back to that day. I had been listening to the rumors all day. I had been forced to listen to the snickers and people talking behind my back. I was angry and hurt and ready to lash out. I had marched my butt right over to the big house Jax shared with Chance a few other guys. When I knocked on the door, the one roommate let me in, assuming I was there to see Chance. I didn’t go to Chance’s room. I headed for Jax’s room and pounded on his door.

      Jax opened it, shirtless and only wearing a pair of basketball shorts. “Back for more?” he had asked with that disgusting grin on his face.

      I remembered seeing red. I couldn’t see beyond my hurt and anger and lashed out. Punched out was more accurate. I had made a fist and swung, just like Chance had shown me how. I remembered the initial shock and horror at what I had done. The blood pouring from Jax’s nose and his own look of anger and shock. I hadn’t stuck around to see what the fallout would be. I’d turned around walked right out of the house and never looked back. That had been the last time I had seen him.

      And now I was naked in bed with the man. Oh, what a strange world we lived in. His cockiness made me crazy and turned me on at the same time. It was a double-edge sword. II hated it and loved it at the same time. He said he wanted to explore the idea of a relationship together, but I couldn’t even consider doing that until he explained why he did what he did.

      I wasn’t sure if he had said that just to screw with me or if he was serious. I didn’t trust Jax, and that would always be a problem. How could I consider a relationship with him if I didn’t trust him? I would always think about that day and how much he had hurt me. I would always wonder if he was spreading nasty rumors behind my back.

      My head was a mess. I pulled away from him and settled on the other pillow, letting out a long, frustrated sigh. I was out of my mind to even mull over the idea of having anything with him. It would never work. There was also Chance to think of. I couldn’t do that to him. I had stolen his best friend from him that night. Out of loyalty, he had sided with me. I loved my brother, and I couldn’t hurt him by flip-flopping in my stance against all things Jax. I had already seen how mad he had been when he discovered I was working for the man. Good god! If he knew I was sleeping with him, he would blow a gasket.

      I turned my head to look at the ancient clock radio on the side table. It was just after midnight. I needed to sleep and not think about what it would mean to have a relationship with Jax. We were going to be up early to start our scouting, and I needed to be fresh and on top of my game. I had a lot riding on the campaign. If things between me and Jax did get weird, I needed to be prepared to find a new job. I needed the campaign to be successful.

      Jax called all of us into the conference room. We’d all been working hard, day and night, the campaign in full swing and the line doing very well. Better than any of us could have expected. He was giving a small press conference to talk about the success of the line and tease the public about the next line that was in the works. The press conference had been my idea. I had invited a handful of bloggers and journalists to the office to get the inside scoop. Making something exclusive was an excellent way to make it appear special and important.

      “Great job,” Dakota said, giving me a smile as I passed him in the hall.

      “Thank you. Great job to you as well. Do you know what Jax has to say?” I asked.

      He was still grinning when he shook his head. “I don’t, but I hear it’s something big. I think you might be the star of his little speech.”

      I grinned even bigger. “I doubt that. It was a team effort,” I answered and moved on.

      I was proud of how everything had turned out. Jax and the company were going to make a huge amount of money. I had put him on the map. I walked into the conference room and saw Jax chatting with a beautiful woman. The two of them seemed very close. I refused to let myself get jealous.

      “There she is!” Jax exclaimed when I walked in.

      My ego blossomed. I smiled and waved at the reporters and walked to stand beside Jax. He reached down and picked up a manila envelope and handed it to me. My eyes widened with surprise. He was giving me a bonus check?

      “What’s this?” I asked, holding my smile.

      “Your walking papers,” he answered.

      I blinked. “My what?”

      “You’re fired,” he announced before turning to look at the reporters. “This woman is probably the worst marketer on the planet. I’m cutting her loose, but I need to warn the other unsuspecting companies out there about her. You don’t want her. She sucks at her job. Don’t hire her. Learn from my mistake.”

      I stood there, holding the envelope in my hand and staring at him with my jaw scraping the floor. It was exactly what he had done to me in college but on a level far worse. I was horrified and mortified all over again. I raced from the conference room, the laughs and jeers chasing me down the hall. I kept running, having no idea where to run to.

      “Oh god,” I gasped, sitting up in bed and clutching my heart.

      I could feel tears on my cheeks and quickly wiped them away before jumping out of bed and racing into the bathroom. I was on the verge of hyperventilating. I locked the door behind me and turned on the cold water. I closed my eyes, doing my best to slow my breathing.

      I opened my eyes after splashing cold water on my face and stared at my reflection in the ugly, mottled mirror. “It was only a dream,” I told myself.

      My hands were shaking as I reached for the towel to dry my face. I patted my face dry, my heart still pounding in my chest. It was only a dream. I sat down on the closed toilet lid, staring at the dated pink walls of the bathroom. It would always be like this with Jax. I would always distrust him. I would constantly be waiting for that familiar betrayal. I couldn’t imagine myself ever being content or happy with Jax.

      He’d left deep scars back then. Scars that may have healed, but the pain that accompanied those scars was still very real. My shoulders slumped forward as I dropped my eyes to the linoleum floor. I had been fooling myself. I couldn’t work for Jax. I couldn’t be with him. I just needed to get through the campaign and leave on my own terms before the nightmare did come true. I was in control of my future. I wouldn’t let Jax destroy my chance at being a successful marketing manager. No way.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            19

          

          

      

    

    







            Jax

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in a great mood. Penny was still asleep, looking way too comfortable for me to wake up. I had managed to get dressed and sneak out of the room without waking her. I had a plan up my sleeve. I had left a message for her with the front desk, just in case she got up before I got back. I didn’t want her to think I had ditched her in some hotel in the middle of the woods. I pulled into the tiny market I had been told about. It looked a little sketchy, but I headed inside anyway. I quickly filled the little basket with all the things we would need for the picnic I was planning. I had done a little shopping Thursday as well. Picking up a variety of gourmet cheeses and chocolates to surprise her with. They were neatly tucked into a small box in the trunk.

      I was going to woo her. A picnic in the forest was the perfect plan. Last night, I had wooed her with sex. Today I was going to go after the emotional side. I was going to show her I could be a good guy and I could treat her right. It wasn’t only about sex. With my bounty tucked in the trunk of my car, I sped back to the hotel, anxious to see her.

      “Hi,” I greeted her.

      “Where’d you go?” she asked, her hair wet from her recent shower.

      “I ran down to a slightly scary convenience store to grab some things for our day out.”

      I walked to her and gave her a kiss on the lips. She was stiff and not at all as welcoming as she had been last night. I figured I just needed to be my charming self and she would loosen up.

      “Things?”

      I grinned. “For our picnic.”

      “Picnic?” she gasped.

      “Yes, picnic. Are you ready?”

      “Yes, I just need to get my shoes on.”

      I waited impatiently. I was anxious to get her alone in the wilderness. I had dropped off the goodies for our picnic with Mrs. North downstairs. She said she had a basket for us to use and would put in a few extras. We stopped by the front desk and grabbed the basket with the checkered blanket folded neatly over the top.

      “Are we driving there?” Penny asked skeptically when I moved to get in the car.

      “Yes. There’s a trailhead a couple miles down the road. There are trails around here, but the one we’re going to has a nice outlook at the top that I think might be a good location,” I explained.

      “Sounds great.”

      I parked my Porsche in the small gravel area and grabbed the picnic basket. Penny grabbed the Nikon she had brought along to take some test shots, putting the strap around her neck. We began the hike up to the lookout, traveling at a slow, leisurely pace.

      “This is really nice out here,” I commented.

      “It is. And this trail is perfect. We would have no trouble getting the camera and lighting equipment up here,” she replied.

      “I like the colors,” I said, pointing to some leaves that stood out because they were head of the fall color change.

      “Me too. I think we should plan the shoot to happen within the next month, right at the height of the fall season.”

      I smiled, happy we were on the same page. “Good plan.”

      “Let me get a few shots of you. I want to see if the morning light is better. In my mind, I picture the day bright and clear, but the morning might help soften it up a little,” she muttered, the camera in front of her face as she took several shots.

      “What about sunset?” I asked.

      She shrugged. “Maybe a few, but the sunset thing has been done a million times. The clothes are bright and vivid, and I think we need to present them in a way that is bold, yet subtle. Does that make sense?” she asked, her nose wrinkled in the cutest way.

      “I think it does. You want rustic, natural, and bold?” I teased.

      She groaned. “Yes and no. I’ll use these pictures to create a better proposal with images from the line transposed over. Then you’ll see what I mean.”

      “I trust you. I trust your vision,” I told her in a serious voice.

      “Thank you.”

      We continued hiking, stopping to take pictures along the way and talking about different ways we could stage the pictures. She was very animated as she spoke. I loved to watch her work. The creativity she exuded was catching. It was hard not to get excited.

      “Remember that forest park by the high school?” I asked her.

      “The one where all the skippers went to hide out?” she replied.

      I chuckled, remembering the many times I had skipped school and hung out in the park. “Yes. That one.”

      “I never went in there. That place was creepy, and I knew the people that hung out there usually smoked and drank. I wanted no part of that. I actually went to class,” she stated.

      I laughed. “You were always such a good girl. I have to say, I like it much better when you go bad.”

      “I don’t go bad. I’m not bad.”

      “Oh, I think you’ve got a naughty side,” I said with a wink.

      “Compared to you and Chance, I’m an angel. Even on my worst naughty day, I don’t come close to being like you or any of the other people you guys hung out with. You guys are a lot of bad apples,” she teased.

      “Do you remember when Old Man Moony caught us toilet papering his yard?” I asked her, laughing at the memory.

      She groaned, slapping a hand to her forehead. “I tried to block that out. You know I had to clean up that whole place by myself.”

      “We told you to run,” I retorted.

      “He had already seen me. I couldn’t run.”

      “Thanks for not giving us up. That was pretty cool,” I complimented.

      “Yeah, only because Chance offered to pay me ten bucks if I kept my mouth shut, which he never did by the way,” she pouted.

      “Whatever happened to Moony?” I asked curiously.

      “He passed away a couple years ago. He was actually a very nice man,” she said.

      I nodded. “I heard that. I was always too afraid to go around him. I just knew he would know I was the one who did the toilet papering and the many other things we did to him.”

      “He did know. He always told me to stay away from you guys because you were a bad influence. You know he and the widow that lived down the street from us, Mrs. Connor? They ended up getting together.”

      “What? No way!” I exclaimed.

      “Yes, they did. It was the sweetest thing.”

      It felt good to reminisce. After the whole debacle with Penny in college, I hadn’t gone home. I’d been too embarrassed and ashamed to show my face after what I had done. I had missed home and wondered how the people I had grown up with were doing. It made me feel connected. For too long, I had felt alone and adrift. I shifted the picnic basket to my other hand and reached for her, wrapping one arm around her shoulders.

      She didn’t pull away, which I took as a very good sign. Baby steps. I was making slight inroads back to her good graces. I just need to go slow and easy. Soon, I would be enmeshed in her life and she would never want me to go.

      “Have you never been back there?” she asked.

      “No. I’ve traveled almost nonstop the past three years. I didn’t think that town had much to offer me. I decided to settle in Minneapolis. It was close, but not too close to Superior.”

      “I understand. I think it’s why I went to the city as well. As much as I always said I was going to get out of the Midwest, when it came time, I didn’t want to go.”

      I completely understood what she meant. We walked a bit farther, both of us caught up in the beauty of our surroundings. It was so peaceful and felt good to be in nature without the sounds of the city buzzing around us.

      “How about here?” I asked when we came to a clearing.

      “Here for what?” she asked, her inquisitive blue eyes looking up at me.

      “For our picnic.”

      “Oh, perfect. I could use something to eat. We probably burned a lot of calories on the hike up here.”

      I put down the basket and with her help, spread out the blanket. We sat down and I opened the basket, handing her one of the little plastic plates Mrs. North had thoughtfully added to the basket. I pulled out the thin cardboard box that had the assortment of cheeses.

      “Cheese?” I asked her.

      She looked at the box. “You did not get that at any Podunk market in the middle of nowhere.”

      I laughed. “Busted. I picked it up before we left the city. Have you been to that place on Forty-Fifth?” I asked her.

      “No. That is too pricey for my blood,” she said.

      “Open your mouth,” I told her.

      She looked skeptical but did it. I used a toothpick to stab one of the squares of cheese and put it in her mouth. She closed it and chewed. I watched, waiting for her reaction. “Oh my god,” she moaned, reminding me of the many times I had heard say exactly that last night.

      “Good?”

      “Amazing. Now I know why they charge a small fortune.”

      I fed her a few more bites, watching her tongue come out before her lips closed around the bites. It was very erotic to feed someone who was clearly enjoying the food. I found myself incredibly aroused.

      “Wait until you taste the chocolate,” I told her, anxious to watch her expression when the sweet, creamy chocolate hit her tongue.

      “You brought chocolate?”

      I nodded. “From the same place. They import some of the best of the best from all around the world.”

      I opened another box and pulled out one of the milk chocolate pieces. She reached for it, but I held it out of reach and slowly shook my head. She smiled and opened her mouth, knowing what I wanted. I popped it in her mouth and watched her eyes close. “Ohh,” she moaned.

      Her little pink tongue darted out to lick her lips. I couldn’t resist. I kissed her lips, gently at first until she opened her mouth. I could taste the rich chocolate on her tongue and groaned with pleasure. The chocolate was the best aphrodisiac. Being in the woods with her was perfect. I never wanted to leave the little haven we had on the tattered blanket. It was my safe zone.

      I pulled her closer to me and melded our mouths together. I was hot and aching with need, but in that moment, I far more appreciated the closeness and the intimacy we were sharing. I pulled away, using the pad of my thumb to wipe a bit of chocolate from her lips, and leaned back on my elbows, staring at the scenery around us.

      “It’s really beautiful out here,” Penny said, settling in next to me, her jean-clad legs stretched out alongside mine.

      “It is. Can we just stay?” I asked.

      “I don’t think you have enough cheese and chocolate in that basket to sustain us for long,” she teased.

      “We’ll ration it.”

      She leaned up and kissed me on the cheek. It felt so natural. Being with her like that, carefree with the past long behind us, was what I had been missing in my life. Being wealthy and famous could be very isolating. I had longed for the comfort and security that could only come from sharing yourself with another person. I had longed for her.
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      My face hurt from smiling. I couldn’t remember ever smiling so much. Never, in all the time I had spent with Jax, had it just been him and I. It had always been me and Chance with Jax or me and one of my girlfriends with him. Being away from everyone and everything allowed me to have him all to myself. I was thrilled. He was treating me like a queen. I felt like I was bouncing instead of walking, floating through the air on a happy bubble with a very handsome man by my side doting on me.

      He made me feel like I was the only person in the world that mattered. He’d fed me lunch. I had never experienced anything quite like that. He’d put a picnic together! Few women could say their man had done that. Jax wasn’t quite as bad as he pretended to be. I was getting to see that softer side of him.

      “Too bad they didn’t have horses around here,” he said out of nowhere.

      His hand was holding mine as we strolled along a trail that we’d followed from another trail. We were in no hurry to get anywhere and were just meandering at a leisurely pace. It was a little strange to be with Jax in that way, but also wonderful. I remembered the fantasies I had about the two of us before that fateful night. I had always dreamed of being with Jax, just like we were in that moment. I had longed for the late-night phone calls when he would call me to talk about everything or us spending time together on a Sunday morning doing nothing but reading or lounging.

      “We can order pizza tonight. I know that’s your favorite after a long day,” he said casually.

      I looked over at him. “What? How do you know that?”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I remember when you would come home after a long day at the pool or on those days you were cramming for a test, you always wanted pizza.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Oh. Yes, actually, that does sound good.”

      I was surprised to know he knew that or that he remembered. Back then, he barely looked at me. I didn’t think he even knew I was in the room some days. He had a way of looking right through me or acting like he was completely oblivious to my presence at all. He did know and he’d been paying attention.

      “Do you want wine or beer to go with your pizza?”

      I thought about it for a few seconds, thinking about what he would prefer. “I think cold beer would be great. Does that work for you?”

      He grinned, his eyes sparkling with laughter. “Are you only saying that because you think that’s what I want?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe a little, but I think beer fits the day, the setting, don’t you?”

      “I do. Beer it is. When we get back to the car, I’ll see what that restaurant can pull together. If not, I’ll order from town,” he said.

      “Town? That’s like forty-five minutes away at least!”

      He squeezed my hand. “Trust me, they’ll be happy to deliver to us.”

      I wanted to trust him. God, how I wanted it all to be real. I wanted us to be this happy couple without a nasty past. I wanted to pretend we had never gone through what we had. For so long, I had hated him. Thinking about his name made me crazy with anger and hurt. My brain had been trained to hate him. Seeing him as he was now was hard for me to reconcile with the man I had villainized in my head for so long. I was a little overwhelmed with it all. As much as I wanted to pretend we could forget about our history, I knew that wasn’t possible.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Hmm?” I said, looking up at him.

      “You were sighing, and you had a look on your face that made it seem like you were in pain.”

      I was going to have to do better at hiding my thoughts. “I’m fine.”

      We walked back to the car. As promised, Jax made a few phone calls until he found a pizza place willing to deliver the long distance. He had to add a hefty tip and reassured the manager he didn’t expect the pizza to be hot. “I prefer cold pizza anyway,” I told him when he hung up the phone.

      “I know,” he replied.

      We got back to our room, both of us exhausted after the long day of walking. It felt good to be tired. We’d accomplished a lot, and I was really excited for the actual photoshoot. I walked into the bathroom, preparing to take a shower, when an idea sprang to mind. I knew being with him like we were, far away from reality, was only to be for a very short time. I wanted to make the most of it. I wanted to play up the fantasy that we were a couple, happily committed. I stripped off my clothes, put my hair up in a loose bun on top of my head, and wrapped one of the slightly yellowed white robes around my body.

      I walked into the room. Jax was sitting at the table, scribbling notes on a pad with one hand while scrolling through the images I had sent him from the camera. He was completely focused on the task. I took a second to admire his profile and hated the feeling that bloomed in my heart when I looked at him like that.

      Putting my shoulders back and my chin up, I sauntered toward the ugly jetted tub and turned on the water, carefully bending over to avoid losing my robe before I was ready. Jax’s head popped up. When he saw me, his eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to take a bath,” I said casually.

      His eyes dropped to the towel before meeting mine again. I turned, giving him my back as I bent over, sticking my hand under the stream of water. I turned the hot water on higher before moving to the little table where there was an assortment of half-burned candles. I started lighting the candles, one by one, moving slow and purposeful, knowing Jax was watching me. I could hear him breathing, felt his desire.

      With the candles lit, I turned off the main light in the room before walking to shut off the brass fixture mounted to the wall next to the bed. The sun had faded with only the candlelight in the room. I checked the water level again.

      A knock on the door completely destroyed the romantic setting I had worked hard to create. I turned to look at Jax with a scowl on my face, as if it was his fault someone had dared knock on our door.

      “Pizza,” he rasped.

      I grinned. “Then you better answer it.”

      “Don’t you dare get in that tub yet,” he ordered, jumping up from the chair and rushing to answer the door.

      I couldn’t stop smiling as he yanked the pizza from the dude’s arms, grabbed the paper bag that presumably held the beer he’d begged to be delivered, and tossed several twenty-dollar bills at the guy before kicking the door closed. I put my fingers over my mouth, trying to hold back the snickers as he dropped the pizza on the table, kicking off his shoes at the same time as he dug into the paper bag and pulled out two bottles of Heineken.

      His eyes darted around the room, presumably looking for a bottle opener. He gave up and used the edge of the old, scarred table to pop the lids off the bottles. He closed his eyes and took a long drink before looking at me. I raised one eyebrow, quietly asking him if he was ready.

      “Go. I’m ready,” he answered.

      I reached for the belt on the robe and untied it, letting it fall open before sauntering toward him. I could feel the cool breeze wafting over my exposed skin and between my legs. I reached for the beer and took a long drink before putting it on the table and walking back to the tub. With my back to him, I dropped the robe, letting it pool at my feet. I heard his sharp intake of breath and slowly turned around, giving him a full-frontal view.

      “Fuck me. You are stunning in every way,” he breathed out.

      I stepped into the tub, sinking down in the hot water and closing my eyes. It felt glorious. I heard cursing and what sounded like something falling. I opened my eyes and saw Jax yanking off his clothes with lightning speed before dropping them where he was. He strutted across the room, gloriously naked, then stepped into the tub.

      I scooted forward, making room for his large body to slide in behind me before settling between his legs. I leaned back against his bare chest as his arms came around me. “Good?” I asked him.

      “So good.”

      “Do you take baths often?” I teased.

      He chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest and against my bare back. “I can’t say that I do. I’ve been in a hot tub, but never one in the shape of a heart.”

      His wet hands slid over my water-slickened skin. I watched them move over my body, covering my breasts and gently squeezing. I leaned my head back to rest against his shoulder, completely content to let his hands wander where they wished. His mouth dropped to my neck. He gently nibbled on my flesh, sucking it between his teeth before he dropped and moved on to a fresh spot. I had a sudden understanding of why women craved vampire love. The suction from Jax’s mouth on my sensitive, exposed flesh was making me hot and extremely bothered.

      I moaned when he increased the suction. I knew there would be a mark and didn’t care. It felt too good. His hands continued to massage my breasts, his fingers pinching and tweaking my nipples, creating a delicious sensation of pain and pleasure all in one.

      He was making my body sing with his gentle caresses sliding over my skin. When his hands slid down my waist, his own legs widening and making room for me to open my thighs, my body began to vibrate with pleasure. He had a magic touch. It was as if he knew exactly what I needed to reach maximum arousal. His fingers scraped over my folds submerged in the hot water. It was hot and wet, no match for the burning already glowing inside me.

      His finger probed my opening, touching my core and sending out beautiful shivers of ecstasy over my body. I could feel his erection pressed against my lower back. I let my eyes fall closed, letting him completely hypnotize me with what he was doing to my body. I could smell the faint scent of vanilla rising from the scented candles burning around the room. The sweet smell was making me heady combined with the hot water and his touch.

      “I’m ready,” I whispered, knowing he could feel how ready I was.

      “Not yet.”

      I pulled away from him, sliding forward before turning around to face him. I hooked my legs over his, sliding my butt across the tub until I locked myself against him. The roomy tub was perfect for the two of us to have a little love play without the confines of a standard narrow tub. I was going to enjoy the luxury of the ridiculous heart-shaped tub.

      I reached for him, pulling his mouth to mine and kissing him deeply. It was a slow, erotic kiss full of promise for the coming hours. I felt like we were on the same page, ready to take our time and drag out what could very well be our last night together. I didn’t know what our future held, but I wanted to make the night special, just in case it would be my last memory of us together like a real couple.

      Our slick, heated bodies slid against each other, my breasts pushed against his bare chest as his arms wrapped around me, holding me close against him. If felt so good, so right in my arms and between my legs. I wanted the night to last forever. I wanted to stay in the tacky, dated hotel room and forget all about the world back home.
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      She felt so right in my arms. It was as if her body was designed to match perfectly to mine. The other piece of my heart was locked inside that body that fit so well into mine. I held her close, kissing her deeply as her body melded with mine. I could hear and smell her arousal. She was close with just a few strokes between her legs. I could feel her body vibrating against mine and sensed her release was close.

      I ran my hands down her sides, thankful for the extra-wide tub that gave us enough room for a little action. I put my hands on her hips and gently lifted her until I could position her over my hard cock. I lowered her body onto mine, the hot water making everything far more intense. I pushed inside her. She felt tighter, hotter than usual. I dropped my head back, fighting for control. I didn’t want to be a minute man with her, but damn, she was making me crazy.

      “Oh god,” she whispered, her mouth hovering above mine.

      “Ride me,” I ordered.

      “You feel so good inside me,” she breathed, sliding down my cock until the backs of her thighs were resting against mine.

      The tub was wide but filled, creating a bit of a water hazard. She began a slow rocking motion, the water ebbing and flowing over my chest as I sank lower into the tub. The feeling of the water sluicing around me combined with the heat and warmth of her squeezing me between her legs was stealing away that resolve I had been fighting to hold on to.

      I dropped her hip, reaching up and grabbing the back of her neck to yank her mouth closer to mine so I could ravish her. I swallowed her moan, holding on to her as she increased the pace. Water began to splash, hitting high on the edge of the tub as her body rocked against mine with more speed and force. Her mouth tore away from mine, her head dropping back as she looked up at the ceiling and cried out, her body flooding mine with heat as she reached her climax. I thrust once, letting her ride me before I sat up, water sliding down my skin as I held her close to me.

      “Bed,” I whispered, my body aching with need.

      She pulled back, dropping a small kiss on my lips before disentangling from me and climbing out of the tub. She handed a towel to me before quickly toweling off herself. She dropped her towel to the floor before grabbing my hand and leading me to the bed. I was happy to follow her anywhere.

      “Lie down,” she whispered, somewhat nervously.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed before scooting up on the pillows, one arm folded behind my head as I stared at her glorious, naked body. It was a view I could absolutely get into seeing on a regular basis.

      “You going to stand there looking at me all night, or do you plan on sliding that perfect ass up here?” I asked with a cocky smile.

      “Oh, I’m going to get up there all right, but first, there has been something I’ve wanted to do for a while,” she murmured, her eyes staring at my erection still standing strong.

      I flinched, suspecting I knew what she was going to do and not sure I would survive it. I watched, unable to move or barely breathe as she crawled onto the bed on all fours, her breasts hanging over my thighs before she dropped down. She reached for my swollen cock and gently caressed it in a fist.

      “Penny,” I hissed a second before she lowered her head. The second her mouth closed over the head of my cock, I forgot my own name.

      She bobbed up and down, her hot mouth covering me and wrapping me in ecstasy. It was better than any fantasy I could have conjured on my own. It was everything and more, and I was on the verge of exploding in her mouth.

      “Babe, I can’t hold on,” I grunted.

      She looked up at me, my cock still in her mouth, her cherry-red lips wrapped around me. I had to close my eyes. The sight was the most erotic thing I had ever seen and had nearly been my undoing. It was too much. I roared, sitting forward, grabbing her under her arms and pulling her body up mine before rolling her to her back in one swift move. I buried myself inside her with one long, hard thrust, pushing myself back into the warmth of her body.

      I would have loved to have dragged out the act, spent more time inside her tight little body, but my own body had other plans. I had been in a state of arousal all day. The picnic, the bath, and all the foreplay were more than one man could handle. The second I felt her first contraction, squeezing me deeper inside her body, I was lost.

      We both cried out. Her words were incoherent, mine were curses. Her arms and legs held me close to her body as we bucked and grunted like rutting animals in the night. When I felt as if she had wrung the last drop from me, I collapsed beside her, my arm flung across her chest.

      “Wow,” she whispered.

      I groaned, so completely sated I could barely keep my eyes open. “Wow is right.”

      “Are you cold?” I asked, my words a little slurred.

      “No. Stay right where you are. Keep me warm with your boy,” she breathed.

      “I won’t move. I’ll hold you all night, just like this,” I promised, my words soft as we both fell into a state of supreme relaxation and exhaustion after our long day of hiking.

      I listened to the sound of her breathing slow and knew she had fallen asleep. I rolled to my back, tugging her sleeping figure against my side with my arm protectively around her. There was a chill in the air, but I was afraid to move again. I used the time awake to think about everything. I had been in love with Penny for almost as long as I could remember. There’d always been something between us, but after that night in her dorm room, I had known for sure. I loved her.

      I blamed love for making some of the worst decisions of my entire life. I had reacted horribly to the realization that I loved her. No normal person would have set out to destroy the person they loved. I had fucked up bad, but there was nothing I could do to change the past. I could change my future if I played my cards right. I could convince her I was good for her that I wasn’t that stupid kid I had been three and a half years ago. I had changed, evolved, and grown surer of myself. I wasn’t scared of what it meant to love her. I wasn’t afraid to love her. That was the biggest difference between then and now.

      The cold had kept me awake long enough. I used my foot to pull the blanket folded at the end of the bed up to my hand. From there, I very awkwardly managed to spread it over the two of us before finally settling into a deep sleep with her curled against me. The feeling was so peaceful. It felt so right. I wanted to know that same feeling for the rest of my days. Now, I only had to convince her she wanted it too.

      The next morning, we took our time packing our things. I knew I was certainly in no hurry to get back to the real world. I liked the idea of me and her being all alone with no interruptions. We checked out, thanking the hostess for a pleasant stay before climbing into my car.

      “Did you sleep all right?” I asked her, putting on my sunglasses.

      She smiled. “I did. You?”

      I nodded, putting the car into gear and heading out of the parking lot. “I almost don’t want to leave.”

      She let out a long sigh. “Me either. If only there weren’t jobs and adulting to return to.”

      I chuckled, knowing exactly how she felt and happy to know she wasn’t looking forward to leaving our little love nest either. It gave me hope she was ready and willing to try a real relationship with me. It would be uncharted territory for me, but I was willing to learn how to be a good boyfriend. I was willing to do just about anything to have her for my own.

      Once I hit the highway, I reached over and grabbed her hand, needing that connection to her. “I had a really good time this weekend.”

      “So did I. Thanks for bringing me along. I think we got a lot of ideas and have found the perfect location for the shoot.”

      “I wasn’t talking about the work side of things. I’m glad our mission was successful, but it was spending time with you that made it amazing,” I told her, needing her to know how I felt, even if I couldn’t say the other things I was feeling.

      “I know,” she replied.

      I accepted her answer. She wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened. We both knew it was more than just sex. I had seen it in the way she looked at me, felt it in the way she kissed me and held me after we’d orgasmed. I committed myself to proving to her I was a changed man. I knew we had a busy schedule in front of us, but I wasn’t going to lose the ground I had gained on my inroad back into her life.

      I dropped her off at her place, hoping she would invite me in. When she didn’t, I tried not to take it personally. She was probably tired. We parted ways with a single chaste kiss with the standard “see you tomorrow” line. I drove home, thinking about what my future could be like if I played my cards right. If I could convince Penny to give me another chance, I just might get the thing I had been longing for—love. True love with a woman I wanted to have children with and grow old with.

      I grimaced thinking about Chance. The first hurdle was Penny, the second was Chance. I had a feeling he was going to be a lot tougher to deal with. I wouldn’t be able to use sex to woo him. I was probably going to have to let him hit me at least once. I wasn’t looking forward to the idea, but if that’s what it took to get Penny, I would do it. Hell, my nose had already been broken once. How bad could it be to have it broken again? A little pain for a huge reward was worth it in my eyes.
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      I groaned, resting my arms on the toilet seat, one hand holding back my hair as I hung my face over the toilet bowl. My stomach was angry. So very angry. I was never going to eat a bagel again. I pushed away from the toilet and slowly got to my feet, leaning my back against the door. I stared down at the toilet bowl, debating whether or not it was safe to leave the stall. I couldn’t blame the bagel. Yesterday it had been yogurt. The day before that, it had been oatmeal. I clearly had caught a bug, and it was kicking my butt.

      Chance used to laugh at me and claimed I had an iron gut. I could eat anything and not get sick. Even when both of us had the flu at the same time, I could always talk myself out of vomiting. That resolve had evaporated. I had no control over my revolting stomach. I blamed the sketchy pizza leftovers I had eaten on Saturday. I always followed the three-day rule and tossed out any leftovers after three days, but Saturday I’d been starving and the Hawaiian pizza sitting in my fridge looked so good. Now I was paying the price for three minutes’ worth of pizza.

      It felt like the moment had passed. I opened the stall door and walked out, finding Carolina standing at the sink, putting on a fresh smear of lipstick. I smiled, hoping I didn’t look as horrible as I felt, and turned on the water.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to sound normal.

      I dampened a paper towel and dabbed my mouth before tossing it in the trash. I looked pale. I hoped no one noticed, but judging by the way Carolina was looking at me, she had definitely noticed. We were edging closer to the big campaign launch, and I couldn’t afford to have anyone lose confidence in me.

      “So, how far along are you?” she asked.

      “What? The campaign? I’m working on some of the final touches,” I answered.

      “Not the campaign. That?” she said, looking down at my stomach.

      I put my hands over my belly. “Oh, it’s just the leftovers of bad pizza I ate the other night.”

      She smirked. “Bad pizza? Are you sure it isn’t morning sickness?”

      I nearly puked on her shoes. “What?”

      Her words were playing in slow motion through my mind. It felt like I was underwater, and the words were garbled, but I understood them. I gave myself a mental shake. Pregnant? No way. I started doing the math, mentally calculating what the day was and how many days I was late for my period. I put a hand over my mouth, realizing Carolina could be right.

      “Are you okay?” she asked softly, putting an arm around my shoulders.

      “I’m fine, but I can’t,” I said, stopping myself from saying anything more.

      “You can’t because you haven’t had sex?” she asked in a way that said she knew that wasn’t the case.

      “I mean, I can’t be, not now,” I mumbled.

      “Hey, before you start to freak out, let’s go to the drugstore and grab a test. You can know for sure. Then you can start thinking about what to do,” she assured me.

      I thought about it and realized I wouldn’t be able to focus on work until I knew for sure. “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      We walked out of the bathroom, Carolina letting her brother know we were going to run out for a coffee and would be back shortly. There was a drugstore on the corner. We went inside and found the tests. I stared at them, completely overwhelmed.

      “How do I know which one to use?” I asked.

      She giggled, shrugging a shoulder. “I have no idea. They range in price. I think you should get a few different ones just to be extra sure.”

      I nodded, completely agreeing with her assessment. I quickly paid for the tests, shoving the paper bag into my purse, and headed back to the office. No one questioned why the two of us went into the bathroom together.

      “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I muttered from inside the stall.

      I peed on three sticks, slid the caps back on, and put them all down on the counter. I couldn’t look at them. I turned my back and waited.

      “You gonna look?” she asked.

      “No. I can’t. Tell me.”

      “This is something you have to do for yourself,” she said gently.

      I grimaced, dreading what I would find when I turned around. I closed my eyes, not sure exactly what it was I wanted as I slowly turned around. I couldn’t look down. “Tell me,” I pleaded.

      “Penny, look,” Carolina urged.

      I opened my eyes and found her smiling at me. I took the smile to mean they were all negative and I had panicked over nothing. I returned her smile, feeling relieved until I saw the plus sign on one of the tests. Another had two lines, and another had a line in the yes box. My eyes bulged as I slowly shook my head.

      “It can’t be. No way. This isn’t happening,” I gasped.

      “Oh sweetie, it’s going to be okay,” Carolina assured me, wrapping her long, slender arms around me.

      I sobbed, the tears sliding down my cheeks as the reality of my situation sank in. “I can’t believe this,” I murmured.

      “Hey, why don’t you go home for the rest of the day. I’ll tell Jax you were sick.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a hiccup.

      I was glad to have Carolina. I didn’t have any friends in the city. Heck, I didn’t really have any friends at all. I had distanced myself from everyone when I realized I had no real friends after the Jax incident. I couldn’t very well talk to Chance about my situation.

      “Come on, it’s going to be fine.”

      I grabbed a few paper towels and dabbed at my cheeks before snatching the pregnancy tests and shoving them into my purse. Carolina was kind enough to get my purse from my desk before meeting me at the elevators. I went straight home, barely remembering the way with my mind focused on the whole pregnancy thing.

      I changed into a pair of comfortable yoga pants and a loose shirt. I grabbed a ginger ale from the fridge and settled in on the couch. I didn’t bother turning on the TV. I wanted the silence. I needed the silence to think about my situation. One decision was already made. I knew it the very second I saw the second line. I was keeping the baby. I already felt an attachment to the little him or her.

      My problem, or concern rather, was the baby’s daddy. I couldn’t imagine raising a child with Jax. We hadn’t spent almost any time together in the last two weeks. When we’d returned home from our little romantic getaway, it had been all about the campaign. Jax had been out of the office a lot with various meetings. I had kept my head down, staying busy with my side of the campaign launch. The entire office had been in sprint mode.

      A fun weekend with really great sex didn’t exactly equate to relationship material. Sure, we had great sex and we had gotten along for the brief time we were together, but we’d also been playacting a bit. Neither of us had mentioned the past. We didn’t talk about Chance or the fact he would hate the idea of me and Jax being friends or lovers. He would probably throw an absolute fit when he found out Jax was the father of my baby.

      Part of me wanted to believe Jax would be okay with the idea of me having his child. Another part of me knew there was a real possibility he would never want to see me or the child. He hadn’t exactly professed his love for me. We weren’t arguing and I didn’t feel like we hated each other. At work, it was casual and easy. If we were alone in his office, we focused on work. There was some occasional flirting, but for the most part, it had been friendly.

      How could I tell him I was pregnant? He would flip out. There was a very good chance he would think I did it on purpose. I played out a few scenarios in my head, and none of them turned out with a happily ever after. He’d accuse me of setting him up as some elaborate revenge scenario. As if having his baby had been my goal, I inwardly scoffed before I remembered the argument was all in my head. I had to give him the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he’d grown and matured and would be thrilled with the idea of being a daddy.

      “You’re fooling yourself,” I groaned into my quiet living room.

      There was still the matter of Lydia. Even if he wasn’t officially with Lydia, the press certainly thought he was. How would it look if I showed up pregnant on his arm? They would crucify me in the papers. They would blame me for breaking up the modeling world’s “it” couple. It wasn’t just me and Jax that would personally be attacked. If it got out that he’d been cheating on his girlfriend, it could thwart all the work we’d been doing the past several weeks. People would boycott the cheating louse’s line. That kind of bad press wasn’t good. Women tended to stick together when it came to things like cheating. The accused cheater and his partner were ostracized. It turned into a mob mentality.

      Not only would Jax’s line crash and burn, I would likely never find work in the industry again. I would be blacklisted. No woman would hire me out of solidarity for the cause—the no-cheating clause that all women had. No man would hire me because if his wife or girlfriend found out I was working with him, they’d make him fire me.

      “Just keep your mouth shut, Penny,” I whispered, sipping the ginger ale and thinking about my future.

      I would keep it a secret for now. I would ask Carolina not to say anything. I trusted that she would keep my secret until it wasn’t possible. I estimated I had a good two to three months before the pregnancy made itself known. By then, I would know what to do. I just had to keep my pregnancy a secret until after the launch. I had to give Jax’s line the best shot at being successful without any dark clouds hanging overhead.

      If Hollywood celebrities could hide their baby bumps until the last trimester, I could do it as well. It would be winter and cold when I really started to show. I could wear lots of bulky sweaters and coats. I took a deep breath, committing myself to what could be a very scary, uncertain future. Despite the fear and the worry I was going to be on my own raising a child, there was a small part of me that was excited. A baby couldn’t be a bad thing. I closed my eyes, imagining my child with my dark hair, Jax’s green eyes, and his dark skin tone. If it was a boy, he would look just like his daddy. If it was a girl, she’d inherit his height and athletic build and be absolutely beautiful.

      “I bet we’ll make beautiful babies,” I whispered.
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      I flipped through the pages on the tablet, my head bobbing up and down with approval as I reviewed the proofs for the ads Penny had put together. The woman was incredibly talented. Carolina had made a good choice in hiring her. I felt like we had a secret weapon. No one knew about Penny Logan because no one had given her a chance to prove her marketing chops. My team had, and we were going to reap the rewards for taking that chance.

      Unfortunately, the ads and marketing campaign had consumed Penny. I barely saw her. When I did see her, it was at work. We’d had no time for anything else. I’d managed to steal a kiss here and there and copped a feel now and again, but it had been too long since I’d gotten to bury myself inside her. The blue balls I had developed after the first few weeks had progressed into what I imagined were deep purple balls. I ached for her. I craved her touch and her taste.

      Penny was busy with her side of things, and I felt like I had been working for the last thirty-something days straight from sunup to sundown. I hadn’t taken a break either and knew I was running right up against my breaking point. I had to take a step back or I was going to burn out. The same situation had happened plenty of time during the height of my modeling career. I’d shoot campaigns all day and then hop on a plane and find myself in a different time zone. It had been Lydia who’d helped keep me sane. It had been Lydia who demanded I take a break now and then.

      It was like the woman knew when I was at the end of my rope. She claimed it was her sixth sense. I thought it was just plain creepy. She’d called last night and asked me to lunch today. I had tried to tell her I had a lot on my plate, but she insisted. It was time for a new photo op for the press anyway. We had to keep our romance alive in the media for the sake of both our careers.

      I grabbed my keys and left the office. As expected, Lydia had arrived before me and created a bit of a stir. There were already several paparazzi in front of the restaurant where I handed the valet my keys. I waved to the photographers and headed inside, ignoring the questions about the proposal I had supposedly done.

      “Hi,” I greeted Lydia with a kiss on the lips.

      Several bright flashes told me the press had gotten their shot. It would keep them satisfied for a couple of weeks. I liked to think of it as feeding and watering a plant to make sure it continued to flourish. Lydia and I arranged the public dates to keep the story alive and well.

      “You haven’t been sleeping,” she said, taking her seat and sipping on the glass of water she had in front of her.

      “It’s been busy at work.”

      “That’s a good thing.”

      “How about you? Any new jobs?” I asked.

      She shrugged a shoulder. “A few small ones. I’m coming to terms with the idea my career is over.”

      “Stop. It isn’t over.”

      “It’s not so bad. I actually like having a little more free time. I spent two weeks in Paris and actually got to see some of the sights,” she said with a bright smile.

      “Good. Look for that silver lining,” I told her.

      “How’s it going with Penny from college?” she asked.

      I chuckled at the name. “Penny from college is doing very well.”

      Lydia’s thick, sculpted brow arched. “Oh really? Well as in you two are sleeping together?” she said in a low voice to keep anyone from overhearing.

      “Yes and no.”

      She burst into laughter. “That’s an odd answer.”

      “We were and now we aren’t, but I don’t think it’s because we don’t want to, it’s more about logistics,” I explained.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I was wooing her, and then things got really busy at work and neither of us has had much free time, and when we do, we’re both too exhausted to think about doing much of anything,” I told her.

      “Wooing her? That is a very un-Jax word.”

      “You know what I mean. I want to show her I’m changed. I’m not that stupid kid I was a few years ago. I was making real progress, and I felt like there was something happening between us. We had a nice little weekend getaway. We were close to being a real thing,” I said, thinking back to the hours we had spent in the room and how good it had been.

      She was smiling at me as I talked. “You like her.”

      “You know I do.”

      “I have an idea. There is a big fund-raising gala at the Chicago Field Museum. It’s going to be a lot of big names, the red carpet, and the whole nine yards. Come with me and bring Penny. It will be a great way for you to make some connections and talk up your line, and it gives you an excuse to wine and dine Penny in a safe setting. She won’t feel pressured, but she will get to see you in a tux, and that’s enough to woo any woman,” she winked.

      The idea sounded good, but I wasn’t sure Penny would go for it. “What about me and you? The press is going to expect us to be together.”

      She shrugged a shoulder. “We’ll start setting up our amicable breakup. We’ll be at the same party but apart. That will start rumors, and eventually we can say we’ve remained friends but our busy schedules have led us apart.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked her, knowing how important our fake relationship was.

      “I am. Fly down on a private jet. Get a fancy hotel room and finish the wooing. Every girl wants to feel like a princess. This is your chance. I’ll let her rummage through my closet to find a dress. God knows I have enough of them,” she mumbled.

      “Thank you. That is a great idea. I’ll talk to her when I get back to the office.”

      “You’re going to do fine. Let your heart lead the way, and check your ego at the door. I know it’s scary to feel vulnerable, but this woman has been a part of you for a long time. Don’t let her get away a second time,” she advised.

      I nodded, completely agreeing with her. “I’m going to do better.”

      We ordered our meals, stopping to sign autographs on occasion before it was time to get back to the office. I walked her to her car, several photographers snapping our picture as we said our goodbyes.

      “To think this will be over soon,” she said with a sigh.

      “We can make it messy if you want. I’ll be the jackass boyfriend who dumps his poor, loyal girlfriend. People will love you and it will inflate your star status again and you’ll be at the top, turning down work because you’re so popular,” I offered.

      She giggled. “We’ll see. Thank you. I’ll talk to you soon.”

      I walked away, getting the keys from the valet and heading back to the office. I was anxious to talk with Penny. I didn’t bother going to my office first and headed directly to her office in what she lovingly referred to as her fishbowl. At least I liked to think it was lovingly. I had a feeling it wasn’t her meaning at all.

      “Hey there. Long time no see,” I said, walking into her office.

      She looked up from her tablet and offered me a small, nervous smile. “Sorry. I’ve been crazy busy.”

      “It’s okay. I get it. That’s why I’m here,” I started.

      “You have something else you need me to work on?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. I want to reward you for all of your hard work. I want you to come with me on an all-expense paid trip to Chicago for a fancy black-tie fund-raiser.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Me?”

      “Yes, you.”

      “I don’t know.” She paused.

      “It’ll be fun. It will be a nice break for both of us. We’ll get to rub elbows with all the who’s who in the city and the fashion industry. It will give me a chance to talk about my upcoming line and get some free press just for showing up,” I explained. “Let’s see who has the pointiest elbows,” I joked.

      “Jax, that’s your scene. I’m not a who. I’m a nobody.”

      “You’re my head of marketing. You’re the woman who is going to launch the best marketing campaign the industry has ever seen. You need to get your face out there. We need to schmooze,” I said, slightly begging her to go with me.

      She groaned. “I’m not good at that kind of thing.”

      “You don’t have to be good at it. You just have to show up and be you. You’ll meet people and make some connections with radio and television executives and all the other people in the business that can be used for favors. That’s how this thing goes. You scratch their back, they scratch yours, but there won’t be any scratching if you’ve never met the potential scratchers,” I explained, realizing just how ridiculous I sounded.

      Penny looked completely confused. “Did that make sense in your head?”

      I laughed. “No. It didn’t, but I know you know what I mean. I need you there. You’re going to be the one I lean on and turn to with questions about our upcoming marketing strategy. I want you to start getting familiar with the people we will be bumping into as this thing really gets rolling.”

      I sensed her hesitation and hoped it wasn’t because she didn’t want to be alone with me. She’d been a little standoffish, but I had chalked it up to the workload. Maybe it was something else. I was not going to give up the progress we had made at the rustic hotel.

      “I guess if I need to,” she said hesitantly.

      I nodded my head enthusiastically. “Yes, you need to. I spoke with Lydia. She says you can borrow one of her dresses. She gets a lot of stuff free and never wears it.”

      “Oh my god. I didn’t even think about a dress. I don’t know about this, Jax. It really isn’t my scene. I’ve never been to anything black-tie unless you count my senior prom. I don’t think you understand just how out of place I’ll be. Maybe you should take Carolina,” she suggested.

      I grinned at her, already picturing her in a sexy, low-cut gown with all the glitz and glamour. “I would say it’s about time you did go to a black-tie event. It’ll be fun. I’ll text you Lydia’s number. The two of you can figure out when you can go shopping in her closet. If you don’t find anything, I’ll take you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not going shopping with you.”

      “Then, find something in Lydia’s closet. I need to get back to work. Don’t try and change your mind. I’ll take care of the arrangements. This time, we won’t be staying in some backwoods hotel. We’ll stay at the Four Seasons.”

      She was staring at me like she wanted to tell me something. I assumed she was going to protest or come up with some excuse about why she couldn’t go. I walked out of her office before she got the chance. I wasn’t about to take no for an answer. I didn’t mind being a little aggressive when it came to getting something I wanted. I really wanted her, and I was going to push hard to make her realize she wanted me as well.
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      I felt ridiculous. I felt like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman walking into the fancy stores on Rodeo Drive. Which one of these things is not like the other, I thought, looking at Lydia’s perfect model figure. She was thin, tall, and of course, gorgeous. I couldn’t believe I was standing in her closet, which happened to be about the size of the bedroom in my apartment.

      “I kind of went through these last night and pulled a few I thought you might like,” she said, gesturing to a row of dresses.

      “I don’t know. I really appreciate your generosity, but we are not exactly the same size,” I told her.

      She waved a hand through the air. “That’s why there are tapes and pins and whatnot. No one is a perfect size anything. The dresses are bags when we put them on. It’s the dressers behind the scenes that make them fit. Fashion is fluid. We’ll find something.”

      I admired her confidence, but I wasn’t sure I shared it. “Thank you.”

      “Okay, do you like basic black?” she asked, pulling a black cocktail dress from the rack.

      “I do like black.”

      She held it up to me. She grimaced. “No. With your dark hair, you need something that contrasts and pops.”

      I watched as she put it back, pulling out a flashy red dress that looked more like a nightie. “I don’t know, I’m not really a red kind of girl.”

      She raised her eyebrow. “You’re not. I thought—”

      She stopped talking. I knew exactly what she was going to say. She was going to say Jax liked red. He did like red, but I didn’t like red clothes. I didn’t mind red panties or a fiery-red bra, but I did not wear red. “How about that one?” I said, pointing to a sparkling silver dress.

      Something about it caught my eye. It was slinky and flashy and completely unlike me. I loved it. Her eyes widened. “Yes! Why didn’t I see that?”

      She yanked it off the rack and held it up to me. I held out my arms, waiting to see what her opinion would be. I had to trust the supermodel’s fashion sense.

      “No?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Yes! Go try it on,” she ordered, pointing to the massive bathroom that was on the other side of the closet.

      I took it, feeling like a teen looking for the right prom dress. I shrugged off my clothes, pulling off my bra to get the real effect. I turned sideways in the mirror, trying to flatten the dress over the slight swell in my tummy area. No matter how hard I tried to suck it in, it wasn’t going anywhere.

      I walked out of the bathroom and found Lydia standing in front of a framed magazine cover featuring her. She looked the same in many ways, but there was an innocent vibe I got. I realized it was one of her first covers.

      “Well?” I asked.

      She turned to look at me, a bright smile spreading across her face as she nodded. “Yes! That dress was made for you.”

      “Are you sure? It feels kind of revealing,” I said, smoothing my hand over the sequined fabric that clung to my curves, hugging my hips before it flowed down to the floor. There was a dangerously high slit up the side that could be problematic if I took a long step.

      “It is gorgeous on you. It is perfect. Just stunning. No one is going to notice Lydia Lydon. All eyes are going to be on Penny Logan. You are going to be the talk of the town, the fashion world,” she exclaimed.

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I muttered.

      “I would. Trust me. You are going to rock the worlds of those stuffy people,” she said.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to do any rocking of the worlds, but I smiled and pretended to be okay with it. I changed back into my clothes before carefully carrying the dress back into the room.

      “Thank you again for this,” I said, hanging the dress up.

      “I am going to have my personal seamstress take care of the adjustments. She’ll send it directly to the hotel in Chicago,” she said.

      “Seriously? I can make it work,” I promised.

      “It’s fine. I’ll tell her to take it down to a four?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Yes, please.”

      “Perfect. Let’s grab something to drink,” she said and walked out of the room.

      I followed her down the hall, my eyes briefly roaming over the many framed magazine covers lining the walls. She was a successful woman. I could see why Jax liked being hooked up with her in the press. She was perfect. I couldn’t compete with her. I wouldn’t dare to try.

      “Wine?” she asked, pulling a bottle from a small refrigerator resting on the counter of the huge kitchen.

      “Um, no, thank you,” I said, not looking directly at her.

      “You’re right. How about a diet soda?” she asked.

      “Please.”

      She opened the left side of her massive refrigerator. I looked around her kitchen and was thoroughly impressed. It must be nice to be wealthy. Although, I didn’t think I’d like the lack of privacy and the stock put on my looks. Especially in my current situation.

      “The cook made me some fruit and cheese trays,” she said, placing a silver tray on the counter.

      “That looks amazing,” I said, admiring the chunks of assorted fruit.

      I could absolutely get used to having food prepared for me. She grabbed a couple of plates, and we dished up before moving out to the patio next to her pool. It was way too cold to swim, but the weather was decent and she had her patio heaters on.

      “I’m really happy I finally get to meet you. I feel like I know you already,” she said with a laugh.

      “Really? How?”

      “Jax. Jax talked about you nonstop. The three years I’ve known him, he has told me all about you. ‘Penny had the most beautiful eyes,’ or ‘Penny doesn’t like onions, she always wrinkles her nose,’ Penny, Penny, Penny,” she said with a giggle.

      “Really?” I asked with surprise.

      She nodded her eyes, popping a grape into her mouth. “Really. ‘Penny always stops to pet dogs and talks to their owners like she’s known them forever,’” she said in a masculine voice that sounded very much like Jax.

      I giggled, shaking my head. “I had no idea.”

      “Now you do.”

      I leaned back in the chair and thought about what she had said. I had no idea he had thought about me, let alone talked about me. It was crazy. I had been convinced he hated me for years. “Lydia, how much do you know about me and Jax?” I asked.

      She grimaced, nodding her head. “I know what he did. I know he was a complete asshole to you. I have told him just how much of a jerk I thought he was.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really. I love Jax, but what he did was not cool.”

      I immediately felt aligned with her, like she could be a real friend. I knew she was Jax’s friend first, but I was relieved to know she knew of our sordid past. “Why do you think he did what he did? I mean, did he tell you why he spread that horrible rumor about me?”

      She slowly shook her head. “No. I’m sorry. I’ve asked him several times, but he never gives me an answer.”

      I sighed, worried I would never know the truth. “One of these days,” I mumbled.

      “Penny, there is something I do know about Jax.”

      “What’s that?” I snapped.

      “That he’s never been with another woman since you,” she said softly.

      “That can’t be true.”

      She smiled. “It is. I think he dated a few women, but it was always very surface. It’s why we play up our fake relationship. It makes it easier for him to stay single. He doesn’t have to worry about women hitting on him—as much.”

      I wrinkled my nose, not entirely sure I believed what she was saying. “Jax Michaels has always been a womanizer. He was a serial dater in college and high school.”

      “Not since I’ve known him. I met him right after he got started in the business. I think he was a little caught up in the crazy world at first and was absolutely drinking too much and partying too hard, and there were a lot of women throwing themselves at him, but he looked lost. I felt bad for him and took him under my wing. He was destined to go down a dark road. I saved him.” She grinned.

      I laughed, appreciating her rather humble assessment of things. “I see.”

      “Really. Jax is one of the kindest men I know. I’ve had some pretty horrible boyfriends and dated some real losers. When I met Jax, I assumed he would be the same. It was after I talked with him a bit that I realized he wasn’t like the others.”

      “Jax—kind?”

      “Yes. Very. I know what he did was horrible, absolutely repugnant, but that isn’t him. I can’t explain what he did, but I know there was something that set him off. I am not going to pressure you or tell you what to do, but I will tell you Jax is a good guy. Does he do stupid shit? Absolutely, but that’s what makes him special,” she said.

      I sighed. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to think of Jax as kind and sweet and thoughtful. I wanted the father of my child to be the man Lydia described. It was the happily ever after that every girl fantasized about, even if she pretended she didn’t.

      “The Jax I know is very different than the man you describe.”

      “I think the Jax you know was confused. He made some pretty rotten choices, but I think you owe yourself the chance to know the man I’ve come to care a lot about—as a friend. As one of my best, most trusted friends. It isn’t easy being in this world, but having Jax there when I need a friend is huge. That day at the office, I had gotten some horrible news. Jax was comforting me. He’s big and burly and can sometimes be gruff and abrasive, but my god, I would have fallen apart a long time ago if it hadn’t been for him,” she explained.

      “I’m glad the two of you have each other. You two really are good together. Why haven’t you guys ever hooked up, or have?” I asked.

      Her eyes went wide. “No! Never! Ew!”

      I burst into laughter. “All right. I get it.”

      “We’re friends, Penny. Only friends. I hope you and I can be friends.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “He’s changed since you’ve come back into his life. You’ve changed him. You can make him better.”

      “Thank you. I’m not sure what we’ve got going on, but right now, we’re both focused on the launch. Neither of us has the time to think about anything else. Right now, I just want to make sure everything goes well,” I told her.

      She smiled, nodding her head. “Yeah, sure.”

      I mulled over all she had said. I had no idea how to process everything. It was all so confusing. I wanted the Jax she described, but I knew Jax, and he wasn’t that man. If it was true and they’d never slept together, which I did tend to believe, Lydia didn’t know him like I did. She didn’t know what it was like to be hurt by him. I instinctively rested my hand over my stomach. Jax’s baby was growing inside me. It was weird to think of a part of him inside of me, growing and thriving. I had no idea what I was going to do, but hearing Lydia’s testimony had tilted the scales in favor of a bright future for me and Jax and our baby. It wasn’t a huge tilt, but it was just enough to make me think.
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      Penny had been in the bathroom of the hotel suite for what felt like hours. I was growing more nervous by the second, worried she was going to change her mind about going. I knew I had pressured her into the gala but had hoped she would appreciate the wining and dining. So far, there’d been very little conversation. Hell, she would barely look at me on the flight over.

      I stood in front of the floor-length mirror, straightening the bow tie of my tux and smoothing down the jacket. I checked the time for at least the tenth time in the past five minutes. Fashionably late was one thing, but if she didn’t emerge from the bathroom soon, we were going to be walking in when the thing was over. I heard the bathroom door open and turned to see her.

      I couldn’t breathe. Or speak. Hell, I couldn’t even think straight as I stared at her. She looked ethereal, like a goddess straight from the heavens, all shimmer and beauty. “Wow,” I breathed.

      She ran a hand over the shimmering silver dress. “I don’t know. I feel very, um, exposed,” she said nervously.

      I shook my head. “Gorgeous.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you’re right. You’re too exposed. Every man in the room is going to be looking at you. Maybe we should think about one of those muumuu dresses. I don’t know if I want everyone to see you like that. It might start a riot. I will absolutely sacrifice my life to protect you from the mob of men that are bound to flock to you,” I told her, meaning every word.

      She must have thought I was joking. She giggled softly, the movement making the dress catch the light, drawing my attention to the low-cut bodice where her plump cleavage was on display. “You’re too kind.”

      She moved toward me, and that’s when I saw the slit in the gown. Her perfect leg appeared, the strappy silver heels she was wearing making her appear taller while elongating her legs. “No way. I can’t.”

      “You can’t what?”

      “That dress. You. My god. You are the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” I gasped.

      She blushed under the carefully applied makeup. “Thank you,” she said with a smile.

      My heart felt as if it were blooming. I loved her. My god how I loved the woman, and she didn’t even know it. Staring at her, seeing how beautiful she was, almost hurt. I longed for her to be mine. I wanted to make her mine, brand her with my touch, and make sure the entire world knew they could look but they could never touch, and the looks damn well better be brief. I could understand why someone would want to look at her, but I would not allow ogling. That body was mine, and I would be the only one ogling.

      “Are you ready?” I asked her.

      She slowly shook her head, her eyes locked with mine. “No. Turn around. I want to get a good look at you in a tux. It isn’t something I ever thought I would see in person.”

      I grinned, giving her a wink before slowly turning, pausing and posing in my practiced model poses, before completing a full circle. “Good?”

      “You’re not at all shy, are you?”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “A little, but I’ve been doing the posing thing for a while. It comes naturally. Shall we go?”

      “Yes. Here goes nothing I suppose,” she mumbled.

      “You look beautiful. I’ll be by you all night if you need me. Lydia will be there as well if I get pulled away,” I assured her.

      Tonight had to be perfect. I had to show her how good life with me could be. I wanted to give her everything. We headed for the elevator. We got into the waiting limo and were quickly driven to the event center. I could feel her nerves as she clenched my hand in hers. When the limo stopped in the line of other limos waiting to drop off passengers at the red carpet, Penny slapped my hand.

      “We can’t get out there!”

      “Why not? It’s the way it’s done.”

      She shook her head. “No way. I agreed to come with you, but I do not want to be on the front page of anything.”

      “Penny, it will be all right.”

      “No way! We can’t! I won’t get out of this car, Jax,” she said firmly, and I knew she had made up her mind.

      “Can you drive around the block a couple times?” I asked the driver.

      He nodded and pulled out of the line while I called Lydia. Fortunately, she was still at her hotel on the same block, so we parked out front to collect her.

      “Hi,” she said, climbing into the car with myself and Penny. “What’s going on?”

      “I can’t walk the red carpet with him,” Penny blurted out.

      “Why not?” Lydia asked.

      “Because the two of you are supposed to be a couple. I am not going to be the other woman.”

      Lydia looked at me with a grimace. “She’s right. We talked about our public breakup, but doing it this way is only going to bring hellfire on Penny.”

      “Fuck,” I hissed, pissed that my life was dictated by the fucking media.

      “We’ll drop Penny at the side entrance. Then we’ll do the red-carpet thing and meet inside,” Lydia offered.

      “Thank you. That sounds much better,” Penny breathed, relaxing against the dark leather seat.

      “Fine,” I mumbled, not at all pleased to have to leave her alone for even a short time.

      We dropped her off with the promise to see her soon. The driver got back in the long line, and when it was finally our turn to walk the carpet, I was in a foul mood. Lydia looked stunning as always. I put on a smile, doing my best to put on a good appearance, standing to the side while Lydia posed and showed off the stunning blue gown she was wearing.

      “Jax, when are you going to make it official?” a reporter called out from behind the velvet rope.

      I looked at Lydia and smiled. “We’re still in negotiations,” I said coyly.

      My answer earned a laugh from the reporters. We managed to get a few more feet before we were called over to one of the journalists for a prominent fashion magazine. I didn’t want to go, but Lydia looped her arm through mine and practically dragged me to the waiting woman.

      “There’s a lot of talk about your line, Jax. Can you give me a hint about what it will be?” the reporter asked.

      “Think casual, active, relaxed,” I said with a smile.

      “It’s going to be great. We all know how Jax likes to dress cool and hates getting dressed up. His line will reflect that personal style that we all love,” Lydia said proudly.

      “Thank you, babe,” I replied.

      “Where’s the ring? Rumor has it you popped the question recently, but I don’t see a ring on her finger,” the woman said, almost accusing me of failing.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Maybe your information is wrong, or maybe we prefer to keep some things about our lives just between us,” I shot back.

      I knew it was dangerous to get short with the press, but I was in a shit mood. I wanted to get inside and find Penny. I had seen the people in line in front of us. They were probably ogling her and trying to talk to her while I stood outside answering stupid, irrelevant questions.

      “We need to get in there. It was nice talking to you,” Lydia said, pulling me away before I could say anything else.

      “Sorry,” I grumbled as we made a quick dash down the carpet, ignoring our names being called out.

      “It’s okay,” she assured me.

      We managed to get inside, only waylaid a few more times as we made our way to the entrance to the ballroom where the event was being held. My eyes scanned the crowd, looking for Penny. I saw the flash of silver from the corner of my eye and turned. I felt immediate calm. She was walking out of one of the exhibitions set up around the room. The theme of the event was all about the history of fashion. I cut through the crowd, my eyes focused on her.

      “Hi,” she said with a smile.

      I leaned down to kiss her lips but caught her cheek instead. I scowled at her. “What was that for?”

      “You’re here with Lydia,” she reminded me.

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s really getting old.”

      “Sorry, but it’s the way it has to be. I was just checking out the primitive-man display. Let me tell you, those loincloths are the definition of edgy. One wrong move and there would be a serious scandal. I can’t imagine how many wardrobe malfunctions there were back in the day.”

      I laughed, shaking my head and moving to grab her hand. “I can’t imagine the amount of chafing during the summer and the winter—” I winced, not finishing my sentence.

      “Jax, no,” she said, pulling her hand away.

      I grabbed two glasses of champagne off a tray of a passing waiter and handed one to her. “Let’s mingle,” I grumbled irritably.

      “Actually, I need to use the restroom.”

      She handed me back the champagne and walked away. I looked around the room and saw Lydia coming toward me. “Where’s Penny?” she asked.

      “This was a mistake,” I answered.

      “Oh no. Why? Is Penny having a bad time?”

      “No, I am. I can’t touch her or stare at her or kiss her,” I pouted.

      She laughed softly, taking the untouched glass of champagne from my hand. “It will get better. Just think, you have tonight.”

      “Hello, you two,” a male journalist said as he came to stand in front of us.

      I inwardly groaned. “Hello.”

      “Do you have a few minutes? I’d like to get a statement about your upcoming line and check in with fashion’s hottest couple.”

      I looked at Lydia, who silently begged me to just play along a little longer. “Sure,” I said in my friendliest tone.

      The man started talking, but I wasn’t listening. I saw Penny walk out of the bathroom. She made eye contact with me, saw Lydia and the journalist, and gave a slight nod of her head, pointing at another one of the exhibits. She was giving me space. I was going to find her as soon as the journalist’s few minutes were up. As I watched her move through the crowd, smiling at people as she passed. I saw a senator who seemed to have a real thing for models. He was a dick. I didn’t like him, and he had a hell of a reputation as being a womanizer.

      He stepped in front of Penny, stopping her from moving as he extended his hand. She politely shook it. I could only see her side profile but could tell she was smiling. She smiled at everyone, but the senator seemed to think she was interested judging by the way he held her hand a little too long. I watched as she pulled it out of his grasp, wrapping her arm across her waist in a defensive move.

      The senator leaned in, clearly trying to flirt. Penny stepped back; the smile had slipped a little. I saw her nod her head toward the exhibit and sidestep to move around the guy. The senator moved to the side, blocking her exit.

      I flinched, ready to beat the shit out of the guy if he touched her again.

      “Jax, don’t you agree?” I heard Lydia’s voice.

      I blinked, turning my face to hers. “What?”

      “Jax, are you okay?” she asked.

      I turned back to check on Penny and saw the senator’s hand snake out and grab her shoulder. Penny said something. I had no idea what it was, but I got the feeling she was trying to get away from him. When the hand that had been grasping her bare shoulder slid down her arm, wrapping around her elbow as if he was going to lead her away, I saw red. He was not going to paw my woman and get away with it. Penny expertly removed his arm and walked away from him. I relaxed a little, watching her walk into the exhibit.

      “I’m fine,” I replied. “I’m going to need to cut this short. I just saw someone I really need to talk to,” I said, turning to look back to check on her and finding the senator walking into the exhibit. Both of them were out of sight.

      I gave Lydia a quick kiss on the cheek and walked away. I stomped across the room and went into the exhibit. The senator had Penny against the flimsy partition wall, crowding her with his larger body. I heard her ask him to move. I didn’t hear what he said. I grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around before shoving him against the partition. His weight sent the wall and the pictures pinned to it crashing to the ground. I stood over him, ready to pummel the man.
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      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. I stared in horror at Jax standing over the abrasive man who had gotten it in his head we were going to go up to his room. The guy was a lecher, but I had dealt with his type before. I thought I was handling the situation just fine, but judging by the look of rage on Jax’s face, he didn’t feel the same.

      Jax reached down and grabbed the man by the front of his tux with his left hand, his right hand cocked back and fisted. After a brief moment of shock, I quickly assessed the situation and realized the poop was about to hit the fan. A flash went off, followed by another, and I realized it was already flying. Everyone and their mothers had a cell phone pointed at Jax, taking video and snapping pictures.

      “Jax, no!” I said, grabbing his arm and holding it.

      He turned to face me. I could see the fury in his eyes. He stared at me for several seconds, still holding the man’s shirtfront. Suddenly, his eyes softened, and he dropped the man, his arm relaxing in my grasp. He reached up and cupped my face in his hands, staring into my eyes. “Are you okay?” he whispered.

      His touch was gentle and sweet and way too familiar. I pulled away. “Stop. They’re taking pictures,” I hissed in a low breath.

      He looked around and seemed to realize he was being filmed from every angle. He rolled his eyes. “I don’t fucking care. Are you okay?” he asked, reaching for me again.

      “Jax, we can’t,” I whispered, begging him to stop before he made too big of a scene.

      He spun around to look at the man still lying on the floor, looking up at Jax with furious anger. “That asshole put his hands on you!” he said loud enough for all of the gawkers to hear.

      I grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the crowd. I didn’t stop moving until we were making our way out the front door and into the cold night air. I put my hand in the air, waving it furiously to get the attention of a cab. One pulled up within seconds. I opened the back door and got in, never letting go of Jax’s hand.

      He put up no fight and crawled in next to me. The moment the door closed beside him, he pulled me into his arms. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” I told him.

      He kissed me on the lips before moving to my jaw and kissing me again. He was almost frantic. “I hated seeing another man touch you. It made me want to tear him limb from limb.”

      He was kissing over my neck, ignoring the fact we were in a cab with a cabbie watching us. It was a little creepy.

      “Jax, we’re in a cab,” I hissed close to his ear, my eyes meeting the cabbie’s in the rearview mirror. The guy had the decency to look away.

      “I don’t care.”

      “Where is this coming from? The guy didn’t even do anything,” I told him.

      He pulled his mouth away, his face hovering inches from mine. “He was too close. I’m sorry. I’ve always been possessive of you. After that night, I wanted you to be mine and mine alone. I couldn’t stand the idea of someone else touching you. I still can’t. When I saw him put his hand on you and stand so close to you, I couldn’t control my temper.”

      “Jax, I don’t understand.”

      He took a deep breath and blew it out. “Penny, I owe you an explanation for what happened back then.”

      “Do you have one?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Not a good one, but yes. After that night, after I took your virginity, I couldn’t fathom another man touching you the way I had. You were mine. Everything about you, it was mine. I claimed you.”

      “Then why would you hurt me so badly?” I asked, fighting back the tears.

      He looked down at our joined hands. “I figured if I told everyone you were a bad lay, no man would ever want you.”

      My mouth dropped open. “Jax!”

      “It was dumb, I know that now, but I knew you and I could never be together.”

      “Why? Why couldn’t we have been together?” I practically wailed.

      “Because of Chance. Your brother was my best friend. He would have never allowed me to be with you. You told me it could never happen again, that it was only a onetime thing,” he said.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “You told people I was a bad lay because you didn’t want me to be with anyone?” I asked.

      He looked at me. “Yes.”

      “Jax,” I said his name again, not sure what else to say.

      “I’m sorry. I am so sorry for what I did to you. Please believe me when I tell you it came from a place of devotion. That night meant something to me. Hell, it meant everything. I lay there next to you and thought about another guy in my position. It made me sick, physically sick to think of a man touching you the way I had. That jealous side of me came out.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I had come up with a million reasons why he did what he did, but all of them led me back to him just being a callous jackass.

      “I don’t know what to say,” I told him.

      “Say you forgive me,” he replied.

      The cab pulled to a stop in front of the hotel. The doorman quickly opened the back door. Jax got out, reaching in to help me out. I took his hand and followed him through the lobby. I felt like I was lost in a dream. My mind was still spinning after his revelation.

      We stepped into the elevator, the doors sliding closed, leaving us in strained silence. “I don’t understand,” I murmured.

      “You’re mine. That’s all there is to understand. I said what I said because I was foolish. I didn’t know how to tell you how I felt. You’re mine, Penny,” he said again.

      I wanted to believe him. God, I wanted it to be true, but he’d hurt me so bad. I wasn’t sure I could believe him. I had crushed on him forever. I had been in love with him for as long as I could remember. When he did what he did, it had cut me to the core. That kind of pain wasn’t easily forgotten.

      “Jax, I don’t know what to say. What you did really hurt me.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I fucked up. I know I did. I hated what I did. I never expected it to have the kind of consequences that it did. I didn’t think. I reacted,” he said, his hand reaching up to cup my face again.

      I stared into his eyes and felt he was being honest. I believed him.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I whispered.

      “You don’t have to do anything. You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted. Since that night, it’s only been you for me.”

      His mouth pressed against mine. It was a kiss full of promise. I leaned into him, letting him show me his truth. His gentle, but fierce, kiss was the proof I needed. When the doors slid open, he pulled away, taking my hand in his and leading me down the hall to our suite. We walked inside, neither of us bothering to turn on the lights.

      The bed was turned down, ready for us to crawl between the sheets. Jax stopped in the middle of the room and slowly turned me around, putting my back to him. His hands moved to the zipper of the borrowed gown and slowly slid it down. I was only wearing a pair of fire-engine-red panties. I’d bought them with him in mind.

      The gown slid to the floor in a quiet heap. I stepped out of the pool of fabric and turned to face him. His eyes roamed over my nearly naked body. I was a little self-conscious of the small bulge in my belly and hoped he didn’t notice.

      “You’re stunning. You have filled my dreams for years. I have thought about you constantly. I want you in my life, Penny. I need you in my life,” he said.

      “I’m here.”

      He smiled. “Yes, you are, and I am going to show you how important you are to me. You’re mine,” he repeated.

      He began to undress, taking his time while his eyes held mine. Occasionally, he would look down at my breasts before looking at me and gifting me with a small smile. When he was standing in nothing but a very tight pair of boxer briefs, he reached for me. I willingly walked into his arms.

      His arms came around me, his hand reaching up to my hair and gently tugging, pulling my head back as his mouth closed over mine. I felt like I was right where I belonged. I was supposed to be with Jax. I was always supposed to be with him.

      He pulled his mouth away from mine, stepping back and moving around my body to come to stand behind me. His fingertips created little paths up my sides before sliding back down. Shivers racked my body that was covered in gooseflesh. His mouth lowered to my neck, kissing and suckling. I loved when he kissed my neck. It made me crazy with need. I could orgasm with just his mouth against my neck. His hands slid over my belly before moving between my legs. I gasped when he yanked my panties, ripping them from my body.

      “I love ripping panties from your body,” he said in a guttural voice next to my ear.

      “I think I like it too,” I said with a small laugh.

      “Good because I’m going to be doing it a lot from here on out.”

      The laughter died on my lips when his fingers slid over my slit. I spread my legs, giving him better access to my core. His fingertip dabbled at my opening, finding the sensitive nub and rubbing slow and hard. The sensation made me spasm, my body arcing against him.

      “Oh god,” I groaned.

      “Not God, Jax. Remember this. I’m the only man that gets to touch you like this. I’m the only man who will hold you while you fall apart. Me,” he growled.

      I gave a half nod, his mouth pressed against my neck making it impossible for a full nod. I tilted my head to the side, letting him have full access to my neck. With his tongue on the uber-sensitive skin on my neck and his finger tickling me between my legs, I would let him do anything he pleased as long as he didn’t stop.

      “So good,” I moaned.

      “Yeah? How about this?” he asked, sliding a finger inside me.

      I groaned, relishing the feel of his finger pushing inside me. “Yes. Like that. More.”

      “Whatever you want, I’ll make it happen,” he said, his deep voice vibrating next to my ear.

      He pushed a second finger inside me, stretching me and making my legs quiver with ecstasy. I leaned against him, unable to stay standing without his support. I could feel the first orgasm coming and didn’t try to stop it. I knew he would give me another and another because that was the kind of lover he was.
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      I felt her body blooming, making way for my fingers as I pushed higher inside her. Her butt was pressed against my thighs as she shook. I stood strong, supporting her body as she came apart in my arms. I loved the sounds she made when she was cumming. Soft, little whimpers and short gasps of breath filled the room as her body released its sweet nectar over my fingers.

      “That’s it, that’s my girl. Come apart for me. Give me all of you,” I whispered next to her ear.

      She groaned, her head lolling to the side as the orgasm slowed. I reached down and picked her up, my arm going under the back of her knees and my other under her back, cradling her next to my body. She reached up and wrapped her arms around my neck, looking up at me with satisfaction all over her face.

      “Going somewhere?” she teased.

      I smiled. “Right to this bed where I’m going to make you mine.”

      I gently laid her body on the bed, crawling beside her. She ran her fingers through my hair before lifting her head enough to kiss me. I kissed her back, pushing her head back against the mattress as my hand drifted over her body in a gentle caress. I wanted to touch every inch of her, brand her with my body and claim her.

      I dropped a kiss on her neck before climbing over her, my elbows supporting my weight as I rained kissed over her heated flesh, starting at the tip of her nose and making my way down her chest, giving special attention to her breasts. I suckled and nibbled, leaving tiny marks on her perfect flesh before I continued down her body. I gently kissed her lower lips before turning my teeth on the inside of her thigh. I sucked her skin between my teeth, leaving tiny marks on the insides of both her thighs. I could hear her arousal and knew my ministrations were taking her to the edge of another orgasm.

      “Ready for me?” I asked her.

      “Yes,” she moaned, her hands running through my hair as I nestled between her legs.

      It only took a single swipe of my tongue over her swollen center to unleash another orgasm. I smiled, feeling powerful as she bucked and groaned through another sweet climax. I moved off the bed and ditched my underwear, anxious to bury myself inside her and really show her just how serious I was about making her mine.

      “Get on your hands and knees,” I ordered.

      She slowly rolled over, doing as I asked. I stood next to the bed, staring at her. She turned her head to look at me, questioning me with her eyes.

      “I’m going to fuck you hard and fast. I want you to know you’re mine. No man will ever touch you again. You’ll be branded with my scent,” I told her, my voice low as I stared into her eyes.

      She slowly nodded her head. “Okay,” she whispered.

      She didn’t understand. I was going to make her understand. I crawled up behind her, pushing her legs open, palming her wet center and holding tight. “This is mine,” I growled.

      She moaned, backing against me, pushing her hips down to press her folds against my palm. She was primed again, just like that. I was going to make her cum so many times that every time she looked at me from here on out, her body would react. She’d grow wet thinking about how I felt inside her.

      I rammed my cock into her, pulling a loud scream from her as her body erupted in another violent orgasm. I felt like the most powerful man in the world. The simple thrust of my cock inside her had made her cum. I smiled, running my hand over her spine before using the heel of my palm to push her facedown.

      “I want your ass up high,” I growled.

      I gave her my all, proving to her she was mine, making her understand that only I could make her orgasm hard, repeatedly. My body was meant for hers and vice versa. We fucked half the night with me proving to her over and over again she was mine. By the time we fell asleep, neither of us could move. As I held her against me, I could feel little aftershocks jerk through her body, pulling tiny moans from her as she slept soundly in my arms. I smiled, feeling like I had just kicked open the door to my future. She was mine.
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      I hated that our time in Chicago had been short. I loved getting away with Penny. It always made me feel like we had grown closer together when it was just the two of us alone in a hotel room. I hoped I could get her to come over for sleepovers at my place now that I had gotten it all out on the table. She hadn’t exactly opened up to me and professed her love for me, but I was willing to wait.

      The car came to a stop in front of the small building of the private airport, and I helped Penny out of the car. Lydia was sitting inside the waiting area, her iPad in her lap when we walked in.

      “Hi, guys!” she greeted.

      “Hi, you’re early,” I said, greeting her with a kiss on the cheek.

      “I’ve been on the phone most of the morning,” she said with a grin.

      “Is that good or bad?” I asked, taking a seat next to her, Penny on my other side.

      I instinctively reached for her, putting my hand on her knee while I spoke with Lydia. I felt Penny’s small hand remove my hand and turned to scowl at her. She stared back, then over at the people working in the concession area.

      “It’s good,” Lydia said, grabbing my attention again. “When you said you were going to blow us up with something big, you weren’t lying. Your little performance last night has gone viral. One of the videos has already gotten over a half a million views. My agent has been getting slammed with calls, and I’ve booked two new jobs already this morning.”

      I grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be! This is great. I mean, not great for you, but I’m going to ride the wave of publicity for now. I should have known the bad boy of fashion would do something big. I’m on the right side of this in the media’s eyes. I just hope you and Penny aren’t totally vilified. It can be tough to be Enemy Number One in the eyes of the public,” she warned.

      “I dare them to try and fuck with me or Penny,” I snapped.

      She chuckled, leaning forward to look at Penny, who was sitting quietly in the seat next to mine. “How are you?” she asked.

      Penny smiled back at her. “Good. Just a little tired.”

      Lydia looked at her with kindness. “You can get in a nap on the flight home.”

      Our pilot announced the jet was ready. We quickly boarded and got comfortable. We had barely been in the air for five minutes when Penny fell asleep. I patted her hand and got up to go sit by Lydia. I had worn Penny out, which gave me a ridiculous amount of satisfaction. I wanted to rip my shirt off and pound my chest, proclaiming I was the man.

      “Are you sure everything is okay on your end?” I asked, sitting down next to Lydia.

      “Perfect. How about you?”

      I nodded with a smile on my face. “I think it will be just fine.”

      “How come you didn’t tell me she was pregnant?” Lydia asked with accusation.

      “Tell you who was pregnant?” I asked with confusion.

      She frowned at me. “Penny.”

      “What? What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped.

      “Uh-oh. You didn’t know?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “Know she was pregnant? How do you know she is?” I asked, feeling like I’d just been hit upside the head with a ton of bricks.

      “She didn’t drink wine yesterday when I offered it. I noticed a little swell in her belly when she was trying on dresses, and I noticed she didn’t touch any champagne last night before you clocked the senator,” she said nonchalantly. “Oh, and I noticed her hand going over her stomach several times, something pregnant women do instinctively to protect their unborn child.”

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      “I’m sorry. I assumed you knew,” she said.

      I raised my hand, signaling the flight attendant. “Scotch. Neat.”

      Lydia elbowed me. “It’s not even noon.”

      “I need a drink.”

      “You really didn’t know?” she asked.

      I shook my head. “No. Are you sure?” I asked her.

      She shrugged a shoulder. “No, not really. Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe she didn’t like the white wine I offered. Maybe she didn’t want to drink at the fund-raiser. I don’t know. I could be mistaken. I’m sorry I said anything.”

      I was handed the drink, which I quickly drank before asking for another one. I needed to take the edge off. Lydia’s question had left me reeling. I said the words aloud. “Pregnant. With a baby.”

      Lydia giggled. “That’s generally how that works. If there is something else growing in there, you’ve got problems.”

      I looked over at the seat where Penny was sleeping soundly. Her head was lolled to the side, the chair reclined and a blanket covering her. I noticed she did look a little pale and remembered she’d been in the bathroom for quite a while that morning.

      “Pregnant. What the fuck?” I murmured.

      Why hadn’t she told me? I didn’t allow myself to think it wasn’t mine. If she was pregnant, she couldn’t be far along. I knew she’d only been with me recently. I hadn’t asked her about the past, but I got the feeling there had been no one else. I knew that was probably wishful thinking, but I had to believe it. I couldn’t stomach the idea of another man being where I’d been.

      I thought back to the first time in my office. I’d been so caught up in the moment, I hadn’t bothered to wear a condom. She didn’t stop me. I made the stupid assumption she had been on birth control. I knew I was clean because I hadn’t been with another woman.

      “Are you okay?” Lydia asked gently.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to think. I mean, I guess it’s possible. Why wouldn’t she tell me?” I asked.

      She put her hand on my knee. “Maybe she just found out and doesn’t know how to tell you. I’m sure it came as a shock to her. Although, I feel I must point out that there are ways to prevent these things from happening.”

      I gave her a dry look. “Gee, thanks, Lydia. I wish I would have come to you first.”

      She giggled softly. “It’s going to be fine, Jax. Just talk to her. Maybe I’m wrong altogether. I could have read the signs wrong.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think you’re wrong. It all adds up. I just didn’t put it all together.”

      “Well, I don’t know if congratulations are in order, but I do hope things work out for the two of you. She’s everything you said she was. I can see how happy she makes you. I really hope you guys get that happy ever after that you have been pining for since the very day I met you.”

      I groaned, not sure that would ever happen. She’d not even bothered to tell me she was pregnant. That was a pretty big lie in my eyes.
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      I was exhausted. I didn’t want to let on just how tired I was, knowing Jax would ask me if I was okay. I had no idea what to tell him. Technically, I was okay, but yet, I wasn’t normal. Normal, but not me normal. I had his child growing inside me, if that was considered normal. I couldn’t wait to go upstairs, pull on a pair of stretchy pants, and crash on my couch. I had read the first trimester of pregnancy could leave me feeling tired. I had been fine until the weekend. It had been a lot of excitement and a lot of orgasms. I was spent.

      The car pulled to a stop in front of my building. I got out, Jax right behind me. I stood and waited, expecting him to give me a kiss before leaving. He leaned back into the car and told the driver he’d see him later. I watched as the car pulled away without him in it.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m coming up. I’ll carry your suitcase,” he offered.

      “Thank you,” I said, happy to spend more time with him but a little bummed I couldn’t get out of the jeans that felt too tight around my waist.

      I had a feeling he was about to talk about what had happened at the fund-raiser. We had avoided the subject. I knew it was only a matter of time before we addressed the situation. With as many paparazzi wannabes, the story was likely to be running in tomorrow’s papers. I was dreading it.

      I opened the door to my apartment, feeling a little weird. It was the first time he’d been in my place. I didn’t even know where he lived, but I assumed it was something big and glamorous. My apartment would never be considered glamorous.

      “I’ll put this in your room,” he said, walking down the short hall and finding my bedroom. It wasn’t hard. There were two doors. He’d either find my room or the bathroom.

      When he returned to the living room, I felt a shift in his mood. There was tension between us. There had been since I had woken up on the plane. I wasn’t sure what had happened while I slept, but I knew he and Lydia had been talking. My mind started to race, trying to guess what it was that was on his mind. Did he regret what he said? Had he changed his mind?

      I had believed him when he said Lydia was only a friend, but maybe I had misjudged him. Maybe they worked things out and decided it was better for both their careers if they kept up their relationship for the press.

      “Can we talk?” he said.

      I nodded, swallowing the lump in my throat. “Sure. Uh, have a seat,” I said, gesturing to my couch.

      He sat down. I sat down a few feet away. I looked at him, waiting for him to tell me he regretted what he said. My heart was pounding hard in my chest. There was a hint of butterflies in my stomach that was making me feel nauseous. I had only myself to blame. I had told myself a million times not to fall for his charm. I had tried to stay strong in my conviction to hate him for the rest of my days, but his charm proved to be too much for my resolve. I had melted like butter in his hands with no fight at all. I waited for him to say what he had to say. I could tell it was difficult for him, and I wasn’t about to make it any easier for him to break my heart a second time. I wanted him to have to look at me when he shattered me, not do it the cowardly way like he had the first time.

      “This isn’t easy for me to say,” he started.

      I grimaced, narrowing my eyes at him and demanding myself not to cry. “Just say it. Keeping it to yourself isn’t going to help either of us.”

      “Are you pregnant?” he asked, his soulful green eyes staring directly into mine.

      My mouth dropped open, and my eyes widened. “What?” I gasped, shock paralyzing my brain.

      My ears began to ring and swoosh at the same time. I had to have been hearing things. There was no way he just asked me that. It was my own guilty conscience playing tricks on me.

      “Are you pregnant?” he asked again, saying the words slow and punctuating each one.

      My shoulders drooped, knowing I couldn’t lie to him. The cat was out of the bag. Lying would only make it worse. I would be horrible in a real interrogation. Note to self: don’t break the law because I would confess to anything with barely a push.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “You’re pregnant?” he gasped, as if he hadn’t really been sure but was guessing. “You’re going to have a baby?” he said as if he needed to clarify what being pregnant meant.

      “Did Carolina tell you?” I asked irritably, angry she’d given away my secret. I had thought we were friends. I had thought I could trust her to keep it to herself.

      “Carolina knows? Why in the hell does my assistant know and I don’t?” he practically shouted.

      I closed my eyes. I owed him an explanation. I knew it, but I had no idea how to explain it. I figured the truth was the best. My brain was too tired to try and come up with a reasonable lie. I would tell him why and he would tell me he understood, we’d kiss and hug and all would be right with the world. Fat chance of that ever happening when Jax Michaels was involved, I chided myself.

      “I was getting sick at work. She came into the bathroom and asked if I was pregnant. I didn’t even consider the idea until she brought it up. We went to the store and got a few tests. I took them and they were all positive.”

      “When?” he asked in a tight voice.

      “When did I take the test?” I asked, trying to buy some time.

      “Yes. How long have you known?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “Not long. Like a month or so,” I mumbled.

      He nodded his head, rubbing his hands over his thighs. “You’ve known a month. Thirty days, give or take a few.”

      “Yes.”

      “When exactly did you plan to tell me about this pregnancy? I already know it’s mine,” he added.

      I grimaced, looking away from him. I couldn’t look at him. The guilt was making me flustered. “I—”

      He rubbed a hand over his face. “You were planning to tell me, right?”

      I looked up at the ceiling, dragging in a breath. “I don’t know,” I confessed.

      “You don’t know if you were going to tell me that you were having my baby?” he asked incredulously.

      “Jax, it isn’t like that,” I said, realizing how stupid those words sounded. It was exactly like that.

      “Really? Then tell me what it is, because I can’t understand how everyone knows I’m going to be a father except me.”

      “Everyone? Only Carolina knows,” I argued. Knowing it wasn’t really the point.

      “Lydia knew. You weren’t so good at keeping your little secret. I didn’t know, but apparently, I’m clueless. I guess that’s because I made the blind assumption you would tell me you were having my child. I guess I was wrong.”

      “Jax, I didn’t know what we were.”

      “We’re people. A man and a woman who made a baby,” he said dryly.

      “Stop. That’s not what I meant. I mean, I didn’t trust you.”

      The hurt on his face stung. “Okay.”

      “I’m not making myself very clear. I meant to say I didn’t know what to think about us. I was struggling to figure out what we were doing. I don’t trust easily, Jax, and that is directly because of you. I half expected to show up to work one day and find out you had told everyone we’d been having sex and I hadn’t gotten any better at it. I had nightmares about you publicly firing me,” I told him, getting a little defensive.

      He shook his head. “I explained that.”

      “Yesterday!” I shrieked.

      “Yesterday is right. You could have told me last night or today. You didn’t. I don’t think you were going to,” he said in a low voice.

      I didn’t immediately answer. “I didn’t know what to think about us. You never said you wanted to be with me. Sex in your office doesn’t constitute a relationship. The sex at the hotel, it was nice, but we never talked about anything. I didn’t want you to feel obligated to be with me. I didn’t want you to think you had to do right by me or something silly like that.”

      He scoffed. “Silly. What you mean is you didn’t think I would do the right thing. You assumed I was still that same stupid kid from college. You have no faith in me.”

      “I didn’t say that. I will admit I didn’t trust you. I kept thinking I would tell you I was pregnant, and you would question whether it was yours. Or you would tell me you didn’t want a kid because it didn’t fit in with your lifestyle,” I told him, laying it all out.

      He got to his feet, pacing my small living room before spinning around to look at me. “I told you what happened. I told you how I felt about you. I opened my heart to you.”

      The hurt in his eyes was too much to look at. I looked away, my hands clasped in my lap. There was so much I needed to tell him. He’d been open and honest with me last night, and I hadn’t said much of anything. I hadn’t told him how I felt or that I had been in love with him since I was sixteen. He needed that reassurance. I owed him that. I took a deep breath, preparing to spill my guts. It terrified me. I would be making myself very vulnerable. The last time I’d been vulnerable with him, he’d ripped my heart out and stomped all over it.

      I got up and moved to stand in front of him. The look of anger, hurt, and sadness tore at my heart. He shook his head and walked around me. I spun around just in time to see him walk out the door, slamming it behind him. I stared at the closed door.

      “Oh no,” I whispered, covering my mouth with my hand.

      I had let him walk out. I could have tried to stop him. I could have said something. Even in that moment I could have chased after him. I didn’t move. Part of me almost felt it would be easier to have him walk out on me. It’s what I had been expecting all along. It would save me a lot of hurt down the road when he walked away. No matter what he said in the hotel room, in the back of my mind, I was still afraid. I didn’t think I could live through him pretending to be happy with me only to find out he wasn’t ready for a baby and leave me when I was fat with his child.

      He left now or he left then, I told myself. It was better this way. I would raise the baby on my own. I was strong enough. I could do it. I didn’t need him. I put my hand on my stomach. “We’ll be okay. I’ll make sure you are loved and cared for. Your dad is a good guy, and I hope you get to know him. You’ll like him. He’s funny and smart and crazy good-looking. Don’t talk like him, though. He has a bit of a potty mouth. I hope he can keep the F-bombs to a minimum around your little innocent ears.”

      I was going to be okay, I told myself again.
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      I’d left work early for the day. I couldn’t stand to be in the office where Penny was not. She hadn’t come back to work after our weekend, after I confronted her about being pregnant with our child. Rage had filled me, consumed me. Being around my staff at the office was dangerous. I chose to go home and deal with my anger in private. It wasn’t just anger that had me running at full speed on the treadmill in my home gym. It was old hurts mixed with new ones.

      She’d cut me deep. Her deliberate choice to keep the pregnancy from me hurt. It nearly tore my heart in two when she admitted she was pregnant. She’d known for a while. I was convinced she had never intended to tell me about the baby. I wasn’t sure what her plan had been to hide the damn thing, but she wasn’t going to tell me.

      My feet pounded against the black conveyer belt I had at a nice flat level. I wanted to run far and fast, but I didn’t want to go uphill. I wanted to escape the demons chasing me. I ran harder, pushing my body beyond its limits. Sweat was pouring down the sides of my face. I could feel it pooling in the small of my back.

      I kept going. I couldn’t stop. If I stopped, I had to deal with reality. Running gave me something else to focus on, even if my thoughts were still dominated by her. I had poured out my heart and soul, and she’d said nothing. I bet she had been laughing on the inside. She had gotten her revenge. She was the one holding all the cards. I had played right into her hand.

      “Stupid,” I gasped, hitting the button to turn up the speed a little more.

      I was still able to think. I wanted to run so hard I couldn’t think. The music from my earbuds pounded away, encouraging me to push harder, run faster. I closed my eyes and saw Penny’s face when I asked her about the pregnancy. It had been guilt and that look of being caught red-handed. I knew, just knew she had planned to keep it a secret. Was she planning to run away and never tell me about my child? Would she have raised the child alone, telling him or her that he didn’t have a father?

      “Fuck!” I shouted into the air.

      I didn’t want to believe she would do something so cruel and calculating, but I had to acknowledge I didn’t really know her. I knew her a few years ago before I’d fucked her over and damn near destroyed her life. That kind of thing was bound to change a person. She could be devious. She might have very well planned to come back into my life and exact some kind of revenge, and I had fallen for it hook, line, and sinker.

      She was probably at home right now, laughing her ass off. She and Chance would talk about how they paid me back for what I had done. I had tried to explain to her why I did what I did, but I had a feeling it didn’t matter. The damage was done, and there was no going back. No matter how many times I apologized or how much I tried to make up for the past, it was already done. I had sealed my fate when I opened my big mouth that morning.

      I slowed the treadmill, doing a cooldown before jumping off and falling to the mat and starting a round of pushups. I was punishing my body for what my mouth had done. It was the only way I could deal with everything. I heard the doorbell echo through the house and collapsed face-first onto the mat. My heart was pounding in my chest, and I struggled to catch my breath. Whoever it was could go away.

      The doorbell rang again. Maybe it was Penny coming to apologize. I jumped to my feet and rushed to the front door. It wasn’t Penny. It was Dakota.

      “What the hell? Are you burying a body back there?” he asked with a horrified look, his lip curling with disgust.

      “Not yet, just getting the hole ready for a nosey friend that didn’t get the message to leave me the hell alone,” I snapped.

      He chuckled, pushing inside and walking into the kitchen. I followed him and watched him open my fridge and pull out a couple bottles of water, tossing one at me. “Drink. You’re cranky and dehydrated.”

      I was thirsty. I took a long drink, the water felt good washing down my throat still burning from the grueling run on the treadmill. “Why are you here?”

      Dakota looked at me, those blue eyes looking into my very soul. “I happened to overhear a phone call at work today.”

      “Do you want a cookie? I’m sure there’s one somewhere if you dig.”

      He ignored my snipe. “I heard Carolina on the phone with Penny. Penny quit.”

      I narrowed my eyes, fury burning through my soul. I had been right. She’d planned to fuck me over all along. She was probably already back in Wisconsin. “Really? I guess I’m not surprised.”

      “No? Because I sure as hell was,” Dakota growled angrily.

      I raised my eyebrows, wondering why he was mad. Penny wasn’t having his baby and running away. I shrugged a shoulder. “We took a chance. We got burned.”

      “Bullshit. I picked up on some other parts of the conversation. When I demanded Carolina tell me what was going on, she told me Penny was pregnant. It didn’t take me long to figure out who the baby daddy was. Carolina confirmed my suspicion. What the fuck did you do?” he shouted.

      I was surprised by his anger. “Nothing!”

      “Bullshit! You got her pregnant and then did something to her that made her up and quit just before a huge launch.”

      I threw the bottle of water across the room. It hit the wall, water spraying out and covering the wall and floor. I walked over to where it had hit and slammed my fist into the same spot. “Fuck!” I shouted.

      I had no words to express myself.

      “Woah, man, calm down. I didn’t realize. Let’s talk this out,” Dakota said in a much calmer voice.

      I stomped back to the kitchen counter and flopped down on one of the cushioned barstools. My legs were toast. The adrenaline was slowing, and my body was feeling the results of the grueling workout I had put it through.

      “Penny and I hooked up once in college. She gave me her virginity. She asked me to take it. I had been crushing on her for years, and when she came to me that night, I couldn’t resist. I’d wanted her for a long time. Once I had her, I realized I could never be with another woman. Penny was it for me. Unfortunately, she made it clear she only wanted me for that one night. I couldn’t stand the thought of her being with anyone else. The next day, people that had been at the party figured out we had hooked up. I told everyone she was the worst lay ever. I said all kinds of horrible things with the hopes no other guy on campus would want to touch her. I stopped just short of saying she had some horrible STD,” I told him, looking down at the glossy, black marble countertop.

      Dakota sat beside me. “Shit. That’s heavy. What happened after that?”

      I smirked, pointing to my nose. “That happened. She broke my nose.”

      Dakota burst into laughter. “No shit? Little Penny?”

      “She’s not so little. I lost her and my best friend that day. When Carolina hired her, it gave me a second chance. I had thought we were making progress. I thought we were going to have something real,” I said.

      It was his turn to smirk. “A baby is about as real as it gets.”

      “She didn’t tell me about the baby. I don’t think she was going to,” I confessed.

      “Harsh. I’m sorry. What are you going to do now?”

      I shrugged. “What can I do? I ruined her life almost four years ago, and this is how she is repaying me. I ruined her life and walked away. I guess it’s her turn. The tables have been turned. I don’t know what to do or say to prove to her I’m a changed man. I poured my heart out and she just stood there, never mentioning the baby or anything.”

      “Are you in love with her?” Dakota asked in a solemn voice.

      I nodded my head. “Absolutely, unequivocally, 100 percent in love with her. It’s only been her since that night. You know my relationship with Lydia is bullshit. I only want Penny, and I can’t seem to make her mine. Everything I do seems to push her away.”

      “Look, I’m not a relationship expert, but I saw the way she looked at you that first day. I saw the way you looked at her. It was as if you had been hit with a bolt of lightning. I’ve seen the change in you the past couple months since she’s been working with us. You’re different in a good way. She’s good for you. You can’t let her walk away from you a second time,” he stated.

      I let out a defeated sigh. “I don’t have the choice. This is her choice, and she’s made up her mind. Penny is strong-willed and fiercely independent. It’s one of the many things I love about her. Unfortunately, it’s probably going to be the very thing that keeps me from ever being able to call her truly mine.”

      He shook his head. “I don’t believe that for a second. You have to make her see that you two are meant to be together. Anybody that has waited nearly four years for a woman deserves to have her. You fucked up for sure, but you can fix it. Obviously, you managed to get close enough to her to knock her up,” he added with a laugh.

      “It was more than sex,” I retorted.

      “I believe you, but does she know that? I’ve been burned before. It makes you think twice about everything. Hell, I can’t even flirt with a woman for fear she’s going to turn on me. When you’ve lived through something traumatic, it changes you. It makes you see things differently. You see shit that isn’t even there. It will take work, but you can do it.”

      I scoffed, rubbing a hand over my face. “It’s not that easy.”

      “Good. It isn’t supposed to be easy. If you want this woman in your life, you need to walk through fire to make her understand how committed you are. You have to grovel and apologize until you are blue in the face. You hurt her bad and changed the course of her life. That doesn’t go away with a few rounds of good sex,” he said with a coy smile.

      “It was more than a few rounds,” I replied.

      “Sex is one part of the equation. Considering she’s having your baby, I’d say you got that part figured out. Now you need to work on the other parts, the healing that needs to happen in order for you guys to start fresh.”

      “I tried. I thought we’d moved past it all. I told her how I felt, and it didn’t matter.”

      “Then say it again. Say it until it matters. Say it until she believes you.”

      I let his words sink in. I wanted to believe it was possible, but I didn’t think it would be quite so simple. It could take years before I managed to convince her. I didn’t know if I could wait again.
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      I was a hot mess—heavy on the mess and light on the hot. I’d been a mixture of vomiting in the morning and crying all afternoon. I had made a complete disaster of things and had no idea how to fix any of it. Calling Carolina and quitting a job I loved had easily been one of the hardest things I had to do in my life. I was knocked up, jobless, and had no baby daddy in the picture. I had seriously made a disaster of my life.

      I couldn’t go to work. After calling in sick for two days, I realized I was never going to be able to go in there and face Jax. Not after the hurt I had seen on his face. I hated that I had done that to him. I had hated him for a long time, but even on my worst day, I would have never intentionally caused him any pain—beyond the broken nose. He’d definitely deserved that.

      The guilt I felt for hurting Jax was nothing compared to the guilt I felt for ruining my relationship with my baby’s father. I wished there was a way for us to pick up the pieces and put everything back together again, but that wasn’t meant to be. Every time I looked at him and saw the bump in his nose, I was reminded of what happened between us. There was so much pain, anger, and secrets clogging the path to each other. I didn’t want to put our child through a turbulent relationship between his parents. Jax and I could both be parents, but not parents together, if that was even what he wanted.

      “I’m sorry, little one. I promise we’ll always be good to you, but your mommy and daddy just can’t be together,” I said, holding a hand over my stomach.

      There was a knock on the door, pulling me from the conversation I was having with my unborn child. I opened it to find my big brother standing there. I immediately covered my stomach as if I could hide the bump with my hand. Chance was going to kill me when he found out.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, skipping right over the hellos and nice to see yous.

      “What the fuck is going on down here?” he snapped, pushing inside the apartment.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, not ready to divulge any information if I didn’t have to.

      He fired off the questions. “I saw the video, Penny. What the hell is going on? Are you back with him? Do I need to go kick the shit out of him? Did he hurt you?”

      I looked at him and burst into tears. It was all so much. Chance’s face immediately changed. He pulled me into his arms and hugged me close, his hand on my back while I sobbed like a big baby. I finally managed to pull myself together and pulled away from him, wiping away my tears with the back of my hand.

      “Penny, what happened?” he asked.

      I told him everything. I told him about hooking up with Jax, our weekends away, and then I dropped my bombshell. His face paled, and he looked absolutely shell-shocked.

      “Pregnant?” he repeated the word.

      “Yes. It was an accident, but I don’t regret it,” I assured him.

      “I don’t understand how you managed to get back together with him after what he did,” he said, running a hand through his hair, causing it to stand on end in places.

      I sighed, sitting down on the couch. “I’ve never really stopped caring for him. I hated him, but I also cared for him. He told me he loved me, that he’d loved me for a long time. He says he spread the rumor because he didn’t want anyone else to be with me. I had told him it would only be a one-night thing. The funny thing is, I had told him that thinking that would convince him to be with me once and then he would fall in love with me and tell me he wanted to be with me for real. All the pieces were there, but it was a puzzle that never got put together.”

      “Wow. I knew he had a thing for you, and I knew you had a crush on him, but I never thought anything about it. He’s older than you, and I just assumed both of you would go to college and find someone new,” he said.

      I smiled. “I thought so too.”

      “What are you going to do? I mean, with the baby and Jax. Where do the two of you stand?”

      “I didn’t tell him I was pregnant. He found out and he’s hurt and angry that I kept it from him. I don’t think we stand anywhere. I think there’s too much between us. I’m on my own with this. I quit my job. I couldn’t face him,” I mumbled.

      “What? Why would you quit?” he asked.

      “I can’t see him every day. He wouldn’t want to see me either. That was made very clear. He walked out and I didn’t even try to stop him. He’s made no attempt to call me, and I haven’t called him. It’s over,” I said, fighting back the tears.

      “Penny, you’re pregnant. You’re going to have a baby, and you need a roof over your head and a way to feed and clothe that baby. You need a job,” he pointed out.

      “I’ll get one, but not with him.”

      “Jax will help support the child.” Chance said it as a statement.

      “I don’t know. He could walk away and never look back. He didn’t ask me if it was his, but maybe he isn’t sure.”

      Chance shook his head. “I’ve known Jax for a long time. He isn’t going to walk out on his child. I may not like what he’s done in the past, but I do know that about him.”

      “What do I do, Chance? Tell me what to do! I’m so lost and confused right now,” I whined.

      “Do you love him?”

      I let out a long sigh. “I do. I always have. Ever since he came over that first time, I had a crush on him. I know it was a schoolgirl crush, but it never went away. It only got stronger and stronger. He was the only one I ever imagined myself with. He has always been the only man in my life. Even when I hated him, I still thought about him. I wondered how he was doing and if he was okay. I followed him in the media. It made me feel like I was still part of his life, albeit from a safe distance.”

      “If you want something, you have to fight for it. You know that. You had to fight to get into school and fight to get through everything. You’re a fighter, and I know you well enough to know that when you want something, you will move heaven and earth to get it. I don’t see you doing much of anything but whining about your situation. That tells me you don’t really want him. If you did, you’d be trying a lot harder.”

      I scowled at him. “Chance Logan! How dare you say that! I’m hurting here.”

      “And you need a little tough love. I’m telling you to pull on your big-girl panties and kick some ass. You are not the kind of girl who lets stuff happen. You make it happen, and when it doesn’t happen the way you want, you get out there and kick butt until it does,” he insisted.

      I smiled, appreciating his little pep talk but not entirely convinced I believed in my capability as much as he did. “This is different. I can’t control how he feels.”

      “You don’t have to control how he feels. You said he told you he loved you. When have you ever known Jax to express his feelings about anything?” he asked pointedly.

      I thought about it and realized Jax had always been very reserved. He rarely spoke about anything real or how he felt, not even after his parents died. Not when his uncle beat the crap out of him or when he’d been left alone for weeks at a time. He bottled everything up and pretended to be fine. Chance and I had both known things did bother him, but we never made a big deal out of it.

      “You’re right.”

      “Of course I’m right, but more specifically, what part am I right about?” he asked with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re right, I am strong. I managed to get through that whole semester with the snickers and laughter as I walked by. I managed to hold my head high when someone graffitied the bathroom with a laundry list of my faults. You’re right that Jax is a closed book. He opened up to me, and I didn’t return the gesture. I let him pour out his heart and said nothing in return.”

      Chance grimaced. “That had to have been a major blow for him.”

      “I’m sure it was. It was never my intention. I was just so shocked by what he said. I didn’t know what to think about it all.”

      “Now you’ve had some time to process it, where’s your head at?” he asked.

      “I love him, Chance, I really do. Part of my hesitation with him is you,” I told him.

      “Me? What the hell did I do?” he asked defensively.

      I smiled, putting my hand on his forearm. “I know what it cost you that night. Jax was your best friend and your future business partner. Out of loyalty for me, you walked away from him. I know that was hard for you. When I started working for Jax and when things started to happen between us, I felt like I was betraying you. I don’t want to do anything that is going to cause you any more trouble.”

      “Penny, you and Jax have a connection. I’m not going to stand in the way of that. If you two are sure you care about each other and you want to be together, I will be more than happy for the both of you. However, I’m not going to support an unhealthy relationship. This thing you’ve got going right now, it isn’t healthy. Figure it out,” he said firmly.

      “Really? You would be okay with me and Jax dating?”

      He scoffed, shaking his head. “I think the baby growing inside you goes beyond dating. That ship has sailed.”

      I blushed a little. “True.”

      “I’m here for you. No matter what you decide or how this thing works out, you know you can count on me to help you. I’ll be a babysitter, but I don’t do diapers.”

      I laughed, slapping his shoulder. “Diapers are part of babysitting.”

      “Then I guess I’ll just be emotional support.”

      “Thank you. Thank you for always being the best big brother. You are always there for me.”

      “You know I will be always be here. We’ve been through too much together for me to throw you to the wolves now. I feel like I’ve invested a lot of time and energy into you. I can’t walk away now.”

      I burst into laughter, so happy to have him there and even happier that he could take such a lighthearted approach to what was anything but light. I knew with him by my side, I would be okay. Even if things with Jax and I completely fell apart, Chance was going to make a fabulous uncle.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            31

          

          

      

    

    







            Jax

          

        

      

    

    
      “Goddammit.” I scowled at Carolina, who’d just come in my office to tell me my meeting had been changed to a later day. I was in a foul mood and not in the mood for much of anything, especially not a meeting being changed at the last minute. That really pissed me off. It pissed me off that people were unreliable and couldn’t be counted on to be honest. Technically, the latter part of that statement didn’t apply to the meeting change, but it applied to my current situation in general.

      Carolina raised one finger, pointing it at me with her eyes narrowed. “Jax Michaels, I swear to god if you snap at me one more time or use that filthy mouth of yours to speak to me like that again, I will personally shove your tie down your throat and put my foot where the sun doesn’t shine. You have been a surly beast all week, and I am over it.”

      I stared at her, not at all surprised by her outburst. I knew she could be fierce when she wanted to. It was one of the reasons I had hired her. I had witnessed her put her brother in check on more than one occasion and knew that while she looked sweet and innocent, she was a bit of a hellcat when pushed too far. I hadn’t really expected her to talk to me, her boss, that way, but I wasn’t shocked. I did respect her and felt a tad bit sorry for the way I’d been treating her.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “You better be sorry. How long do you plan on moping around and biting people’s heads off?” she asked.

      “I’m not,” I retorted.

      “Oh, yes you are. Why don’t you pull your head out of your ass and go talk to the woman? Why make the rest of us suffer?”

      “Carolina, back off and mind your own damn business,” I growled.

      She was getting a little too close to a very touchy subject. I was sick of being told to go talk to Penny. They didn’t understand. They didn’t know it wasn’t that easy. I couldn’t waltz over to Penny’s place and demand she not hide the fact she was pregnant. The damage had been done, just like the damage that had been done when I’d run my mouth. It was too much, and no amount of duct tape in the world could fix it all.

      “This is my business! Penny is or was my friend. You’re my friend. Both of you are in a bad place right now, and I don’t like it. It’s my business because I’m the one stuck dealing with your cranky ass every day, and I’ve about had enough of the tantrums. I’m telling you now: fix this.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You sound like your brother. If it were that easy, there would be a lot more happy people in the world. I don’t know what kind of life experience the two of you have, but clearly everything has always come up roses for you. Not all of us are that lucky.”

      “Bullshit. You know it hasn’t been roses for us. The difference is we’re not sitting around and sulking. Talk to her.”

      I tossed my pen down and leaned back in my chair, glaring at Carolina. “She’s the one who should be chasing after me. She’s the one who kept a pretty big secret from me. For that matter, so did you. You knew at the same time she did from what I understand. You never said a word, so now that I think about it, I am pissed at you.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Get over yourself. From what I understand, there’s a damn good reason she didn’t tell you.”

      “Oh? What’s that?”

      “I know you royally screwed up with her some time ago. I don’t know all the details, but I know you’re not so innocent.”

      I shook my head. “What I did is not the same as what she did. She is pregnant with my child and never mentioned it. Was she ever planning on telling me?”

      “I don’t know. I guess that’s a question for her. You have a big ego, Jax. If you want this woman to be a part of your life, you need to swallow some of that pride and make the first move. Whatever it is that you did to her way back when, it is still heavy on her mind. When she realized she was pregnant, she cried. I held her while she sobbed. She cried because she was terrified. She had to go through that all on her own because she didn’t feel she could lean on you. What you did made her feel that way. She didn’t trust you enough to tell you something that big because of what you did. That’s on you,” she said, pointing her finger at me.

      “She could have told me. She should have told me,” I argued, knowing I sounded pitiful.

      “I’m telling you what you should do is be there for her, no matter if she wants to be with you. You made a baby, and you damn well better own up to that responsibility. You can’t give her an ultimatum and demand she’s with you or she gets nothing at all. That isn’t right. She doesn’t have to choose one or the other. She needs support, not your anger.”

      I hated that she was making sense. “I get it. Thanks for the lecture. I need to get back to work.”

      “Don’t get snarky with me, young man. This is serious. Don’t come back here on Monday with that stick still up your ass.”

      She turned and walked out, slamming the door behind her. I didn’t move from the chair. I mulled over what she had said. I knew she was right about a lot of it, but I did still feel like I had a reason to be upset and angry. Obviously, I would support my child, but I wanted the total package. I wanted Penny and our baby.

      “Shit,” I muttered, realizing I hadn’t said a word to Penny about how I felt about the news she was pregnant. I had been so focused on the hurt and anger of her not telling me, I hadn’t even let myself think about the fact there was a little baby involved in the mix.

      “Holy shit,” I breathed again. I was going to be a father.

      Did I ask if she was going to keep the baby? I didn’t. I assumed, but I never asked her how she was feeling or where her thoughts were on the matter. Was she dealing with morning sickness? I remembered her looking a little pale, and on the flight back she had looked completely wiped out.

      I felt like an asshole. I owed her the courtesy to check on her. I didn’t want to hold on to the anger any longer. It was burning a hole in my gut, and I didn’t like the way I was acting. When I stopped being angry, I felt fear. That feeling was far worse than the anger, which was why I had been holding on to it. I was terrified Penny had kept the baby news a secret because she was afraid to let me in the child’s life. I was afraid she thought I would be a horrible father and didn’t trust me to be around the baby.

      I knew I could be a good dad. I hadn’t been a great teenager or started off great on the path to being a real man, but I had changed. I could be a great father. I would love my child unconditionally and provide everything a child could need or want. I had plenty of room in my heart to love a child. I wasn’t perfect and I would probably make a few mistakes, but I knew I would never hurt my child or Penny. I just had to find a way to make her understand that. I had to make her believe I was good for her.

      I closed my eyes, trying to figure out how to do that. The wining and dining hadn’t worked. Pouring my heart out hadn’t worked. What else was there? I needed advice. I got up and walked out of my office, spotting Carolina through the glass walls as she walked toward the break room. That was why I liked the glass. I could see everyone. I didn’t have to walk around in circles looking for a person.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted out, walking into the break room.

      Carolina was standing in front of the Keurig. She didn’t look at me but just nodded her head. “Apology accepted.”

      “Tell me what to do,” I begged.

      She slowly turned around, stirring the coffee in her hand. “I can’t tell you what to do.”

      “I need help. I feel like everything I’ve tried to do to show her I wasn’t going to hurt her again is failing miserably. Every time I think I’m getting somewhere, she pulls back.”

      “Jax, that’s part of the road to forgiveness. There are going to be hiccups along the way. You just have to keep trying. I don’t know Penny all that well, but she seems like a very genuine person. She strikes me as a person who likes to see action rather than hear pretty words. This isn’t going to be something you can fix overnight. It’s going to take dedication and hard work on both your parts. You each have a lot to forgive, and you each have to be willing to accept there will be rough patches. You have a baby that deserves to have a happy, loving parents. You can do this, Jax. I have no doubt in my mind you can make her see how much you love her. I can see it,” she said with a smile.

      I sighed with disappointment. I wished there was a magic button I could push that fixed everything. There wasn’t. I was going to have to figure it out on my own.

      “Thanks, I suppose, although I was hoping for a quick solution.”

      “Sorry, no quick solutions here.”

      “You sound like your brother,” I grumbled.

      She laughed. “In this case, I’m going to take that as a compliment, but never compare me to that butthead again.”

      I headed back for my office, feeling marginally better but still having no idea what grand overture I could do to make her realize she wanted me. I knew I had to do something quick though before I lost her and my baby for good. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d already called Chance to come and move her back home.

      I groaned, rubbing my left temple with my fingertips. That was a whole other problem to deal with. The guy was going to want to kill me for knocking up his sister. I had no excuse for what I’d done. I was just going to have to suck it up and take the wrath. If she was my little sister, I would have felt the same way. With my mind made up to try one more time to convince her I was worth her time, I was able to focus on work. It was only a slight reprieve from my worry, but it was enough to allow me to work.
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      I was sitting in my favorite old chair, gently rocking back and forth as I read through the pages of the baby book I had picked up at a secondhand store. I was overwhelmed. I knew about the general stuff, but there was so much more to the pregnancy thing. I was really beginning to second-guess my decision to go through with it. The list of what to expect as far as changes to my body was mind-blowing. I assumed I’d gain a little weight, get some swollen ankles, and maybe have to pee a lot. I had no idea my body was going to be thoroughly possessed by the little nugget growing inside me. I felt like there should have been some negotiations. A discussion about what I was willing to give up or allow. Compromise. No wonder babies cried so much when they were born. They were the rulers of the roost in the womb, but when they came out, it was game on.

      “Sorry, buddy, but we are going to have to agree you don’t kick my organs, and I would really prefer we back off on the morning sickness thing,” I whispered, not wanting to disturb Chance, who was snoring away on my couch.

      I knew the baby had no control, but talking to my belly gave me some comfort. I glanced up at Chance as he shifted positions on the couch, and smiled. I was glad to have him there. I’d been feeling very alone all week. Now that Chance knew everything, I was ready to move forward. I knew he would help me out and be a shoulder for me to lean on when things got tough. Reading the book and the predictions of what was to come for me, I knew more than ever I was going to need someone to lean on. It was a little disappointing that the shoulder I was going to be leaning on was my brother’s. I wished it would be Jax. It wasn’t mean to be. I kept telling myself that. It wasn’t meant to be, and the sooner I accepted that fact, the sooner I could move on with my life.

      There was a soft knock on the door. I looked over to see if Chance had heard it. He didn’t seem to notice. I got up, expecting it to be Carolina. She had mentioned she wanted to stop by sometime over the weekend.

      “Jax?” I whispered when I saw him standing there.

      “Hi. Can I come in?” he asked.

      I looked over my shoulder and stepped into the hall, pulling the door partially closed behind me. “Chance is here. He’s asleep on the couch.”

      “Oh. Probably not a good idea for me to go in there. He’d probably wake up and deck me. I’m not interested in a fight today,” he mumbled.

      “We could go down to the coffee shop,” I offered.

      “Actually, can I take you to my place? There’s something I wanted to show you,” he said.

      The way he was looking at me with those soft, pleading eyes was nearly my undoing. I couldn’t deny him. “Sure, let me grab my purse.”

      He was leaning against the wall when I walked back into the hallway. Instead of waking Chance to tell him I was leaving and dealing with what almost surely be the fight Jax wanted to avoid, I decided to send him a text once we were on our way to his place.

      He opened the passenger door for me, closing it once I was tucked inside. He got in the driver’s seat and buckled up before pulling out, looking both ways at least twenty times. When he pulled out, he did it slow and easy, as if he were afraid to hurt his car. It was then I realized he was driving like that because of me and my condition. It was endearing.

      “I’m going to text Chance and let him know where I am,” I said nervously.

      “I don’t live far. I have a town house,” he answered.

      He drove across town and parked in the driveway of a massive townhome. It wasn’t what I expected at all. It was a family neighborhood with Christmas decorations that would rival any Norman Rockwell image.

      “Wow, this is nice,” I said when he unlocked the door and pushed it open, gesturing for me to go in first.

      “Thank you. It’s way too big, but I liked the area and I fell in love with the house. I didn’t want anything crazy and outrageous like some of my fellow models.”

      I nodded, my eyes roaming around the great room. It was decorated in a modern design, but it had a warm feel instead of that cold bachelor tone. “Did you decorate it yourself?” I asked, keeping the conversation light while stalling before we had to have the big conversation.

      “Not really. I worked with a guy who kind of guided me in the right direction,” he answered, moving upstairs.

      I marveled at the dark hardwood floors that shone like they’d been waxed with a million pounds of wax. He turned down the hall, passing a set of double doors on the left that were partially opened. I guessed that to be the master bedroom judging by the huge bed up against the wall. He stopped in front of a door about twenty feet down the hall.

      “What’s going on?” I asked him, when he stood in front of the door, facing me.

      “I want to show you something,” he said, turning the handle and pushing open the door.

      I walked in, my eyes roaming the large room with big windows along the wall. The room was painted a light yellow, making it feel warm and sunny. There were gauzy curtains hanging over the windows, giving the room a very homey feeling. I turned and saw a crib in the corner and realized it was a nursery.

      I spun around to look at him. “What is this?” I gasped.

      “It’s a nursery. I wanted to show you how serious I was about the baby. I want you and the baby in my life. I want to be a family. I know there’s been a lot between us, but we can get past that. I know you’re tired of hearing the words. You’re the kind of woman who wants action, not niceties. This is me proving to you I’m ready to make changes.”

      It was overwhelming. I could feel tears springing to my eyes as I took in the sight of the room. In my mind, I was already picturing a rocking chair in the corner and a big stuffed giraffe with lots of other stuffies around it. I quickly pulled myself out of the little daydream and focused on the man staring at me, waiting for me to answer him.

      “Jax, this is all very nice and I appreciate what you’ve done here, but I need you to understand what you’re getting into here. Pregnancy and a baby are no joke. This is going to be a hard road.”

      He nodded. “I know. I mean, I don’t know, but I know it is going to be filled with ups and downs. I know we’ve got a lot to deal with in the coming months, and I’m ready to do that. I want to go through this with you. I want it to bring us together. Penny, I have loved you for years. I’ve longed for us to be together just like this, raising a family. I think it’s why I bought this house. I always pictured the two of us living here and raising our family together. I know it’s a lot, and I know it’s probably a lot more than I deserve, but I promise I won’t do anything to purposely hurt you.”

      “Jax,” I breathed, emotion robbing me of words.

      “This is everything I want, right here in this room,” he whispered.

      I couldn’t stop myself and walked right into his open arms. I kissed him once, looking up and into his eyes as his arms came around my waist. We stared at each other for long seconds before his eyes closed and his mouth covered mine. I leaned into him, letting him envelope me with his sweet tenderness.

      “I want you,” I told him with a fierceness I felt in my very soul.

      “You have me. I’m yours. I’ve always been yours,” he said, stepping away before dropping down and lifting me in his arms.

      I let him carry me down the hall to his massive bedroom. He delicately laid me on his bed, treating me as fragile as a precious piece of glass. I smiled up at him as he pulled off his shirt and quickly stepped out of his jeans. I moved to push down my leggings when he reached out and stopped me.

      “I’ll do it. I want to unwrap you like the gift you are,” he said.

      I shuddered; his words were perfect. I let my arms fall to my sides as he reached under my sweater and grabbed the waistband of my leggings, gently pulling them down my legs. I moved to pull off my sweater, freezing with the hem halfway up my stomach when he slowly shook his head. I smiled, dropping my arms again and letting him finish undressing me. When I was left with only my panties on, he looked at me and offered me that sexy little smile I loved so much.

      “You know I have to,” he said.

      I let out a small giggle. “I know you do.”

      He hooked his thumb under it but stopped. “Are you sure?”

      “Dammit, Jax, rip them off me!” I demanded.

      It was the only encouragement he needed. He yanked, tearing the thin fabric and tossing it to the side. “You’re so beautiful.”

      I smiled, used to hearing him say the words, but they never felt practiced or unfeeling. I knew he meant it. He could say it a hundred times and I would be okay with it. He gently put one knee on the bed, sinking it down with his weight as he came to lie beside me. His hand brushed over my stomach, pausing to cradle the tiny baby bump that seemed to be more pronounced the last few days.

      “I want to love you like I did before, but I don’t think I can do it like last time,” he said, looking at me with real concern.

      “I’ll be fine. I was reading a book before you came over and it says sex is perfectly safe, but maybe not all of it,” I said blushing furiously.

      “All of it? I can only be partially inside you?” he asked with horror.

      “No, this,” I said, putting my fingers on his lips.

      He frowned, clearly not happy. “We’ll talk to the doctor about that. Right now, I just want to be with you.”

      “I’m yours,” I whispered, leaning up to kiss him.

      He returned the kiss, slow and sweet as his hand held firm over my stomach. I reached between us and grabbed his cock in my hand, letting him know I wanted a lot more than what he was giving. It was exactly the encouragement he needed. His hand slid over the apex between my legs, cupping me and infusing me with heat. I moaned into his mouth. I needed him more than ever. We’d had sex many times, but right then, I needed him, the man.

      I opened my legs, covering his hand with my own and pressing against it. He took the cue and began to work over me with those magical fingers, pulling the first orgasm from me within seconds. I always felt aroused when I was with him. No other man would ever touch me the way he could. I never wanted another man to touch me.

      He crawled over me, being extra careful to keep his weight off me as he guided the head of his cock to my opening slick with my orgasm. He slowly pushed in, taking his sweet time. Our eyes locked and held as his face hovered inches above mine. My body opened, welcoming him inside as he slid into the hilt, his balls resting against me. I smiled while he slowly stroked the hair away from my face.

      “I want to stay like this forever,” he whispered.

      “Okay,” I answered, running my fingertips over his cheek, gently rubbing over his lips before leaning up to kiss him.

      He closed his eyes and quietly groaned as his body began to move inside mine. I dropped my head back to the mattress and let myself languish in the moment, feeling completely loved and cherished by the man who’d been in my dreams for years.
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      Being buried deep inside her was heaven, sweet, sweet ecstasy all bundled up in one perfect package. I was trying to be gentle with her, but the higher my arousal climbed, the harder it was to hold back. She whimpered and moaned, telling me her own ecstasy was slowly climbing higher and higher.

      “God damn, you feel so good. I don’t want to ever stop making love to you,” I told her through gritted teeth.

      She moaned loud, arching her back and shifting the position of my dick inside her just enough to set off a firestorm of excitement. I hissed, counting to ten in my mind to keep from exploding inside her. It was too soon—I wasn’t done. Not yet.

      “Jax, love me. Love me harder,” she whimpered, her nails scoring a path down my back.

      I could feel her slick juices increasing and knew she was close to her second orgasm. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t hold out long enough to give her a third. All week I’d been thinking about sex with her, imagining my life without her in it. I never wanted to have to think about that again.

      I pushed up, stretching my arms out and rising to my knees, pulling her body to rest on my thighs. I reached between us, finding that delicious little nugget of ecstasy that would make her fall apart. I pressed against it with the pad of my thumb, gently rubbing it while I throbbed inside her.

      She screamed, her hands slapping at the bed as I continued to pleasure her, watching her face as she groaned. Her head thrashed back and forth across the mattress. I intensified the pressure, rubbing harder and faster, shifting her body a little higher against mine as I pushed inside her impossibly deeper. She screamed, a combination of curse words with my name mingled somewhere in between. Hearing her, watching her come apart and feeling the gush of ecstasy tore away my self-control. I shouted as I pounded into her body with my own release. It was damn near mind-blowing. I had seen stars for a brief second and felt as if I were going to pass out. I managed to slide her up the bed and fall beside her before I closed my eyes for several long minutes, struggling to come back down to earth.

      “Are you okay?” I asked her.

      “Yes. Good,” she grunted.

      I chuckled close to her, happy to know she was feeling that same satiation that left a person feeling boneless. I held her close, never wanting to let her go. I knew without a doubt I would never love a woman like I loved Penny. I would never feel what I did with another woman. It had been a long time, but I remembered the sex before Penny. It had gotten me off, but it had never been an all-consuming fire that burned through my veins. I had never seen stars or felt like I would die during a powerful orgasm. Only Penny had that power.

      “Move in with me,” I blurted out.

      She slid her head away from me, turning to look at me, our noses touching. “What?”

      “I want you to move in with me. I want to be with you. You have to know it is only you for me. I told you I bought this house with you in mind. If you don’t like it, we’ll move. We’ll pick out a new house together. I want to spend every day with you, watching our child grow inside you. I want to take care of you. I want to rub your feet after a long day and run out to the store to buy you pickles and ice cream at two o’clock in the morning. I want it all and I only want it with you,” I said, professing my love for her the only way I could think to.

      “Don’t you think we might be moving a little fast here? Yesterday we weren’t even talking. Six months ago we hated each other, and now you want to move in and start a family together?” she asked skeptically.

      I held up one finger close to her face. “First of all, I never hated you. Second of all, I’m only asking you to move in because technically we already started a family.”

      She giggled, rubbing her nose against mine. “You are so persistent.”

      “I am when I know what I want, and I want you. I’m not going to take no for an answer. I am going to hound you for the rest of your days until you agree to move in with me.”

      She kissed me hard and quick on the lips before pulling away and looking into my eyes. “I did hate you. I really did. Not like a hate I wanted you to die or disappear forever but hated you for what you’d done and for moving on with your life like nothing had happened. But that hate was only so powerful because I loved you. I hated that I loved you after everything that had happened. I had been told a million times I could only hate someone if I cared for that person. I denied it often, but I knew. I knew you were still holed up in my heart, taking up space and refusing to go—just like now. Because the Jax I know has always been a stubborn son of a gun and won’t stop until he gets what he wants.”

      I grinned, happy to hear her say it. “You loved me?”

      She frowned. “You know I did.”

      I gave a small shake of my head. “I didn’t. I thought it was a crush. You used me and that was it.”

      “No way! Not even. I only told you that it could only happen one time because I thought that was the only way you would have sex with me. My master plan was to get you into bed and wow you with my sex abilities, and then you would profess your love and we would live happily ever after. My plan backfired in a very big way,” she said, twisting her face with frustration.

      It was the cutest thing ever. “God, I love you. We have to come to an agreement, right now, in this bed.”

      “What kind of agreement. Do I need my lawyer to review this agreement? I’m not signing anything while I’m naked,” she asserted playfully.

      “No signing, but I do want your promise.”

      “My promise of what?”

      “That you’ll talk to me. You’ll tell me what’s bothering you or tell me when I’ve fucked up. I can be kind of a dolt at times, and I might not even realize I’m being an idiot if you don’t tell me. I’ll do the same for you. A misunderstanding led to too many years of misery. I don’t want to waste that kind of time again. We can’t let that happen anymore, not with my baby growing inside you,” I told her.

      “I can do that, but Jax, I might struggle for a while. What happened back then, it left some scars. It changed me. It made me look at people in a different light. I trust no one. I want to trust you, but it might take some time. I’m going to be a hormonal nutjob very soon according to the book I read, and it might be difficult to be around me at times,” she said.

      I put my hand on her cheek and looked deep into her eyes. “Penny, I’m so sorry for what I did. I will have to live with the guilt and regret of my actions for the rest of my life. I would never purposely hurt you. I didn’t think. I was stupid and reacted without thinking about consequences. Once the story started to spread, it went like wildfire. I couldn’t pull back. I was a coward and afraid to admit the truth. I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry, and I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you. I will prove to you every day that you can trust me. I love you. Please, please believe me,” I begged.

      “I know you’re sorry, and I do accept your apology. I’m only telling you that trust is going to be a slow build for me,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Okay. I can understand that. Is there anything I can do right now to start working on that trust?” I asked her, willing to buy her the moon if that’s what she asked for.

      She looked thoughtful for a second before a bright smile spread over her face. “I do have something you can do for me.”

      “What is it? Name it and it’s done.”

      “Hire me back?” she squeaked.

      “I never accepted your resignation. Sorry, but you don’t get to quit your job or me. Next?”

      She burst into laughter, her head going back as her body rocked against mine. “You’re a horrible boss. You must know that.”

      I shrugged a shoulder. “I probably am, but I promise I’ll be a good daddy. I will devote all my time and energy to being a good father. Maybe you should quit work,” I said, realizing I didn’t want anyone else taking care of our child.

      She scowled at me. “Don’t you dare go getting all overprotective. I want to work. I like work. We’ll figure something out with the baby when it’s time. Don’t ask me to give up my job—not yet.”

      “I won’t. Maybe we should buy a bigger house. We can have two home offices and work from home,” I mused aloud.

      “You’re getting way ahead of yourself. Let’s live in the moment for now. We’ll worry about the details later. Right now, I want to cuddle against you just like this before I’m too fat and there’s a big belly standing in our way.”

      “When the belly pops out, I’ll snuggle you from behind,” I assured her.

      She smiled, giving me another quick kiss. “I like the sound of that, but there’s one thing you said that we need to discuss a little more.”

      “What’s that? What did I say?” I asked, worried I had already screwed up.

      “The very thought of pickles and ice cream makes me nauseous. Oh, that’s another thing. Your child is making me violently ill every morning. If you could talk to him or her and let them know that isn’t nice, I would appreciate it,” she said with complete seriousness.

      I had no idea if she was joking or if she really wanted me to talk to the baby that I guessed was the size of a peanut from my very limited knowledge of pregnancy. “Um, okay, should I, uh, speak through your belly?” I asked, not sure how I was supposed to go about the first lecture I would give to my child.

      Her laughter bounced around the room. “I’m kidding. But seriously, you can talk to the baby if you want. I read the baby can pick up on sounds in the last trimester. We want our child to come out knowing who we are.”

      “I think I need to read this book. Many books. I need to read many books. I’m kind of at a loss here. I’ll be here and do whatever you need, but I do need to study up on this,” I muttered.

      “We’ll study together,” she whispered, her hand resting on my arm.

      I liked the intimacy of having a conversation in the nude while our noses touched. There were no distractions. We were both completely focused on each other. I decided all future serious discussions needed to happen just like that.
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        One year later

      

      

      

      I looked out the glass wall of my fishbowl and noticed everyone was hard at work. It’s what I liked to see. Being in the fishbowl wasn’t so bad when I wasn’t the lone fish swimming about. I had an entire team working with me now and I loved it. I thrived on the crazy deadlines and the constant flow of ideas that were always coming in. It had taken some getting used to, but now I understood the open concept. We could all talk to each other without leaving our desks. We could see each other and hold up images. It was fun and made me feel like I was really working with a team.

      I pulled up the new file Jax had sent me. It was a client interested in our hiring our marketing firm. Yes, marketing. The launch had been ridiculously successful and launched Jax’s star high in the world—which he hated. He hated the fame. He hated the publicity and hated being in the public eye. After the incident with the senator and the many viral video compilations, Vines, and memes, he’d given the fashion industry the big middle finger and walked away from the whole thing.

      We were a marketing firm. Jax got to express his creative chops in a new way that allowed him lots of freedom, made us all a ton of money, and he was no longer famous. A few people remembered him, but after a year of laying low and refusing interviews, the world forgot about the bad boy of fashion and moved on to a new target. I liked it that way. I had him all to myself with no other women ogling him all the time.

      “Hey, Mommy.” I heard his voice coming down the hall.

      I spun around in my chair and saw him rounding the corner with Jacy in his arms. The man was smitten with his daughter. The girl was going to be the most spoiled baby on the planet. She had her daddy wrapped around her finger from the very moment her screaming self entered the world. I got up and opened the door to meet them.

      “Hi, sweet baby,” I cooed, kissing my five-month-old daughter on one of her chubby cheeks.

      “Are you talking to me or our daughter?” Jax asked, giving me a kiss on the forehead before handing me the baby.

      “Both of you. Did the nanny go home for the day?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Yep.”

      “I got that file you sent,” I said, bouncing Jacy on my hip as I talked.

      “Good. Got any ideas?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet, but I think we can come up with something amazing. If all your old contacts in the fashion world keep reaching out, we’re going to have to hire another design team. We already have more clients than we can handle.”

      He grinned proudly. “Dam—I mean darn straight,” he quickly corrected.

      “You’re amazing,” I told him, fiercely proud to call him mine. “You’re brave and smart, and I’m so proud of you for making such a huge change in your world without knowing it would be successful.”

      “I knew it would be successful. I had the best marketing manager in the business working for me. I figured I could ride your coattails for a while until I figured out the ropes,” he said nonchalantly.

      “I don’t know if I’m the best, but the two of us together are certainly a force to be reckoned with.”

      “Speaking of, I have that meeting with Chance in about five minutes. Do you have the final proofs for their campaign launch?” he asked.

      “I do,” I said, moving to sit down, putting Jacy on my thigh and continuing to bounce her while I used my free hand to pull up the file. I hit the button to send it to his tablet, then opened the hard copy that I had on the corner of my desk and pushed it to him. “This is it. Do you think Lydia will like it?” I asked nervously.

      Jax flipped through the images, nodding his head, reminding so much of that first time when I had done the same for his first campaign launch. “Da—Dang, these are really good. I think Lydia will be impressed.”

      “They have to be perfect, not just for Chance’s sake, but Lydia’s as well. I know she wants to get away from being in the front of the camera. Her collaboration with Chance is her chance to get on the design side of things. Chance showed me some of the ideas she has for the female athletic line. He’s thrilled to be partnered with her. Of course, who wouldn’t want to be Lydia Lydon’s partner. She’s pretty much awesome at everything,” I said with a laugh.

      He stood up and dropped a kiss on the top of my head before kissing Jacy’s dark curls. She’d inherited my hair color and Jax’s natural curls. She’d also been lucky enough to get her daddy’s green eyes. Jax was sure she was the most beautiful baby on the planet. I had to agree with him.

      “How did you get so good at this?” he asked with admiration in his voice as he began to flip through the file again.

      “You can thank yourself for that,” I said.

      He looked up at me. “Me? I didn’t do this. This is all you.”

      I shook my head. “No, because when the whole college nonsense happened, I was more driven than ever. I focused on school. I didn’t go out. I didn’t party. I certainly didn’t date anyone. When I transferred schools, I realized that I had actually made a step in the right direction. Their marketing program was far better. With all the studying and lack of a social life, I managed to pull off some really good grades and earned scholarships. When I first started college, I had planned on getting my associate’s and then finding a job. You changed the course of my future, and look where it led me—right back to you. We had to get through all that to be where we are today.”

      He smiled, pointing to his nose. “And without the busted nose, I never would have gotten those modeling jobs. I never would have made the money I needed to start the company, and I never would have gotten the chance to work with you or reunite with you long enough to make that cute little dumpling.”

      “Fate. It has a funny way of making things work out, doesn’t it?”

      He groaned. “It was a rather dark, twisty, lonely road. I could have done without that part.”

      “Ah, but that’s what makes it all the better.”

      Jacy grabbed the giant diamond sitting on my ring finger and tried to pull it into her mouth. I gently pulled it away from her. I had told Jax the ring was too big, but he had insisted, claiming my giant belly was a lot to compete with. He wanted the world to know I was his wife and needed a rock that shined bright enough for the folks up at the International Space Station to see. He loved to spoil me.

      “I need to get going. Daddy will see you in a little bit,” he said, rubbing Jacy’s curls.

      “You sure you don’t want to take her in?” I teased.

      He scowled. “No. Definitely not. We’ll never get any work done.”

      “She’s a good girl.”

      “It isn’t her that’s the problem. It’s your d—brother. He can’t focus on anything else when his niece is in the room. He turns into a giant puddle of goo. He ignores me and tickles the baby or talks to her. She’s a distraction that Chance can’t resist. She stays with you for this one,” he said firmly.

      “Oh, my pretty girl is just too cute to handle,” I cooed.

      “Yes, she is. Are you headed home for the day?” he asked from the door.

      “Yep. I’m going to send off a couple emails, and then we’ll be going home to make dinner.”

      “Good and open up that bottle of wine we picked up the other day. Let it breathe because after a certain someone goes to bed, I plan on turning her perfect, saintly mother into a debauched sinner,” he said in a low voice.

      I covered her ears. “Jax!”

      He chuckled and walked away, leaving me feeling more than a little flustered. The man could still turn me on with a single look or a few well-chosen dirty words. We’d made a deal that he wouldn’t cuss in front of the baby, but when we were alone in our room, all bets were off. He’d even gotten me into talking dirty when we were alone in bed or the shower, I thought with a grin.

      The man was amazing at everything he did. He was an amazing father, husband, lover and an excellent provider for his family. After he and Chance talked things out, he’d made it clear we were going to be married. I had tried to argue we were rushing into things, but he and Chance had made it clear we were married now or later, but we would be married.

      I didn’t regret anything that had happened between us. That deep hurt I had felt only showed me I was capable of deep love. Jax had gone above and beyond to prove to me he would always be loyal and faithful to me and his daughter. I believed him when he said he would never leave us. We were a family. Neither of us had great home lives when we were growing up, which made us more determined than ever to give Jacy everything she needed to grow and thrive in a loving environment.

      Chance spent a lot of time at our house and promised to buy a house in the neighborhood as soon as his line made him wealthy. Jax had offered to loan him the money, but Chance was determined to do it on his own. I didn’t blame him. In fact, I encouraged him to wait until he could do it on his own. It would make the reward all the sweeter.

      I closed my laptop and stuffed it in the carrying case. “Are you ready to go home and make some dinner for daddy?” I asked Jacy.

      She smiled, a big open-mouthed, drool-filled smile as she clapped her hands together. I took that as a yes.

      “Mommy is going to make daddy a special dinner and then maybe, just maybe, we’ll get to work on getting you a little brother or sister,” I told her, knowing she had no idea what I was saying.

      She clapped her chubby little hands anyway. I walked to Jax’s office to retrieve the diaper bag before heading toward the elevator. The conference room blinds were open. I couldn’t resist teasing my big brother and stopped in front of the window. Jax had his back to us. I waved, catching Chance’s eye. His eyes lit up when he saw Jacy. I put a finger to my mouth, telling him to be quiet. He nodded and pulled a few funny faces for Jacy before Jax spun around to find us staring through the window. He gave a stern look and pointed for us to leave. I burst into laughter, knowing we had just destroyed Chance’s concentration. Jax was going to pay me back for that one.

      I couldn’t wait.

      

      ***The End***
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      I seduced my brother’s best friend to take my innocence,

      And he convinced me to fake marry him!

      Jake Dunne: Sinfully handsome. Naughty . Funny. Piercing Blue eyes. And kisses like nobody’s business…

      Jake Dunne: Also the man who broke my heart, five years ago.

      My fake husband but my baby’s REAL father!

      

      It was supposed to be….well, let’s call it ‘a business arrangement.’

      Only six months.

      Each of us gets our dreams,

      And we call it quits.

      There’s just one simple rule – ‘Don’t fall in love.’

      Except that I broke the rule.

      And while Jake is busy getting the divorce papers ready,

      I am staring at the two pink lines on the stick.
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      Sofia

      The only thing I wanted for my twenty-first birthday was Jake Dunne. I watched him as he entered my parents’ restaurant and gave them and me a quick wave, before taking the beer my older brother Tony had waiting for him. Yep, I wanted to get all six foot two of him naked, stroke what had to be a long and thick dick, and then hand over my V-card.

      “My own bakery in New York City.” That was the answer I gave to my friend Mary Capelli to her question of what I wanted for my birthday. Granted, she’d probably agree with me about Jake, but I’d kept my fascination and lust for Jake a secret since I was fifteen and conjured him up during my first self-pleasure experience. He was the starring feature of all of them since.

      “Your parents won’t ever let you go,” Mary said, looking over at my mom and dad who were schmoozing with my friends and family during my birthday celebration. She wasn’t wrong. It was the twenty-first century, but it might as well have been the eighteenth where my parents were concerned. They had every intention of keeping me at home until I married. They were hoping I’d settle down with Joey Tratelli, but that wasn’t going to happen. Joey was okay, but I had my sights on bigger things. I wanted to be like Jake; leave suburbia to make it in the Big Apple. New York City was less than an hour away by car, but it might as well have been on a different planet from my hometown. Life here was slow, and as far as I was concerned, boring.

      “Besides, how would you get the money to buy a bakery, especially in New York?” Mary finished.

      I hadn’t figured that all out yet. I was too busy baking for and serving desserts in my parents’ restaurant. The authentic Italian eatery was started by my grandfather after World War II. My father took it over with my mother when my grandfather retired. Now my brother, recently married to his high school sweetheart Vera, was taking on more responsibility for the restaurant. Unlike me, Tony seemed perfectly happy to follow the path my parents had laid out for him, which was to someday take over the restaurant from my mom and dad. Me, I wanted more.

      “I haven’t figured that out yet,” I answered Mary. “But someday I will.”

      “You mean when pigs fly?” She grinned at me.

      “Or hell freezes over.” I laughed.

      I might not have wanted to pursue the path my parents planned for me, but I couldn’t complain too much about them. They were loving, albeit too traditional. They supported my love of baking and paid for culinary school where I earned my AA in Baking and Pastry Arts. While desserts hadn’t been a big part of their restaurant before, when I graduated, they let me add them to their menu and even bought a refrigerated dessert case so all my yum yums were on display to the patrons. At times, I felt bad for wanting to leave, considering all they’d done. Then again, I was pretty sure they’d done it so I’d stay. It wasn’t like I kept my goals and dreams to myself. They knew I wanted to live in New York.

      The only other issue I had with my parents was how overprotective they were. While Tony, along with his good buddy Jake, were running havoc all over town as teenagers, I had to stay home. The few dates I had; Tony had to come along. God, their heads would explode if they knew the things I wanted Jake to do to me.

      I looked over at him again. He’d lost the last bits of boyhood and now looked like a fully-fledged man with broad shoulders straining his black t-shirt and a fantastic ass in his faded-in denim jeans. He had the olive coloring of his Italian mother, but the blue eyes of his Irish father. It made him stunning to look at.

      He was three years older than me and had just finished law school in New York. I heard he secured a job in his uncle’s firm, which would help him pass the bar. I wasn’t surprised. Jake had a reputation as a hellion and ladies’ man in high school, but he was smart, hardworking and goal oriented. He wanted out of our little village and he’d made it.

      “Listen, Sof, I have to run. I told Derek I’d meet him when he got off work,” Mary said of her boyfriend.

      “Tell him ‘hi’.” I gave her a hug. “Thanks for coming.”

      Mostly everyone else at the party were cousins and friends of my family. I took Mary’s leaving as an opportunity to slip away to the kitchen, steal a cupcake, and then go out the side door for some fresh air. I loved being around my family, but every now and then, it was nice to have a moment alone. After eating my cupcake, I was about to head inside when I saw Jake heading across the street to a car. In the past, he’d had a beat-up sedan, but this one was a sleek new-looking sports car.

      “Hey, Jake.” I trotted up the side of the building to the sidewalk. I took a quick look right to see who might be out front at my parents’ restaurant. Seeing no one, I crossed the street.

      “Happy Birthday, Sofie.” He held out his arms and of course I went to them. I could pretend he liked me as a woman, even though I was sure he viewed me like a little sister.

      “You didn’t stay long,” I said when our embrace ended too soon.

      He shrugged. “Tony has a wife now.” I understood that to mean my brother didn’t have time for him now.

      “Is that a new car?”

      He grinned. “Yes, you like her?”

      “I do,” I said, taking in the sleek little two-seater. “You should take me for a ride.” I snickered inwardly as I realized my innuendo. He, of course, had no clue.

      “What about your party?”

      “No one has noticed I’m gone yet.”

      He grinned again, reminding me of the boy in high school. “I’ve been dying to give someone a ride. Hop in.”

      I got in the passenger seat while he got in the driver’s side. The car was small enough that I could feel the heat of his body and smell his cologne. Who needed booze? I was drunk on Jake.

      He zipped along the city roads for a little while.

      “You should go up to the point by the lake,” I said.

      “That’s a little ways away.”

      “But the road will be fun.”

      He laughed. “You were always quite the daredevil, weren’t you?”

      “I like a little excitement in my life.”

      “Then why are you still at home?”

      I didn’t think he meant the comment as a barb, but it felt like one. It tapped into my fear that despite my goals, I’d never come close to achieving my dreams.

      “I don’t have an uncle who’s a partner in a bakery in New York to give me a job.”

      “Ouch.” He glanced at me. “Did I say something wrong?”

      Shit, I was messing this up. “No. I’m sorry. It’s just not that easy to move to New York City with protective parents. Even Tony now agrees with them. I should stay home, make cannoli and marry Joey Tratelli.”

      He grimaced. “That sounds depressing.”

      “I know, right!”

      Jake must have wanted to cheer me up, as he took the windy road to the lake. My parents would have died if they knew I was alone with Jake, speeding along the road, heading up to the point. Most of the teenage pregnancies in town had their conceptions at the point, so of course, my parents didn’t want me up there. Maybe they’d back off pushing Joey on me if I told them he once took me up there. Of course, no babies were made. Not even close. At twenty-one years old, I was probably the oldest virgin in all of New York State.

      When we got to the lake, Jake bypassed the point and instead went to the waterway nature area where the river and the lake merged. He parked the car in the small lot. I supposed he didn’t want me to get ideas or for people to see he’d brought me, his best friend’s little sister, to the point.

      “You’re right, that was fun,” he said.

      “Let’s go to the lake.” I didn’t wait for him to respond. I got out of the car. The area was wooded, with a little path to the water. The moon shone bright over the water like a beacon. “I’m going swimming.” I slipped off my shirt.

      “Jesus, Sofie…what are you doing?”

      “I just said, I’m going swimming,” I smirked at him. “Come on, Jake. I know you’ve seen girls in underwear.”

      “Not yours.”

      “It’s like a bikini. You’ve seen me in that.” I tried not to be disappointed or offended by his response. I pushed my mini-skirt down and kicked off my flip flops. “Come on.”

      I didn’t wait for him. I strode to the water. The sand was cool between my toes. The water wasn’t as warm as I’d normally like, but I was feeling free at the moment and didn’t want it to end. So, I walked in, and then did the breaststroke in the moonlight.

      I turned to see Jake still on the beach, with an exasperated look on his face. “Come on, Sofie. Your parents, hell Tony, would kill me if they knew this was going on.”

      “I’m not getting out until you come in.”

      “Don’t fuck with me, Sof.” He was agitated now. Too bad.

      “Do you know that tonight I’m twenty-one?” I asked him.

      “Yes. Now get out of the water.”

      “That’s an adult, right?”

      “You were an adult at eighteen.” He put his hands on his hips and glared at me.

      “Then why does everyone treat me like I’m a child?”

      “Maybe because you’re acting like one.”

      Now I was agitated. “Why? Because I want to swim in the moonlight? Because I want to escape the drudgery of life for a moment?” I turned away and started swimming.

      I heard him swear, but I ignored him. He’d just have to wait.

      “Sofie!”

      He sounded closer, so I stopped swimming and turned. He was knee-deep in the water, walking toward me and holy moly, he was like a fricking Adonis. He’d taken off his shirt and pants too. His chest was exactly like I imagined; sculpted from Michelangelo himself. He wore dark boxer-length briefs that accentuated a sizable endowment. He was the epitome of beefcake and I wanted to spread frosting all over him and eat him up.

      Of course, he didn’t need to know that.

      “What?” I said with a disinterested voice.

      “Don’t be a b—”

      “Don’t even call me a name, Jake Dunne. I know your mama taught you better.”

      “We shouldn’t be here.” He finally caught up to me. I thought he’d keep glowering, but instead, he grabbed and tossed me. I plopped in the water, going under and getting my long, thick hair wet. It would be a long time before I could go home because I wasn’t going home with wet hair and trying to explain to my parents where I’d been and with whom. When I popped up, Jake was laughing. Fucker.

      “Very funny,” I said as I tried to grab him. I wasn’t sure what I could do. He was bigger and stronger, but I was a feisty Italian woman, so I wasn’t going to take his shit without a fight. I jumped up, putting my hands on his head and I tried to push him down under the water.

      Of course, he didn’t budge. The only thing I’d accomplished was that my boobs were right in his face.

      I ignored that and tried again. “Go under, you knucklehead.”

      He kept laughing. His arms wrapped around me, and it was clear I’d lost control of the situation. I gave up, removing my hands from his head and putting them on his shoulders.

      I looked down and was prepared to bite or kick him, but then I saw his eyes were on my breasts. My nipples, already poking out because of the water and cool air, now puckered even more. The tingle in them traveled all the way down to my center.

      He looked up at me and I quirked a brow. His cheeks turned red and he released his grip. I held on, sliding down his body until my breasts were mashed against his chest.

      “Like what you see, Dunne?” I was taunting him, but it was my birthday, and I wanted him.

      He swallowed and I swore I could see the tug-of-war in his eyes. Tony once told me that boys couldn’t be trusted because their dicks had a mind of their own and boys were powerless against them. Well, I hoped to God that was true, because if I wasn’t mistaken, the hard length pressing against my belly was Jake’s dick.

      “I like what I see,” I said, looping my arms around his neck.

      “Sofie…” I heard the hesitation in his voice.

      “It’s my birthday, Jake. Do you know what I wish for?” I wrapped my legs around his waist and rubbed my pussy against his length, loving the flash of heat in his eyes as I did.

      “It’s wrong.” His voice was hoarse.

      “Who says?” I ground against him and he let out a long hiss.

      “Your parents would. Tony would.”

      “I don’t see them here. I’m the boss of my own body. Who gets to have it, is up to me. Not them.” We stared at each other for a long time while I waited for him to make the next move. I was clear what I wanted, but even I had my pride. He’d have to make a move too. When it was clear he wasn’t going to, I inhaled a breath to help push away the embarrassment of throwing myself at him, and then disentangled my arms and legs.

      I couldn’t find the words to say, so I didn’t say anything as I made my way back to shore.

      “Fuck!” He growled and a moment later, he’d swung me around and his mouth was on mine in an all-consuming kiss. Every inch of my skin lit up. My insides flared hot. I’d kissed boys, but I’d clearly never kissed a man. Jake’s tongue swept in my mouth, and I moaned at the invasion. Yes, yes, yes, was all I could think.

      His lips stayed on mine as his fingers found my nipples and pinched, and wow, I thought I might come right then.

      He groaned and tore his lips from mine. I was about to protest, but then his mouth was sucking on my nipple through my bra, and all I could do was whimper as my body melted from his touch. His fingers unhooked the clasp of my bra and pushed the cup aside, then he sucked again.

      “Oh my God…” I’d never felt a sensation like that before. I was burning up inside and I wanted more. My brain was short-circuiting, but I had enough of my wits to know I needed to touch him back, so again I wrapped my legs around him and ground my pussy against his hard dick.

      “Fuck, Sofie…you’re playing with fire.”

      “I like fire. I want fire.”

      He growled again and kissed me as he walked with me wrapped around him to the beach, grabbed his pants and then carried me up the slope to the grassy area under the trees. He dropped to his knees, and then laid me back on the cool grass.

      I quickly removed my bra and loved the way his eyes looked at my tits hungrily. He sucked one and then the other, and I could have sworn it was like he was sucking my clit.

      “Tell me you’ve done this before,” he growled as he pushed my panties down.

      Instead of answering, I yanked his briefs down and wrapped my hand around his dick. It was massive and I had a moment to wonder if it would fit.

      “Ah, fuck.” He reached over, grabbed his pants and pulled out a condom. He tore the packet and sheathed himself. “I’m going to hell.”

      I guessed he was okay with that because once again, he was sucking my tits. His hand slid down my belly and then his fingers were rubbing my clit.

      “Oh, God… Oh yes…” My hips bucked up to meet his fingers.

      “You’re so fucking responsive.” He pressed one finger inside me and then two, and it was so, so good.

      “Jake…I want you…”

      He finally seemed to accept what was about to happen, because the hesitation and doubt were gone when he said: “Want what, Sof? What do you want?”

      “You…I want you…”

      “To do what?” He tugged on my tit with his teeth as his thumb rubbed my clit.

      Immediately, power in my body exploded with wave after wave of the most incredible pleasure radiating throughout it. “Fuck…”

      My body was still pulsing when I felt his dick at my entrance. Yes, it was going to happen.

      He pressed in and cursed. “Jesus, Sof, you’re so tight.”

      Worried he might realize this was my first time, I gripped his ass. “Fuck me, Jake.”

      He levered up on his hands, withdrawing and then he plunged in. Pain pierced sharp, causing me to gasp and arch.

      “Holy shit—Sofie.” He started to withdraw.

      I gripped his ass tighter. “I’m coming…” I wasn’t, at least not yet, but I didn’t want him to stop. I squeezed my pussy muscles tight.

      He hissed as he withdrew, but immediately, he thrust back in.

      “Yes.” This time it didn’t hurt. “More.”

      He did it again, and that time, I felt the beginnings of pleasure coiling in my belly.

      “Make me come, Jake.”

      He cursed again and began to move more forcefully, each thrust coming faster than the last.

      “Ah, fuck…I’m gonna come,” he growled out. He dipped his head, sucked on my nipple again and for the second time, he sent me rocketing to the stars. Every cell in my body was flooded with endorphins.

      “Yes,” he yelled as I squeezed his dick inside me. He plunged in, ground his hips against mine, and then did it again, until finally he collapsed on me.

      Immediately, he rolled off and I missed the contact.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck…” He threw his arm over his face. “Your brother is going to skewer me.” It made me think Tony was right. Men were a slave to their dicks, but after they’d given in, came the regret. At least in Jake’s case.

      “I won’t tell if you don’t.” Chances were, Tony would skewer me too, so there was no reason anyone had to know. At least for now. Maybe soon we’d be able to tell them and it would be okay. My family knew Jake and his family. He was going to be a successful lawyer, which would make my family happy. And he lived in New York City, which meant I’d be one step closer to being there too.

      He put his hand down and turned his head. “You alright?”

      “Yes. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      He stared at me for a long moment, like he was waiting for me to confess. Finally, he said, “You were tight…really tight…”

      “I’m a small woman, Jake.” I didn’t know why I couldn’t confess to being a virgin. Maybe it was because it would add to his distress or regret.

      He shook his head like he didn’t believe me. “I should get you home.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want to go but he was right. Being gone too long would make my family suspicious. As it was, they were going to wonder where I’d gone.

      Before he got up, I gripped his arm. “Jake?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You gave me the one thing I really wanted for my birthday.”

      He smirked. “You wanted to get fucked for your birthday?”

      I shook my head. “I wanted you to fuck me for my birthday.”
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        * * *

      

      Jake and I texted on the phone a couple of times over the next few days, but he was busy with his family so he couldn’t arrange to see me. I understood this as my family tended to dominate my time as well. But then the next week, he went back to New York to start his new job, and I was afraid that once he was away, he’d forget about me. So, after I got his address from Tony, I took the bus to the city to his apartment. It was a Saturday so I figured he’d be home.

      I wore a summer dress that was fitted to accentuate my assets without being skanky. Swallowing my nerves, I knocked on the door.

      It took a few minutes, but then a woman answered the door. I wouldn’t have thought anything about it except she was stunning. Not only was she beautiful, but she exuded money and power. She wore jeans and a t-shirt, and yet to look at her, I thought she had to be rich.

      She smiled. “Can I help you?”

      “I was looking for Jake.”

      She opened the door so I could go in. “I’ll go get him.” She sauntered off toward a room. The apartment was small, but clean and tidy, except for his table that was loaded with books and papers.

      He emerged a moment later, also in jeans and a shirt that wasn’t all the way buttoned up. His hair was wet, as if he’d just been in the shower. He frowned when he saw me. All of a sudden, this visit felt like a bad idea.

      “Sofia, what are you doing here?” He looked at the woman, and then moved to me, guiding me to the other side of the tiny living space.

      “I’ll get lunch,” the woman said, disappearing to a galley kitchen.

      “I came to see you,” I responded to his question.

      “Why? Is everything alright? Is something wrong with Tony or your family?”

      Why would he think I’d come to see him if there was a problem with my family? That was when it clicked in my naïve, slow mind. He didn’t see this thing between us as a relationship, like I did. In fact, it appeared he’d moved on.

      What an idiot. Of course, I should have known. He regretted what he’d done with me and worried about Tony’s reaction. He wasn’t going to keep on seeing me. He had a life here in New York City, while I was a small girl stuck in a small town.

      I wanted to hate him, and at the same time, I couldn’t. I might not have been worldly, and I may have been sheltered, but I wasn’t a complete dunce. I’d let my fantasies get away from me, but I was smart enough to see the reality of things now.

      I somehow managed a bright smile. “I was in the city looking for baking stuff and I thought I’d stop by and say hi.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “That’s great, but it’s not a good time.”

      I waved my hand like it was nothing. “I understand. I’m sorry to have interrupted.” I couldn’t get to the door fast enough. I opened it and escaped onto the landing.

      “You sure you’re okay?” He leaned against the doorframe.

      “Yes, of course.” My heart was only breaking.

      “It was good seeing you, Sofie. Say hello to Tony and the family.”

      “Will do.” I turned and hurried down the steps so he wouldn’t see the tears of sadness and mortification.

      On the bus ride home, I finally realized why my parents had been so protective of me. Heartbreak was a bitch.
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      I finished cleaning up my station as the evening pastry crew entered the kitchen. One of the perks of being on the morning cook team was that I was done right after lunch. The bad news was that my day started at 5 a.m. Thank goodness I was a morning person. Or at least learned how to be one.

      I still didn’t have my own bakery, but I was in New York working as a pastry cook in an upscale hotel. Goals were achieved one step at a time.

      I took off my chef coat and hung it in my locker, as I had no major mishaps that required a washing. I changed my comfortable shoes for some fun flats and then headed out of the staff area to the front of the hotel, making a beeline for the bar where I knew my friend Gina would be waiting for me and flirting with Rosco, one of the bartenders.

      Sure enough, she had a fancy drink and pretty smile for him.

      “Hey girl, you shouldn’t harass the bartenders.” I hopped up on a stool next to her. Usually, I didn’t want to eat at the same place I worked, but she was on a lunch break and didn’t have much time.

      “If only he’d harass me.” She gave Rosco a knowing look.

      “What can I get you Sof?” Rosco asked, putting a napkin on the bar.

      “Seltzer water with lime.”

      He nodded and headed off to get my drink.

      “Should I have asked him to give you an orgasm?” I bumped Gina with my shoulder.

      She snorted. “I dare you.”

      “Careful, you know I will.” But I didn’t when he set the glass in front of me. We ordered two flatbread pizzas for lunch before he headed off to take care of another customer.

      “Any word on the apartment hunt?” she asked me while we waited for our food.

      I blew out an exasperated breath. “Millions of apartments available in this city but they’re either too expensive or cockroach-infested.” I turned to her. “I did look at one clean place. It was a closet…less than a hundred square feet with a communal bathroom in the hall. Sixteen hundred dollars a month.”

      “Yikes, that’s tiny, but cheap.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m running out of time.” I had what I already thought was a small studio of seven hundred square feet, but it was in Murray Hill and had a sweet low rent. I felt like I’d won the New York housing lottery when I got it. Unfortunately, the owner of the building sold it and the new owner was planning to convert all the apartments into condos with million-dollar price tags. Until I was at Duff Goldman status, I couldn’t afford to buy a condo, much less one that was a million dollars.

      “I wish I had room—”

      “I know and I appreciate that you want to help me,” I said.

      Gina rented a townhouse with six other people. They were crammed pretty tight and while I wasn’t averse to having a roommate, having five of them didn’t seem like a good situation. The stories Gina told about her living arrangements made me surprised none of her roommates had killed each other yet.

      “You should come to the firm’s anniversary party with me tomorrow. Free food and booze.” Gina was a paralegal for a law firm in the city. The lawyers covered a variety of fields such as family law and real estate, but their claim to fame was in entertainment and intellectual property law.

      I laughed. “If only that would solve my housing problem.”

      “It could.” She leaned back slightly when Rosco placed her flatbread pizza in front of her. “Thank you, handsome.”

      “My pleasure, Princess.” He winked at her and then gave me my food.

      “How could my going to your firm’s party get me an apartment?” I asked her, getting back to her comment.

      “Because, there are many rich lawyers that work in real estate and housing law. And if they don’t have leads, you could marry one and solve all your problems. Sometimes the celebrity clients show up. Maybe you could marry one of them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You sound like my mother.” Still, the networking aspect could be a good idea. “Do you really think anyone there would be able to refer me to a place?”

      “Sure.” She took a bite of her pizza. “And if not, at least you’ll have a good time for free.”

      I shook my head at her, but at the same time marveled at her ability to have a good time without spending a dime.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “You’ll go. Wear that pretty red dress you have. You’ll have several marriage proposals by the end of the night,” Gina said confidently.

      I laughed, so happy to have a good friend like her. She was always positive, which I needed because I didn’t want to have to move outside the city or, heaven forbid, back home. I loved my family, but living with them and commuting to the city would be a nightmare. Especially since they never really got over my leaving the restaurant.

      After lunch, Gina headed back to work and I took the subway back to my apartment. I walked in to all the boxes that were packed and ready to move as soon as I had my new place or was evicted and thrown on the street. The only things that weren’t packed were my baking goods. I eyed one of the larger boxes. I was a small woman; perhaps I could live in it.

      Pushing my housing dilemma aside for now, I took my usual afternoon nap. Thirty minutes later, I woke up refreshed and ready to finish the day. I fired up my laptop to check Internet orders for Sofia’s Sweet Treats, my online baking business. My side business was what allowed me to afford to live alone in a studio in the middle of Manhattan. The only downside was my yum yums were limited to what I could either deliver in person or ship. So it was mostly cookies, bars, cake pops, macarons and other tasty treats.

      Most orders today were for cake pops and one for macarons, which was about par for the course. Two orders paid extra to have customized cake pops, one for a child’s birthday and one for a baby shower. I could make those in my sleep. I’d made so many cake pops for parties back home, including my brother and Vera’s baby shower, and then for their baby, Tony Jr’s first birthday and again for their next son, Frankie’s first birthday. I made them for my friends, all of whom were married and having babies too, including Mary.

      Every time I went home, my mother made a comment about my becoming a spinster. I thought she was nuts. I was only twenty-six. But then I read Persuasion by Jane Austen, and her character, Anne Elliott, was considered to be unmarriageable at twenty-eight. Surely, in the twenty-first century, I had more time.

      I put my red apron with white polka dots on and got to work on the macarons, since they’d need time to sit and dry. I decided to make another two dozen that I could take to Gina and she could share them at the party. Her co-workers would ask about the tastiest macarons they’d ever had, and she’d tell them about my business. Maybe I wouldn’t find an apartment or a husband, but I could find a customer.

      I laughed as I remembered Gina’s comment about a husband. I knew she didn’t mean it. She was like me, a woman who had hopes and dreams to fulfill before settling down with a family. In her case, she wanted to be a lawyer. She was saving money to attend an evening law school starting in the fall. We’d already decided that when she was done, she could be my business lawyer when I expanded and franchised my business. Okay, so maybe I wouldn’t get that big, but it was nice to be with another woman who knew what it was like to come from a small town and a traditional family, but wanted to dream big.

      When my macarons were piped out and sitting to dry, I started on the cake for the cake pops. It made me think of my brother whose birthday was coming soon. I would need to contact my mother to see if she wanted me to make a cake. Usually she did, but if she was feeling surly about my leaving home, she’d say, “I don’t want to bother my busy city daughter with such a small order.” Mothers!

      I wondered if maybe I should call Vera instead. I’d need to know how many people were coming. It was a tradition started by my grandfather, that family celebrations were held at the restaurant. While it was convenient, I think it was more due to the fact that he worked every day. My parents continued that tradition because they too worked every day.

      Over the years, my brother’s parties at the restaurant changed. While he had a few friends from his childhood, most of his new friends were families that had moved into the area to escape the city. Thinking of his childhood friends made me think of Jake Dunne, and with it, the remnants of mortification.

      With the passage of time, I’d seen that even at twenty-one, I was still naïve and sheltered. At least more so than I’d thought at the time. After all, I had been a virgin. But I’d also equated sex with love or at least affection. I understood now that my time with Jake had been a simple hookup. A part of me was angry at him for that, and yet, I remembered clearly how hard I’d pushed him when he’d tried to avoid me at first. Mortification then turned to a sense of female sexual empowerment; I’d seduced Jake Dunne.

      On occasion, I’d think about finding him and apologizing for crashing his interlude with the older lady, but after five years, what were the odds he’d forgotten me? Pretty high. And I didn’t need the added embarrassment of his saying, “We had sex? When?”

      So, I didn’t find him and instead I put my crush on him in the rearview mirror of life. Sure, he showed up in a few sexy dreams, and on occasion, when I was in the tub and taking care of my own pleasures, but only I knew about that.

      Several hours later, my macarons were baked and filled, my cake pops rolled and dipped, and all were packed in their respective boxes ready for me to send tomorrow on my “lunch” break at nine in the morning.

      I checked my closet for the red dress Gina I suggested I wear. It seemed like I should wear black to a law firm party, but she was right; I looked good in it. Maybe I wouldn’t find a husband, but perhaps I’d find an investor for the bakery I still hoped to open one day.
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      “Ms. Kincaid will see you now, Mr. Dunne.”

      It was about damn time. I smiled at my mentor’s secretary as I stood and adjusted my coat. “Thank you.” I walked past her to my boss’ office door and opened it.

      “Ah, Jake, come in.” Val Kincaid stood from behind her desk looking like the queen of the world. She was the epitome of the ultra-successful New York woman with sharp angles and lines from the blunt cut of her short salon-created blonde hair, the triangle shape of her face and tailored cut of her skirt and coat. She was smart as hell and the only real ally I had at my law firm since my uncle died two years ago. He’d helped me get the job at Gordon, Wallace and Dunne, and assigned her to help me pass the bar and mentor me to success. And she had, which was why I was in her office now.

      I took a seat on the couch hoping I looked relaxed, even though I was keyed up.

      “I know why you’re here,” she said, offering me a glass of her favorite Kentucky whiskey, then sitting in a chair across from me with her own double shot.

      “Then I don’t have to ask.”

      She sighed. “It’s still a no, Jake. I’m sorry.”

      Fuck. “I don’t get it, Val. I work my ass off. I bring in more business than most of them. I deserve a partnership.”

      “I know, Jake.” She patted her hand in a downward motion my mother used to do when she thought I was getting too riled up. “But there’s nothing I can do. You just need to bide your time.”

      “That’s just wrong. What reason did they give this time?”

      “It’s the same. Too young. Too inexperienced. Oh, and they added unsettled.”

      “Unsettled? What the hell does that mean?”

      She made a ffftt sound. “It’s ridiculous. They worry that, being so young still, you might do something immature or reckless like young men often do.”

      I shook my head, baffled. “Like what? I’m never immature or reckless with the law.”

      “Not the law, in life. You know like you might do something to embarrass the firm at a strip club or something. I don’t know. How do I know how men think?”

      For a moment I could only gape. “When do I have time to be immature and reckless in life? I’m too damn busy bringing in business to this firm.”

      “Jake. I know. You don’t have to get mad at me.”

      I blew out a breath. “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at those fu—ass—” I downed my drink.

      She laughed at my attempt to control my language. “They are fuckers and assholes. And if you want to know the truth, they’re jealous and power-drunk; that’s why you’re not being made partner.”

      “How’d you do it?” I sagged in the couch as all my anger dissipated into defeat.

      “I was a woman. When I thought they’d given me one hoop too many to jump through, I mentioned something about sexual discrimination. Unfortunately, being a white male, you don’t have that card to play.”

      “I shouldn’t have to play any card. My work should speak for itself. I could get an offer elsewhere and bring all my clients with me.”

      “You could bring some, but not all without getting sued. Even so, you’re right. They’re just being assholes because they resent your uncle bringing you in, and you’re younger, have all your hair, and make them look lazy.”

      I smirked at her attempt at levity. “So they should work harder, not hold me back. I don’t party so that unsettled thing is nuts.”

      “They think a woman gives a man stability, you know, to keep him from doing immature and reckless shit.” She laughed, clearly thinking it was as ridiculous as I did.

      “They’re a bunch of hypocrites. All of them cheat on their wives. What’s stable about that?”

      She shrugged. “You’re preaching to the choir, Jake. I don’t suppose you have any wife prospects?”

      Was she kidding? “When do I have time to see women? I’m always working.”

      She frowned. “This job can suck the life out of you. They’re not wrong that having someone or something outside of the job is important.”

      I laughed derisively. “What do you have?”

      “Well, I have my boxing class where I imagine kicking all the executive partners’ asses and I’ve got Joe on the sixth floor of my building.”

      I lifted a brow.

      “Sort of a friend with benefits. He’s in finance so he can’t have a real life either. When the urge comes, we help each other out.”

      I turned away, not wanting to discuss my mentor’s sex life.

      “So, you don’t have a friend like that?” she asked.

      I made a wanking motion.

      “That works too, but it’s not as fun. Maybe that’s what you need Jake. You need to get laid.”

      “Is this sexual harassment?” I was joking but maybe it would make her stop talking about my sex—or in this case, lack of sex—life.

      She sighed. “The point is, you can’t live your life for the job, Jake. You can’t let those fuckers upstairs dictate your happiness.”

      “What about what’s fair?”

      She laughed and looked at me like I was naïve. “You should know by now that life isn’t fair.”

      “So the fact that I’m about to land George Lipman as a client doesn’t hold as much weight as if I got married, is that what they’re saying?”

      Lipman was a well-known TV producer that had Emmy-nominated shows every year for the last ten years. I’d met him originally through my uncle, who’d been wooing him. When my uncle died, I’d taken over the job, and for the last two years had been developing a relationship with him.

      “If you did both they’d be hard-pressed to deny you.”

      I took a deep breath, set my empty glass on the table and stood. “Thanks for trying. Again.”

      She stood too. “It’s going to happen, Jake. Just not today.”

      I nodded and left her office. I headed to my office stopping by Gina Loretti’s desk.

      “Hey Gina, do you have that research for the Slater case?”

      “Yes, Mr. Dunne.” She handed me a file. “Here’s the draft of the filing for Mrs. Parker too.”

      I took the documents. Gina was the most efficient person at the firm I knew. Like me, she worked hard and had goals. In her case, she was planning on going to law school. I wondered if she was going to need a husband to get a partnership.

      “Thank you.”

      “Mr. Dunne? Will you be going to the office party tonight? Mr. Wallace wants me to give him a count.”

      “Yes, I’ll be there.” See, this was why I never got laid. I was too busy working or sucking up to partners.

      I went into my office, tossed the files on my desk and then went to look out my window. My office wasn’t bad. It was the last concession partners had given me when I pushed them to give me a partnership. But I was tired of being patronized. Sure, my uncle got me the job here, but I’d worked my ass off. I earned everything I had. Everyone knew it including the partners. But Val was right. They were a bunch of small-minded men who felt threatened by my work. Instead of working their asses off, they chose to keep me down. Fuckers.

      I wondered if that married thing was true. I should go out and find a wife just to shove it in their faces. I’d toed the line for nearly six years. Pass the bar, they said. So I did, not only in New York, but in New Jersey and Connecticut too. Get your own clients. Okay, I got my own clients. Expand your practice field. I went from doing family law to adding intellectual property and business law. Now they said I needed to be married. How hard could that be?

      I shook my head. What the fuck was I thinking? My goal was to secure my financial future and be the best lawyer in the firm. In the city even. Getting married would only jeopardize that. I’d worked on enough divorce cases to know that marriage was costly, not just emotionally but financially as well. I didn’t need to make either of those payments, thank you very much. Nope, marriage was definitely not in my future.

      Pushing my irritation aside, I went to work, dealing with my current clients, and making an appointment to see George Lipman again. If I didn’t make partner after securing the big-name producer, then there was something seriously wrong with the partners of this firm.

      I worked until five-thirty and then I headed to the gym offered by the firm and rowed. Normally I preferred to run outside in the mornings, but I didn’t have time this morning and with the party tonight to celebrate the firm’s thirtieth anniversary, I definitely wouldn’t have time for a workout later.

      When I was done, I showered and then called a cab to take me to my apartment on the upper west side across from Central Park. It wasn’t big, but it was mine. My only debt was this mortgage. Another patronizing act the partners had done was to give me raise when they gave me the office. That raise helped me buy this little gem near the park.

      I was sure the partners thought I was greedy, but my demand for a partnership wasn’t just about money, although I couldn’t deny I liked that. I wanted the recognition and prestige becoming a partner meant. If I could bring a big dog like George Lipman as an associate, imagine what I could do as a partner.

      The party tonight wasn’t black tie, but it was nice. I pulled out a charcoal Brioni suit, pairing it with a pale blue button shirt and a blue, white and gray paisley tie. I combed my short hair back and re-trimmed my stubble. I stood and looked in the mirror.

      I laughed at myself. “What a waste.” All this effort to look good, and no woman to impress. I tried to remember the last time I had sex. The image of Sofia on the bank of the lake came to mind. She wasn’t the last woman I’d slept with, but she was the one that stood out for blowing my mind.

      What a fucking mistake that was. I should have never touched her. She was Tony’s little sister. Since Tony hadn’t killed me, I guessed he hadn’t found out. Still, every time I saw him, I would assess his mood just to be sure.

      I’d deserve it if he kicked my ass. Sofia never said, but I felt certain she’d been a virgin. She’d been so tight. The memory of it made my dick perk up. But for her? Shit, what a shame it was to have a wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am for the first time.

      But Jesus, she’d been so alluring. If I was honest with myself, I’d noticed that Tony’s annoying little sister had become bothersome in a different way when I’d come home from my junior year in college. She’d been at the lake with a group of friends wearing a bikini that didn’t hide her curves. Tony punched our friend Jimmy for gawking at her. But Jimmy admitted later it had been worth it. I thought he was right. Sofia was sexy as hell. I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t jerked off a few times that summer with her in my mind.

      But there was a difference between a private jerkoff and actually fucking her. I’d crossed that line. It was fantastic too. Wrong, but fantastic. My guilt was heightened when she showed up at my place one Saturday when I was studying for the bar with Val. She’d acted cool, but I knew she’d expected more from me. She certainly deserved more from me.

      I stared at the man in the mirror. “Celibacy has been your punishment for fucking your friend’s sister.”

      With a shrug and conceding that I couldn’t change the past, I headed out, taking a car I ordered to the restaurant hosting the party.

      The night was warm as I got out of the car and headed into the restaurant. I strode to the back where the celebration was being held in a ballroom-sized room. I arrived at the right time; not too early, but not late. I headed straight to the group of executive partners to say hello. Let’s get the brown-nosing shit out of the way.

      “Jake, so good to see you,” Mr. Akerman, an executive partner said. He looked around me. “Here alone?”

      I nodded, wondering if that married shit was true. “Just me.”

      “You know what they say about all work and no play?” Mr. Wallace, one of the founding partners with my uncle asked.

      You won’t make partner?

      “I’m dull?” What was the deal with these guys? They’d told Val they were worried I’d hurt the firm’s reputation by being a playboy and now were suggesting I needed to get laid.

      “You’ll make them all look lazy,” Val said, coming to stand next to me.

      The men frowned, and I hid my laugh.

      “Come on, Jake, let’s get a drink,” she threaded her arm through mine.

      “Gentlemen,” I nodded to them and then went to the bar with Val.

      “It’s not nice to antagonize the partners,” I said to her.

      “I’m already a partner, and I know you want to be one so you can’t do it. I did it for you.”

      I clinked my vodka and tonic glass with her whiskey. “Thank you.”

      I took a long swig and then scanned the room. It was filled with mostly middle-aged men in dark suits, young associates like me, and women in dark cocktail dresses.

      “It looks like a funeral.”

      “Law firm, funeral…not much difference,” Val quipped.

      I was getting ready to head to the buffet when a flash of red caught my eye. I focused on the curves outlined in red, and long dark locks cascading down her back. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. The woman was standing by Gina who turned slightly and looked in my direction. She said something to the woman in red, who also looked my way.

      Holy shit.

      “She’s stunning. Wait…why does she look familiar?” Val asked.

      “Sofia.” Our gazes caught and it took me a moment to propel my feet into motion. “Excuse me, Val.”

      “Go get ’em, tiger.”

      I set my glass down and then turned to find her, but she’d disappeared in the crowd.
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      Oh my God. Tell me that wasn’t Jake Dunne.

      I’d come to the party ready to network for business customers and maybe an investor. I wasn’t sure I’d find any leads for a new apartment as Gina suggested, but I was open to that as well. The only thing I wasn’t open to was finding a husband. I knew Gina had been joking about that, but it was exactly the sort of thing my mother would have said.

      Gina was excited about the macarons and shared them with her boss who set them on the buffet. I considered talking to the restaurant manager to see if they’d want to buy my yum yums. But Gina took my arm and guided me into the center of activity, which was mostly middle-aged white men, and a few sharply-dressed women.

      “Now, if I didn’t think lawyers were too intense or stuffy, there’s the one I’d set my sights on marrying. Mr. McHottie,” Gina said, nodding over toward the bar.

      I looked to where she indicated and my jaw fell to the floor. Jake Dunne. No f-ing way. His gaze caught mine and at first, they narrowed in confusion, and then they showed recognition. He was standing with a woman who seemed familiar. Seeing Jake took me back to that horrific moment I’d shown up at his apartment, which then led to recognizing the woman with him now as the one who’d answered the door. I supposed it said something that after five years, he was still with her.

      He turned away. I guessed he was about as excited to see me as the last time. He probably thought I was going to embarrass him by throwing myself at him again. Not likely. While I didn’t completely blame him for breaking my heart, seeing him was painful and brought back the mortification I’d felt the last time I’d seen him.

      “I need air.” I turned and headed to the door.

      “What? We just got here. And you need to meet Jake. He’s coming our way.”

      Oh hell no. How did I not know Gina worked with Jake? I supposed for one, she always referred to her firm as GWD, not Gordon, Wallace and Dunne, which I knew his uncle had helped start. Second, she referred to her colleagues by nicknames. How could I know Jake was Mr. McHottie?

      The room was crowded and I was having a hard time weaving through the people. Several of them I bumped and got several annoyed glances.

      “Sofia?”

      Crap. I stopped in my tracks and took a deep breath.

      “You know Sofia, Mr. Dunne?” Gina asked.

      I plastered a friendly smile on my face. At least I hoped it was friendly. It was quite possibly a grimace. “Jake.”

      “How do you know each other?” Gina’s expression suggested she thought I was holding out on her.

      “Jake’s my brother’s best friend.” She didn’t need to know how I’d seduced him and gave him my virginity, or that it had meant nothing to him.

      “No kidding. So you grew up together?” Gina asked.

      As Gina talked, Jake kept his eyes on me. This time I wasn’t foolish enough to think he liked what he saw.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      “I brought her,” Gina said. “She needed a night out.”

      Not wanting her to give away all my woes, I said, “I live in the city now. I work at the Worcester Hotel as a pastry cook.”

      “You should taste the macarons. They’re to die for.” Gina made a yum sound.

      “I’ve tasted Sofia’s sweets.”

      My body went hot as I remembered his lips on my body. But no, that’s not what he meant. He meant the baked goods I’d made while growing up and for my parents’ restaurant.

      “I’d have thought Tony would have mentioned to you I was here,” I said.

      Jake shrugged. “Tony is busy with his family and restaurant. The few times we’re together, we’re usually involved in something else.”

      And you never asked him about me, I thought.

      A waiter passed by and Jake stopped him. “Can you get me vodka and tonic? Ladies, do you want something?”

      “White wine. You too Sof?” Gina asked, looking at me.

      I nodded although I hoped I wouldn’t still be here talking to Jake when the waiter returned.

      “How are your parents handling you being here?” he asked as the waiter walked off.

      “They’re saving my room and baking tools for when I fail and have to move home.”

      He frowned.

      “But that won’t happen, will it Sof? You’ll start that bakery yet,” Gina bumped my shoulder with hers.

      He smiled like he was pleased. “Good for you. Chasing the dream.”

      “Gina here is chasing a dream,” I said, wanting to move away from the subject of my dreams.

      “I know,” Jake said. “I understand you’ll be in law school this fall.”

      “Yep. Someday I’ll have your office. Once you finally get partner, that is.”

      A darkness crossed his face but he quickly recovered. I wondered what it was about and then reminded myself I didn’t care.

      As it turned out, I didn’t get away fast enough, and the waiter returned with our drinks.

      Jake took his drink and then asked me, “are you living in Manhattan?”

      “Yes.” But not wanting to elaborate or have Gina give the details of my living situation, I said, “I heard about your uncle’s passing. I’m sorry.”

      “A life of liquor, cigars and women will do that to you. My guess is he didn’t regret any of them,” Jake said.

      The woman from before came up to him. “Jake, I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mr. Gordon is here. You should go talk with him.”

      He looked at me and then over to where the man just walked in. He was bow-legged and hunched over, with a shock of silver hair on his head. He looked like he was a hundred years old.

      “He could put in a word for you,” the woman said.

      He nodded. “I’m sorry, Sofia. I need to—”

      “Yes, of course.” Please go. My nerves couldn’t stand to be around him anymore.

      As he walked off, I tried not to watch.

      “Poor Jake,” Gina said.

      “Why?” I drank half my glass of wine, working to get my nerves back in place.

      “He’s earned partnership, but the partners won’t vote him in. I think they’re upset about nepotism, but Jake does more business than most of them. Mr. Gordon is retired but he’s on the board and has a vote in the partnership, so a good word from him might help Jake.”

      “Jake seems to be doing alright. He’s got a woman and good job.”

      “What woman? Val?” Gina laughed. “It’s not like that with them. She’s his mentor and friend.”

      “Are you sure it’s not friends with benefits?”

      Gina frowned and looked over to where Jake and Val were talking with Mr. Gordon. “I don’t think so.” Then she shrugged. “But who knows.” She turned to me. “So what was he like growing up? Mr. McHottie?”

      “Typical.”

      “I imagine he was captain of the football team, valedictorian and a hellion.” She said it with the wistful dreaminess I’d expect from a high school girl.

      I laughed. “Pretty close.”

      “So…did you and he ever…” Gina quirked an inquiring brow.

      I chanced a look at Jake, and caught him looking over my way. I turned away. “He’s my brother’s friend.”

      “So?”

      “Tony would kill him if he touched me.”

      She made a sad face. “Too bad. I bet he’s really good in bed. He looks like he’d be good, doesn’t he?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know. How does that look?”

      “Like Jake Dunne.”

      I hung out with Gina a little longer, but when Jake finally broke away from Mr. Gordon, I decided it was time to leave. Not that he was seeking me out. No, his face was strained, maybe even angry as he strode to the bar. The woman, Val, followed him, saying something but I couldn’t hear it.

      “I need to go,” I said to Gina.

      “You’re kidding. It’s barely nine-thirty.”

      “Pastry cooks have to be at work before dawn.” I moved toward the doorway of the large room. “But you stay. I’ll get a cab.”

      She had the look of being torn between wanting to stay and wanting to be a good friend and leave with me.

      “Seriously, Gina. You stay. I’m just going home and going to bed.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yes.” I gave her arm a reassuring squeeze. “Come see Rosco at lunch tomorrow. I’ll meet you there.”

      She smiled. “I can’t tomorrow but I can on Friday.”

      I left the room, walked through the main restaurant and made it to the street when I heard a deep masculine voice call my name.

      I closed my eyes, hoping beyond hope it wasn’t Jake, and yet knowing it was.

      I turned. “Jake.”

      “You’re leaving?” he weaved through the walking traffic to reach me at the edge of the sidewalk.

      I looked up the street and, spotting a taxi, I raised my arm. “Pastry cook hours. Gotta get my rest.”

      “Can I take you home?”

      My body screamed “yes”. Traitor. “You need to stay at your party. I understand you’re close to making partner.”

      That dark look crossed his face again. “It’s a little early in my career. Or so I’m told.”

      The cab drove by, so I tried again with another cab making its way up the street. “You’ll get there. Chasing the dream and all.”

      “You sure I can’t take you home?”

      “Nah. I’m just going to call it a night.”

      He studied me for a moment. What was he looking at? Or for?

      He put his hands in his pockets. “Listen, about…before—”

      I stepped out into the street and yelled, “Taxi.” There was no way I was going to talk about before. I wasn’t even sure what before he was talking about. The one where he fucked me senseless on the shore of the lake or the one when he’d dismissed me like a lovesick child?

      “I’m sorry—”

      I especially didn’t want to hear his regret.

      “Long forgotten, Jake.” I waved my hand, wondering why it was so freaking hard to get a cab in the city. I thought I should probably call an Uber.

      Jake stepped off the curb, then putting his fingers to his lips, he let out a shrill whistle. A cab pulled up to the curb.

      He opened the back door for me. “We should get together some time. Catch up.”

      “Yeah, sure.” Not. I got in the back seat.

      He stared at me like he knew I was giving him the brush-off. “See you later then.”

      “Later.”

      He shut the door and I leaned forward to give the driver my address. I really should have been taking the subway to save my pennies, since I was about to be homeless. But I’d promised my mother I wouldn’t take the subway after nine at night.

      As the cab pulled away from the curb, I chanced a look out the back window. Jake stood on the curb, his gaze on the car. He must have seen me turn because he lifted his hand and waved. I felt like a bitch, but I turned forward in my seat without acknowledging him.

      Certain times of the day had more congestion than others, but traffic was always busy in New York City. Twenty minutes later, we’d made it to my neighborhood and building. I paid the driver and entered. Once in my apartment, I poured another glass of wine and willed it to calm my nerves. Why was seeing Jake making my insides go haywire? I hadn’t seen him for five years. He’d been home while I still lived there, but I made it my business to stay out of sight, so tonight was the first time I’d laid eyes on him since embarrassing myself on his front doorstep.

      He had those same piercing blue eyes set in olive skin, accented by dark brows. I’d never seen him in a suit before. If his law work didn’t pan out, he had a lucrative future modeling suits because he wore his like he was born to it. The coat highlighted his broad shoulders. The blue tie brought out his eyes. The legs tapered in around the ankle, making me think of James Bond in Skyfall. He wore a suit well.

      Despite my outward unaffected appearance, I’d certainly noticed that he was still sexy as hell. Mr. McHottie. Gina was right about that.

      I wondered what he saw when he looked at me. I realized that while it had been five years, and I was smarter about the world and men now, I still felt like that twenty-one-year-old girl with a crush. That was why my nerves were a tangle. But I wasn’t that girl anymore. If I ever saw him again, which I hoped wouldn’t be for a long time if ever, I would have to remember that.

      I got ready for bed and as I climbed in, I realized it was time to let my bitterness and humiliation go. My actual time with Jake at the lake had been sweet and satisfying. As first times went, I couldn’t complain. I needed to focus on that and forget the part where I acted like a lovesick puppy. All that was in the past anyway. I didn’t need love or a man. What I needed was to stay focused on my goals; find a place to live and open a bakery.
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      I watched the cab pull away from the curb, wondering about the woman who looked like Sofia but didn’t act like her. Her head turned in the back window, so I waved. She ignored me and turned away.

      No, not the woman I remembered. The Sofia from before was vibrant, funny, daring and always smiling. Tonight, I saw a woman who was none of those things. Had life in the city worn her down? Or was her behavior toward me specifically?

      I thought about going back to the party, but what the fuck for? It wouldn’t help me in my career. I certainly wouldn’t have a good time. Instead, I waved down a cab to take me home. During the ride, I reflected on Sofia again, and my regret for taking her virginity and for not being better to her when she’d shown up on my doorstep. There was a reason men had a bad rep with women. I was proof of it. After our evening at the lake, guilt nearly had me running back to New York sooner than I’d planned. I wasn’t so much afraid of Tony kicking my ass, as I was of losing his friendship and the respect of the Bellini family.

      I’d promised my parents I’d stay through the weekend, so I had to stay in town. My solution was to do my best to avoid seeing her, which was made difficult when she’d text me about getting together. Good God how I’d wanted to. Forbidden or not, I wanted to touch her again. I responded to her text with vague messages when I should have at least called her and told her we couldn’t be a couple. But no, like many young men, I was too much of a pussy, and so I bided my time and strung her along until I could escape back to New York. And then she showed up on my doorstep. If Val hadn’t been there helping me study for the bar, who knew what I might have done. While I hated turning her away, it was best that I did. She seemed to have taken my rejection well, but I’d seen the hurt and disappointment.

      I didn’t see hurt or disappointment tonight though. I didn’t actually see much at all, except an aloof woman who couldn’t seem to get away from me fast enough. So maybe she was mad still. After five years?

      I paid the cab driver and went to my apartment. I poured another vodka, this time without tonic. I took it to the window which I opened to the Juliette balcony. I sipped my drink as I looked out over the park. I wondered about Sofia and her life here. She was a pastry cook, which meant she was moving toward her dreams. Her spark was one of the things that had drawn me to her. A spark I didn’t see tonight. Were her dreams not what she thought they’d be? It would be a shame for her to give up and return home.

      I wanted to see her again. Maybe I could help her. Who you foolin’, Dunne? You’re still attracted to her. It was true. A lack of spark in her eyes notwithstanding, she was stunning tonight. I was jealous of that red dress hugging her luscious curves. Her hair was longer and thicker, her eyes darker and more exotic than I remembered.

      If I was going to be forced to wait for partnership, maybe it was time I got out and had a little fun. Sofia looked like she could use some fun too. Wasn’t that what Gina had said?

      She’s Tony’s sister. Ah, fuck. Still off limits. Why was it the first and last woman to make my blood pump hot was the one I couldn’t have? I couldn’t have the woman or the career I’d worked so hard for. How the fuck was that fair?

      I downed my drink, closed the window and put my glass in the sink. I went to my room, took off my suit, considered a shower but then opted to just go to sleep.

      I woke the next morning with the image of Sofia in her red dress on her knees sucking my dick. At first, I was annoyed at the reminder of what I couldn’t have. But then I decided to make the best of it. I got into the shower, gripped my dick and worked that fantasy until my cum hit the tiles of my shower wall.

      I knew I did the right thing by not seeing Sofia again five years ago, but I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t regret not being able to spend more time with her. If she was a virgin like I suspected, there would have been so much I could have taught her. Like how to give a blow job. I wonder what lucky fuck got that opportunity.

      There was no sense wasting time on what could have been or what I couldn’t have now, so I pushed it aside and got ready for work.

      I arrived at work thirty minutes before everyone else, as usual, and immediately started on a trademark infringement case I’d gotten earlier in the week. Forty-five minutes later, I decided I wanted another coffee, so I headed out, planning to go down to the java place a block up the street that served the darkest coffee in the city.

      As I headed through the main office, I noticed Gina at her desk. If anyone knew about Sofia, it would be her. I strode over to her.

      She smiled brightly when she saw me. “Mr. Dunne. Is there something you need?”

      “You and Sofia are friends?”

      She nodded. “That’s right. For two years now.”

      “Is she doing okay?” I sat on the edge of her desk, hoping I appeared friendly but not nosy. I wasn’t sure it worked as Gina frowned as if she was wondering if she should be telling me about Sofia. “It’s just that she seemed more subdued than I remembered her being when I knew her before. I know her dream was to be here in New York, but she didn’t seem very happy last night.” Then it occurred to me that women tended to share stories. What if Sofia had told her about me and what I’d done?

      “She loves it here. She’s just having a hard time because she has to move and hasn’t found a place yet.”

      “Why does she have to move?” I didn’t do housing law, but there were plenty of people here who did. If she was having a landlord issue, maybe I could refer a lawyer to her.

      “Her building was sold and it’s going to be turned into condos.”

      Oh. I couldn’t help with that.

      “She’s running out of time and stressing a little bit.”

      That made sense. It was surprisingly hard to find affordable housing in New York, and while I was sure she was doing okay as a pastry cook for a global hotel like the Worcester, chances were she still needed to be frugal when it came to housing.

      “She still planning on opening a bakery?” I asked.

      “Oh yeah. She has a little online business now, but she wants to expand that. But like everything in New York, it takes more money than most people have.” She cocked her head to the side. “So, what was she like growing up?”

      “A smart ass.” I winked.

      She laughed. “Yep, that sounds like Sofia.”

      “I’m heading out to get come coffee. Can I bring you back something?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Thank you though.”
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        * * *

      

      The coffee got me through the next few hours. I contacted George Lipman, but after a brief call, my confidence at bringing his business to the firm wavered. It felt like he was stringing me along. If I had any chance at partnership before I was thirty, or hell, thirty-five, I needed his business.

      Late morning, Val summoned me to her office. I didn’t have any hope that she was going to deliver good news, so it was probably related to one of the two cases we were working on together. One could be going to court soon if the other side didn’t make the wise choice to settle.

      “You needed to see me?” I said, poking my head in the door.

      “Yes, Jake. Come in.” Like usual, she got us both a drink. I sat on the couch and her in the chair. “I wanted to let you know that I reached out to Gordon about your partnership.”

      Why? He’d pretty much had the same response the other partners had. I needed to have more experience and be more settled. “I got the feeling the other partners had gotten to him. He repeated practically verbatim what you said the partners had.”

      “Yes, well, I wasn’t sure he knew the work you did,” she said.

      If I was here, did that mean good news? Had Gordon been impressed with my work?

      “He says you remind him of your uncle. He’d said your uncle single-handedly kept this firm afloat in the beginning because of his ability to bring in clients.”

      “I learned a lot from my uncle and you.” I waited; my breath caught in my chest as to what this news could mean.

      “Unfortunately, he’s going to side with the other partners.”

      Fuck. I looked down at my drink. And then downed it. I should just take the day off and get drunk.

      “I’m sorry, Jake. But you have to know, for most people it takes ten years at least to make partner. You’ve been here five.”

      “I’m not most people, Val. If you took my years out of it and instead lined up my work over the last five years with anyone else in this firm, I’d be ahead.”

      She nodded but her eyes were sharp as she said, “Careful you don’t get too big-headed and cocky. No one doubts your work, Jake. But no one wants to work with assholes either.”

      “We’re lawyers. Being an asshole is part of the deal.”

      She inhaled a breath. “You’re going to be a partner, Jake. Just not right now. Gordon said the same thing the others did. He told me a story about how your uncle; while he grew the firm to solid ground in the first years, he nearly tanked it with one ill-conceived night with a woman who was a client’s wife.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not sleeping with my clients’ wives.”

      “I’m just saying that it could be where the idea came from. Gordon went on to say that he’d been a little wild too, but then he met Martha and she settled him down. His words.”

      Frustrated and dejected, I left Val’s office. My choices were to bide my time or get married. I walked back to my office, passing Gina. For a minute I considered propositioning her. She could help me get my partnership and I could help her get through law school. I laughed at my own desperation.

      “Oh hey, Mr. Dunne. Did you try one of Sofie’s macarons?” She held out a box with pastel-colored cookie sandwiches in them.

      Out of politeness, I took one. “Thank you.” I went into my office, shutting the door. I sat at my desk and for the first time in a long time, an obstacle had taken the wind out of my sails instead of firing me up. The problem was, there was nothing I could do, so what could I get fired up about?

      I looked at the little cookie and then took a bite. My limited experience with macarons was that they were too sweet, but this one was the perfect amount of sweet. It must have been because the chocolate filling leaned toward dark instead of milk chocolate.

      I’d always liked Sofia’s sweets she’d make when she was in high school, but if I was honest, they hadn’t tasted much different from other confections. This macaron, though, showed her training and experience. I hoped the hotel was paying her well.

      I popped the rest of the cookie in my mouth and remembered that she was about to be homeless. At least that was what Gina made it sound like. Sofia needed a place to live. I needed to show stability in my life. It was a ridiculous idea. It would never work. But ten minutes later, I was in a cab heading toward the Worcester Hotel.
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      I had just finished putting the final decoration on the four-layer red velvet cake when the pastry chef came in.

      “Sof, there’s a man outside to see you.” Maxine was in her late fifties but was probably the coolest woman I knew. She sported spiky purple hair, which she hid under her chef cap if she thought the hotel manager was lurking. She’d been trained as a pastry chef in France and could do incredible things with sugar to tantalize the taste buds.

      “What? Who?”

      “I don’t know. Says he’s an old friend. Is that cake done? I’ll take care of it. You’re off now anyway.” She shooed me away from my cake.

      “Old friend” can really only mean one thing. Jake Dunne had hunted me down. But why? “I can finish this.”

      “Go. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She studied my cake. “You’ll have my job before long, Sof.”

      I smiled. Praise from Maxine was about as good as it got, as far as I was concerned.

      I walked out of the kitchen and into the restaurant. Jake had been sitting at a table but stood when he saw me. Good golly, did the man ever have a bad day? He looked like a million bucks. Two million next to me in khaki capris, slip-on memory foam shoes and my chef’s coat.

      He grinned when he saw me. “A real chef. I love the coat.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      He motioned for me to sit. “Can you join me for a minute?”

      “I’m off. I’d prefer to change and meet you somewhere else though.”

      “Okay. Where?”

      “What’s this about?” I couldn’t imagine why he needed to talk to me.

      “It’s complicated.”

      I studied him. I hadn’t seen him for five years and now, out of nowhere, he needed to see me about something complicated?

      “Let’s just say, I might have a solution to your housing problem,” he said.

      How’d he know about my housing problem? I didn’t remember telling him. Gina.

      Because I did have a housing problem and couldn’t afford to look a gift horse in the mouth, I said, “There’s a coffee place one block up. I can meet you there in ten minutes.”

      He stared at me. “You’ll be there, right? You’re not going to try and ditch me again.”

      He was one to talk about ditching. “I’ll be there.”

      “Great.” His gaze scanned my outfit again. It wasn’t the same way he’d looked at me five years ago in my bra and underwear. Just as well. I had no need for Jake Dunne anyway.

      I went back to the staff room. I changed into floral flats and took my coat off. Underneath I had a plain white button sleeveless shirt. He wouldn’t be impressed by this outfit either.

      Ten minutes later, I entered the coffeehouse. Jake was leaning on a support column, waiting for me. “You made it.”

      “I said I would.”

      “What do you want?” He nodded toward the board listing all the drinks.

      I chose a cold mocha drink and he ordered a regular coffee.

      “The biscotti here are good,” I said. “They go well with hot coffee.”

      He shrugged and ordered one. I got the feeling that if I told him to hop on one foot and pat his head he would. What was going on that he needed something from me? Something complicated?

      We sat at the only two-seater table available at the window.

      “So, what’s so complicated that you decided you need to see me?”

      He sipped his coffee and then sat back in his chair. He smiled uncomfortably. “You’re going to think I’m nuts.”

      “I already think you’re nuts.”

      He turned his head to look out the window. Whatever it was, he was having a hard time telling me.

      Finally, he turned back. “I’m here to see if you’ll marry me.”

      Thank goodness I hadn’t any of my drink in my mouth as I would have spit it all over his expensive Italian suit. “What?”

      He held his hands up. “I know it’s crazy but hear me out.”

      “Jake, seriously? Are you fucking with me?” I stood, not wanting to be the butt of some joke. Hadn’t he already humiliated me enough?

      “Please, Sofia.” He reached out and put his hand on my arm. “I’m not fucking with you. I’m being serious.”

      “You are crazy.”

      He nodded. “I know. Just hear me out.”

      I sat, but I was ready to bolt at any moment.

      “I understand you need a place to stay, and I have a place. I need to look like I’m settled to get my partnership. You can help me with that by marrying me. It’s a win-win.”

      “You want me to marry you so you can get a promotion?” He really had gone off his rocker. “I don’t need a place to stay that bad.”

      He closed his eyes. “Look, I know how this sounds. I really do.”

      “Then you won’t be surprised when I say no.” I started to stand.

      “Okay, name your price then.”

      “What?” I stared at him, wondering if this was really Jake Dunne.

      “What would it take for you to marry me?”

      “You mean besides love and devotion?” I scoffed.

      He sighed. “Yes. I can give you a place to live. Your own room. Just so we’re clear. This marriage would just be on paper. There wouldn’t have to be any intimacy.”

      Somehow, I took offense at that. I figured I knew now how he felt about our last encounter. It had been bad enough that he didn’t want any sex in this marriage plan. “A marriage of convenience?”

      “Yes. If a place to live isn’t enough, what would be?”

      I shook my head. “I can’t think of anything that would be enough to marry for anything but love.”

      He looked down and his eyes seemed to catch his biscotti. “What about a bakery?”

      That got my attention and I sat back down. “You’ll buy me a bakery?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe we start by renting space and getting you set up. I’ll finance it.”

      “If you have that kind of money, why do you care about a partnership?”

      “The money would be from an inheritance from my uncle. The partnership is something I’ve earned and I’m tired of the partners dicking me around on.”

      I studied him, wondering how a partnership could be so important that he’d marry someone he didn’t love and finance a bakery.

      “I know it’s crazy, Sofia. But for you, it’s a win. You’ve always wanted to open a bakery in the city. I’ll help you do that.”

      I was tempted. Really tempted. “Jake, I can’t take your uncle’s money.”

      “It’s my money now, and think of me as an investor. I’ll want dividends. Perhaps brownies.”

      I pursed my lips. “I feel like I need to call your mother.”

      He laughed. “I’ve already admitted to this being insane. But think of it. You’d have a place to live for the next six months or so, giving you time to find another apartment. And I’ll help you open your bakery. All your dreams come true. Just for a few months of marriage.”

      “And what happens after that? Tony will kick your ass for marrying me and he’ll bury you for divorcing me.”

      “No one at home needs to know. New York is like Vegas. What happens here stays here.” He had an answer for everything.

      “What else would I have to do?” I asked. Surely this would require more than just marrying him.

      “Just make me look good. Settled. Stable.”

      “Stable?” I burst out laughing. “What you’re doing here shows you’re not stable.”

      “Chasing the dream, Sofia. Whatever it takes, right?”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You’re not punking me, are you?”

      He reached out and took my hand. I’d forgotten how large his palms were. His long fingers wrapped around mine. “This is no joke.”

      It was ridiculous. I needed to say no. “I need to think about it.”

      He nodded. “That’s fair.” He looked at his watch. “I need to get back to work. You’ll let me know soon?” He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a gold box and pulled out his business card. “Here’s my contact info.”

      I looked at the fancy lawyer card and then to his handsome face. “Why me?”

      “Why you what?”

      “You must have a girlfriend or a friend with benefits that would help you with this.” I couldn’t believe there wasn’t a woman in his life more willing, better-suited and less expensive who would do this for him.

      His jaw tensed. “I work sixty to eighty hours a week. I don’t have time for any of that.”

      “So we’ll be married but I won’t see you?”

      “I’d think, based on your current attitude toward me, that not seeing me would be a perk. But to answer your question, I chose you because you want something I can help you get. We can help each other achieve our dreams.”

      “What if your firm finds out?”

      “How would they? I’m not even sure they’d care. This is just one more obstacle they’ve put in my way.”

      “If that’s the case, then what if they still don’t give you a partnership. Do I still get my bakery?” If I was going to play wife, I wanted a guarantee.

      “Yes.”

      I looked at his card. “I’ll let you know.”

      He nodded and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I’ll look forward to your decision.”

      I snorted.

      “What?”

      “You’re so fancy and formal for a man proposing marriage.”

      “This is a business deal.” He stood. “I’ve got to run.” He started to turn away then stopped. “I feel like I owe you an apology.”

      “Fuck, this is all a joke after all?”

      “No. I meant about five years ago. About the lake—”

      “Don’t you dare apologize or give me your regrets Jake. I’ll turn you down flat right here and now if you do.”

      “I don’t have regrets—”

      “Let it go, Jake.”

      He nodded. “It’s forgotten. I’ll talk to you later.” He walked out of the restaurant. I watched through the window as he hailed a cab. He’s completely lost his mind. But a bakery? How could I turn that down? Of course, if he had lost his mind, would I be taking advantage of him by taking his inheritance?

      I finished my drink and then headed home. I could ponder his crazy proposal while I dealt with Internet orders for my baked goods. I should have asked him what type of kitchen he had. Until I had a bakery, I needed to keep running my business from his kitchen. Of course, he might rent me space in a kitchen if needed.

      “You can’t possibly be considering this, Sofia,” my conscience said. I was daring and willing to chase the dream. But was I crazy enough to put my hopes and dreams in Jake’s hands when he’d so carelessly hurt me in the past?
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      I second guessed my crazy plan from the moment I left Sofia at the coffee place the day before. She probably thought I was a fucking idiot. I knew she did. She’d said so. She wasn’t wrong, It was a ridiculous idea. So why was I doing it? Val was right. I’d make partner within the next few years. Why not wait?

      Because I shouldn’t have to. I’d proven my worth. I deserved it now. The fuckheads above me wanted to punish me for being better than them. Not that they’d say that. They’d say it was because of nepotism that I had to be better, but I was better. Now they wanted me to be settled. They wanted to play games? Well, I’d play and beat them at it.

      And yet, as I sat at my desk in the afternoon, wondering if Sofia would say yes or no or simply ignore the request thinking I was off my rocker, I had to question whether or not this was a game I could play. What if I didn’t win? What if they said I needed a house in the burbs or kids to be more stable? I could get them, but where would it stop? How many hoops would I have to jump through?

      I sat back in my chair, turning to look out the window. This was the last hoop, I decided. If this didn’t work, I’d leave the firm. There were plenty of other firms that would be happy to have me. I’d probably put off partnership a little bit and I might lose a few clients, but I could probably find more money and respect at a different firm.

      The phone on my desk buzzed. Turning back in my chair, I picked it up.

      “Mr. Dunne? A Ms. Bellini is here. She doesn’t have an appointment but insists on seeing you.”

      “Yes, send her in.” I checked my tie and ran my fingers through my hair. Why was I nervous about this?

      As the door opened, I stood, coming around my desk.

      Sofia walked in wearing white cropped pants and a red tank top. The outfit showed off her petite body, lush with curves. The man in me wondered if we’d be able to play house if she said yes to my crazy idea.

      “Sofia. Do you want something to drink? Water? I have wine or something stronger.” I motioned for her to sit in one of the two chairs in front of my desk.

      She shook her head.

      I waited for my secretary to shut my door and then sat in the other chair. I wanted a drink but more than that, I wanted Sofia’s answer.

      “You know your idea is crazy right?” she said.

      I laughed. “Yes. It’s ludicrous.”

      “You want to be a partner that bad?”

      “I want what I’ve earned.”

      She shook her head. “I always knew you had balls, but I’d never have pegged you as being certifiably nuts.”

      I shrugged, wishing she’d get to the point.

      “The thing is, I want a bakery.”

      “It’s yours. I’ll make it happen.” If I wasn’t mistaken, that was a yes.

      “I have a few conditions beyond that.”

      “Name them.” I didn’t care what they were. If she helped me get those fat bastards upstairs to finally stop their petty games, I’d give her a freaking franchise of bakeries.

      “One.” She held up her index finger. “I get my own room and bathroom.”

      “Okay.”

      “Two, I don’t do laundry. I won’t be a housewife. If I have to play nice at a party or something, I will but I’m not going to be subservient.”

      My lips twitched up in amusement. One of the things I always liked about Sofia was that she always spoke her mind. A guy didn’t have to try and guess at what she was thinking. “Got it.”

      “Three. No one at home finds out.”

      “I agree.” The last thing I needed was for her brother to hunt me down like a dog and beat the shit out of me.

      She held up a fourth finger. “And four. No sex.”

      Well, that was a disappointment, but one I could live with.

      “I want an annulment at the end of this, not a divorce, so no consummating the marriage.”

      I nodded, but my conscience rapped on my brain to explain the law to her. In New York, not consummating a marriage alone wasn’t grounds for an annulment. She and I were both over the age of eighteen, were mentally able to consent to marriage and weren’t operating under duress. I knew I wasn’t impotent as my morning hard-ons and occasional jack-offs proved. So, unless she was unable to have sex, we didn’t have grounds for an annulment. Well, I supposed she could argue fraud, but the fraud was against my firm, not her.

      I shook my head of the law. I’d worry about that later.

      Technically, I was agreeing to no sex. “I promise I won’t touch you. I may need to put an arm around you or hold your hand. It should look real. At least at first.”

      She nodded. “I can do that.”

      We sat staring at each other. What the fuck had we just agreed to?

      “So, what do we do next?” she asked.

      For a minute I wasn’t sure. Finally, my brain kicked in. “I give you this.” I stood up and went to my desk and pulled out a small black velvet box I’d brought with me that day just in case she said yes. “It was my grandmother’s. She gave it to me for when I got married.”

      I handed her the box. I felt like I should make a bigger deal out of giving it to her, except this was a business deal.

      “I can’t wear your grandmother’s ring in a fake marriage.” She looked up at me. “That will give it bad juju.”

      “It’s not like it will end up with anyone else.”

      Her brows furrowed. “You’re not getting married? I mean for real someday?”

      I shook my head. “I started in family law. Marriage fucks people up. Turns them into monsters. I don’t want any part of that. But if you’d like a different ring, maybe something flashier—”

      She made a face at me. “I’m not fishing for a bigger ring, Jake. This is an heirloom and should be treated with respect.”

      “It’s going to help me achieve my dreams. Isn’t that enough?” Even as I said it, I felt a little like I was dishonoring my grandmother. But I wasn’t lying about having no plans to marry. Marriage only caused pain and financial ruin.

      She took the box and opened it. Her face went soft and she blew out a breath. “Jake, the ring is beautiful. This was probably an heirloom when your grandmother got it. I’m not sure I’d feel right—”

      I took the box and pulled out the silver ring with a center diamond solitaire and delicate filigree along the band. “It was my great-grandmother’s, who gave it to my grandfather to give to my grandmother.” I was impressed that she could tell the age of the ring. Then again, my experience with girls back home was that they planned their weddings starting in first grade. As close as we were to a big modern city, our home town was lost to a bygone era and traditions.

      I held the ring out. “It will make this marriage appear all the more real if you wear it.”

      She made a face at me. “Don’t blame me if your future marriage doesn’t work out.”

      I knelt down to get a better angle to slip the ring on. “I told you. There’s no future marriage. You’re the only one who’ll marry me.”

      My door squeaked. “Oh, Jake… Sorry…” Val stood in the doorway. Her eyes widened as she looked at me. “I should leave…but, oh… Congratulations.”

      It was then I realized I was on one knee talking about Sofia marrying me. I looked up at Sofia, willing her to be ready to pull this off.

      “Val. You remember Sofia.” I stood and reached out for Sofia’s hand. She made a snarky face as she took it. She’d pulled it together by the time she stood, leaning against me, with her left hand on my chest showing off the ring.

      “Yes. Oh, my goodness…I didn’t know.” She waggled a finger at me. “You said you didn’t have time for a life outside of work.”

      I shrugged.

      “Let me see the ring.”

      Sofia held out her hand. “It was Jake’s grandmother’s.”

      Val looked at Sofia and then me. Perhaps looking to see if what she was witnessing was real. “I really had no idea.”

      “It’s sudden.” I admitted.

      “Oh, come on Jake. You can tell her the truth.”

      I glared at Sofia. What was she doing?

      “Jake was my first, years ago.”

      I nearly choked.

      “He wanted to do right by me, but my parents…well…Jake is only half Italian and my parents really wanted me to marry Joey Tratelli. I tried to run away—”

      “You were the young woman at Jake’s apartment when I was helping him study for the bar,” Val said.

      Sofia’s eyes narrowed as if she hadn’t expected that. “Yes.”

      “And you sent her away.” Val gave me a scathing stare.

      “Well, he knew my parents would come after me. I was only twenty-one then. Not an adult yet in my father’s eyes.”

      “And now you’re here.” Val was a cut-throat lawyer, but if I wasn’t mistaken, she was captivated by the Romeo and Juliet tale Sofia was telling. “Your family finally gave in?”

      She shook her head. “No. They know I’m in New York, but they don’t know about Jake and me. That’s why we’re going to elope, isn’t that right, baby?”

      I nearly snorted at her calling me baby. “Civil ceremony at the courthouse the day after we get our license.”

      “Oh no. You can’t do that.” Val looked incensed. “This is a big deal. You have to have a real ceremony.”

      “We can’t have family,” I said. “Unless you want to witness her brother murder me.”

      Sofia nodded. “My brother and Jake are best friends.” She looked up at me. “If he knew the things you’d done to me…” Jesus, she was naughty. I wasn’t sure if it worried me or excited me.

      “We’ll have it at my place in the Hamptons,” It was more like an order than a statement.

      “We don’t want to impose on you, Val.” This was just supposed to be a little detail in the plan.

      “Are you kidding me? I want to do this. You’re like a little brother to me. Plus, the partners need to come. They absolutely need to see this.”

      For a moment, I wondered if she knew my marriage to Sofia was a sham to get me a partnership.

      “You get your license and I’ll take care of everything else. Is next weekend soon enough? Weddings usually take more time, but I know a fabulous caterer out there and I think I can pull off a small intimate wedding in a week. Plus, you can rent a place along the beach, Jake, for your honeymoon.”

      I looked at Sofia, feeling a little like I was being bulldozed. Her wide eyes suggested she did too. But finally, she blinked. “That sounds perfect, Val. Thank you so much.”

      “Wonderful. Listen, I was here to remind you of the meeting we have today. Why don’t you come introduce your fiancée to everyone, Jake? All the partners will be there.”

      Again, I got that feeling like she knew what was up. “I don’t know—”

      “Yes, yes. Come on.”

      I shrugged, then led Sofia to the large conference room where all the partners and associates were meeting.

      “Everyone,” Val said as she entered the room. “Wonderful news. Jake Dunne is getting married to his hometown sweetheart.”

      I felt like an idiot standing in front of professional lawyers, having my business announced to them. And yet, this showed stability, right?

      “This is Sofia. Isn’t she lovely?”

      I swore I could feel Sofia rolling her eyes. Wanting to spare her too much more embarrassment, I turned and put my arms on hers.

      “Sweetheart, I need to work. We’ll celebrate tonight, okay?”

      “Oh, Jake, you can walk her out.” Val urged us back out the doorway, shutting the door behind us, presumably for privacy. The conference room was surrounded by windows but was soundproof.

      I stood outside the closed door, working to get my bearings back. “You’re a pro at this.”

      She shrugged. “Before I settled on owning a bakery, I thought I might become an actress.”

      I glanced to the conference room, and saw a few people staring at us. “I’ve got to get to my meeting.”

      She nodded.

      I was about to turn to go into the room.

      “Seriously, Jake? Do you want your partnership or not?” Her hand hooked on the back of my neck and she pulled me to her, planting a firm kiss on my lips.
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      I didn’t want to kiss Jake. But, like him, when I set my mind to something, I went for it full throttle. I wanted my own bakery. Pretending to love Jake was the vehicle to getting it. So I kissed him. I knew from my past crush on him that I wouldn’t have settled for anything less, so who cared if people were watching. In fact, all the better because Jake was supposed to convince his bosses he was settled.

      The only problem with kissing Jake was that it was nice. Jake smelled great. His lips were soft yet firm. It was a good thing he agreed to my no-touch rule because he might have been hard to resist if he showed an interest in me.

      I had to work Saturday, but was off on Sunday and Monday. Jake agreed to meet me at my place after work on Saturday to help me move into his place.

      When he showed up, he seemed to fill up my entire apartment with his presence. I hoped his place was big enough that I’d have space to escape from him. While my mind knew that love and fairytales weren’t real, my girlie parts didn’t care. They still liked Jake. A lot. He was tall, lean and clearly still worked out if the way his t-shirt strained against his muscles were any indication. He always had a great body, but it had been his piercing blue eyes set in his olive skin that had always made my heart skip. I wouldn’t have said my heart was skipping now, but it stuttered occasionally when he looked at me.

      “You’ve packed a lot,” he said as he looked at the stack of boxes.

      “Most of those were already packed. Now I just need to pack my everyday stuff, my baking ware, things like that.”

      He sniffed the air. “Did you bake already today?”

      I shook my head. “That’s from last night. But I’ll need to bake tonight. I hope you have the kitchen for it.”

      He looked over at my tiny kitchen. “I’ve got more than that.”

      I liked that idea. In fact, I liked everything about this deal. A larger space. A bigger kitchen. A bakery. It was just too bad I had to marry Jake Dunne to get it.

      “There’s a box for my baking things,” I pointed toward a box I’d already assembled and marked.

      “Do they need any special care?” He asked, opening the cabinet that had my baking sheets and other items.

      “No.” I decided I’d pack up my other kitchen items. I grabbed my step stool and placed it so I could reach my upper cupboards. I stepped up, opening the door and pulling out my plates and glasses. As I set them on the countertop, I noticed Jake looking up at me. Actually, he was looking at my legs. I quirked a brow. “That’s not my baking stuff.”

      He grinned and turned away. “I was going to make a comment about cooking but it’s probably inappropriate.”

      I smirked, but my ego liked that he seemed to enjoy the view. Not that it was much. I wasn’t very tall so I didn’t have long legs. But I was well-proportioned and I had curves where it counted. Because we were working and it was summer, I wore shorts and a tank top. I wouldn’t have called it sexy, but if Jake liked it, that was okay by me. He could look, just not touch.

      “So, you never did marry Joey Tratelli,” Jake said, pulling out a cupcake pan.

      “That was never going to happen. He married Theresa Luccini.”

      “So I heard.”

      I put more plates on the counter. “So, how often do you keep in touch with people from home?”

      “Just Tony.” He looked up at me again. “He’s never tried to kick my ass, so I’m guessing you never told him what happened at the lake.”

      “Something happened at the lake?” I kept working.

      Jake snorted. “Still mad, I see.” He pulled out a few more pans and put them in the box.

      “I’m not mad, Jake.”

      “You sure fooled me.”

      I took my coffee mugs down and thought about how to respond, but couldn’t decide if I wanted to go with snarky, indifferent or the truth.

      “Hey.”

      I turned to his voice and discovered he was standing right next to me. On my step stool, I could look him straight in his eyes. Jeez, they were pretty.

      But not wanting to get ensnared by him, I turned back to my task. “What?”

      “I’m sorry about what happened, Sofia.”

      I closed my eyes as the humiliation washed through me again. “Yeah, I know.” That was the problem.

      “Hey,” he said again, and this time he touched my leg. My hairs stood on end as a shimmer of electricity radiated from his touch. “Yell at me or something.”

      I huffed out a breath. “Okay. No woman likes to hear that a man regrets fucking her, Jake.” I turned back to my cupboard. Crap, it was empty. Still, I stood there staring at it, not wanting to look at him.

      “What? I don’t regret—well I do, but not because I didn’t like it.”

      I shook my head. “Let it go.”

      “No. Sof, you were my best friend’s sister. I betrayed him. That’s what I regret.”

      I hated that his words made sense.

      “And I suspect you were a virgin, so I regret that your first time was so… Well, you should have waited for someone who could take more care.”

      That made sense too.

      “But as far as how it was… Sof, I still think of that day.”

      My gazed jerked to his. “You do?”

      He shrugged. “It’s wrong on so many levels, but yes. So I’m sorry if you got the impression I didn’t like it or you.”

      “Why are we doing this then, Jake? I’m still Tony’s sister.”

      “We agreed he wouldn’t know. And like me, when you want something, you’ll do what you have to do to get it. This is a business deal.” He stepped back and I missed the heat of him. He grinned. “So, no more seducing me.”

      I smirked, and stepped off my stool. “No worries about that.” I found my newspaper and started wrapping my glassware.

      “You say that now,” Jake said, sitting back down and filling the box with my baking sheets. “Not many women can resist me.”

      I snorted. “It’s getting easier all the time.” We continued to pack up until everything was in a box, bag or suitcase ready to go to his place.

      Jake hired some men to come move it to his, and by eight o’clock that night, all my stuff was over there.

      I hadn’t been sure what to expect from Jake’s place. A bachelor pad for sure, but I guessed I’d thought it would be filled with black and chrome. His apartment wasn’t huge, but it was a fair size and the location across from Central Park couldn’t be beat. It had the character of a building built in the early twentieth century. His furniture and décor were masculine but not too much so. There weren’t any pictures of semi-naked women on a nudie calendar like my brother had in his mancave.

      “This is your room,” Jake said as he carried my suitcase into a bedroom. It didn’t have windows, but it did have a bath right next door. “You can get settled and I’ll go order some takeout. Thai food okay?”

      I nodded. For the first time since making our deal, I started having second thoughts about it. I liked that I had a place to stay and that I was getting a bakery. But was it really a good idea to marry Jake? However, not one to back out of a deal, I unpacked my clothes and put my toiletries and make-up in the bathroom.

      When I went to his kitchen, he was moving things in his cupboard around. “I’m trying to make room for your baking stuff.” He’d put my mixer on the largest section of the countertop and emptied the cupboard below it. I had to give him credit for at least wanting to make me feel comfortable.

      I put my baking items away, and just as I finished, there was a knock on the door.

      “That will be dinner. Ready for a break?” he asked, heading to the door.

      His dining area was an extension of the living room, both of which had huge windows overlooking the park.

      Jake put the food on the table, and then got plates and silverware. He also poured us each some wine. As we sat and ate, I looked at the view of the park lit up and the people still walking or exercising even at night.

      “You did alright for yourself, Jake,” I said.

      “I’m getting there.” He took a sip of the wine.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Do you think you’ll ever be happy with what you have?”

      He frowned. “There’s nothing wrong with having goals, Sof. You know that.”

      “Yes, but I wonder if when you reach yours, they’ll bring you the happiness you’re seeking.”

      He studied me. “You think it won’t?”

      “I don’t know. You have a great place here, but instead of enjoying it, you’re already thinking about the next one.” I took a bite of my Pad Thai.

      “That’s not completely true. Do I want another place someday? Yes. But I like this place just fine.” He took a bite of his food.

      I looked back over the park. “Have you really thought this marriage thing through?”

      “I’ve thought it through enough.” He reached over to where his briefcase sat on the floor and he pulled out a folder.

      “A contract?” It seemed weird to have a marriage contract, but then it was a good idea to make sure I was going to get my bakery out of this deal.

      “Prenup.”

      That I didn’t like, which didn’t make sense. I could understand logically why people got them. After all, fifty percent of marriages failed. But to get a just-in-case-this-marriage-doesn’t-work-out paper was a sign that perhaps the couple shouldn’t get married.

      However,  my marriage wasn’t about love ever after, and I supposed Jake had to protect what was his.

      “It does say that any business you start, even with my money, will be yours and that I’ll have no rights to any part of it if we divorce.”

      “When we get our marriage annulled,” I corrected him.

      He nodded, but I felt like he was holding something back.

      I looked at the paper. The words were in English but were organized in a way that made no sense.

      “You should have a lawyer look at it,” he said.

      “You’re the only lawyer I know,” I responded. Plus I couldn’t afford one.

      “I can refer you to one.”

      “Isn’t that a conflict or something? How would I know he was looking out for me and not you?”

      Jake’s jaw tensed. “I’m not going to fuck you over, Sofia.”

      I waved the paper at him. “This says you think I will fuck you over, Jake.” See. That’s why prenups don’t make sense. People shouldn’t marry people they don’t trust.

      He scooted his chair next to mine and started going through the prenup paragraph by paragraph, translating what it said. I was able to feel confident that what he was saying was true, which didn’t mean I’d know about some legal loophole, but I had no reason to believe Jake was a liar or a cheat—fake marriage for a job promotion notwithstanding.

      I signed the paper and gave it back to him. “Are you sure all this will be worth it?”

      He sighed. “I’m not a patient man. I want what I earned. Besides, what could go wrong?”

      I scoffed and rolled my eyes. “What if Tony comes to visit?”

      He winced. “That will be something we need to deal with, since he comes to the city at least once a month.”

      “What?” I hadn’t seen Tony in New York City in several months.

      Jake cocked his head to the side. “He doesn’t visit you too?”

      I shook my head. “What sort of trouble do you two get into when he’s here?” A terrible thought came to me. “Is he cheating on Vera?”

      Jake choked. “I don’t think so. Mostly we go to bars or play poker. He just has a day away from the wife and kids.”

      “Men are such pussies.” I pointed my fork at him. “Vera doesn’t get twenty-four hours free every month. She’s lucky if she gets half a day twice a year. But poor men have to go beat their chests and get drunk.”

      Jake laughed as he held his hands up in surrender. “You need to take that up with Tony.”

      “During this marriage, you will not be getting a free pass to sow oats or whatever it is you men do to stroke your egos.”

      “You don’t have a very high opinion of men.”

      I quirked a brow. “Can you blame me?”

      His jovial demeanor dropped. “I said I was sorry, Sofia.” Then his annoyance turned to anger. “What happened five years ago was on you. Granted, I wasn’t strong enough to resist you, but I never coerced you or made you promises.”

      Not wanting to get into that part of our lives again, I said, “So, what will you do about Tony when he comes? He can’t know about this, Jake.”

      “I agree. I’ll just arrange to meet him elsewhere. What about you?”

      I shrugged. “We usually have lunch or something when I see him, but it’s been months since he checked up on me.”

      “That’s a good thing, don’t you think? He could be checking up on you all the time. I know you’d hate that.”

      He was right about that.

      “I just can’t help but think something will go wrong. What if people can tell we’re not in love? What if your bosses say you need to have ten kids? There are limits to what I’m willing to do,” I said.

      “No kids,” Jake said firmly.

      “What do you have against kids?” Not that I wanted any right now, but I’d always thought I’d have one or two, maybe three someday. Back in my fantasy days, Jake was their father.

      “Nothing, but since I’m not ever going to really get married, I won’t be having kids.”

      “Do you not fuck anymore either? Because you don’t need marriage to have kids.”

      He leaned forward, his intense blue eyes staring at me. “Are you asking about my sex life, Sofia?”

      Heat rushed through my body from the way his piercing gaze held mine and the sexy tone of his voice. Shut up, hormones. “No. But I won’t be cheated on, Jake, so while we’re in this marriage, there won’t be any sex with me or anyone else. I hope you know how to deal with blue balls.”

      He surprised me by making a wanking motion with his hand. The image of him pleasuring himself made my body go all hot again. I needed to have a serious talk with my hormones.

      “Same goes with you, Sof. No fucking around behind my back.”

      “That won’t be a problem.”

      He sat back, but his eyes still held that sexy, naughty glimmer. “You take care of your own needs too, Sof? Do you think of me when you do?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself, Dunne.”

      “Given your opinion of me, you probably wouldn’t want to know what I think of when I’m jacking off.”

      I tried to keep my expression disinterested, even though on the inside, I was surprised by Jake’s blatant words. Was he being for real or just trying to get a rise out of me?

      “You’re right. I have no interest.”

      He smirked. “Suit yourself.” He stood and picked up his plate. “I’ll do the dishes if you want to finish unpacking.”

      I watched as his fine ass made its way to his kitchen. I did wonder what he thought of when he jacked off. His words suggested it was me. I shook my head of that thought. I was a naïve inexperienced girl when he’d fucked me five years ago. There was nothing about our encounter that would help him get off. So he was probably just messing with me.

      I took him up on his offer, and after putting my dishes in the sink, I finished unpacking. When I was done, I checked my Internet baking orders. I had a few, but since it was late, and I was off the next day, I decided I’d bake them the next morning.

      As I went to bed, the ramifications of what I was doing finally started sinking in. Next weekend I’d be officially, legally married to Jake Dunne, even though the whole thing was a farce. Was all this really worth it to get a bakery?

      Hell yeah.
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      For the last week, this marriage seemed like a good idea. I’d get my partnership. Sofia would get her bakery. I’d had some concerns about living with her as she was an opination woman who clearly had some baggage around me, but even that was going alright.

      But now, as I stood looking at myself in the mirror in a guest bedroom in Val’s house, I wasn’t so sure. We’d both agreed to this sham marriage, but as I stood in my wedding suit minutes away from getting married, I was having the proverbial cold feet. Was I really the type of man to resort to such antics to get a promotion? What really bothered me was that I’d roped Sofia into it. For the next six months or so, she’d be my wife. Was it fair to ask her to do that?

      Then again, she was going to get a bakery out of it. I just hoped we could find a place that was affordable and would be a viable location to build a successful business. There was no doubt she could bake, and she seemed to have some business knowledge, but when it came to running a business, nothing was guaranteed.

      There was a light knock on the door.

      “Come in.” I checked my tie and ran my hands down the front of my suit.

      “Ah, Sofia is going to swoon when she sees you, Jake,” Val said as she entered the room.

      I smirked at her. As it turned out, she knew full well what I was up to, but had gone along with the charade. I appreciated having a mentor and a colleague as dedicated to my success as she was, but it was another notch in my belt of guilt. At least the prenup protected my assets and assured Sofia that she’d get her bakery.

      “She’s still going through with this?” I asked Val, knowing she’d checked in on Sofia.

      “Yes. She’s a determined woman. She also looks beautiful. Two young beautiful people getting married…perhaps there will be more than a business deal out of this.”

      I smirked at her. “Since when do you believe in love and fairytales?”

      “We don’t have to be cynics all the time.” She picked up the boutonniere and pinned it on my lapel. I would have been much more comfortable taking Sofia to the courthouse and getting married there. All this pomp and circumstance made me feel like a fraud. I didn’t like going through it and I didn’t like putting Sofia through it. Too many things could go wrong. We had to spend the whole day acting like we were in love in front of my colleagues. I didn’t mind play acting a little bit, but an entire day? Having a ceremony where I had to declare my everlasting love to her? Nausea rolled in my belly.

      Val laughed. “You look like you’re going to be sick.”

      “I think I am.”

      “Just think about when you’re a partner.” She patted my chest. “Your bride is waiting.”

      I followed Val down the stairs and out the back of the house to the beach, where she’d arranged an arbor, chairs and a whole lot of other wedding shit that only added to my discomfort. I stood at the arbor with the ocean behind me as I looked up to the house. A string quartet started to play, and inwardly I rolled my eyes. Val had to have spent a fortune on this.

      On the deck at the top of the steps, Sofia appeared, and holy shit, she took my breath away. Her dark hair was up, but soft tendrils blew around her face. Her white dress hugged her tightly above the waist, accentuating her perfect breasts. It flowed from her waist down and when the wind blew, a slit opened revealing her toned legs. She looked like a fucking goddess.

      She made her way down the steps, her gaze on me as she crossed the sand toward me. I held out my hand, partly to know if she was real, and partly for ceremony. I leaned over to her.

      “You’re beautiful.”

      She grinned up at me. “You clean up nice too, Jake.”

      I hooked her arm around mine and turned us toward the minister. We didn’t write our own vows because we both agreed that it would be too disingenuous. We were both raised in the Catholic faith, although neither of us was active anymore, so we were both okay with a nondenominational minister and generic vows.

      “Jake, repeat after me,” the minister said after his introduction. “I, Jake Michael Dunne, take you, Sofia Annabella Bellini for my lawful wife.”

      Good God, this shit was getting real. I swallowed hard as I held Sofia’s small hands in mine and looked down at her.

      “I, Jake Michael Dunne, take you, Sofia Annabella Bellini for my lawful wife.” I didn’t know what the hell was happening to me, but looking into her dark eyes, her flushed cheeks, her tentative smile, a strange sensation rolled through my chest.

      “To have and to hold from this day forward,” the minister said.

      “To have and to hold from this day forward.”

      “For better, for worse,” he prompted.

      “For better, for worse.” What the fuck was I doing?

      “For richer, for poorer.”

      “For richer, for poorer.” I was going to hell for this for sure.

      “In sickness and in health, until death do us part.”

      Oh god, oh god. “In sickness and in health, until death do us part.”

      “And you, Sofia, repeat after me. I, Sofia Annabella Bellini, take you, Jake Michael Dunne for my lawful husband.”

      “I, Sofia Annabella Bellini, take you, Jake Michael Dunne for my lawful husband.” Her voice was soft and her expression appeared a little off-kilter, like I felt.

      I smiled and squeezed her hands, wanting to reassure her that we’d be alright, even though I wasn’t sure what the hell I was doing anymore.

      I focused less on the words she was repeating and simply looked into her beautiful face. I reminded myself that we were childhood friends. And while I had some regret around it, we’d shared an intimate moment years ago. This wouldn’t be a hardship because we knew each other. We both had goals and understood the need for the other to strive to achieve them. With this marriage, we were helping each other get what we each wanted.

      “In sickness and in health, until death do us part.” When she finished, she bit her lip, like the magnitude of what we were doing was hitting her too.

      “The rings,” the minister said.

      I pulled my grandmother’s ring from my pocket, to use as the wedding ring. I offered to buy Sofia a band to go with it, but she said she didn’t want one.

      “Repeat after me; Sofia, take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity.”

      I held her hand and pushed the ring onto her finger as I said, “Sofia, take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity.” My stomach rolled again at my betrayal. Sofia deserved to have real love and a real marriage. Why was I doing this?

      “Now you, Sofia.”

      Since it was a small ceremony without attendants or a ring bearer, I carried my own ring. I pulled it from my other pocket and gave it to her.

      She smirked as she took the ring and placed on my finger. “Jake, take this ring as a sign of my love and fidelity.” Her expression actually said, “If we’re getting married, Jake Dunn, you’re wearing a ring.” It had been one of many things we’d argued about. Many married men didn’t wear wedding rings, so I didn’t think I needed to. Sofia disagreed. I might have held my ground, but then she added that it would be a constant reminder to the partners about my stability.

      The minister finished with a blessing, and then said, “You may kiss your bride.”

      I’d learned from Sofia that day two weeks ago in my office that I had to sell our love and devotion. I’d also learned that it wasn’t a hardship to kiss her.

      I wrapped one arm around her and pressed my other palm to her cheek. Her eyes flashed with fire as I leaned in toward her. I gently rubbed my lips over hers, and then dove in, covering her mouth in a lover’s kiss. It had been for show until about three seconds in when my body went hot, and her taste muddled my brain. When her lips parted, there was no way I wasn’t going to accept the invitation. I slipped my tongue inside her hot, sweet mouth. This wedding might have been fake, but this kiss felt very, very real.

      When I pulled away, her eyes were a little glassy. Good. I didn’t want to be the only one reeling.

      “May I present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Dunne.”

      “You okay?” I leaned over and whispered to Sofia, as our guests stood and clapped.

      “I think so.”

      “Just think bakery.” I turned us to greet our guests, and then as Val had instructed me to do, I led Sofia back toward the house where we’d have a small reception.

      It took a half hour or so, but eventually, I settled down enough to mingle with the guests. Sofia had wandered off, and as I looked for her, she was talking to Gina. I wondered if she’d told Gina the truth. I hoped not. I liked Gina, but I wasn’t sure I could trust her to keep our secret.

      “Time for cake,” Val announced, motioning me over. “Come on, Sofia. I know it’s not one of yours, but hopefully it will be tasty enough.”

      I joined Sofia by the cake. She had a glass of champagne in her hand.

      “How many of those have you had?” I asked her.

      Her eyes narrowed as she looked up at me. “You’re my husband, but you’re not the boss of me.”

      I grinned. At least she still had her attitude. We cut the cake and I took a piece to offer to her. I put the cake to her mouth and then used my thumb to push it inside. Her lips wrapped around my thumb, and I had an image flash in my head of those beauties wrapped around my cock. Down boy, I willed my dick to behave.

      She repeated the move, but her thumb stayed out of my mouth. Instead, she ran it along my lower lip. I stuck my tongue out, licking her thumb, enjoying the flash of heat that flared in her eyes.

      “You two need to get a room,” someone yelled.

      “Dance first,” Val called out.

      “How many more hoops do we have to jump through?” Sofia asked as I led her to the area Val had set up for dancing.

      “Ready to start the honeymoon?”

      She frowned at me. “There won’t be a honeymoon.”

      I pulled her into my arms. “Yes, dear.”

      If opposites attract, then Sofia and I shouldn’t have been together. She and I were alike in most ways. Driven. Outspoken. Intolerant of bullshit. The only difference between us was that she was petite while I was tall. Even so, as I held her close to me as an Ed Sheeran song played, that difference didn’t seem to matter. Like a puzzle piece, she clicked right into place. Of course, it had been like that five years ago when I’d sunk into her lush tight body and had the orgasm of a lifetime.

      “I said no honeymoon,” she said through a fake loving smile.

      As first, I wondered why she was telling me that. Then I realized my dick was hard and pressing against her. “Sorry. I don’t always have control over him.”

      She shook her head, but there was a slight twitch of her lips that had me thinking she liked the idea that my dick was uncontrollable around her.

      “This is why women should rule the world,” she said.

      “Oh, come on. Are you saying you can control when your nipples poke out or your pussy gets wet?”

      She snorted, and I was glad she wasn’t annoyed. “No. But it takes more to make them react and they’re easier to hide than your dick.”

      She was right about that. Although her bra must have been thin like her dress because I could see she had a reaction.

      “Tell your nipples that,” I said.

      “It’s the cool ocean breeze, Dunne.”

      “Let me warm you up, honey.” I pulled her closer to me, pressing my chest against her tits. My dick was still hard as it nestled between our bodies. Her breath hitched and I knew for sure it wasn’t the cool breeze that had her reacting.

      “Did you know that it only takes two pounds of pressure to pop a testicle?” she cooed in my ear.

      I laughed even as I winced at the idea. I realized that this fake marriage might not be so bad. She was right that I’d end up with blue balls if this banter went on too often, but she was fun and brash and brave. This would be a fun adventure that would get us both something we wanted.
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      The only problem with Jake was that he was sinfully handsome. And he had a naughty sense of humor. And he kissed like nobody’s business. And he was going to make my dream come true by helping me start a bakery. Let’s face it, Jake was everything a woman like me would want.

      Despite the fact that I was now legally wed to him, I couldn’t have him. Not totally completely, which was okay. While I wasn’t as down on marriage and kids as he was, I had goals to achieve before I settled down. So this fake marriage would work out great. All I had to do was keep my hands to myself. Did I mention that Jake was sex on a stick?

      As we danced, his dick pressed against my belly and my body betrayed my rational mind by responding to him. All my girlie parts came alive. It probably didn’t help that I’d had a couple of glasses of champagne. I wasn’t drunk but I was definitely loose. The alcohol helped offset the unsettled feeling I felt when I thought about what I’d just done. I married a man I didn’t love so I could get a bakery. My mother would have a fit. My father would shoot Jake and he didn’t even have a gun.

      When I didn’t think about the married part, I was having a good time. The Hamptons was an awesome place and Val’s home was the epitome of luxury. But the most fun was bantering with Jake. Before I seduced him five years ago, I would hang out with Tony and Jake and their friends, and he and I often joked with each other. Jake was a fun guy. And sexy, which made him dangerous.

      Jake brought his lips to my ear as we danced. “Listen, cupcake—”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Macaron? Cookie? Cannoli? What confection would you prefer as your pet name?”

      “How about Goddess Divine?”

      He laughed. “I love your humility. Listen, Goddess, we need to take off for our honeymoon. I’ve reserved a place for us, but no worries, there won’t be hanky panky, no matter how badly you want me.”

      “Talk about humility.” Since we’d spent the week living together, I figured it wouldn’t be a big deal to go on a honeymoon. Of course, it was just overnight since we had to get back to work. There was no rest for the weary, or lawyers looking to make partner or their fake wives wanting to start a bakery.

      “I’m expected to take the garter and toss it at the bachelors. Val says she gave you one.”

      I shook my head. Men always fussed that women had strange customs, but come on! The groom taking a garter from his bride and throwing it to a bunch of single horny men? Throwing a bouquet paled in comparison.

      “Just mind your hands,” I warned him.

      His face showed intrigue as he took my hand and led me to a chair. “Hey Val, me and Sof want to take off. We’re going to do the garter and flowers.”

      Val took charge of gathering the single people. I sat and Jake knelt in front of me. He pushed the opening of my flowy dress aside to find the white garter sitting midway between my knee and hip.

      His fingers trailed along my inner thigh to the garter and then higher.

      “Jake,” I said in warning.

      He grinned up at me. “Sorry.” He hooked his fingers under the garter and made a show of drawing it down my leg while the men whistled and shouted.

      Finally he stood, twirling the garter on his finger before sling-shooting it into the crowd of single men. A pimple-faced teenage boy caught it.

      Then it was my turn. I stood and waited until the single ladies were gathered. I turned and tossed the bouquet of flowers over my head behind me. I turned and saw that Val had caught it, but she quickly tossed it again, and another woman I didn’t know grabbed it.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Jake put his arm around me and with a wave to the crowd, he led me into Val’s house and out the front door where a car waited for us. Jake gave the driver the address and we were off.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” he said as we sat in the back seat.

      “It was sort of fun. The party anyway.” I looked at my hand with the ring and got that unsettled feeling that said, “Girl, what did you just do?”

      “I think this is going to turn out great, Goddess.”

      I laughed. “What pet name should I give you?”

      “Adonis.”

      “Isn’t that your name already?”

      He flashed a wide grin. “Yep, this is going to work out perfect.”

      A few minutes later, the driver pulled up to a nineteenth-century mansion converted into a hotel. Taking my hand, Jake and I walked into the main area where he checked in. We were then led out back to a one-bedroom cottage.

      I knew Jake did well financially, but to see the expensive sophistication and comfort he could afford made me feel a little out of my element. Jake had been a boy from my neighborhood, but now he was a wealthy man who was out of my league.

      “You okay?” he asked after he tipped our bellboy. “I know we were flirting before, but I promise I won’t touch you.”

      “It’s hard for me to reconcile the knucklehead I grew up with and the rich powerful man you are now.”

      He pressed his index finger over his lips and made a “Shh” sound. “Don’t tell anyone. I’m still a knucklehead.” He walked over to the table. “Want champagne? Looks like Val arranged a little gift basket for us.” Along with champagne, there was chocolate, fruit and several condoms in a variety of colors.

      “She thought of everything,” I mused.

      “That’s Val.” He popped the cork on the champagne. “We might as well celebrate. Leg one toward our goals is done.” He poured the golden bubbly and handed me a glass.

      I took it and sat on the couch. “What is the deal with you and her, anyway?”

      “What do you mean?” He poured his own glass and then sat on the couch next to me.

      “Does she know you’re an Adonis?”

      He smirked. “Jealous?”

      “No. But as your wife, I need to know if you’re working late on Val or on a brief.”

      He laughed. “It was never like that between us. She’s like a big sister.”

      “She was the one at your apartment when I visited you.”

      He nodded. “She was helping me study for the bar.” He cocked his head to the side. “You thought she was doing more than that with me?”

      I shrugged.

      He reached out and tugged on a lock of my hair. “I’m sorry about that too.”

      I pushed his hand away. “I don’t want your apology.” I sipped my champagne.

      He studied me over the rim of his glass as he drank. “I feel bad if I hurt you, that’s all.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Because it embarrasses you?”

      “Jake, can’t we just let this go?” I pulled my legs under me, feeling more vulnerable than I wanted.

      “I just want to understand why you’re so bent out of shape about what happened?”

      Good grief. “What if I said, ‘Gee Jake, I’m sorry I fucked you. I should have never done that.’ And then ignored you because it didn’t mean anything.”

      He sucked in a deep breath. “I wouldn’t like it. But if that’s what you think happened, you’re wrong.”

      I held my hand up. “Maybe we could just move on.”

      He took my hand and held it to his chest. He’d removed his coat and tie so my hand was over his shirt, which was thin enough that I could feel the heat of him, the beat of his heart.

      “I do feel bad for betraying Tony. I also feel bad that your first time—”

      “You don’t know that.”

      He quirked a brow at me. “—that your first time was so fast and forceful. I did avoid you but not because I didn’t want you, Sof. I ignored you because I did want you.”

      My gaze jerked up to his face.

      “If you weren’t Tony’s sister, I’d have had you again. And I’d have taken more care with you.”

      “I don’t believe you.” But boy did I want to.

      “It’s the truth. I was scared shitless that I’d be hanging out with Tony and he’d figure out what I did.”

      “What about when I came to New York? Tony wasn’t there.”

      Jake’s thumb rubbed the back of my hand. “I still felt guilty. And I was surprised to see you.”

      “I was a dumb girl. What an idiot.” I drank the rest of my champagne.

      “No, honey.” He lifted my hand and kissed my palm. Like usual, my hormones liked it. “If Val wasn’t there, chances are I’d have had you again, Sofia. That is, if you wanted it. The problem isn’t that I’m not attracted to you. You know that I am. The problem is I don’t want to betray my friend. And I can’t offer you all the family stuff that is so important to your parents.”

      “What about now? You don’t think a fake secret marriage betrays Tony?”

      He shrugged. “Just like that night on the lake, sometimes what I want takes precedence over my friend. I want this partnership, Sofia. And you want a bakery.”

      “I guess I’m betraying them too.”

      “It’s going to be fine. You and I get along and we’re driven.” He yanked on my hair again. “It’s important to me that you don’t think there was something wrong with you. I’d fuck you right now if you were okay with it.”

      My core clenched like it was saying “yes please.” “You say the most romantic things.”

      “It has nothing to do with romance, Sofia. It’s lust. Carnal, naughty lust.”

      I poured more champagne in both our glasses. “What about Tony?”

      “He’s not here.”

      I turned away, deciding he was just messing with me. This was all part of that flirty, naughty joshing we did.

      “I’m too tired to play games,” I said, drinking my champagne.

      “Who’s playing games?” He shook his head. “Sorry. I said I wouldn’t touch you and I won’t.”

      “You have such restraint now.”

      “I wouldn’t if you stripped down to your underwear again. Hell, you’d just have to give me a sign. The point is, Sofia, don’t be embarrassed about before. I liked it. A lot. I wanted to do it again. I still want to do it.”

      I looked down to his groin and saw the truth of his words as his dick strained against his slacks.

      He inhaled a breath and stood up. He downed the rest of his champagne. “I’m going to get cleaned up. You can have the bedroom. This couch pulls out into a bed. I’ll stay here.”

      He headed to the bathroom, leaving me to sit with a half a glass of champagne and a needy pussy. What I needed took precedence too.

      I stood and unhooked the halter strap on my dress. The top dropped down, exposing my breasts. I unzipped the back of the dress and pushed it down over my hips and until it pooled at my ankles. All I was left in were my panties and heels.

      “Listen Sof, I’m sorry I—” He exited the bathroom and stopped short when he saw me. His eyes went to my breasts and slowly traveled up to my face. “Fuck.”

      “How’s your restraint now?”

      He closed his eyes. “Be sure, Sofia. Be very fucking sure.”

      I hooked my fingers in my panties and pushed them down. “I’m sure.”

      Jake strode toward me, grabbing a condom from the basket as he passed it. “You’re going to be the death of me.”

      The next minute, his lips were on mine and he was pushing me back onto the couch. His tongue dove into my mouth and I moaned at the invasion. In an instant, sensation after sensation were coursing through my body.

      His fingers pinched my nipples, distracting me from getting his shirt off.

      “I want to touch you,” I told him.

      He groaned, and with his lips still on mine, he yanked his shirt off, sending buttons everywhere. My hands pressed against his strong chest and squeezed. His pecs seemed bigger, harder than I remembered.

      His lips trailed down my jaw until finally, he sucked on my nipple. It sent a sizzling shock straight to my center. My hips shot up, needing friction. I fumbled with his pants button.

      “Jake, get naked. I need you naked.”

      “I’m fucking burning up,” he levered back and undid his pants. He stood and shoved them and his boxer briefs down. His cock sprang out hard and long and so delicious looking.

      I sat up and immediately pulled it into my mouth.

      “Oh fuck, Sofia.” His fingers threaded through my hair. He let out a long feral growl as I worked his cock. The skin was soft, like velvet, but underneath he was like steel. I craved to have it inside me.

      “I need this,” I said pulling my mouth away from his dick and stroking it with my hand.

      He pushed me back, grabbing the condom, tearing the wrapper and jerking it on his dick.

      He knelt on the couch between my thighs. “Be sure, honey.”

      “Jake, just fuck me.”

      He yanked my hips to him until his dick was pressing against my pussy. I rocked my hips, needing him inside me. He pressed the head of his cock inside and I arched my body as pleasure radiated from my vagina outward.

      “More, Jake…God I need more.”

      He growled as he withdrew and pushed in again. Each time, he slipped in further until finally he was filling my body. It was like he was everywhere.

      He leaned over and pinched my nipples as he rocked against me. “You like that, Sof?”

      “Yes. More, Jake…more…”

      He felt so good as he moved inside me. He picked up the pace, moving faster, each thrust a little harder.

      A slow growl grew from his chest. “Ah fuck, I’m going to come.”

      I tried to open my eyes to watch him, wanting to see his face when pleasure overtook him.

      “Come on me Sof…I need to feel you come.” His thumb pressed against my clit and it was like my whole world exploded in a hot white light.

      I cried out as my orgasm crashed through me and radiated out to every nerve ending. My entire body convulsed and writhed and rocked.

      “Yes, fuck yes…I’m coming,” His fingers gripped my hips as he bucked and plunged until he threw his head back and let out a long feral, “Fuuuuuuccccckkk.”

      He collapsed on me. A little stunned, I held on to him.

      In the moment, all I’d wanted was him. His touch. His taste. His cock sliding in my body. But now, I realized how this changed everything. Now I’d have to get a divorce when this business marriage was over. Annulment was off the table.

      It was a few minutes before his breathing settled. He lifted his head. “You okay, Sof?”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t shit me, Sof. Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I just… Now we can’t get an annulment.”

      He closed his eyes and moved off of me. “Let me get rid of the rubber.”

      I nodded as he headed back to the bathroom. When he came back, he had two robes. He handed me one and put the other one on.

      He sat next to me on the couch but didn’t touch me. I had a sense of déjà vu and wondered how I’d let myself get in this situation again.

      “About the annulment. We probably wouldn’t have been able to get that anyway.”

      I jerked my head to him. “What?”

      “Not consummating a marriage doesn’t automatically allow for an annulment.”

      I jumped up. “You knew I wanted that and you didn’t tell me?”

      “Sofie.”

      I couldn’t believe he kept that information from me. “You really don’t have a problem betraying people to get what you want, do you?”

      He sighed. “Annulment isn’t impossible. There are still possibilities, if it’s that important to you.”

      “You knew it was. I can’t have a marriage and divorce. My parents’ heads would explode.”

      He stood and put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll figure it out.”

      “How is it that you always take something that should be really great and end up making me feel like a fool?”

      “Sofie.”

      But I couldn’t handle anymore of his explanations or apologies. I went to the bedroom and shut the door.
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      I had always had pretty good luck with women, but with Sofia, I couldn’t seem to do anything right, and in the end, she ended up hating me. Not that I didn’t think I bore some responsibility. I should have been stronger in avoiding her the first time I had sex with her five years ago, and handled it better when I failed at avoiding her. I should have explained annulment laws when she mentioned it. But God dammit, both times she was the one always undressing in front of me. What else was I supposed to think except that she wanted me? Granted, both times I got a little carried away with my own desire and probably wasn’t as attentive to her as I should have been, but I wasn’t going to be made the bad guy for taking what she offered.

      I took a quick shower, put on sweatpants and a t-shirt and then found a blanket. I opted not to roll out the couch bed. I suspected, even in an expensive hotel, that they were uncomfortable. I laid on the couch and pushed Sofia and her luscious body out of my head and instead, focused on the next step of this game; getting my partnership.

      The next morning, Sofia was back to acting the way she had at the firm’s anniversary party. Civil but aloof. Just as well. Our arrangement was a business deal and we didn’t need to muddy it up by adding a physical relationship to it. My dick wasn’t happy about it, but he’d just have to adjust.

      On the drive back to the city, I put music on in the car so we wouldn’t have to suffer through small talk. When we arrived home, Sofia checked her Internet sales and started baking, while I changed and headed out for a run. I’d be back at work tomorrow and I wanted to be on my game. First thing on my list was to connect with George Lipman and push for his business. Between this marriage and landing him as a client, the partners would have to promote me.

      Back from my run, I showered and checked on Sofia. She was baking, filling my kitchen with wonderful sweet smells that I’d always associate with her. I had an urge to walk up behind her and nestle my nose against her neck, but knew she’d likely elbow me in the stomach.

      “Smells wonderful in here, Sof.”

      “Thanks.” She switched on her mixer and it whirred, churning together some batter.

      “I’m going to order takeout.” Since my kitchen was otherwise occupied. “Any preference?”

      “Whatever you want.”

      I had to admit that it was nice when Sofia was agreeable, but this was maddening. I missed the woman that liked to poke at and challenge me. Or at the very least, give her opinion on dinner.

      I ordered pizza. When it arrived, I invited her to eat with me, but she said she was in the middle of dipping cake pops, so I took my pizza and ate in my living room. I wouldn’t say it was going to be a long few months, but if Sofia continued to act like this, it would definitely make it less fun than it had been last week.

      Note to self; don’t fuck Sofia anymore, even if she strips naked.
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      The next morning, I was up at five-thirty, out at the park for my run by five-forty-five, and in the shower by six-thirty. At seven-fifteen, I was heading out of the apartment to head to work when Sofia stopped me.

      “I made these as a thank you for Val and the others in your firm who came to the wedding.” She handed me a baker’s box.

      I opened them and saw chocolate chip cookies. I knew that because Sofia made them, they were extra special cookies, and I was a little disappointed I couldn’t hog them.

      “Any of these for me?” I asked.

      She turned away and headed back to the kitchen. “You can have one if you want.”

      I sighed and headed out the door. At a quarter to eight, I was exiting the elevator on the floor of my office. I went to the lounge and put the box of cookies on a table. I grabbed a pen and wrote a note on the box saying they were a thank you from Sofia. I wasn’t going to take one, but then at the last second, I changed my mind. I snatched a cookie, putting it in a paper towel, and then headed to my office to get to work.

      Just before nine, Val entered my office.

      “So, how’d the honeymoon go?”

      I sat back in my chair. “Like most.”

      She sat in the chair in front of my desk. “I hope this works out for you?”

      I frowned. “You don’t think the partners will see me as settled?”

      She shrugged. “I think they might. What I meant is with Sofia.”

      I waved away her comment with my hand. “It’s not like that with us.”

      Val quirked a brow. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive,” I said, thinking about the cool shoulder Sofia was giving me.

      “You two looked pretty simpatico to me.”

      I scoffed. “We talked about annulment on the honeymoon.”

      “Oh. Well then.”

      “Now, I’m on to getting George Lipman as a client and the partners will have no choice but to take me on.”

      “What will you work on when you reach that goal?”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant.

      “Once you get everything you want, what more will there be for you to strive for?”

      I laughed, “I’ll think of something.”

      “Well, until then, we’ve got a Monday morning staff meeting.”

      I stood and buttoned my jacket. “I’m ready.”

      Val and I were the first to get to the conference room. We each sat in our usual places. I took a minute to go through my case list to reacquaint myself with the status of each.

      “Holy shit, Dunne, can your wife bake,” Al Cramer said, entering the conference room as he wiped cookie crumbs from his shirt.

      “Cookies?” Val said.

      “Sofia baked some as a thank you to you and everyone at the firm for the wedding. They’re in the staff room.”

      “I’ll be right back, then!” Val stood and exited the conference room.

      Al took his usual seat a few chairs down from me. “I’m not kidding. These are the best chocolate chip cookies in the world.”

      I smiled, feeling proud of my wife even though she had me in the doghouse. “She’ll be pleased that you like them.

      “Can I pay her to make more? I need to go to a thing at my sister’s house and I’m supposed to bring a dessert.”

      I nodded. “Yes.” I scrawled down Sofia’s website. “You can order what you want here.” I handed him the paper.

      “She’s got her own bakery?” he asked, looking at the paper.

      “Just online right now, but we’re looking for a place where she can open up her own spot.” Remembering that Al did real estate law I added, “If you see a viable affordable place, let me know.”

      “Will do.”

      Val re-entered the conference room with the cookie box in hand and a line of partners and associates behind her. “I’m like the Pied Piper,” she said.

      She set the cookies in the middle of the table and there was a mad grab by everyone to get one before they ran out.

      “What’s her secret? Val asked as she bit into a cookie.

      I shrugged. I always enjoyed Sofia’s baked goods, but I had no idea what made them good or that they were any better than other bakeries. Then again, I didn’t buy baked goods as a matter of course.

      “It’s probably a secret. She’s hoping to start a bakery soon.”

      “Does she need investors?”

      I looked at Val to see if she was joking or serious. But she’d moved on to her seat at the table so I decided she was mostly joking. It did tell me that I needed to take Sofia’s dream more seriously. Not that I wasn’t going to help her, but I needed to get a good grip on what she had to offer and help her reach the baked-goods-eating public.

      After our morning meeting, I decided to head out to a few bakeries and picked up some chocolate chip cookies. I brought them back and asked Gina to come into my office.

      “I want to do a taste test,” I told her. I cut all the cookies in half, including the one I snatched from Sofia’s box earlier. “You try each and let me know which you like best. Then we’ll switch so I don’t know what cookie is from where and I’ll test.”

      “I like this job.” She closed her eyes as I set out the cookies on napkins with their bakery sources on a piece of paper hidden underneath.

      Gina tasted one. “Not bad.” She took a drink of water as if she was wine tasting and tried the second. “Oh, this one is good.” She repeated the tasting on the two remaining cookies. “Number two is by far the best.”

      I pulled out the slip of paper. “Sofia.”

      Gina grinned. “No doubt. She’s got the magic touch with cookies.”

      “You mix them up and I’ll try.” I turned away.

      “You know, Mr. Dunne, you’ll be in the doghouse if you don’t pick Sofia’s as the best.”

      “Only if you tell her,” I quipped.

      “Okay, ready.”

      I turned to the four cookies, and like Gina, I tasted each one. They were all pretty good, but one stood out. Just the right amount of chewy without feeling undercooked.

      Gina pulled out the slip of paper. “Lucky for you, it’s Sofia’s.

      I sat in my chair looking at the cookies, for the first time realizing that Sofia truly had a gift. Growing up eating her baked goods, I hadn’t known how much better they were because I didn’t have any to compare them too.

      “Thank you, Gina.”

      After Gina left, I called up a commercial real estate agent and set up an appointment to discuss finding a bakery space for Sofia. Since Sofia knew best about what she needed, I made the appointment for that evening back at my place.

      Then I focused on my own career, starting with calling George Lipman and re-invigorating my effort to land him as a client.

      That evening, I arrived home to the smell of baking and Sofia filling my apartment. She’d been off from her job today but clearly had been filling her Internet business orders. She was putting a shipping label on a box when I entered the kitchen.

      “You’ve been busy,” I said as I looked over the boxes.

      “Yep.”

      I sighed as her no-affect, one-word response suggested she was going to continue to be the cool, aloof Sofia.

      “A realtor is coming over at eight to get your specs for a bakery.”

      She stopped and whirled around. “Tonight?” Her eyes were brighter than they had been a few seconds ago.

      “Yep.” I pulled my tie off. “I’m going to change. Do you want to order out?” I headed out of the kitchen.

      “I can make pasta.” Her voice didn’t sound like she despised me anymore, although it wasn’t a loving wife’s either.

      “Sounds good,” I called back. I put on jeans and a t-shirt, then headed back to the kitchen. The boxes were stacked on my hallway table, ready to go out the next day.

      I sat at the kitchen table, which had a salad and basic pasta with red sauce. Made from an authentic Italian recipe though, there was nothing basic about it.

      “Did you get your promotion?” Sofia asked, dipping bread in her sauce and taking a bite.

      “Not yet. You’re stuck with me a while longer.” I supposed my voice was terse, but I was annoyed at her attitude toward me up until the point I’d reminded her how I could help her with her bakery.

      “You don’t have to be pissy.”

      “Pissy? You’re kidding right?” I stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “From the woman who invented the attitude of pissy.”

      “I’m not pissy.”

      “The fuck you aren’t.” I tossed my bread into my bowl. “Look, I take the blame and your hate for what happened five years ago, but you’re the one that stripped naked the other night.” Her eyes flared with anger. “You asked me once how I’d feel if after sex with me, you’d regret it, well now I know. I’d barely finished coming before I could tell you regretted it. And then you turned it around and blamed me.” As I rehashed it, anger grew. I shot up to stand, knocking my chair back, not wanting to delve into this just before we were going to have to play a loving couple for the realtor.

      “You lied to me,” Sofia said, unfazed by my abrupt behavior.

      “I didn’t lie and you regretted fucking me the minute you had your pleasure. You’re not a child anymore, Sofia. You need to take responsibility for your own actions.”

      She looked at me with such menace that if she’d had something more dangerous than a fork in her hand, I would have been worried she might use it on me.

      “I’ll get your fucking annulment.” I walked out, wondering why I was so mad. I’d come home wanting to make peace with her by telling her how I was moving forward on my part of the deal.

      “How? You said you couldn’t,” she called after me.

      I whirled on her. “Well, you can get one for being crazy, which you are.”

      “You’re a bastard.”

      “Or for sexual impotence, which your antics have caused me.”

      “Oh, poor Jake.” She scoffed.

      I started to walk off, but then turned and stalked after her, liking the surprise that widened her eyes. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Sof? Twice now you’ve undressed, got fucked, and then turned me into the asshole. Do you think I’m going to do that again? I’m so done with all that, that I’m willing to put in court documents, documents that are public, that I can’t get my dick up because of you, just so you can have your fucking annulment.”

      There was a knock on the door.

      “That’s the realtor. Let him in and tell him what you want in a bakery.” With a final glare, I left the room to take a shower.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            11

          

          

      

    

    







            Sofia

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake had never been one to hide his feelings, but I was a little shocked at his outburst. At first, I wanted to yell right back at him, but the niggle of guilt in the pit of my stomach had me stopping. That and the fact that we had a guest at the door.

      I opened the door to a middle-aged woman in a bright red skirt suit with jet black hair in a severe cut.

      “Hi. I’m Jane Lawrence.” She held out her card.

      She didn’t look like a Jane, but I took the card and opened the door. “Come in.”

      I offered her coffee and made a plate of cookies and other treats.

      “These are delicious,” she said, taking a bite of a chocolate chip cookie. “Is this the type of thing you’ll be selling in your bakery?”

      “Yes.” A thrill went up my spine at the realization that my dream was coming one step closer. I’d been a bitch to Jake, yet he was following through on his end of the deal. No wonder he was pissed.

      “Your husband gave me the financial specs, but I’ll need to know what you’re looking for. Location? Size? Are you open to places in which you’d need to install the kitchen or do you want me to look at former restaurants and other food establishments? I’m told you’ll be renting, but do you want me to look at potential lease purchase options too?”

      My mind was buzzing with all these decisions. It wasn’t that I hadn’t ever considered them, but since the idea of having a bakery was so far off in the distance, I hadn’t come up with any answers.

      “I…uh… There’s so much to consider. All I’ve really determined is that I’d like to have a part where people can eat in, so I’d like to include something like a coffee café.”

      “Having a kitchen already there will allow you to get set up faster,” Jake walked in. His hair was wet, but he was back in his jeans and t-shirt. I guessed he’d taken a shower to cool down. “Ms. Lawrence.” He extended his hand.

      “Mr. Dunne. You’ll be partners on this?”

      Jake shook his head. “I’m going to help my wife with the financing and getting set up, but it will be one-hundred percent hers.”

      My stomach did a little looptylou. My own bakery.

      “How about location?” Jane asked.

      “I had been thinking of Greenwich Village or East Village. Or maybe midtown near the park,” I said. I looked up at Jake. “What do you think?”

      “It’s your dream. Your bakery.” He smiled but I could see it was an act for the realtor. The light of it didn’t reach his eyes.

      We talked with Jane a little more until she said she had enough information to start looking. “I can stop by tomorrow evening with some options to consider.”

      I nodded.

      “Sofie’s off in the afternoon,” Jake said.

      “Don’t you want to look too?” Jane asked.

      He shook his head. “This is Sofie’s business. She doesn’t need my input.”

      I felt both angry and guilty at his attitude. He didn’t need to be a jerk, even if I’d been the reason he was feeling surly.

      “I’d like your input,” I said, hoping my annoyance at him wasn’t in my voice.

      He stared at me for a long minute. “How about I meet you after your shift at the Worcester Hotel? We can meet at the coffee place around the corner. Around two?”

      Jane poked at her phone, presumably adding the appointment. “I’ll be there.”

      I walked Jane out and when I returned, Jake was having a strong drink while looking out over the park.

      “Thank you for initiating that,” I said.

      “Just doing my part of the deal.” He downed his drink and started to the kitchen. “I’ll do the dishes.”

      I watched him go, wanting to say something to bring peace between us again. My initial thought though would likely provoke him because I wanted to tell him to stop acting like a martyr. But of course, I knew I was part of the problem. He was right that I’d wanted him, not just the other night, but five years ago, and I’d done what I had to do to make it happen. He didn’t fight me on it, and yet, I was sure if I hadn’t taken my clothes off and made my intentions clear, he wouldn’t have fucked me. Still, he could have handled things better too.

      Not trusting myself to say something that would make it worse, I silently went to the kitchen and helped him with the dishes.

      When we were done, he said, “I’m heading to bed.” He gave my arm a small squeeze before turning away. I supposed for us that was progress.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I met with Jane and Jake and she showed us some options on her tablet that already had kitchens and eat-in space, none of which seemed perfect. Even so, I made arrangements to see a few. Jake okayed whatever I wanted, but asked that I look at them first, and then he’d tour whatever I felt had potential.

      As the days went on, I settled into a routine of going to work, baking for my online business and touring potential bakery sites. Jake and I lived like roommates, although some of the fun and banter we used to share was gone. I realized that the problem between us was sex. If we didn’t have sex and just engaged in friendly flirting, we were okay. In an effort to get that back, I made a big batch of yum yums under the guise of having him and his office help me pick my signature creations for my new bakery. Most were sweet, such as chocolate chip cookies, macarons, as well as Italian treats such as tiramisu, cannoli and biscotti, plus some savory items such as casatiello and Italian palmiers. It took me two days to make them all, but by Friday, I was ready to share.

      I called Gina to set up the best time to visit the company where I wouldn’t be in the way, and people would be there to enjoy my treats. At three pm, after running home from work and gathering all my boxes of goodies, I entered Jake’s floor of his firm.

      He was standing at a woman’s desk talking to her when he saw me. He frowned, but then I guess he realized I was supposed to be his loving wife and he smiled.

      “Sofia. What are you doing here?”

      “I brought some treats for your office. I thought they might enjoy them and perhaps help me pick which ones should be my signature offerings at my new bakery.” I lifted my face to him, and was annoyed that it took him a minute to realize he needed to kiss me. He did, but on the side of my lips.

      “Oh, yum,” Gina said as she rushed up to us. “What do you have for us?”

      “Why don’t we take these to the staff room?” Jake suggested, taking two of the four boxes I carried.

      I followed him to the room and set up the treats. I’d barely had the fourth box opened before the room was filled with people, oohing and aahing over the goodies.

      “Out of my way,” Val said as she muscled her way through. “If any are gone, I’ll fire you.”

      I laughed. I stood to the side and watched as people enjoyed my food. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen people eat my treats. But they were mostly family and friends, or people from home. This time they were mostly strangers to me. They didn’t need to be nice or say good things about my food. This was the test about whether or not I had the quality and taste to have my own bakery.

      “They really like your food,” Jake said.

      “I’m glad.” I was probably grinning like a loon but I didn’t care. This was important.

      “Jesus, better than my grandmother makes,” a man I didn’t know said as he stuffed his face with a cannoli. “Jake, you’re going to lose that svelte build if you eat like this at home.”

      “Nah, they’re newlyweds. I bet they work it off every night,” another man said.

      “The guy with the cannoli is Frank Rigiletto,” Jake murmured.

      The Italian name suggested he knew good Italian treats, so I was pleased I’d outdone his grandmother.

      “The one with no tact is Sy Conner,” he finished, draping an arm around me. I looked up, wondering if he just remembered he was supposed to be a proud husband. He leaned toward me. “If this is any indication, you’ll have a very successful bakery, Sof.” Then he kissed my temple. It made me feel warm inside that he was proud of me, until I remembered that it was fake.

      Val approached us. “Are these all things you’ll have in your bakery?”

      “I want to identify a few signature items; you know, things my bakery will be known for.”

      “How about all of them? They’re delicious, Sof, really,” Val said, taking a bite of the palmier. “Wow. You must eat like a king every night, Jake.”

      “Life is sweet.”

      The reality was, we had takeout more than home-cooked, mostly because my side business took up a lot of the kitchen space and my time. He didn’t complain, although I’d told him I wouldn’t be a traditional wife, so he shouldn’t expect dinner on the table when he got home. Besides, he could cook too. Just because I was off earlier, didn’t mean I more time. I left for work earlier than he did.

      “Oh, Mr. Wallace,” Val said as an older, rail thin gentleman with sharp piercing dark eyes walked in.

      “Is there a party and I missed it?” His voice was rough and annoyed.

      “Come meet Jake Dunne’s wife who so graciously brought the firm some of her delicious treats,” Val apparently didn’t catch or didn’t care that Mr. Wallace wasn’t happy that I’d interrupted billable hours.

      But the man stepped to where I stood with Jake and Val.

      “Sofia, this is John Wallace, a senior partner at the firm. He started it with Jake’s uncle. This is Sofia Dunne, Jake’s new wife.”

      Jake’s arm held me tighter and I found myself a little annoyed at the fake show of affection, even though that was what I’d signed up for.

      “Mr. Wallace, I’m so sorry to have disrupted your work. I’m just so grateful for all the firm did to help with our wedding and the gifts. I especially appreciated yours. The Baccarat champagne flutes are so beautifully elegant and the Héloïse Lloris champagne, oh my, that had to cost a fortune. Jake and I are saving it for a special occasion, like when he makes partner, aren’t we honey?”

      Jake stared at me in surprise, and then the light bulb went off. “Yes. That was very kind of you, sir,” Jake said, extending his hand to Mr. Wallace. “Thank you.”

      Mr. Wallace’s expression suggested he had no idea he’d bought us a gift at all, which suggested his secretary or wife had. “I’m so glad you’re enjoying it.”

      I looked over the room and figured I’d done my good deed. “I know you all have work to do, and I need to get home and start dinner.”

      Jake’s head whipped around to me again with that same surprised expression.

      “Honey, maybe sometime we can invite Mr. Wallace, and of course you too Val, for dinner,” I said to Jake.

      Jake nodded. “Yes, we’d love to have you sometime.”

      “Please Mr. Wallace, try some of the baked items I brought. Would you like me to pack some up to take home to your wife?” I moved to the table and began moving the remaining few baked goods around so I could get an empty box, which I then put an assortment of the treats in. I closed it up and handed it to Mr. Wallace. “Thank you again so much, Mr. Wallace.”

      His expression was a little stunned as he took the box. “Ah, thank you Mrs. Dunne.”

      “Oh please, call me Sofia.”

      He nodded and started to the door. “Party is over in ten minutes.”

      “Yes sir,” Val said and then laughed once he was out of the room. “You’re good,” she said to me.

      I grinned. “I aim to please.”

      Jake’s expression was unreadable as he leaned over to me. “Can I talk to you alone…dear?”

      “Yes, of course.” I was smiling as I let him lead me out of the staff room, but inside I was uneasy. Had I done something wrong?

      He went to his office and closed the door behind me. Then he just stood and stared at me.

      I began to feel self-conscious. “Did I mess up?”

      He shook his head.

      “Are you sure, because your expression says I did.”

      “I’m trying not to kiss you.”

      That took me by surprise. Not just that he wanted to kiss me, but that I wished he would.

      “So, I did okay?”

      He nodded. “How did you remember what he bought us?”

      “Because I opened the wedding gifts and did the thank you notes.” Since the wedding was fake, we’d considered donating all the items given to us. But I argued that we at least had to open them and send thank you notes, which I did over the course of the week that I was mad at him about the annulment issue. We donated most, but kept the champagne. “Did I lay it on too thick about the partner thing? I mean, that’s what my job is, to help you get your partnership.”

      “I think it was just right. It showed pride and belief in your husband.”

      I studied him for a minute. Jake Dunne was one of those men whose good looks and cocky attitude could make one believe he lacked any substance. While he could drive me nuts, he was a good man. He worked hard. He was loyal and stuck to his commitments.

      “I believe in you, Jake. And I’m proud of you,” I said.

      “As my wife?”

      “As your friend. And while I’m here, I should probably apologize for my part in the honeymoon. You’re right. It wasn’t right for me to seduce you and then regret it.”

      He blew out a breath. “And I’m sorry I didn’t clarify the annulment law with you when you first mentioned it.”

      I cocked my head to the side. “Are you really going to say you’re impotent?”

      He winced. “I’d rather not, but it may be the best option, especially since we probably shouldn’t have sex again.”

      My girlie parts didn’t like that, although my head had already decided it was for the best.

      “It never seems to go well,” he said.

      “Oh?” He didn’t like having sex with me?

      “The actual act is…fantastic, but afterward, I always end up hurting you somehow. The one thing I want for us when this is all said and done, Sofia, is that we stay friends.”

      Something about his words made me sad, although I couldn’t figure out why. “I want that too.”

      He extended his hand. I clasped mine in his and shook, this time making the deal to preserve our friendship no matter what.
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      Once Sofia and I were back on an even keel, life went pretty smoothly. I was the most popular lawyer at the firm on days I brought in Sofia’s baked goods, and I always made sure Wallace and other executive partners got a few before they were gone, to remind them of my stable married status.

      The only thing that had changed was my schedule. Before Sofia, I’d work an average of twelve and often sixteen-hour days. But I found that I enjoyed spending the evenings with Sofia, so adjusted my schedule more to fit hers, which got me to work by six-thirty and allowed me to leave by six-thirty or seven. We shared dinner duties and sometimes I’d help her with her baking or packing up orders to go out.

      Domestic life wasn’t that bad. We settled into a routine at home of married friends without benefits. Occasionally, the no-benefits part was frustrating because Sofia was fun and feisty, a sexy combination. But sex had messed up our friendship both times before, so it was better that I kept my hands off her.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t think about her when my hand was in the service of my own pleasure. My go-to fantasy nearly every morning in the shower was her in her red apron, and only her apron, on her knees with her sexy pouty red lips on my dick. Another good one was her frosting her cupcakes, also only in her apron, and my fucking her from behind.

      Only two things that eluded me at the moment were my partnership and landing George Lipman as a client. But I was hard at work dealing with the latter. I’d learned he was going to be at a children’s benefit gala and I was able to secure tickets for Sofia and me. They cost a fortune, but if they helped me get closer to getting George as a client, it was a worthwhile investment. The other investment was in a new dress for Sofia. I thought she should wear the red one she’d worn to the firm’s anniversary party, but she insisted it wasn’t good enough for a highbrow party.

      The dress she chose looked elegant and sophisticated hanging on the hanger, but when I first saw her in it the night of the gala, I knew I had a new fantasy to jerk off to. She said it was a mermaid style, and while the fabric was the color of champagne, the beading was silver and black in a style that looked antique. But it was the fit; the way it hugged her breasts and hips and dipped low in the back that had my dick responding. She was elegant and sexy and I was fucking proud to call her my wife as we entered the ballroom for the event.

      I kept my hand low on her back, letting my thumb gently rub the soft skin there. It was all I could do to keep my mind on my goal, George Lipman, and not on Sofia.

      “There he is,” I said, nodding toward George. He wore a tux like I did. His silver hair was combed back and he wore his signature dark thick-rimmed glasses. I nudged Sofia toward him.

      “I don’t think you should go up to him,” she said.

      “That’s the point of all this.”

      She reached up and smoothed my lapel. “But you don’t want it to be obvious. You don’t want to look desperate.” She was right.

      “I need to play it cool? Accidentally run into him?”

      She nodded. “He’s over by the dance floor. Perhaps we could dance and he could notice you.”

      “I’m not sure he’d bother to take the time to say hello on his own accord.”

      She frowned. “All that work you’ve done to woo him and he’d ignore you? I don’t believe it.”

      “I guess we’ll find out.” We had all evening to bump into George, and Sofia was right in that I didn’t want to appear too eager or desperate. So I took her hand and led her to the dance floor.

      I hadn’t had Sofia in my arms since we’d had sex on our honeymoon. She snapped right into place, just like she had during our wedding dance.

      “I should probably apologize now,” I whispered against her ear as I pulled her to me and began to sway to the sound of old standards.

      “For what?” She looked up at me. Her dark brown eyes widened as she felt my semi-erect dick against her belly.

      I gave her a sheepish smile. “You look great in that dress.” She smelled great. She felt great. Inwardly I groaned and wished we had the ability to manage a friends-with-benefits situation.

      “You must have a very difficult time when you’re among beautiful women. How would you ever manage if this was one of those charity fashion shows?”

      “He’s usually pretty docile.” As I said it, I realized that it was around Sofia that I had a hard time keeping my libido down. “He seems to like you.”

      Her eyes stared into mine as if she was seeking a deeper meaning to my statement. Not wanting her to think I was trying to change the rules of our agreement, I pulled her close so her head was looking over my shoulder.

      We danced a little, and in an effort to get control of my dick, I scanned the room again for George. He was on the edge of the dance floor talking to someone whose back was to me. His eyes flicked over in my direction. Recognition shone in them. I gave him a nod to acknowledge him, but then kept dancing.

      As I rotated on the dance floor, I said, “he was looking our way. Is he still looking?”

      “Yep.”

      We made another rotation, and this time George’s eyes weren’t on me but on Sofia. They were cast downward.

      “Fuck, he’s looking at your ass.” Without thinking, I maneuvered us into the middle of the floor in the crowd of other couples.

      “I thought the point was to get his attention.”

      “I want his business, but I’m not going to let him ogle my wife to get it.”

      She snickered.

      I leaned back and looked down at her. “What’s so funny?”

      “You married me to get a partnership.”

      “That’s different.”

      She quirked a brow like she didn’t buy it.

      “The partners aren’t going to give me a partnership because of your tits and ass. The marriage is a symbol of stability, not your sensuality.”

      “I know the business world is what it is, but it’s sad that you can’t get your goals simply because you’ve earned it. That’s not right.”

      I shrugged. “I have to earn it too.”

      “But you have. It’s not fair. I know the world isn’t fair, but still.”

      I grinned down at her. “I like my wife standing up for me.”

      “Yes, well, my husband is a good man who works hard. All this jumping through hoops is demeaning, even if it does mean I’ll be getting a bakery.”

      “Speaking of bakery, you hungry? I think there are some hor d’oeuvres.” I scanned the room looking for the food and bar.

      “Sure. I wouldn’t mind a drink either.”

      I led her across the room toward the bar.

      “Jake.”

      I turned to my name being called and saw George walking toward us.

      “George, how are you?” I extended my hand to shake his.

      “Very good. I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      “My wife and I enjoy getting out and helping children’s charities. This is my wife, Sofia. This is George Lipman.”

      Sofia extended her hand. “The George Lipman? The producer?”

      “That’s right.” He held onto Sofia’s hand, his eyes scanning her body head to toe before returning to her eyes.

      I clenched my fists to keep from knocking him back.

      “Are you an actress?” he asked.

      “Oh no. I’m a pastry chef.”

      “Sofia is about to open her own bakery.” I tugged her closer to my side. I knew it was cavemannish to establish my claim on her, but instincts, like my dick, were hard to control.

      “I just have to find a great location,” Sofia said.

      “Do you cater?” George asked. “We often have parties for our cast and crew.”

      She shifted uncomfortably next to me. I looked at her, wondering what her concern was. “I only do baked goods. I don’t do meals.”

      “We like cake.”

      “Do you have a card on you, honey?” I asked.

      She had a surprised expression on her face when she looked up at me and then she opened her little purse. “It has my website. You can order from there, or let me write my number.”

      I had a negative visceral response to her giving George her number, but she had a business to build so I kept it to myself.

      She pulled out a tiny pen and wrote on the back of her card and then handed it to George.

      “I’ll give this to my secretary for when we have another event that needs baked items.” He put the card in his breast pocket. “And you, Jake, things are good?”

      “Couldn’t be better.”

      “Jake’s going to be a partner soon.” Sofia nestled against me and looked up at me with pride. She really was a good actress. Perhaps she should consider letting George help her in that area. Then the image of the casting couch came to mind, and I decided baking was a better option.

      “Is that so?” George asked, looking at me.

      “Business is good,” I said, simply.

      Sofia gave a nearly imperceptible tug on my arm, which I suspected meant for me to elaborate.

      Instead, I said, “I promised Sofia some food and drink. Would you excuse us, George?”

      His eyes flickered with surprise, but then he smiled. “Yes of course. Have a lovely evening.”

      I turned, wrapping my other arm around Sofia and led her to the bar.

      “Jake, what was that?”

      “What was what?” I asked, looking over my shoulder and wondering if George was watching her ass again. Fortunately, he was preoccupied with someone else.

      “You had the opportunity to toot your horn and get his business, and instead I ended up giving him my card.”

      “I thought we agreed less was more.”

      “You were nearly cold to him,” she said when we got to the bar.

      “Champagne? Wine? What do you want?”

      She frowned at me at first. “White wine.”

      I turned to the bartender. “White wine and a vodka tonic.” I turned back to Sofia. “He was checking you out.”

      “So?”

      “So. It’s rude. Plus, you’re my wife. He shouldn’t stare at your tits while I’m standing right there.”

      Sofia laughed. “Do you know how many women have checked you out since we walked into this room?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “No.”

      “Most. Do you see me getting upset about it?”

      “They’re not doing it while talking to you.” I took the wine from the bartender and handed it to her.

      “The point is, your goal is to get his business. If he likes your arm candy—”

      “Fuck Sofia, you’re not arm candy.” I took a long drink of the vodka tonic the bartender handed me.

      “Accepting that men or women are going to ogle is another hoop, Jake.”

      She was right. I scanned the room, but George had moved on. I’d missed my chance. I was only slightly annoyed at myself. Mostly, I wanted to leave the gala and take a break from all the fakery and hoop jumping.

      “You don’t mind that he inquired about my business?” she asked me.

      I shook my head. “Why would I?” Was that why she gave me that weird look when her bakery came up?

      “Because he was supposed to ask about your business.”

      I shrugged. “You need to grow your business too.” Feeling antsy and not interested in schmoozing anymore, I asked, “want to get out of here?”

      “You sure?”

      “Yep.” I finished my drink and waited for her to finish hers. Then I took her hand and led her out of the ballroom.

      We ended up in a dive diner in our fancy clothes, having burgers and shakes and laughing our asses off for the next few hours. It was a reminder of what good friends we were and how much fun we had together. If only I didn’t want to fuck her all the time.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next week, I decided to move onto another person on my top ten list of clients I’d love to have. While I wasn’t going to give up completely on George, I figured I couldn’t put all my eggs in his basket. So, I was surprised when on Tuesday, George invited me to lunch at his private club. I tried to temper my excitement in case it was going to be another meeting that ended in his non-committal. Three hours later, I was practically skipping into my office with a signed contract from George Lipman.

      I knew I needed to let Val know, but first, I called Sofia.

      “You were right, less is more, Sof. I think when he thought I didn’t give a fuck about his business, he decided he wanted me to represent him.”

      “Oh Jake, that’s fantastic. We’ll have to celebrate.”

      After that, I let Val know.

      “Let me tell the partners,” she said.

      “Why?” This was my ticket into partnership.

      “Less is more,” Val said, repeating what I’d explained to her about the gala. “Plus, Lipman is a client you’d be able to take with you if you left. If I do it, all this, your marriage, your hooking Lipman doesn’t look obvious.” She tapped her finger on her desk. “In fact, maybe I’ll hint that you’ve been approached by other firms.”

      “Whatever it takes.” As I headed home that night, I swore I could feel my partnership invite coming. But for now, I was thrilled to have Lipman’s business. I burst into the apartment and grabbed Sofia in a hug as I twirled her around. Then we celebrated by going out to dinner.
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        * * *

      

      It took nearly two weeks, but the invite finally came. I was going to be a full-fledged partner. That Friday night after the partners gave me the news, I felt like I was on air as I rushed home to tell Sofia. I threw open the door, ran in and skidded to a stop in the kitchen where she was putting cookies in a box. When the cookies were safe, I scooped her up in my arms.

      “We did it, Sof. Fucking-a, I’m a partner.”

      “Oh, Jake.” She hugged me. “That’s fantastic.”

      I twirled her around once and then set her down. “Where’s that expensive champagne Wallace got us for our wedding?”

      “It’s in the liquor cupboard.”

      “Come on, we’re celebrating.” I took her hand and went to the cupboard. I grabbed the bottle of champagne and then found the two flutes that had come with it. Then I led her to the couch, popped the cork and poured. “To the new partner of Wallace, Ackerman and Dunne, and the woman who helped him get there.”

      “Cheers.” She clinked her glass with mine and we sipped.

      “Fuck, that’s good.” I sat on the couch and patted the spot next to me. “Come on, Sof, let's get lit on expensive champagne.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so happy.”

      “I am happy, Sof.” I dropped my head back on the couch. “I’ve worked so fucking hard for this.” I lifted my head again to look at her. “Thank you for this.”

      “I didn’t do anything, Jake.”

      “You married me. You baked for the office. You helped me land Lipman.” I took her hand in mine and kissed it.

      “Those were all hoops. You had to be a good lawyer to earn your partnership.”

      I nodded. “Now I need to get you your bakery. I’m sorry we haven’t found anything suitable.”

      “We will. Or I’ll have to settle.”

      She’d toured many places and even had me check out a couple of them, but none seemed to pull her enough to want to sign a lease. “No settling, Sofia. We’ll find it.”

      She turned slightly, bringing her feet under her. “I know we need to stay married a little longer, but I should probably start looking for a new place to live too.”

      I frowned. I liked living with Sofia. She was fun. She made the apartment smell amazing with her baking. And she was like a good luck charm. Plus, it was nice to come home and have someone to tell about my day. “We’ve got time for that.” I finished my champagne and poured us both more.

      Fortunately, she didn’t press the issue. “To Jake Dunne, esquire.”

      I snorted, feeling the effects of the champagne kick in. “That doesn’t sound right, does it? Jake Dunne is so pedestrian. Not like Sofia Bellini. Lipman was right, you should be an actress.”

      “I like baking.”

      “Besides, you’re Sofia Dunne now. Sorry I ruined your name.” Although I sort of liked it.

      “You didn’t ruin it. Besides, it’s Sofia Bellini Dunne,” she said, pushing my hair off my forehead.

      “That sounds like a dancer. You have great legs for a dancer.”

      This time she snorted. “They’re too short and a little too full for that.”

      “What do you mean?” I lifted her apron to peer at her legs in her shorts.

      “I mean dancers have long skinny legs. My boobs are too big too.”

      What the fuck? I looked at her in shock. “That’s not possible.”

      “It’s true.”

      I shook my head as I finished my second glass of champagne. “Your tits are perfect.” I started to reach out to touch one, but then somehow, through the fog of champagne brain, I remembered I wasn’t supposed to.

      “Not for dancing they’re not.”

      “Dancing is fucked up then.” I reached for the champagne bottle. “One glass left. You want it?”

      She shook her head. “It’s yours, you earned it.”

      I poured the champagne as she took her apron off.

      “See,” I said, pointing toward her chest with my champagne glass. “Perfect.” Still holding the champagne flute, I extended a finger and ran it along the scooped line of her t-shirt. Her nipples puckered and my dick immediately filled. “And you have no control over your tits, either.”

      She looked down at my groin. “How long has he been like that?”

      I laughed and turned back, letting my head fall again against the back of the couch and my eyes close. “Since the day you took your clothes off at the lake.”

      She didn’t say anything for a minute, and I thought perhaps I’d gone too far. I opened my eyes to apologize, but she didn’t look offended. She was looking at my dick. Then she licked her lips, and fuck, I nearly came in my pants.

      Her eyes lifted to mine. Our gazes held and it was like electricity arced between us. I felt her hand on my dick, gently rubbing.

      “Sofia.”

      She ignored me, undoing my pants and then releasing my dick. She stroked him and I was helpless to do anything but close my eyes again and savor the sensation. That was until I felt something hot and wet. I opened my eyes and her lips were around my cock.

      “Ah, fuck.” My hips bucked up, wanting to fuck her mouth. I weaved my fingers through her hair, holding her there as her mouth slid over my aching dick. I set my glass on the table behind the couch and leaned over to run my hand over her ass, squeezing the soft skin of her thighs where her shorts ended. My brain hiccupped and the memory of the last two times we were together flashed.

      “Sofia.” I gently pushed her off my dick. “This never goes well for us.”

      “Third times the charm, right?”

      My dick was screaming, “That’s right…fuck her.” Instead, I said, “What about the annulment?”

      Hesitation flashed in her eyes, and my dick cursed me for making her stop. But then she said, “We’ll lie or find another way.”

      I stared at her, blowing out a long breath to keep from jumping her. “Honey, you need to be sure. Really sure. I don’t want to hurt you. I don’t want to lose our friendship.”

      Her expression looked sad. “Do you want me?”

      “You know I do.” All she had to do was look at my dick standing up straight out of my pants.

      “I want you too.” She straddled my thighs and slipped her shirt off over her head. Her tits were cradled in a pretty lavender lace bra. I was helpless to do anything except lean forward and suck on her tit. I pulled away, looking at the wet spot her hard nipple filled. I reached behind her, unclasping her bra, freeing her gorgeous globes.

      “I dream about these,” I said as I cupped them, then devoured them with my mouth. She moaned and her denim-covered pussy rubbed against my dick. I growled as the friction sent my blood into overdrive. “You make me fucking crazy.”

      In a frenzy, I got her undressed and my pants pushed down far enough to not hinder me. Then I pulled her over my shaft. I sucked on her nipples while my hands encouraged her to take me in.

      She rubbed her pussy over my tip and it was all I could do to keep from thrusting up. I was determined this time to let her lead or to, at the very least, have some control.

      She took in my tip, her entrance contracting around me and I saw stars.

      “Take it all, Sofia. I’m fucking dying here.”

      “You’re so big, Jake.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a concern or a compliment. Since I’d fucked her before, I decided it was a compliment. “You make him that way, baby.”

      My fingers gripped her hips as she slowly took me in until finally, I was steeped deep inside her. She felt so fucking good. She rocked her hips and another blast of white lights went off in my head.

      “Ride me, Sof. I need you to ride me.” My hands moved, helping her get the motion and rhythm. She was wrong about dancing. She had the perfect body for the dance we were doing.

      “Oh God, Jake.” She gasped and her hand clenched my shoulders. Her movements increased and her head dropped back as she sought her own pleasure. Her tits bounced in front of me. I stuck my tongue out, licking one and then the other. I kneaded her ass and helped her move faster and harder. My dick was so hard, he was probably going to come out of his skin.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come.” I gritted my teeth, wanting to wait for her. Wanting her to do the honor of getting me off. I flicked my thumb over her clit. She cried out and her pussy clamped down tight on my cock.

      I roared out my release as she shot me to oblivion. My hips bucked and rocked as pulse after pulse of my orgasm swept through my body.

      She collapsed against me, her head resting on my shoulder. Even as the rest of her body went completely lax, her pussy squeezed and massaged my dick until I was sure I was dry.

      Our breaths heaved in and out like bellows. I held her, too afraid to look at her in case she regretted what we’d just done. It wasn’t until I felt dampness on my balls that panic set in—and it wasn’t about regret.

      “Fuck, Sofia.”

      “What?” She lifted her head and stared at me with concerned eyes.

      “I didn’t use a condom.” A part of me felt like pushing her off my dick, and yet, I knew the damage was already done.

      She pressed her hands to my cheeks. “It’s okay. I’m on the pill.”

      “What?” My brain couldn’t compute.

      “The pill. Birth control. Like a condom, only in pill form.”

      “Thank fuck.” Relief washed through me. Then curiosity. “When did you do that?”

      “After you got Lipman as your client.”

      What the hell? “I got Lipman and you thought that meant you should go on the pill?”

      “You swept in here hugging me and so happy and I wanted to take all my clothes off again.”

      I grinned. “I do have that effect on you.”

      “I figured it was only a matter of time before I wouldn’t be able to help myself.”

      “I do like it when you take your clothes off.” Then wanting to make sure she was okay; I rubbed my hands up her back. “No regrets this time?”

      “Not for me. How about you?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Does that mean we can do it again some time?” She wiggled her ass and my dick took notice. Yep, this marriage arrangement with benefits was getting better all the time.
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      For once, having sex with Jake was exactly as I’d dreamed it would be. Not that the times before were bad. The actual act was very, very good. But afterward, we seemed to bungle it all up. This time though, there were no regrets or awkwardness. Instead, once we got the whole birth control issue out of the way, Jake switched our positions and we started all over. He went down on me and holy cow, what that man could do with his tongue, and then he fucked me and had me writhing underneath him.

      With his goal accomplished, I wondered how much longer I needed to be his wife, but since spending time with him was so great, not just naked but hanging out as well, I decided not to worry about it. It would be suspicious if we split up right after getting his partnership, plus I didn’t have a place to live yet.

      So our marriage of convenience went on, only better. Jake got up when I did, went running and then was back before I had to go to work. He often tried to entice me to take a shower with him, and sometimes he succeeded. Because he was up earlier, he went to work earlier and then was home for us to have dinner together. He’d often help me with my baking orders. We had a lot of sex, but that wasn’t all we did. We watched movies on TV or took a walk in the park. The truth was, all my teenage fantasies about Jake had now come true.

      The only problem was the call I got about my brother Tony’s birthday party. Jake was invited too. The issue wasn’t whether we’d both go, but if we’d go together as friends and if we could hide that we’d been spending time together.

      “We both live in the city and we’re friends, it makes sense that we go together,” Jake said the day before, while we rode the elevator back to the apartment after getting some groceries to make dinner.

      “I’ve been here for years and never mentioned you. Won’t that be weird?”

      “We can tell them the truth; your friend Gina brought you to a party I was at.”

      That made sense so I agreed, but as I rode next to him in his car toward home, I still worried. “You’re not concerned Tony will figure us out?”

      “I am a little,” Jake said. “But we remembered to take the rings off and leave them at home and chances are, none of our friends in New York will be there. As long as you can keep your clothes on and hands off me, we should be okay.” He gave me a playful grin.

      “Have you given the same lecture to your dick?”

      He laughed. “He’s a hopeless cause around you. But I think with your family around, he’ll behave.”

      We arrived at my parents’ restaurant where all the family celebrations took place a half hour early, since I was bringing the cake and a few other baked goodies and needed the time to set them out.

      “Ready?” Jake asked as he turned off the car after parking.

      “I hope so.”

      We walked into the restaurant together.

      “Sofia!” my mother exclaimed as she rushed to me and gave me a hug. It was like she hadn’t seen me in a really long time. Granted, it had been several months, but still.

      “Jake, thank you so much for bringing our Sofia home to us. I worry so much about her being in the city all by herself.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Jake said.

      “Mama, help me put the cake and cookies out,” I said, wanting to create some distance between Jake and me.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Hey, there’s the big man of the city.” My brother Tony came in from the kitchen.

      “Tony, happy birthday,” Jake said, handing a box of cookies to my mother.

      “Happy birthday, Tony,” I said, giving him a kiss on the cheek.

      “You bring me something sweet?” he asked, looking at the boxes.

      “Of course.”

      “You didn’t steal any sweets from my little sis, did you, Jake?”

      Jake choked. “No. I’d never do that.”

      I hurried to the kitchen to arrange my food on platters and get Tony’s cake displayed. When I came out, more people had arrived. Most were friends of Tony’s since we were kids.

      “How is the big city?” Vera asked as I got a glass of wine ready to enjoy the festivities.

      “I love it,” I said.

      She sighed. “It must be very exciting.”

      I studied her, wondering if she was dissatisfied in her life. She and my brother had been married for several years and had a few kids. As far as I knew, that had been her goal in life. She came from a traditional family as I did.

      “It is.”

      “Don’t you ever get lonely?”

      “In a city with millions of people? No. I like my boss. I have friends. There’s always something to do.” I took a sip of my wine.

      “What about love and family?”

      “I still have time for that.” I scanned the room looking for Jake. Donna Danielli was talking to him. I narrowed my eyes as she ran a finger down the front of his shirt. I wanted to rip her extensions out and whip Jake with them for letting her touch him. That might have given Jake and me away, so I downed my wine. I got another glass and continued to mingle with my brother’s friends, all the while hyperaware at how women were falling all over themselves to get to Jake.

      “Sofia!” Mary rushed over to me.

      “Mary, I didn’t know you’d be here!” I gave her a hug.

      “I’m so glad you made it. I hear life in the city is fabulous.”

      “I do love it.”

      “I heard you came with Jake,” Mary said, pointing toward him where another woman had him cornered.

      “I did,” I answered, tightly.

      “Anything between you two? I know you always had a crush on him.”

      “That’s long gone. Who wants to be with a guy who can’t make his mind up about women?”

      Mary looked over to Jake. “He’s like a light that draws the moths.”

      “I noticed Donna was all over him earlier.”

      “Yes, well she’s recently divorced from Carlo.” Mary picked up one of my cookies. “God, these are so good.”

      “Thank you. What about her?” I referred to the unknown woman who laughed at something Jake said and took the opportunity to step closer to him.

      Mary looked back at Jake. “That’s Theresa Peters. She’s new in town. She’s been here about six months.”

      “I guess she’s single?”

      “No, but her husband works in the city and isn’t home a lot. The rumor is that she’s gotten to know most of the men in town, if you know what I mean.”

      I watched as Tony approached Jake and Theresa, putting his hand on her lower back and leaning in. I got a weird feeling.

      “Tony too?”

      Mary didn’t say anything so I turned to her.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “But maybe?”

      She gave me a sad look. “Maybe. There are rumors.”

      What? “Does Vera know?”

      “You know how it is, Sofia. Everyone knows all the gossip, true or not.”

      I immediately wanted to invite Vera to the city with me so she could live a little, but of course, she couldn’t do that while married to my brother.

      “Do my parents know?”

      She shrugged again. “I don’t know.”

      I watched my brother, Jake and Theresa converse in the corner. It became clear that my brother didn’t like her attention on Jake as he maneuvered to create space between them. That, of course, gave Donna the in she needed to get back near Jake. He smiled at her and answered whatever question she had.

      He sipped his drink, his gaze catching on mine. He winked and then gave his attention back to the group.

      I needed air. “Mary, I’m going to check on the cake.”

      “Yeah, sure. Hey, Sofia. About Tony. I don’t know anything for sure. It could all just be a rumor.”

      “Yeah, you’re probably right.” I gave her a smile, even though inside I was furious and sad all at the same time. I went into the kitchen and checked the cake. It was fine, of course. Being away from the crowd gave me the opportunity to go out back.

      I leaned against the wall and sucked in the warm, humid night air. I wondered what the fuck was wrong with my brother. I knew infidelity wasn’t uncommon, but I’d never have thought my brother would cheat. How could he justify that?

      “Hiding?” Jake’s voice came from the back door.

      “Just needed air.” I looked around him to see if anyone was watching. “Escape from your harem?”

      His eyes narrowed as if he wasn’t sure if I was kidding or serious. “You okay?”

      “Did Donna get her talons in you?”

      He came to stand in front of me. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were jealous.”

      I didn’t respond, which I supposed was a confirmation.

      “I thought we agreed that we needed to hide what we’re doing.”

      I nodded. “You’re doing a good job.”

      He sighed. “I got caught watching your ass, Sofia.”

      “What?”

      “I told Tony I was looking to see what food was out, but he was right. I was watching your ass. So yes, I’m letting Donna hit on me, but I’m not hitting back. She never was my type.”

      “You have a type?” I quipped, wishing I could control my jealousy.

      “Yes. Petite brunettes with feisty attitudes and sassy mouths.” He rested his hand on the wall beside my head and leaned in slightly.

      I stared into his blue eyes.

      He frowned and used his other hand to push a wisp of my hair away from my face. “What’s made you so sad, Sofia?”

      “Is Tony cheating on Vera?”

      His stare was blank, and then he sighed. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Jake.”

      “I swear, I don’t know.”

      “He’s your friend,” I said.

      “That doesn’t mean he tells me who he’s screwing.” Jake looked toward the door and then back at me. “Remember how I told you he usually comes to the city once a month and we hang out?”

      I nodded.

      “He didn’t come this last month, at least not to see me. But I did get a call from Vera.” He looked down. “I covered for him, Sofia.”

      “You what?” I hit him lightly with the palm of my hand on his chest.

      “I know. I hated doing it. I called him and he wouldn’t tell me what was going on—”

      “But you suspect he’s cheating?”

      “I didn’t want to. I talked myself into thinking it was something else.”

      “But…” I prompted him.

      “But he sure didn’t like that woman, Theresa, talking to me.”

      I covered my face with my hands.

      “Hey.” Jake took one hand from me and held it.

      “Why do men do that?”

      “Women do it too, Sof.”

      “Why does anyone do it? Why can’t people be honest and true?”

      He shook his head. “When I did divorce cases, I remember sitting in a room with men and women who at one time loved each other so much that they decided to spend their lives together, and somehow ended up despising each other. I don’t know how that happens, Sof, which is why I plan to stay away from marriage.”

      I couldn’t blame him.

      “Come here.” He pulled me from the wall and wrapped his arms around me.

      “It’s hard to think that someone I love and admire would cheat.”

      “I know.”

      “Sofia?” I heard my mother’s voice calling from the kitchen.

      Jake immediately released me and took a step back from the wall, putting space between us.

      “Yes, Mama. I’m out back.”

      The door opened. “What are you doing out here?” She looked at me and then Jake.

      “Just getting air,” I said.

      “Me too,” Jake added.

      “The ladies crowding you too much, Jake? You used to like that,” my mother teased.

      Jake laughed. “Out of practice, Mrs. Bellini.”

      “Well, come in. We’re ready to eat dinner.” My mother disappeared back into the building.

      “Are you going to be okay?” Jake asked.

      “Yes. I’m just very disappointed in my brother.”

      “I understand.”

      “Jake?” I said as he turned to go into the restaurant. “Would you ever cheat?”

      “No.”

      “How do you know? Did Tony know he was the type to cheat?”

      Jake sighed. “Would you cheat, Sofia? Is there a circumstance where you’d think it’s okay?”

      I couldn’t think of one. “No.”

      He rubbed his hands on my arms. “We don’t know what’s going on with Tony and Vera, which is not to say it’s okay if he’s cheating. But we can’t ever know what’s really going on with people, can we?”

      “I guess not.”

      “Come on, let’s go eat. I’m starving for your mother’s dinner and your sweets.”

      I let him lead me back into the restaurant. I put on a brave face, smiling as I celebrated my brother’s birthday. But inside, I wondered why people got married or stayed married if they weren’t going to be faithful.

      I supposed in some ways, this wake-up call was a good thing. For one, it would keep me from thinking that Jake’s and my marriage of convenience could become something more, which admittedly I had moments of thinking about. And it could provide a good reason to end the marriage when the time came.
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      I wasn’t as surprised as Sofia was about the possibility of Tony cheating on his wife. Disappointed? Yes. Pissed that I was put in the position of having to cover for him to his wife or answer for him to Sofia? Yes. But Tony’s relationships had always been a little fluid, at least in high school. He also let his family dictate his life instead of pursuing his own. He was destined to take over the family restaurant, marry a local Italian girl and have babies from the day he was born. He accepted that, apparently. He wasn’t like Sofia, who had her own hopes and dreams.

      I didn’t know if Tony had hoped for more. He never said anything about hopes or dreams. I always thought he was a little lazy, which was how he ended up in a life he seemed not to like. I couldn’t imagine not yet being thirty and being stuck with a life that didn’t bring me joy or excitement or passion. I supposed that was what he was looking for if he was fucking that Theresa woman. But I was of the opinion that having excitement and passion shouldn’t be at the expense of others, in this case, his family. I hated to see how devastated Sofia was at the possibility that her big brother, a man she loved and admired, was falling short in a big way.

      It was a reminder to me to always try to be my best. It also made the need to find a bakery for Sofia more urgent. She needed to live her best life too.

      Over the next few weeks, I took some of my own time to research options for Sofia, as our realtor wasn’t quite hitting what Sofia wanted, although my searches weren’t yielding anything much better. That was until I found a perfect spot. It was a block from the park on 7th avenue, putting it in a great spot for people who went to Central Park, Carnegie Hall or Broadway. But what made it perfect was that it had a studio apartment above it that went with the business location. It wasn’t cheap, but based on the quality of Sofia’s baked goods and her solid business plan, I thought after my initial start-up help, she’d be able to support herself well there. Perhaps I’d even continue to be involved as a silent partner, as it could be a good financial investment.

      I called our agent, Jane, and asked her to make arrangements for Sofia and I to see the place when Sofia was off from her job. When I got the confirmation of the appointment, I texted Sofia and told her I had a surprise and gave her the address to meet me.

      Then I went to meet with Val on a case we had that looked like it would end up in court.

      “How’s married life?” She asked me when I took the drink she offered and sat on the couch.

      “Not bad,” I admitted.

      She cocked her head. “Perhaps it will take root?”

      I was shaking my head before she finished. “Sofia and I get along, but I’ve seen where marriage leads and I’d hate to end up resenting her or having her hate me.” I thought of Tony and how he was probably fucking up his marriage.

      “You know that in divorce law, all you see are the bad ones.”

      “Yes, and I also know there are plenty of bad ones that never make it to divorce.” I shivered at the thought of living an unhappy life in silence.

      “Surely there are some good ones?” She said.

      I frowned. “Since when are you into fairytales?”

      She shrugged. “I like Sofia. I like you better with her in your life.”

      What did that mean? Not wanting to hash out my relationship with Sofia with my mentor, I changed the subject. “What’s the plan if Jorgensen doesn’t take this deal?”

      She smirked at me, clearly knowing my ploy to get off the subject. But thankfully, she didn’t press me. We spent the next hour talking about the case. When I was done, I reviewed my work for Lipman and checked in with my secretary, letting her know I’d be out for the afternoon.

      I ordered a car to take me to midtown to meet Sofia. I was excited about the prospect of this building for her, and hoped it was as good in reality as it appeared on the Internet.

      I was waiting outside when Jane showed up.

      “This has an apartment with it,” she said. “You don’t need that do you? I haven’t been looking for that.”

      Not wanting to give away Sofia’s and my situation, I said, “I thought it would be a good investment opportunity. Or perhaps one of Sofia’s employees would need a place to stay.”

      “If that’s what you’d like me to consider, I’ll add that to the list of features.”

      I noticed Sofia walking toward us.

      “Did you take the subway?” I asked, giving her a husbandly kiss on the cheek.

      She nodded. “Yep.”

      “Why not take a car?”

      “Subway is cheaper.”

      I frowned. “We can afford for you to take a car.”

      She studied me, probably wondering what the big deal was. I wasn’t sure what the big deal was, and yet it was there.

      “Old habits,” she finally said. “Hi, Jane. So, what’s my surprise?”

      I put my arm around her shoulders, turning her to the front of the building. “Bakery space that has a studio apartment.” Just to make sure she didn’t give away our fake marriage, I added, “in case you have an employee who needs a place or we can rent it out for extra income.”

      “Jake, it sounds perfect!” Her eyes shone up at me and I felt like prince-fucking-charming.

      “Shall we take a look?” Jane asked.

      The space was small, just enough for eight to ten tables, but there was space for a refrigerated display case for her baked goods as well as for a coffee machine. In the back, the kitchen was tight but it had a stove and over and under oven unit, a sink and walk-in freezer.

      Sofia’s eyes were wide with wonder and delight.

      “Will this work? It’s small,” I asked.

      “I’ll need a commercial mixer, a refrigerator and a couple of worktables in here. The ovens look like they could use a good scrub but if they work, they’ll do.”

      “It will be tight.”

      She looked up at me. “It’s perfect.”

      Unable to help myself, I leaned forward and kissed her. I wanted to taste her joy and happiness.

      “Want to see the studio?” Jane asked.

      “Yes, please.”

      “The entrance is from the outside, but it’s right next door.”

      We followed Jane outside the bakery space to the next door.

      “There are several apartments in this building. If you didn’t want the studio, we might be able to negotiate just the bakery.”

      She opened the door to the apartment. It was tiny, but had all the requisite needs; bath, kitchen, closet and enough space for a bed and dresser.

      “It’s about five-hundred-and-fifty square feet,” Jane said.

      I looked to Sofia. “It’s small too.”

      She looked like she had entered the Land of Oz.

      “Let me give you time to look at it. I’ll meet you on the street.”

      “Thank you, Jane.”

      When she left, I watched as Sofia opened the few cabinets in the kitchen and checked out the tiny bathroom.

      When she came back in the living area, she said, “I can see myself here.”

      Disappointment pierced my gut, surprising me. This was what she wanted. I felt like a king being able to give it to her. So why was I also feeling like I was about to lose my best friend? “We should run the numbers before committing to it.”

      She nodded. “I’ll do it right away. I don’t want to lose this place.”

      Again, I felt a pang of sadness at her words.

      “It’s not far from your place. You can be my first regular.”

      I smiled, wanting to feel her joy and excitement. I loved that I was going to be able to deliver her dreams and yet I couldn’t feel happy about it. The fact that I couldn’t unsettled me.

      “Let’s go talk to Jane.”

      I was heading to the door, when Sofia launched herself into my arms. “Thank you, Jake.”

      I hugged her back. “It’s part of the deal.”

      She released me, and for the first time since she saw the building and realized what it was, her joy dissipated. I didn’t know why, but I kicked myself for saying something that made it disappear.

      I took her hand. “What will you call it?”

      “You don’t like Sofia’s Sweet Treats?” she said of her online business.

      “I love your sweet treats,” I said, giving her ass a pat and hoping I was able to convince her that I was excited for her.

      “Are we talking about baked goods?” She slanted her gaze up at me as we walked down the stairs toward the building exit.

      “No.” I winked.

      “If you’re lucky, you’ll get both kinds of Sofia’s sweet treats tonight.”

      My dick like that idea, but even he was a little subdued, considering we were going to celebrate her impending departure from our lives.

      We met with Jane in another café around the corner to get more details and then I left Sofia to run the numbers while I went back to the office.

      With each step, I hoped she’d think the rent was too high once my initial investment was done, which was crazy. This was the deal we made. She’d help me make partner and I’d help her get her bakery. So why was the idea of that finally happening making me feel like I’d been punched in the gut?

      Back at the office, I pushed my crazy feelings aside and got to work. This had been my goal and dream, and I was living it. Using the law to help my clients and punish others who did wrong or tried to take advantage of my clients was what I’d wanted in life. Sure, it was awesome to have Sofia there when I got home, ready to hear about my day and asking me to test her daily baking concoctions. I couldn’t deny how much I liked it when she climbed into my bed, warm, soft and naked, taking my body into hers.

      But that would pass. Everlasting love was a gimmick to sell movie tickets and romance novels. Tony was proof of that. Vera must have been fucking pissed at the fraud perpetuated by princess stories she was told while growing up.

      Why the hell was I even thinking about love? What Sofia and I had was a mutual respect and affection, explosive attraction and a shared desire to live our dreams. That wasn’t love. And while it was fun, it wasn’t something that would last forever.

      My phone rang, jarring me from my crazy thoughts. “Jake Dunne.”

      “Hey Jake, Tony.”

      Speak of the devil. “Tony, hi. What’s up?”

      “I’ll be heading to the city next week and thought we’d meet up for a beer or something.”

      “Sure.” I sat back in my seat, wondering if I should come right out and ask about his marriage.

      “Listen, how often do you see Sofia?” he asked.

      I stiffened as I wondered if I’d been caught. “Occasionally.”

      “Would you know why she was a bitch to me at my birthday and is giving me the brush off.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe? What kind of answer is that? We’re friends, dude. Friends share shit like that.”

      “Sofia is my friend too.”

      “What the fuck, man?”

      Worrying that he might read too much into my being Sofia’s friend, I said, “She saw the way you were with that Theresa woman.”

      “So? She and I are friends.”

      “I thought friends shared shit, Tony,” I blurted.

      There was silence on the other end of the phone. I’d been friends with Tony since kindergarten, so I knew his silence meant he was pissed.

      “Look, if you’re fucking around on your wife, that’s your business. But you’re an asshole to do it in front of her and your family.”

      “You don’t know shit, Jake.”

      “It’s your life man. It doesn’t matter if you lie to me, but you should think twice about lying to your family or yourself.”

      There was silence again. I was about to hang up when Tony said, “You have a life, Jake. You got out of this godforsaken town. I’m stuck.”

      I let out a breath. “I feel for you, Tony, but cheating on your wife doesn’t change your being stuck. It just makes you a cliché.”

      “Fuck you, man.”

      “You rather I blow smoke up your ass?” I turned in my chair to look out the window, as if the change of scenery would help this conversation. “You want me to say that it’s okay to lie to your wife and family? To stick your dick inside another woman? Another woman who’s married?”

      “I didn’t see you pushing her away at my party.”

      “If you think I would have taken her up on her offer, you don’t know me, Jake.”

      “Oh, come on. Everyone knows Jake has had more women than any other man in this town.”

      “I’m not married and neither were they.”

      He scoffed. “So you have standards? You wouldn’t lie to have a good fuck?”

      Guilt skittered along my spine. I was lying to him about Sofia. I let out a breath. “Look, you asked me about Sofia and I told you. I think she’s disappointed that you’d cheat. She looks up to you, man. But what you do, it’s not my business. If you’re okay with it, who am I to tell you different?”

      “That’s right. You have no say.” He let out an explicative, then his voice changed. “I’m fucking drowning here.”

      “If you’re unhappy in your marriage, why not leave?” I could certainly recommend a good firm.

      “That’s just it. I love Vera. I love my kids.”

      That didn’t make sense.

      “It’s the rest of this shit. I woke up one day and realized I was running a restaurant and married with kids and none of it I planned. I’ve been fucking sleepwalking through life, and when I woke up, I didn’t like where I was.”

      “So leave,” I said again. “Take the wife and kids and make a new life.”

      “Doing what? I don’t have any college education like you. All I know is running a restaurant.” There was a long sigh. “Sofia was always the smarter one. She got out.”

      “Tony, it’s not too late for you. You have choices. If you need help, I can help—”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      “I’m not talking about money. I’m talking about support. Connections. Friendship.” I paused. “You first need to decide what you want. Once you do, you grow a pair of balls and go after it.”

      “It’s fucking easy for you to say.”

      “Why? None of what I have was given to me, Tony.” I thought about all I’d gone through to get what I had, including encouraging Tony’s sister to marry me so I could get a partnership. Tony would fucking flog me if he knew that. He’d call me a hypocrite while he did it, and he’d be right. Still, I went on. “I knew what I wanted and made it happen. I worked hard and had some failures. Only a weak man coasts through life, Tony. You’re not a weak man.”

      “We still on for that beer?”

      “Name the time and place.” When I got off the phone, I was even more unsettled than before. I knew everything I’d said to Tony was right, and yet, I was guilty too. I wasn’t cheating on Sofia, but I was betraying him and my family by living a lie in New York.

      The answer was to end this farce, but like Tony, I felt stuck in the hole I’d dug. If I ended things with Sofia now, the partners might get suspicious. Being a partner didn’t mean I was set for life. The partners could accuse me of some sort of fraud or conduct unbecoming and vote me out. It would be a weak case, considering they’d not voted me in because of my work but because I’d been married, but they’d deny that. Whatever the case, it could be harmful to my reputation, which could hurt my career.

      Then there were my relationships with Tony, his family and my own family. I could only imagine what Sofia’s family would think of me marrying her so I could get a promotion. Especially if it came out that I was fucking her.

      Nope, I wasn’t much better than Tony at all.
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      I felt like I was walking on air. The location Jake found for my bakery was perfect. A little small maybe, but the location was excellent and, as a bonus, it included a place to live. It was a little small too, but I was a small person and didn’t have a lot of stuff. The only issue was whether or not I could afford the rent once I was on my own. I still couldn’t believe Jake was willing to finance my startup, especially in exchange for help on his partnership, something he surely would have eventually gotten on his own. I almost felt guilty about it.

      The first thing I did when I got back to his apartment was to start running the numbers. The rent was high, but that was partly because of the location and partly because it included a studio apartment. But if I could keep my overhead to a reasonable amount and sell enough baked goods, I could manage. A thrill ran up my spine. I was excited and yet nervous too. Could I really do this? Could I really own my own bakery? Having grown up with parents who owned a restaurant, I’d learned a lot about owning a food-related business, but I’d never run one before.

      You can do this, Sofia.

      I read through the lease again, just to make sure I wasn’t missing an obscure item that could hurt me legally or financially. Jake had said it was fairly typical, but that he’d go over it again when he got home.

      I also checked my numbers, not just for running the bakery but the things I’d need to buy to get it up and running. The place would also need a good scrub and new décor. I figured I could do that on my own, perhaps with some help from my friends.

      Feeling excited, I decided I needed to thank Jake. He was a fan of frosting, so I started baking some sugar cookies and cupcakes, both of which had frosting. As it neared time for him to be home, I rushed back to my room and changed my clothes. Or, more accurately, took my clothes off and put on my apron. He’d told me once about a fantasy of me just in my apron. I figured it was the least I could do, since he was funding my bakery.

      Then I headed back to the kitchen where I filled my piping bag with frosting and began to swirl it on the cupcakes.

      When the door opened, another thrill went through me, although it wasn’t about my bakery.

      “Sofia?” Jake called.

      “In the kitchen.”

      I heard a growl when he entered. His hands slid over my ass. “You forgot your pants.”

      I laughed. “Did I?”

      I turned around to him.

      “You’re a wet dream come true.” He pressed his hips against mine to show me his reaction. I always felt so feminine and powerful that I could do that to him.

      I looked up into his eyes, and while I saw desire, I also saw fatigue or concern. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yep.” He leaned over and kissed my neck. “Mmm, you taste sweet, Sofia.” He loosened the tie on my apron. “I want to taste you all over.” He lifted me to sit on the counter, pushing the cupcakes aside. With a wicked gleam in his eye, he swiped a finger through the frosting bowl and ran it along my collarbone. He followed it with his tongue, so soft and warm, it made my blood heat.

      He pulled the apron off of me, and then his eyes took inventory of me sitting naked on the counter.

      “Yep, a wet dream come true.” He picked up my piping bag, and holding it closed at the top as I’d shown him before, he used his other hand to squeeze a dollop of frosting through the open star tip onto one nipple and then the other. His gaze lifted to mine, and the heat and wild desire I saw there made my pussy clench. He ran his finger around the bowl again, and then brushed the frosting on my lips, again following it with his tongue before kissing me.

      I felt his heat and passion all the way to my toes. I wanted to pull him close, to feel his cock against my pussy, but he pulled back. He held my breasts in his hands, and then he ran his tongue around my nipple before sucking it into his mouth and devouring the frosting. He made an mmm sound that reverberated through my whole body.

      “Jake.”

      “You taste so good, Sofia.” He sucked the frosting off my other nipple, and I gasped as need coiled tighter in my belly.

      He lifted his head, his eyes blazing hot. “I want more.” He picked up the piping bag again and pushed my thighs apart. My pussy throbbed as I realized what he planned to do.

      “You don’t need this because you taste sweet already.” He squeezed the sweet confection over my other lips. He set it down, and then leaned over, his hands opening my thighs wider. “Fuck, this is going to be good.”

      “Jake.” My voice was a cross between a moan and begging, as I ran my fingers through his thick, dark hair.

      “Hold on, Sofia. I’m going to drive you crazy.”

      Electric sparks shot through my body at his words. He wasn’t even touching me yet and already I felt like I was on the verge of combusting.

      “Yes, Jake, eat me.”

      He growled and then ran his tongue along my thigh.

      “Don’t tease me,” I begged him, as I pulled his head toward my pussy.

      Thankfully, he didn’t torture me. His tongue slid through my folds, sending a delicious wave of pleasure through me.

      “Yes, yes…more…please, more.”

      He swirled his tongue at my pussy entrance and then ran it up again, lightly brushing my clit.

      My hips were already gyrating with need. My breath was coming quicker. “Make me come, Jake.”

      “Let me feast here, Sof. You taste so fucking good.” His mouth was on me again, sending a torrent of need and pleasure whipping through my body. I wanted it to last forever and at the same time, I needed to come now.

      He sucked my clit and I cried out, as pressure ratcheted up. “Yes…more…”

      Then his tongue was inside me, lapping my pussy walls. I moaned as my hips moved, trying to fuck his tongue.

      “So good, Jake… I love your mouth on me…”

      He worked my pussy, alternating between my clit and entrance until I was writhing and begging for release.

      “Oh God…oh God…” My fingers gripped his head, holding him to my pussy. I had to come or die.

      “Come on, Sof,” he said. “I want to drink your juice.” With that, his tongue thrust inside me as his thumb flicked over my clit and he shot me to the stars. I screamed out his name as my whole body convulsed and spasmed in an orgasm that went on and on.

      I was still throbbing in bliss when he straightened and kissed me hard. I could taste myself, a mixture of me and sugary frosting.

      “I have to fuck you,” he said as his hands went to his pants. It occurred to me then, that my goal had been to seduce him.

      “I want a turn.” I pushed him back and undid his shirt.

      “I can’t wait,” he said, shoving his pants and boxer briefs down in one movement.

      I picked up the piping bag. “I’m hungry too, Jake.”

      He groaned. “Honey, I won’t last long.”

      I jumped down from the counter and, with my hand on his chest, pushed him back toward the kitchen table.

      “Chair or table?” I said, ignoring him.

      “Fuck.” He sat in the chair. His cock was standing straight up, looking hard, tight and red.

      I held my piping back over it.

      “I’m serious, Sof, I might come.”

      “That’s okay. I’d like to see that.”

      He growled again.

      I piped a dollop of frosting onto his tip.

      He hissed out a breath and his fingers gripped the chair. “Fuck, fuck, fuck…”

      I smiled, loving his reaction. I piped a second and third dollop on each of his balls, eliciting a long groan from him.

      “You’re torturing me.”

      “Let me take care of you, Jake.” I knelt between his thighs. I made an “mmm” sound.

      “Fuck…come on Sofia.” His hips bucked, and I could feel his need radiating off of him. He was coiled tight.

      I licked his ball, tasting the mixture of Jake and frosting. He hissed again. His breath came in sharp gasps. I sucked his other ball and his hand went to my head.

      “Baby…please…”

      How could I refuse that? “I want to drink your cum, Jake.”

      “Oh fuck…then you better hurry because I’m about ready.”

      I swirled my tongue over his tip, taking in the frosting as he let out another torturous groan. Wanting to please him, I sucked his dick deep in my mouth.

      “Yes…God, Sofia yes…” His hips bucked up. I moved my mouth over him, in time with his movements. Then I gripped him, and focused on the tip, running my tongue around the sensitive rim. “Fuck me with your mouth, Sof…I need to come…ah, fuck…I need to come.”

      I sucked him deep, taking him until his tip reached the back of my throat. He let out a long feral growl and then I tasted his warm essence as it coated my mouth. I worked him as he continued to thrust and pump his cum into my mouth until I couldn’t manage it. I removed my mouth but used my hand to finish him off. When his dick was finally flaccid, I looked up at him.

      His head was dropped back and his eyes were closed as his breath slowly returned to normal. “You fucking blow my mind,” he said

      “Good.” I straightened and straddled his thighs.

      His hands squeezed my ass. He finally lifted his head and looked at me. “You’re not going to offer this service at your bakery, are you?”

      I laughed. “Only for you, Jake.”

      He flinched slightly and only then did I realize that I’d made a comment that suggested we’d continue like this once our deal was done. That made me flinch too. Not that I didn’t like this arrangement, but I knew Jake wasn’t a forever sort of guy. Plus I had my own goals to achieve.

      Wanting to get us back on track I said, “I wanted to thank you for finding such a great spot. And it has a place to live. Two birds with one stone.”

      Something like sadness washed over his face. It was the same thing I saw when we toured the studio apartment. “I’m glad you liked it.”

      I tilted my head to study him. “Is something wrong?”

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t believe you. Something was up when you walked in.”

      “I forgot, because remember, you blew my mind.”

      I quirked a brow at him. “Really? Is everything okay?” Had his partnership fallen through?

      He sighed. “I got a call from Tony today.”

      “Oh?” I leaned back slightly, but Jake’s arms held me and pulled me back toward him.

      “He wants to meet up for a beer. He asked me why you were such a bitch—his word not mine—at his birthday.”

      I made a face. “Did you tell him?”

      “I wasn’t sure what was okay to say, but I did suggest that you had some concern over his behavior toward that woman…Theresa.”

      I nodded. “Did you ask him what was going on?”

      “He didn’t say he was fucking her specifically, but his responses suggest that he is.”

      My heart broke. I started to move off Jake. Why did men have to be such weak babies?

      Jake held me tighter. “I’m not him, Sofia.”

      “I know.” Although what would it matter? We were having a business arrangement that included sex. This wasn’t forever. And no commitments beyond our business deal had been made.

      “I felt like a hypocrite getting on his case for cheating while I was lying to him,” Jake said.

      “It’s not the same,” I said.

      “It’s a betrayal.”

      All of a sudden, I wondered if Jake was going to end this arrangement right now. Why not? He had his partnership. We’d chosen the bakery. He could help me get it set up without our being in this marriage.

      “So, you’re ready to end our deal?” Again, I tried to move off of him, feeling too vulnerable being naked and so close.

      “No. I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t think about it, but I still need you and we need to get your bakery and living situation set.”

      I was relieved that I had time, but I was hurt and sad too, that all this was going to come to an end. Which was dumb because of course it was going to end. I wanted it to end, didn’t I?

      Deciding to get back to the original topic, I asked, “are you meeting Tony?”

      “Yes. I don’t have a date or time yet, but I’ll let you know. I think it will be out at a bar so we don’t have to worry about him coming here.”

      “Is he going to leave Vera?”

      Jake sighed. “I don’t think so. He said he loves her and the kids.”

      I shook my head. “People don’t betray those they love.”

      “We’re betraying him.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      His head seesawed side to side. “He’ll see what I’ve done as a betrayal.”

      Looking into Jake’s blue eyes, I saw that it bothered him that he was having sex with his friend’s sister. I knew it had bothered him five years ago too. I guessed wanting a partnership was more important than that. Of course, at the time, our agreement was not to sleep together.

      “The thing is, Sofia, he feels trapped in a life he didn’t plan. That’s where you and I are different. We’re making our own destinies.”

      “That doesn’t make it okay for him to cheat.”

      “No, it doesn’t. I’m just saying what the situation is.”

      I nodded. “That could have been me, too.”

      “And now you’re about to have a bakery in New York City because you made different choices.” He stood, and set me on the table. “And now that I’ve caught my breath, I’m about to make a choice too.” He moved to the kitchen and came back with the bowl of frosting.

      My body tingled in anticipation of what he might do with it.

      “I’m hungry again, Sofia. Starved in fact.” He scooped up some frosting with his fingers and dragged it between my breasts and down over my belly. Then he grinned at me. “Dinner time.”
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      I loved frosting. I craved Sofia. The two together was like I’d gone to sweet sexy heaven. Coming home to Sofia naked except her apron certainly took the edge off after a long day. That brought a new wave of concern as I realized how used to Sofia being in my home I was getting. This marriage plan worked because it was a short-term deal, after which she and I could go our own ways. Sure, we’d still be friends, but there would be no business agreement or marriage. We’d each get what we wanted and no one had to know. No harm, no foul.

      Of course, that only worked if no attachments were made. As far as I could tell, Sofia was enjoying herself, but she didn’t appear to be developing stronger feelings. In fact, I suspected she’d move out tonight into her new place and bakery if her excitement over the viewing today was any indication. This was a good thing, and yet, I found myself feeling disappointed at the prospect of her leaving.

      Pushing all that aside, I focused on Sofia, worshiping her delectable body with my hands and mouth until she was coming on my tongue. Then I took care of my own urgent need by thrusting my cock inside her hot tight pussy. God, she felt so good. I pounded away until my own cum filled her.

      After a shower, I sat with her at the table I’d just fucked her on as she went over her projected numbers and I reread the lease. I had an urge to encourage her to hold off on taking the place, yet there was no good reason not to. It was perfect for her needs. So, she called Jane, and we made arrangements to complete the deal.

      “I can’t wait to get in there to clean and paint,” Sofia said, her eyes bright with excitement. As much as I was reluctant to let her go, I did enjoy seeing her so happy. Whatever happened in the future, I would have been a part of helping her reach her goals. I felt good about that.

      “Why don’t we hire a cleaning crew?”

      “I have to watch the budget,” she said, looking over her financial list again.

      “A cleaning crew would be faster and probably better at getting all the old grime out.”

      She was right in that it was an extra expense, and I probably should have been more frugal. I had money from my uncle’s inheritance and I did well in my job, but I wasn’t filthy rich. I needed some of my uncle’s money to invest as an equity partner, and I agreed to not only get Sofia set up in her new bakery, but to support it for a few months until she was making a profit.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “The sooner it’s clean, the sooner you can decorate and get your equipment in.”

      “Speaking of which,” Sofia said, grabbing her laptop “I did some research on the things I’d need.” She showed me the big mixer she’d need and then at a few styles of tables and chairs she liked. “I was thinking of a long bench on the wall, with tables and chairs, and then a few more tables, I think five or so would fit, in the rest of the space.”

      “We should measure, but that is a good idea.”

      She grinned up at me. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”

      I couldn’t help but smile back. “You deserve it, honey.”

      She shook her head. “I’m not sure my part of the deal is payment enough for yours.”

      I put my hand over hers. “It is. This partnership will get me bigger and better clients and more leverage in the firm. I’ll earn back my investment in you.”

      She looked down at her paperwork, biting her plump bottom lip. “I’m a little scared.”

      “What? Why?” Unable to help myself, I reached over and pulled her into my lap. If our time was limited, I wanted to get my fill of her.

      “This is a big thing. What if I don’t make money? What if I don’t make it fast enough? It would have been smarter to open a bakery in one of the boroughs or at home.”

      I shook my head at her. “Don’t downsize your dream, Sofia. You have an excellent product. All you need is a good marketing plan. You’ve already started. All your Internet customers who live near here will come to see you. You’ve built your Instagram with baked food porn. People will want to see and eat that in person.”

      “You’re right. I have to believe in myself.”

      “I believe in you, Sofia.”

      She smiled at me with such gratitude and sweetness that I felt like I’d given her the world. It was a heady feeling. One I wanted to keep having.

      We worked on her business plan, estimating how long it would be before she could have the place cleaned, decorated, furnished and hire an assistant cook and a server, so she could open.

      “This date would put us at nearly six months married which is what we agreed to. Will that be long enough for your partnership?”

      Her question surprised me. Had we really been married for several months already? Initially, I’d planned for six months of marriage, although we’d been flexible in that. At the time, it seemed like it would be an eternity and I wondered how I’d cope. Now, I realized, time was whizzing by. The plan was working better than I’d anticipated. This was fantastic, and yet, my chest constricted at the idea that the end was near. Or maybe it was heartburn. I had just consumed a lot of frosting.

      “We could say that my obsession with the bakery was taking a toll on the marriage. Plus maybe we were rash in getting married.”

      I swallowed but nodded. “Once we have this settled and ready for opening, I think we can start to bring our deal to an end.”

      She smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      “Did you want to be done sooner?” Was she ready to be done with our deal?

      She shook her head. “No. I’m happy with what we’ve set up.”

      Good. “I’ll call cleaners tomorrow.”

      “Jake, I really appreciate all you’re doing for me. But you don’t have to help me with the cleaning and decorating and all that. You’re already doing so much and I know you need to focus on your work.”

      “I want to help.” It was crazy how much I wanted to be a part of helping her achieve her dream aside from writing the checks.

      “Really? You’re not just saying that?”

      “Really. Besides, I might get more frosted Sofia out of it.”

      The next day, we completed the paperwork and I arranged for a cleaning crew to scrub down both the bakery and the studio apartment. In the meantime, Sofia ordered the equipment, supplies and furniture she needed. The following weekend, with the place gleaming and smelling fresh, Sofia and I began to paint the bakery.

      Her color scheme was white with a sea-foamy green and black. “You don’t worry it will be too cutesy?” I asked when I opened the can of pale pastel green paint.

      “Cutesy?” She made a face at me. “Is that another word for girlie?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not at all.” Well, sort of.

      “It will be pretty. Look.” She handed me her large journal book where she kept all her bakery notes and ideas. She’d sketched out a page that had her ideas for the décor, which included the green as an accent, several areas that had chalkboard paint, and lots of white to keep the small place bright. She was right. It looked sophisticated and yet friendly and fun.

      “It’ll be great.”

      We got our tarps and brushes out and began to paint on the largest wall that would have the long bench seat.

      “I told my boss I was visiting a sick aunt today,” Sofia said as she brushed the first roll of paint on the wall. She stood back, pulled out her phone and snapped a picture.

      “Then you probably shouldn’t post that,” I said, enjoying her enthusiasm for a job that was going to be hard and tedious.

      “Not yet anyway.” She turned to me and snapped another picture. “More eye candy for my followers.”

      I rolled my eyes and started to paint my section of the wall. “Have you told your family about this?”

      “Not really. You know when Tony came to see you last week, he never contacted me.”

      I nodded. “I told him too, but I think he’s afraid of you.”

      She snorted. “Yeah, right.”

      “You’re a scary woman.”

      She cut me a glance.

      “Sometimes.” I grinned at her. “He knows you’ll give him hell over his behavior.”

      “He deserves worse than hell.” She rolled her brush in the paint again. “Is he still dipping his dick into that lady?”

      “I don’t know. That topic was off limits.”

      “Fucker and a coward.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “Do you think Vera knows?”

      I shrugged. “I can’t imagine she hasn’t heard the rumors. There aren’t secrets in small towns.”

      Her expression saddened. “She doesn’t deserve that.” Then her eyes darkened. “I hope she castrates him.” She shook her head and her paint strokes turned fast and jerky as if she was pissed. “How does he justify that? Does he give that lame-ass excuse of ‘I’m only human,’ or ‘it was a mistake’?” She turned to me, shaking her roller at me. “How does one mistakenly fuck someone?”

      I held my hands up in surrender. “I don’t know.”

      She made a fffttt sound. “Men and their dicks.” She whirled at me again. “Yours is uncontrollable too. Do you have to fight the urge to fuck women you see all day?”

      “No. The only woman I can’t control my dick around is you.”

      Her eyes narrowed as if she didn’t believe me.

      “Swear to God, Sof. And even if it did respond to another woman, I wouldn’t follow through.”

      She gave a satisfied nod. “I know it must be hard for you, but I appreciate it.”

      Huh? “What do you mean?”

      She went back to painting. “To have to resist women while you’re in this marriage. Before our deal, you could scratch that itch.”

      I frowned. I didn’t itch that much. At least over the last few years. I was too busy working my ass off to get my partnership.

      “But in only a few months, you’ll be able to indulge again.”

      “Sofia, what sort of man do you think I am?”

      “A sexy one that woman can’t resist. I know I can’t.” She gave me a flirty smile over her shoulder. Then she frowned as she saw I wasn’t enjoying her insinuation. “What?”

      “I’m not a horndog.”

      “I didn’t say you were—”

      “You suggested as much. I’ve been working my ass off. Until you, I haven’t been with a woman in—” Okay, I didn’t want to confess that part. I was still a man with pride. “Well a long time. My dick might have a mind of its own, but I don’t use it as regularly as you seem to think.”

      She studied me. “What’s got you all upset? You’re mad that I think you’re a sexy, usually single man who sows his oats?”

      Fuck, she made me sound like a pussy. “Yes. I’m not Tony. Since our marriage, my dick hasn’t hardened for anyone but you. Being monogamous is not a hardship. At least not for me.”

      “Jake, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just…well…you never seemed to be able to stop yourself with me. It seems like you’re easily seduced.”

      I pointed my roller at her. “Only by you.” Worried she might read too much in that statement, I continued on. “But only because you kept taking your clothes off.” I turned back to painting, working off some of the tension.

      “So, for you, if a woman gets naked, then you can’t resist.”

      “Fuck, Sofia. Do you want me to be a cheating asshole?” I kept painting.

      “No. But our situation is different, isn’t it?”

      “And yet, I’m able to keep it in my pants. Amazing.”

      “Don’t be a baby,” she snapped.

      I dipped my roller brush in more paint and smeared it on the wall. This conversation was all kinds of crazy. I wasn’t sure what bothered me the most; that she thought I was the cheating type or that she kept focusing on the fakeness and impending end to our marriage. Yes, our arrangement would be ending soon, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t enjoy the time we had left.

      “Did you know my dad cheated on my mom?” I wasn’t sure why I shared that.

      “As you said, it’s a small town. I heard rumors.”

      I stood, staring at my paint job. “I hated the look on my mother’s face when she found out. She never looked at him the same again. Even after the counseling and his attempts to make amends. She stayed with him, but something between them broke, and couldn’t ever be fixed.” It was yet another reason why marriage made no sense. I’d helped people who once loved each other, hurt the other through a vicious divorce. And I’d seen my mother suck it up and stay with a man she no longer loved or respected. Both things were rotten and something I never wanted to experience.

      “I’m sorry, Jake. I know you’re a good person. I’m just…I’m so disappointed in Tony.”

      I nodded and started painting again. “That’s why focusing on your career and other goals is important, Sof. They won’t hurt you.”
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      I watched Jake as he smoothed the pretty pastel green on the wall. I wanted to hug him and take away the pain of his father’s cheating.

      That’s why focusing on your career and other goals is important, Sof. They won’t hurt you.

      His statement was a reminder that his previous comments about his dick coming alive only for me didn’t mean anything except that he was attracted to me. Our arrangement was working, but it would come to an end. The fact that there was an expiration date was probably what helped make it work. Jake was clear that he wasn’t a man to make a commitment to a woman. He could be with me without fear that I’d get attached because we had a deal.

      The problem for me was that I was attached. More than attached. I was pretty sure I was in love with Jake. I’d always been infatuated with him since the moment I discovered boys as a teenager. That feeling of excitement and attraction was there every time I saw him. But now there was something different. Something more, and I was scared to death that it was love.

      The way he’d hold me at night, or give me a kiss in the shower as he was getting ready to go out for his morning run made my heart fill with happiness. I’d told him I wasn’t going to play some domestic, subservient wife, and yet, I found myself making dinner many nights, eager to see him after work and hear about his day.

      Even when we argued or sparred, I loved that we could do that and still stay connected. He never dismissed my feelings or arguments, but he also never patronized me. If he thought I was wrong or silly, he’d say so. I felt respected by him, and there was a lot of power in that.

      And all that, I told myself as I moved to a new section of wall to paint, we could still have when our deal was done. Not the sex or living together, but the friendship and respect we could maintain once our marriage was over. I’d spent much of my life yearning for him, so I knew how to live like that. When we went our own ways, that wouldn’t change. But he was right that having my bakery would soften the unrequited feelings as well as give me something more solid to invest my energy into.

      Still, late at night, when he was sleeping, there was that little bit of hope that he’d wake up, pull me in his arms and say, “Let’s stay together.”

      Inwardly I groaned. Even acknowledging that in my head was a bad thing. He wasn’t going to say that. He’d had plenty of opportunities to suggest it when I talked to him about the end of our deal. He never suggested that we go beyond the six months, even as a part of the marriage ruse. Instead, he was helping me fix up my bakery and new apartment so that when our deal was done, I’d have a place to live.

      Deciding to refocus on my bakery, I said, “Do you think I could expand? Maybe franchise?”

      “I love that about you, Sofia. Always thinking big.” He grinned at me and I was glad to see the sadness gone from his face. “I don’t see why you couldn’t open more bakeries if this one does well.”

      “Oh, it will do well,” I said, standing back to admire my painting job. “I’m trying to decide what to do for the grand opening. Any ideas?”

      “Have food. Food always lures people in.”

      I smirked at him. “I was thinking a free cookie or a giveaway.”

      “You just need to make sure you can fulfill your promise. If you give away a cookie, you need to make sure you don’t run out of cookies.”

      “That would be bad.” I picked up the chalkboard paint and moved to the other side of the restaurant. “I want this to run in a band along this wall and behind the counter, where we’ll have the menu of goodies and coffees.”

      “You’ll need tape to create the line before you paint.”

      I went through my supplies and found tape and a level. “Jake?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Do you think people will come?”

      “I come all the time.” He waggled his brows at me.

      “I thought we weren’t going to talk about your dick anymore.”

      He came to stand behind me, putting his arms around me. For a moment, I had that longing again that his sweet gestures meant more.

      “When this is done, and the scent of your baked treats is wafting up the street, people will come.”

      “There are lots of bakeries in New York. Am I foolish to try and compete?”

      He turned me around, his hands holding on my arms and his eyes serious as they looked at me. “Do you know how many lawyers there are in New York?”

      “A lot?”

      “A lot. Competition isn’t bad, Sofia. It shows that there is a need for what you offer. It doesn’t matter if there is a bakery in every other shop. What matters is that you stand out from the rest of them. Pretty paint is nice and good food is necessary but the ability to stand out from the other bakeries, that’s crucial.”

      I nodded. “How do you stand out?”

      He laughed. “Apparently, I marry my best friend’s sister.”

      “No, really.”

      “I bust my ass. I have a list of people I want to represent, and I find ways to help them as a way to get to know them and build a relationship.”

      “Is that how you got George?”

      I smiled. “That and your less is more philosophy. The partnership makes me stand out too. It shows I have experience and results. Granted, I cheated a bit to get it—”

      “No, you didn’t cheat. You’d earned it.”

      He shrugged. “It’s just another example of being willing to do what it takes. Like you. You’re willing to put up with me.”

      “That is so hard.”

      “I thought we weren’t going to talk about my dick.”

      I laughed.

      “The point is, you entered into a marriage deal that your family doesn’t know about, and I know they’re important to you. You’ve had to live with me and help me deal with numbnuts at work.”

      “It isn’t really that hard.”

      “Oh?” He pulled me closer, and I felt his cock hard against my belly.

      “Oh my God, really?”

      “He likes you.”

      If only sex and love always mixed. I slanted him a look. “I don’t have any frosting, but we could still Christen this place.”

      “I could use a break from painting.”

      I took his hand and led him through the swinging door into the kitchen. “Have you ever had sex in a bakery kitchen?”

      “Not yet. Can you help me with that?”

      “I can try.”

      I wondered what the city health inspector would think about my having sex on the work table in my bakery’s kitchen? I’d leave that part out when he made his visit, although it would be difficult because Jake, as usual, rocked my world. I had three orgasms. From now on, every time I entered the kitchen, I’d think about his mouth sucking my pussy and then how he thrust inside me and had me screaming his name as my body convulsed in an orgasm as delicious as my baked goods.

      We worked a little more and went back to his place, finally crashing into bed around midnight. He pulled me into his arms, and in the darkness, I allowed myself to settle against him and savor the warmth I felt in his embrace without him seeing me and wondering if maybe I was getting too attached.

      The next morning was Sunday. I woke sore from the work we’d done the day before, but Jake, like a superhero, got up and did his morning run, and then after a breakfast of lavender scones with a sugar glaze and dark coffee, we were back at the bakery painting and decorating.

      “When is the furniture arriving?” Jake asked as he hung a picture I’d had framed of some of my baked goodies.

      “Next week the bench will be installed. Tables and chairs should be in by the end of the week. So should the serving wear.” I let out a breath as I realized there was still so much work to do.

      “What about your apartment? It’s clean but it could use some paint. And how do you want to furnish it? There’s not too much room.”

      I didn’t want to deal with the apartment now. Not ever actually. If I put off preparing the apartment, I would be putting off moving. I felt like the silly teenager who’d manipulated my way into seducing Jake five years earlier. Only now, I was manipulating my way out of moving.

      “I want to get the bakery done first. If I run out of time, I can just throw a mattress on the floor.”

      He frowned. “We agreed to six months, but I’m not going to toss you out if you don’t have a decent place to stay. Or a bed.”

      See, my plan could work.

      “You haven’t made some sort of plan in your book like you did for the bakery?”

      Guilt and a feeling of stupidity washed through me. It was wrong to try and prolong my stay with Jake. And dumb. I couldn’t let a man get in the way of my goal. A goal that was on the verge of being realized.

      Still, why couldn’t I have both? The bakery and the man? Because the man doesn’t want you like that. Oh yeah.

      “I know I should. I’ve just been so focused on the bakery. My dream is coming true right before my eyes.”

      He smiled as he often did when I got excited about my bakery. He looked over the room, now clean, bright and pretty. “It’s going to be a success, Sofia. You’re going to be a success.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “When have I ever been wrong?” he asked.

      “There must have been a time.”

      “I know about people, Sof. You have the drive, the burn for success. Like me, you put it first, above expectations from your family or other nonsense.”

      Was love nonsense?

      “You just have to look at Tony to know what life is like when you let others plan for you.”

      I sighed. “I would have been married to Joey, making cannoli in my parents’ restaurant my whole life.”

      “At first you might have been okay with that, since you like to bake and your cannoli is the best.”

      I waved a hand at him to let him know I got his point. “But I’d end up resenting it all and feeling stuck for not actively going after what I wanted.”

      “Right.”

      But what if what I wanted were him and my bakery? Was I supposed to actively pursue that too no matter what? I pushed that aside. Reaching for a career goal wasn’t the same as seeking a relationship. My bakery didn’t have any feelings or a say around what I wanted or did. Jake on the other hand, was a goal that did have a say, and what he’d already said was that he wasn’t the commitment type.

      “Thank you for this, Jake. Really.”

      “Ah, Sof,” he started as he put his arm around my shoulders and we took in all the work we’d done. “It was my pleasure.”

      I laughed. “You like painting?”

      “I like watching you as your dream comes true. I especially like that I’m a part of making it happen.”

      I swallowed as emotion flared in my chest again. I shoved it aside, reminding myself he was being a friend. A goal-setting and achieving kindred spirit. I really needed to get a grip.

      If only I could share this with my family, but until I was out of Jake’s place, I couldn’t. Only Gina knew what I was doing, but she was so busy with her work and night school, I hardly saw her anymore.

      “I hope my parents will be proud when I’m finally all moved in and running a bakery.”

      He stiffened next to me. “They will be. Tony will be too. Maybe you’ll inspire him to take charge of his life.”

      “I don’t know that he knows what he’d rather be doing.”

      “I don’t think so either, but maybe he’ll start thinking about it.”

      Jake was right. Maybe I could help Tony. I wanted to punch him in the face for being such a douche, but perhaps I could put that aside and help him find his purpose so he could be happy with his career and his family. I liked the idea of Tony living his best life with Vera and the kids, doing something he loved, and at the same time, a tinge of jealousy. If Tony achieved that, he’d not only have a fulfilling career but also love, something I wouldn’t have.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

      

    

    







            Jake

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve always been an impatient person. Nearly everything I wanted in life took longer to get than I’d have liked. Except this marriage. Jesus, had five months really passed? Just yesterday I was saying “I do” and embarking on this crazy scheme that I thought for sure would feel like an eternity. I liked Sofia, but I truly thought that in a few weeks, I’d be going stir crazy having her around so much. Especially after our disastrous honeymoon. I was pleased when we made up after that, but I still thought it would be a long six months. And yet, here I was, a month away from ending our agreement and it felt like we’d only just started it.

      In four weeks, she’d be moving into her little studio over her nearly finished bakery. She’d go on to live her life and I’d go on to live mine. And the hell of it was that I wasn’t ready. The truth was, I liked having her around. She was funny and sweet. She could be a ballbuster, but even that was endearing in a sadistic sort of way. It would be weird to come home and not have the scent of cakes and cookies in my place. And, I’d miss having her in my bed.

      I’d never spent so much time with one person. I’d never lived with a woman, and while I’d had a few all-nighters, I’d never spent night after night sleeping in the same bed with a woman like I’d done over the last couple of months, once Sofia and I figured out how to have sex as friends. The few women I’d been with that made an attempt to leave a toothbrush or hijack a drawer in my place were promptly dissuaded by my reminder that I wasn’t that type of guy. Was I?

      No, I wasn’t. As much as I liked having Sofia in my life, eventually the thrill of it would be gone. It was just taking longer with her, that was all. I knew from all the couples I’d helped get divorced that eventually the passion subsided, love waned, and in its place grew hate and resentment. Look at Tony. He said he loved his wife, but he was fucking another woman. How long before Vera tossed his sorry ass out? I’d hate for Sofia and me to get to a place that we couldn’t stand one another. So, I needed to let her go when the time was up. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t make the most of the next few weeks.

      Her bakery was a few weeks away from opening, and then she’d be ready to finish the studio, which she put off until last. She’d tested many different cookies, cupcakes, pastries and other baked items on me and people at the office, and now had her menu selected. She learned how to use the fancy espresso and coffee machines. She’d agreed to take on a culinary student as an intern, and hired three people to start shortly. One was a pastry cook and the other two would work the counter. It was a joy to watch her excitement, as well as her business confidence, grow.

      “Jake. Earth to Jake,” Val said as she walked into my office.

      “What’s up?” I said, feeling a little self-conscious at getting caught lost in my thoughts.

      “The Madigan case.”

      “That’s not mine.” I stood and went to my stash of her brand of Kentucky whiskey. I poured her two fingers and handed it to her as she sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk.

      “I know, but I want to give it to you.”

      I poured one finger of vodka and mixed it with tonic and sat across from her in the other chair. “Why?”

      “Because he wants to start a foundation in the name of his beloved wife.”

      I stared at her, not sure what she was talking about.

      “She died, but not before doing all sorts of great things in education in this city. He wants to start a foundation to continue her work.”

      “I’m more of a for-profit business lawyer, not foundations.” It was a strange request. We had very good associates who did non-profit set up and law.

      “It’s a corporation, isn’t it? Speaking of which, did you set that up for Sofia?”

      “S-Corp.”

      Val nodded. “Mr. Madigan will be here in ten minutes. I’d like you to join us.”

      “Ten minutes?” I was thinking Val had lost her mind.

      “I checked with your secretary, and you’re free. Unless you want it to spend it having phone sex with Sofia.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “Speaking of Sofia, isn’t your little agreement ending soon?”

      I nodded. “A couple of weeks.”

      Val cocked her head. “Is it in writing?”

      I shook my head. “Only a prenup. Why would I have a marriage of convenience agreement?”

      She sighed. “My point is, you don’t have to end the marriage at six months, do you?”

      “No.” But why wouldn’t I? I began to think I should have poured my vodka straight because I wasn’t sure I liked where Val was going with this conversation. “I’ve got my partnership and her bakery opens in a few weeks. Deal done. You’ll be there for the opening, won’t you?”

      “Yes, of course. We all will. Don’t change the subject. It seems to me, Jake, that you and Sofia have a good thing going. Why end it?”

      There it was. Of all the people I knew, I thought Val would be the most resistant to the idea of happily ever after. So why was she trying to make me buy it? “Because that’s the deal.”

      “Come on. You must care for her.”

      “Of course I care for her. I’ve known her since I was five years old. But we’re friends.” I left out the benefits part, although Val had already surmised it. Women had a sixth sense about these things.

      “I like you better with her in your life.”

      I quirked a brow. “Was I such an asshole before?”

      She laughed. “No. But you were intense and sometimes too hard on others around here. Now you go home at a reasonable hour. You seem more relaxed and happier.”

      “You just like the baked goods.”

      “Ah, I do love those, but I can get those with or without you. This job in this city can eat you up and steal your life, Jake. Did your uncle tell you?”

      “It can’t steal what I’m willingly giving it.”

      She pursed her lips in disapproval and stood. “Be in my office at three.” She was my mentor and while I was now a partner, she still liked to boss me around. But I trusted her, and if she wanted me to take on this client, I would.

      I poured out our glasses and grabbed a mint so I wouldn’t smell like booze. I straightened my tie and put on my coat and then made my way to Val’s office.

      The first thing that struck me about Mr. Madigan was how young he looked. I’d been expecting an elderly man wanting to honor his wife after her death, but this guy couldn’t be much older than me. Mid-thirties maybe.

      “Mr. Madigan, this is Jake Dunne, a partner here at Gordon, Wallace and Dunne.”

      “I got the Dunne, huh?” he said jovially as he shook my hand.

      “A Dunne. My uncle was the Dunne.”

      “Why don’t you sit down, Mr. Madigan,” Val said, motioning to him a chair.

      “Call me Pete,” he said, taking a seat in a chair. I took the one next to him.

      “Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Water? I have some stronger drinks too.” Val grabbed a bottle of water for herself.

      “I’m fine,” Pete said. She looked at me. I waved my hand to indicate I didn’t need anything.

      “Why don’t you tell us what you’re needing, Mr. Mad…uh…Pete,” Val said as she sat behind her desk.

      “Well, my wife, she did such wonderful work in the schools here in New York, and I…” He teared up a little. Val grabbed her tissue box and handed it to him.

      “It’s okay. I’m always prepared,” Pete pulled out a handkerchief. “She died about six months ago.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling like I should say more, but what could be said?

      “She was an amazing woman. Smart. Fun. She wasn’t shy either. If I needed a verbal whipping, she’d give it.”

      “I know the type,” I said, thinking of Sofia.

      “We didn’t have any children. There was always something else going on.” He looked up at me and Val. “I’m an app developer. It’s very lucrative when you hit on a good one, but it’s addictive too. At least for me. She wanted kids, but I was always putting it off, you know.” He shook his head, regret clearly etched on his face.

      “And now there’s nothing left of her. Cancer took her. Quickly. If we’d had children, I’d have something of her.”

      It didn’t seem like the same, but I supposed I could see what he meant.

      “She spent her time helping children, and I want her to live on through a foundation in her name that continues her work. That’s why I’m here. To get help in starting a foundation.”

      “It’s a wonderful way to honor her, and a lovely legacy,” Val said, looking at me.

      I narrowed my eyes, wondering what she was thinking.

      “She was…amazing. I know a lot of marriages don’t work out. I suppose you’ve done some divorce work.”

      I nodded.

      “But me and Lacey, we were the real deal. People don’t believe in that, you know. I didn’t. I’m not sure she did either, but once we met, we couldn’t not be together. I’d thought all I wanted from life was to get rich and be successful. I’d trade all that to have her back now.” He laughed sadly. “God is fucked up. Why would he give her to me? Teach me about love and then take her?”

      That did sound fucked up, and another reason to avoid love. If divorce didn’t ruin it, death could. What was worse? Growing to despise a spouse or having heartbreak over losing one? I planned to never find out.

      “It is sad, Pete,” Val said. “But I envy you having had such a magical love. Most people never get that or if they do, they don’t honor it like you do.”

      What the fuck, Val? Was she really trying to use this guy to prove some sort of point about love?

      I turned to Pete. “I’d be honored to help you create a foundation in your wife’s name. The legal paperwork is fairly straightforward. Have you identified board members? You’ll also need to make sure your bylaws comply with New York law, but they don’t need to be filed with the articles of incorporation.”

      “I have a few people for board members, but we haven’t done much in terms of forming the foundation. That’s why I’m here. I’ve read a lot about it but I want to make sure it’s done right and learn all the laws.”

      “I can help you with that. If you’d like to come with me to my office, I can go over the paperwork and laws and help you draft a plan to work with your board members.”

      “Terrific.” Pete stood as I rose. “Thank you so much, Ms. Kincaid,” he said, extending his hand over Val’s desk to shake hers.

      “My pleasure. I know Jake will take good care of you.”

      I opened the door to let Pete out and shot Val a look that said, “We’ll talk later.” But when later came after meeting with Pete, she’d gone out. What the hell was she up to and why did she care so much about my personal life?

      Deciding I’d grill her on it tomorrow, I finished up work on a brief and made a call to George to check in about a contract he wanted drawn up.

      I got home around seven, but Sofia wasn’t in the kitchen where I usually found her. “Sof? You home?” I headed back to my bedroom to change. She was curled up on my bed sleeping. I sat on the edge of the bed, worried that she might be sick. “Sof? Hey, you okay?” I gently caressed her arm with my hand.

      She stirred. “What time is it?”

      “A little after seven.”

      “Oh, God.” She sat up, but did so slowly, as if not all the sleep was out of her yet. “I didn’t mean to sleep that long.”

      “When did you go down?”

      She gave me a sheepish smile. “Four-thirty.”

      Nearly three hours. I put my hand to her forehead but she didn’t feel hot. “Are you sick?”

      “No. Just exhausted for some reason. I guess all those early mornings at work and afternoons at the bakery caught up with me.”

      “Maybe it’s time to give notice. It’s only a couple of weeks until you open anyway.”

      She nodded. “You’re probably right.”

      “I’ll call out for food. Chinese?”

      She squished her nose. “No.”

      “I thought you liked Chinese.”

      She scooted around me and rose from the bed. “Normally I do, but it doesn’t sound good to me now.”

      “Pizza?”

      She stopped midway to my bathroom. “I want a burger. A big one. With bacon.”

      “Okay.” I laughed, wondering if all this work had made her iron low. Or maybe she was getting ready for her monthly visit. She always wanted beef during that time.

      I left her to freshen up while I arranged to get big burgers from a place that would deliver. “Want fries?” I called back.

      “Yes. And onion rings. And a shake. Can they deliver a shake?”

      “I’ll see.” If not, I’d make her one. I had ice cream and milk, plus the blender to mix it in.

      “Strawberry.”

      I didn’t have strawberries. Fortunately, I was able to find a place that had what she wanted and would deliver.

      “You’re too tiny to eat so much,” I said, eyeing all the food on the kitchen table.

      “You help me work it off.”

      I grinned. “Sex as exercise, I like it.”

      She waggled her brows. “Me too.”

      I watched Sofia, enjoying how she devoured her food while also sharing her day with me. I was going to miss this, but Sofia and I weren’t like Pete and his wife. This was all a business deal with a few fringe benefits. When the month was done, we’d wish each other well and go back to our lives. Sure, we’d see each other every now and then, probably at some function at home. Maybe we’d even have a little fun in the sack or on the banks of the lake when we did. But we each had our own goals to reach. Neither of us wanted anything like the complications of a relationship to get in the way of our dreams.
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      I’d been fatigued all week, but yesterday was the first time I’d indulged in a nap. And boy did I sleep. I hoped my exhaustion was because I was burning the candle at both ends, so to speak, and not because of the bakery. How would I be a good owner if I was tired all the time?

      When I woke from my nap, I was starving. I never worried much about what I ate, but a double burger, fries, onion rings and a shake would have normally satisfied my entire day’s meals and I ate it in one sitting. Even when I was getting ready to have my period, which I supposed I was, I didn’t eat that much. Usually, I wanted a steak.

      Of course, the next morning I paid for all that gluttony. My stomach rebelled, emptying in the toilet.

      “Sof? You okay?” Jake knocked on the door.

      “Yep. Just paying the price for my binge.”

      “Maybe you should take a day off? Rest if you’re sick.”

      “I need to give my notice at work,” I said, squeezing the toothpaste on my brush. I might have to brush three times to get rid of the bad taste in my mouth.

      “If you’re okay, I’m heading out on my run.”

      “I’m fine. I promise.”

      My stomach felt unsettled until mid-morning, proving I didn’t have the flu. I met with Maxine, my boss at the hotel to give notice.

      “Ah, no, Sofia. You’ve been my best pastry cook ever.”

      I smiled, happy that she valued my work. “Thank you, but my dream has always been to open a bakery.”

      “You’re so young and it’s such a risk.”

      Her words made me pause. She was a long time professional chef. She knew about the culinary world. Maybe she was right. Maybe I wasn’t ready. But I had no room for doubt. Not now, with my bakery weeks away from opening.

      “Because I’m young, I can afford the risk.”

      “I’m sure you’ll be a great success. Give me the address so that I can come by.”

      After my shift at one, I wasn’t hungry for lunch, despite the fact that I’d emptied my stomach of all the contents from the night before. So I headed straight to the bakery. I’d arranged to meet my new cook, Loraine, my intern, Drew, and my two counter workers, Jen and Eileen for our first ever staff meeting.

      As I unlocked the door to the bakery, I grinned, so happy to see my venture taking shape. The walls were painted and decorated. The bench seating and tables and chairs were in. The front of the bakery was ready to go. In the back, I was also ready. While I still baked some at Jake’s, most of my Internet baking I now did at the shop.

      The only thing that kept this time in my life from being perfect was knowing that my time with Jake was coming to an end. While I knew we’d stay friends, we wouldn’t be what we were now. Each time I thought about it, my heart felt like it was being crushed. It was a sure sign that I was totally and fully in love with him. Of course, I’d known this for some time, but I was trying to ignore it. What use was it to hope that when the time was up, he’d ask me to stay? He wouldn’t. That had been clear from the beginning. I’d not only accepted that, but had felt the same. I had things to do and places to go. I couldn’t be tied down by a relationship.

      The thing was, the life I was living now included my dream job and my dream man. I was currently living my best life. But in a month, I’d only have my dream job.

      Jake had funds for me to survive a few months without profit, and then a few months more with a low profit. Within the next nine months, the bakery would need to be completely supporting me; my rent, my staff, my supplies, everything. It sounded like a long time, but then I realized that the last five months with Jake zipped by like nothing. That meant I needed to be diligent about my budget and make sure I was bringing enough people into the bakery at a steady rate to make money.

      I gave the staff a tour and discussed new baked items Loraine and Drew might want to create since they were pastry cooks in their own right. As much as I liked working as Maxine’s cook, I never got to make my own desserts or pastries. I wanted to give my cooks a chance to contribute and shine.

      We went over baking schedules and how to use the register and coffee machines. I was their boss but I wanted to make them feel like they were part of a team, so I asked for their ideas and input.

      When I got home, I was tired and had a little headache. I resisted laying down, not wanting to sleep the evening away again. I went into the bathroom to get some pain reliever. Opening my bag, I noticed my birth control packet and realized I didn’t take my pill this morning because I was afraid I’d throw it up.

      I opened the packet and popped out the pill for the middle of the month. As I washed the pill down, a strange niggle of concern had me looking at the packet again. After last night’s burger bonanza, I thought I was probably getting ready to have my period, but I was still in week two of the packet. As I thought back to two weeks ago, another, more unsettling question came up. Did I have my period last month?

      Don’t panic, I told myself. Periods could get irregular, especially under stress, right? I’d been taking the pill as prescribed. Mostly. I was late taking it today. There were only one or two times I took my pill later than usual. Once, I forgot and took two the next day. So I couldn’t possibly be pregnant.

      I looked at myself in the mirror. The woman staring back wasn’t believing her own assurances that something else wasn’t going on.

      I swallowed hard, knowing the only thing I could do would be to take a test. I grabbed my purse and headed out to the nearest store that carried pregnancy tests. I bought two different brands just so I could be sure and then hurried home.

      I checked my watch. Five-thirty. I had an hour or hour and a half before Jake would be home. Oh God, please don’t let me be pregnant. What a mess that would make our lives.

      Instead of his bathroom, I went to the one adjacent to the room I’d used at the start of our arrangement. I read the directions for each, which was pretty easy. Pee on stick. Wait five minutes. I held both sticks and did my business, setting them on the boxes they came in as I waited.

      I’m not pregnant. I laughed at my silly fear. I nearly threw the tests away because there was just no way. But I left them, washed my hands and then went to change into more comfortable clothes, before checking Internet orders.

      I stopped by the bathroom to confirm my paranoia was unwarranted, and then I’d get my laptop and work in the kitchen.

      I looked at the first stick. Two pink lines. I frowned. What did that mean? I picked up the paper from the box and read.

      Oh hell.

      I grabbed the second stick. Pregnant.

      I sank down onto the toilet seat. How was this possible? A life was growing in me. A life made from me and Jake. A rush of emotion flooded my body at the magnitude of what was happening. I rubbed my belly. I had a baby from the man I loved.

      For other people, this would be a joyous moment, but for me, I was scared and worried. I wanted it all; my bakery, Jake and even this little life. But the real world didn’t often cooperate with what we wanted. It was like the universe gave people two things, when what we wanted was three. I could have my bakery and this baby, but not Jake. Just like Tony could have his wife and kids, but not a dream to pursue.

      “Sofia?”

      Oh shit. I shoved the tests in the boxes and back into the bag I brought them home in. “I’ll be right out.” Listening outside the door, I heard Jake go to his room to change. I snuck out, hiding the bag in my room. I’d get rid of it later.

      Pulling myself together, I exited and went to the kitchen.

      “You okay?” he asked when he came in wearing jeans and a t-shirt.

      “Yep.”

      He studied me. “You sure?”

      “Yep.” I should tell him. I needed to tell him. But I couldn’t form the words. “How about spaghetti for dinner?”

      “Sounds good.”

      I wasn’t sure how I made it through the evening without blurting it out or running away. I knew I needed to tell him, and yet, I also needed a plan. He didn’t want marriage or kids. He’d told me so. When he learned about the baby, he’d probably do the right thing. We’d stay married and have this kid. A huge part of me liked that idea, and so many times I nearly told him about the baby.

      But another part of me knew that while he’d do the right thing, it would be only for the baby, and I wanted more. I wanted his love. I wanted him to ask me to stay because he wanted me. Staying together because of the baby would only lead to resentment.

      I needed to be prepared to walk away from him. Yes, we’d have this baby, but not as a couple. That thought led me to a whole new set of problems. How was I going to open a bakery and build it to the point it was profitable while I was pregnant or raising an infant?

      As I lay in bed, I covered my face in my hands, as if that would bring clarity to my situation.

      “What do you want, Sofia?” I asked myself. It was the question I always asked when I felt confused in life. The answer wasn’t a surprise. “I want Jake to love me and our baby. I want him to ask me to stay.”

      It didn’t seem likely that would happen, and yet, he and I were getting along. He acted like a husband even when no one was watching. Maybe, if I played my cards right, before the end of our agreement, he might decide he cared for me enough to want me to stay. Then I could tell him.

      I chastised my silly heart for such a plan. He should know about the baby, and I’d need to deal with his response regardless of how he felt about me. But my heart was adamant. Wait and see if he asks you to stay. It’s only a couple of weeks.

      My next idiotic thought came in the morning after a sleepless night. Maybe the tests were wrong. What I needed to do was see a doctor. I went through the morning as usual, heading to work to make the hotel restaurant’s morning pastries and lunch desserts. During my break, I called a clinic and made an appointment to see a doctor that afternoon.

      I sat on the doctor’s table after she had me pee in a cup. Didn’t they do blood tests? I waited for what seemed like forever before she finally came in.

      “Sorry about the wait. The test confirms your two previous tests. You’re pregnant.” She didn’t look much older than me. She was too young to be a doctor. She had to be wrong.

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “I take it this isn’t planned.”

      I shook my head. Tears came to my eyes. Everything was going to change. How was I going to manage it?

      “Is the father involved?”

      “He will be.” I knew Jake well enough to know he wouldn’t walk away. But he’d probably feel resentful of me, and maybe the baby. Would he end up like Tony? Living a life he didn’t plan on?

      “But he won’t be happy about it?”

      I shrugged. “This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was on the pill.”

      “They’re usually effective, but can fail. If you’re not on the combination pill and you’re not consistent about when you take it or you miss a time, that can make you vulnerable.”

      I sat there unable to move or think.

      “There are resources that can help you.”

      “I just need a minute.” I took several deep breaths. I’m a strong intelligent woman. Even though I got knocked up. I could do this. Whatever Jake’s response, I could do this. My parents would go nuts, but they’d support me. I looked at the doctor. “What do I need to do now?”

      “First, we should get you on prenatal vitamins. You can live your life normally for the most part. You should rest if you’re tired and don’t do any strenuous activity beyond moderate exercise.”

      “I can do that.”

      “You look like a woman who can do whatever she puts her mind to.”

      “Damn straight.”

      Except there was one thing I couldn’t make happen. I couldn’t make Jake love me.
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      I couldn’t say that Sofia was different since the hamburger gorging incident because overall, she was the same. And yet, I couldn’t help but feel like there was something different. She still seemed tired, but that was to be expected with all the work she was putting in to finish her job and open her bakery. She initiated sex less, but I was happy to just hold her.

      Perhaps it was the sense that there was something she wasn’t telling me that had me feeling a little off-kilter. Several times over the last few weeks she’d acted like she was about to tell me something, but then didn’t. Or she did, but the news didn’t seem to fit with the reluctance she was showing. Did she want to stay with me, but was afraid to say it?

      Maybe I was projecting my own feelings and reluctance on to her, because as the day of our agreement termination loomed closer, the more antsy I felt. I wanted her to stay. That feeling alone scared me to death. Emotional attachments were risky. I'd seen first hand the heartbreak and vitriol that could come when those emotional bonds break. I didn’t want that, and yet, the idea of Sofia not being here anymore made me feel like I was about to lose something.

      Wanting her to stay also caused problems because this whole marriage thing was a secret among our families and friends back home. Asking her to stay would mean having a real relationship. My heart felt full at the idea until I’d think about Tony and what he might do when he learned I’d seen his sister naked. That I fucked her.

      Then there was the fact that despite how tired she seemed, she was running at her business full force. I saw the joy and excitement she had. One of her new staff was artistic and drew a beautiful, colorful menu on the chalkboard behind the counter. Her pastry cook contributed a banana pecan biscotti and hazelnut chocolate biscotti to the menu. I was the taste tester and had to admit they were really good, especially dipped in the dark coffee they served me. Her dreams were coming true and who was I to get in the way of that by asking her to give more time to me?

      But good God, so many nights as she lay quietly in my arms, the words were on the tip of my lips. “I want you to stay with me.”

      All this ricocheted through my head as I ran through the park as I did every morning. I was well and truly fucked, I realized. There was no solution that didn’t cause problems.

      After my shower I headed to work, committed to focusing on the whole reason we got married; so I could become partner and be a successful lawyer.

      At ten, Peter Madigan showed up for his appointment. I’d met with him and his three other potential board members last week to help them make sure their bylaws were compliant with New York law. Today, I would be giving him the Articles of Incorporation I’d drawn up for him to check, and counsel him on the legal aspects of running a non-profit foundation.

      He showed up wearing jeans and a button-down shirt, a style I realized was common among young tech types.

      “I can’t believe this is getting closer to reality,” he said, sitting at the table I had in my office.

      “You’ll be fundraising shortly.”

      He grinned at me. “I have donors lined up already. I knew everyone loved Lacey, but I didn’t realize just how many people she knew or how deep their love for her went.”

      “That’s wonderful.”

      “I think she’d be proud of me.”

      I handed him the Articles of Incorporation to check. “I’m sure she would.”

      “I just wish she was here. I’d rather have given her this in person. This was a dream of hers. I’d have loved to see the look on her face.”

      Sofia’s beautiful smile as she looked over her bakery flashed in my head. “I’m sure it would have been very satisfying.”

      He sighed. “I wasted so much time. That’s what’s the hardest, you know?”

      I didn’t know, but I nodded.

      “I put so many things off until…until my app was ready…until I made six-figures and then seven figures. I could have married her three years sooner than I did. We could have had a couple of kids. We could have gone to Paris.” His eyes watered again. “Fuck, man, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay. They say regrets are what get people in the end. When looking back on life, it’s not what you achieved that you think about, but what you didn’t do that haunts you.” Wasn’t that why I was so driven in life? Why I’d come up with this scheme to marry Sofia so I could achieve my goals all the faster? So why the fuck did I have that niggle in the pit of my stomach that hinted at regret?

      “You’re married, right?” Peter nodded toward my left hand where I wore the wedding band Sofia insisted I had to wear.

      I nodded, feeling like a fake. I was married, but not like Peter was. My marriage was a sham, even though it felt real more often than not. I sat back as that thought settled in my brain. It felt real.

      “Are you happy?”

      I quirked a brow at his personal question.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. I just… If you love her, you can’t put off your life together. I’ve learned that most marriages aren’t like mine and Lacey’s. I think people mistake lust or even affection for love, but those aren’t enduring, you know?”

      I nodded, although I wasn’t sure what he was talking about.

      “For me, it was like my soul latched on to hers. For lack of a better cliché, she completed me. Other women I dated, I liked them, even cared for them, but with Lacey, it was like I couldn’t breathe without her. Like nothing I did in life would matter without her.”

      Jesus. To have that level of feeling and then to lose her, how was the guy able to get out of bed? “That makes your loss even worse. I admire your ability to fight for her dream.”

      “It makes me feel closer to her. It gives me purpose.”

      I went through the paperwork with Peter, and then discussed the legal issues around the handling of donations and fundraising money. I sent him home with the paperwork to share with his board members, but said if they were happy with it, I’d file it with the state.

      When he left, I pulled out my other client work, but Peter’s words kept filtering in my brain.

      “If you love her, you can’t put off your life together.”

      I didn’t love Sofia, did I? I mean I cared for her. A lot, but love? Was my soul connected to hers? Did she complete me? None of this I could answer. I only knew that the thought of her being gone made my chest compress.

      “It was like I couldn’t breathe without her.”

      That was the answer. Whether it was love or not, I felt alive with her around. The idea of her being gone brought darkness, and yes, I couldn’t breathe.

      I left the office early that day and headed to the bakery. The banner announcing the grand opening in a few weeks fluttered in the wind. I knocked on the door.

      Loraine, Sofie’s pastry cook answered. “Oh hey, Jake.” She opened the door to let me in. “I’m working on the Internet orders that came in.”

      “Is Sofia around?”

      “She’s up in the apartment. I think she’s doing paperwork or something.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest. For weeks neither of us talked about the studio apartment. I wanted to take that as a sign she didn’t want to leave. Apparently, I was wrong.

      “Thanks.”

      I exited the shop and walked one door down to the entrance of the apartment building, taking the narrow steps up to the second floor. I knocked on the door.

      “Jake.” Sofia smiled brightly, although it didn’t hide the tiredness in her eyes.

      “Hey.”

      She opened the door to let me in. The place still wasn’t painted or furnished. “What brings you here?”

      What the hell did I say to that? “I can’t breathe without you?” “I just wanted to check in and see how things are going. The grand opening is just around the corner.”

      She nodded. “That’s why I’m here, I figured I needed to get this place done.”

      My heart dropped, but I took a deep breath and soldiered on. “It needs a paint.”

      She shook her head. “No, it will be okay.”

      “If you don’t want to do it, I’ll hire someone. The bakery is so nice, Sofia. You don’t want to come home to a drab apartment.”

      She looked down. “No, I don’t.”

      I studied her. “Is something wrong?”

      She smiled, but I didn’t buy it. “Just tired. I’m trying to figure out the best way to maximize this space.”

      “Let’s get it painted first. It will only take a few days.” Maybe I could push back her moving by hiring people to work on her place.

      “But there will be all the fumes—”

      “So let it air out.” I frowned as it dawned on me that she was ready to go. “You know if you want to move out sooner, you can.” God, that tasted bitter on my tongue. “It’s close enough to the six months.”

      “I don’t want to move out.”

      At all? All of a sudden, I thought maybe I had it wrong.

      “I mean, not early. We had an agreement.”

      Jesus fucking Christ. My heart couldn’t handle the roller coaster ride. I nodded because I couldn’t form words. I was a lawyer who couldn’t make my case. What a fucking pussy. I wondered if I should just lay it on the line, but I could smell the sweet scent of baked goods wafting up from her bakery. I knew how excited she was to take this next step in her journey.

      “This was a dream of hers. I’d have loved to see the look on her face.” Peter’s comment flashed in my mind. I’d been able to do what he hadn’t, give the woman I loved her dream. If only I could have the woman too.

      I checked my watch. “I should probably get back to the office. Do you need anything?”

      “No. Thank you for everything Jake. Really. This last six months, it went by so fast.”

      I nodded. “It did. And you thought it would be hard.”

      She gave me that sexy smile of hers. “It was hard a lot.”

      Because I knew I was supposed to banter back, I said, “It’s hard now.”

      She laughed. “I can help you with that later.”

      I bent over and kissed her on the cheek, taking in her sweet scent. It sent a powerful yearning through my body. Not a lustful yearning, but something deeper. I ignored it and left her to work on her studio apartment.

      I worked the rest of the day in a daze. Knowing I wasn’t on my game, I hid in my office, avoiding everyone, especially Val.

      When I got home that evening, Sofia was sitting at the kitchen table. I feared she was looking at plans for her studio, but she was going through her marketing plans for the bakery.

      “Ready to open?” I said, kissing her on the cheek again.

      She pulled in a stuttering breath. “I hope so. I’m excited and nervous all at the same time.”

      I rubbed her shoulders. “It will be great.”

      “That feels so good.”

      “Come on.” I reached out my hand for hers.

      “Where are we going?” She took my hand and let me lead her to my room.

      “I’m going to give you a real massage.” Maybe then I’d get the guts to ask her to stay.

      “Oh, that sounds divine.” She stripped down to her panties. “These are done better directly on the flesh.” She said with a wink over her shoulder as she lay face down on the bed.

      My goal hadn’t been to make love to her, but of course, my dick took one look at her body and that flirty smile, and he had other ideas. Down, boy.

      I straddled her thighs and leaned over to massage her shoulders.

      She let out a long moan. “God, I needed this.”

      “Why didn’t you ask for it?” I used my thumbs on the back of her neck, noting the tension there.

      “I didn’t know you gave massages,” she sighed.

      “I’m very good with my hands.”

      She snorted. “I know.”

      For the next twenty minutes, I massaged her neck and back, down her arms and her legs. I wanted to switch up my touch to something sensual, but reined in my own sexual desire. When I was about done, I looked down at her. Her long dark hair was strewn to the side. Her face looked soft and serene. I was sure she was asleep.

      “That was wonderful. There’s just one problem,” she said as she turned over onto her back.

      “What’s that,” I asked, still straddled on my knees over her thighs.

      “It turned me on.”

      I laughed. “And that’s a problem?”

      She thought for a moment. “Not if you’re willing to take care of that too.”

      I leaned forward, putting my hands on the bed beside her head. “I’m ready, willing and able.”

      “Good.” She undid the buttons of my shirt, but I was eager to be skin to skin with her. I stood and stripped while she took off her panties.

      Normally, we were playful and a little wild in the sack, but this time, when I pulled her to me, I was determined to take my time. This would be my opportunity to show her how I was feeling and short of that, it could be the last time I’d have her. Either way, I needed to go slow and savor every touch and gasp. I wanted to imprint her body, this moment, on my brain so I’d always remember it.

      I kissed her, firmly and deeply as I held her. Her arms slid around to my back and held me to her. My dick ached to be inside her, but I ignored him and focused solely on her. I drew kisses over her jaw, along the sweet curve of her neck, and across her collarbone. She sighed and it was like music.

      I squeezed her tit and she hissed and flinched. I lifted my head. “Did I hurt you?”

      She got a strange look in her eyes. “They’re just a little tender. They get like that sometimes.”

      “I’m sorry.” I gently kissed her nipple and then lightly lapped at it with my tongue. Wet from my mouth, I gently blew on it, watching it distend and tighten even more. “You have the most beautiful tits, Sofia.”

      “Jake.” She ran her fingers through my hair, pulling my head to her other tit. I was gentle with that one too, and then I slowly trailed my kisses down her belly until I reached her sweet pussy. I took my time there as well, gently licking her folds and sucking on her clit.

      “Jake…” Her hips lifted to my mouth like an offering. “I love your mouth.”

      I love you. The worlds filled my brain, but my mouth stayed on her, pushing her up and up until I heard her sweet cry of ecstasy. I slowly brought her back down and then moved back up her body. Her eyes were closed and she had a sated smile.

      “Sofia.”

      Her deep brown eyes opened and my heart filled with such emotion, I didn’t know how it remained in my chest.

      I pressed my dick to her entrance as I gripped her hands in mine over her head. Her gaze held mine as I pushed in, inch by slow inch.

      She let out a stuttering breath as I filled her. I held still, my body steeped inside hers. I was a part of her. Something even more intense washed through me.

      “It was like my soul latched onto hers.”

      Fuck, that was it. My soul was connected to hers. I kissed her, wanting to complete the connection; body, heart, soul.

      She kissed me back, and I wanted to believe she was feeling this. The power of what was between us. I wanted to lay there forever inside her.

      But our bodies had other ideas. Her hips tilted, taking me in deeper, triggering my own instinct to thrust. Soon I was moving in and out of her in long slow strokes. I watched her eyes as they clouded with desire.

      “I want to watch you come, Sofia.” I squeezed her hands tighter, needing to feel closer to her.

      “Oh, Jake…” Her head tilted back and her body tensed. Her pussy gripped my penis tight, and I had to grit my teeth to keep from coming. Her mouth formed a perfect O as her hips moved with mine, her pussy massaging my dick as her orgasm moved through her. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever felt.

      “Come in me, Jake. I want to feel you come.”

      Letting go of control, I let my body do what it wanted, what it needed. I moved in deep, quick strokes, feeling my need coil tighter and tighter with each thrust. She gasped and her pussy tightened on my dick again. I let go. I let her carry me up and over into blissful oblivion.

      When my breath slowed, I rolled to my side, pulling her tight against me. I’d just had the most intense experience in my life and now it was over. My bliss was now grief that this amazing woman would soon be gone.
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      Was it hormones or love that had me feeling so off-kilter? Or was it because my time had run out? The bakery would be opening in a week, but our agreement had come to an end. This was the day we’d chosen to part ways, at least physically. The annulment or divorce was still to come. He never said anything about it and neither did I.

      I’d already moved my kitchen supplies to the bakery and my studio. Now I was packing my clothes and other personal items, wishing I had the guts to ask if I could stay.

      I wished I knew how he felt, except I was certain I did. He hadn’t changed his mind about commitment or made any suggestion that we extend our agreement. That was the answer. He didn’t feel any different for me because he would have said or done something if he did.

      My mind went back to last week when he gave me a massage. It was so sweet of him, and I wasn’t lying that it turned me on. My sex drive with him was always on go, but lately, it was on high speed. I guessed it was a side-effect of pregnancy.

      I was ready for a fast and furious romp because I needed to come, but he’d switched gears. His touch and his kisses were so soft and sweet. For the first time, I felt like he was making love to me. It had nearly brought tears to my eyes. I wanted desperately that this change in him, this way he was touching me meant that he loved me, but he never said the words. Then again, neither did I.

      I did nearly tell him about the baby, but again, my ego, my need for him to ask me to stay because he wanted me, not because he felt an obligation to me and the baby, silenced me. And look where my silence was getting me. I was packing my bag to move to my studio apartment.

      “You about ready?” Jake leaned against the doorframe of my bedroom.

      I inhaled a deep breath and hoped my tears didn’t fall as I turned to him and gave him a big smile. “Just about.”

      He studied me for a moment and inhaled a breath like he was going to say something. Then he gave his head a quick shake. “The guys have taken the rest of your stuff over already. It’s just you and your bags in here.”

      I nodded, wondering how much more my heart could break. He wasn’t going to ask me to stay. That meant I should tell him about the baby now, but I couldn’t form the words. I needed to get to my own place, get my life re-settled, my bearings straight. Once I felt emotionally more together, then I’d tell him.

      Instead of taking his own car and having to fuss with parking, he ordered an SUV to take us and my bags over to my studio. I had my day all planned out. I’d say goodbye to Jake, unpack, call my family and let them know where I was and about my new bakery, and then cry myself to sleep. The only thing I had to look forward to, and I did, was getting up at 4 a.m. and going down to my bakery to start baking. I wanted to get into the routine of my new schedule even though we didn’t open for another week.

      Jake carried my bags up to the studio. He’d arranged to have it painted, which I tried to fight him on. I was sure that paint fumes weren’t good for babies. But the smell of the paint had subsided, and I appreciated how much brighter the place looked.

      Since I’d saved so much money from my hotel job living with Jake, I’d had enough to make it into a nice little space. I had a sturdy custom screen made to block off my double bed from the rest of the living space. On the other side of the screen I had a little office space where I put a desk. A tiny kitchen was in its own alcove next to the even smaller bathroom. The rest was open and I had a couch, a pretty wingback chair and coffee table. I was also able to fit in a little dining table.

      “I didn’t think five-hundred square feet could hold so much,” Jake said as he looked over the studio.

      “It’s like a puzzle. You just need to know how to best fit the pieces together.” I put my bags on my bed.

      Jake hired a few men to bring over my remaining boxes, which weren’t many. Since most were baking items, I had them put them in the bakery kitchen.

      Jake stood in the middle of the studio. “So, how does it feel to taste your dream coming true?”

      Like vinegar, I thought. “It’s amazing.” When this marriage started, I needed a place to live and wanted a bakery, and Jake delivered both. I tried to amp up the wattage of my smile so he didn’t think I was ungrateful.

      He looked around again and then sat on the couch. It surprised me as I thought he’d be eager to go home and have his place to himself again.

      “I can make you coffee and give you a treat.” I looked into the little kitchen to make sure my coffeemaker was there. I’d brought it over earlier when I’d been working the studio. I’d been bummed to have to switch to decaf but once the headaches stopped, it wasn’t so bad.

      “I’m your first guest,” he said, grinning up at me.

      I wanted to pounce on him and kiss him and then beg him to take me back to his place. “Give me a minute.”

      “How’s the marketing going?” he asked from the living area.

      “I feel like it’s going well. I’ve done a lot of Instagram photos and stories with the progress of the bakery and pictures of the baked goods we’ll be selling. I’ve arranged for some food bloggers to come by. And I have one of my staff who will spend a few days starting at our opening going around to local areas and the park with samples and a flyer. That’s just a few of the things we’re doing.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it under control. Once people taste your food, they’ll tell others.”

      “I hope so.” I finished putting water and coffee in the pot and pushed the brew button. “Do you want cookies?”

      “Whatever you have is fine.”

      I pulled out my tin of oatmeal cookies. Very traditional, but still very yummy. I put them on a plate. When the coffee was done, I poured Jake a cup and brought out the cookies setting them on the coffee table.

      I wondered if I should tell him the coffee was decaf. Not wanting to come up with some excuse for switching, I decided to keep it to myself.

      He took a bite of the cookie, and as always, he closed his eyes and savored. “Yep, Sof. If you can get people here, you’ll be a hit.”

      I grinned as I sat in my wingback chair. “From your mouth to God’s ears.”

      We sat in silence for a moment. Should I ask about the annulment or how he plans to tell people at his work about our break-up? I didn’t trust myself not to cry, so I didn’t say anything.

      Finally, he asked, “Have you told your family?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. They still think I’m at the other place.” I laughed. “Thank God Tony didn’t come looking for me.”

      Jake agreed. “If he knew, he’d kick my ass.”

      “You’re bigger than him.”

      Jake picked up his coffee and sat back on the couch. “Never underestimate the power of a big brother.”

      “Do you think if Vera had a brother, he’d kick Tony’s ass?”

      Jake’s face turned sad. “I’d hope so. But you know, some families don’t seem to care very much about infidelity.”

      I figured he was thinking about his own parents and how his mother seemed to have accepted his father’s cheating.

      “But their sisters and daughters, that’s a different thing.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m a grown woman who can make my own decisions.”

      “Not in their eyes.”

      He was right. “I can’t believe how we were able to keep all this a secret.”

      “And no one will ever know.”

      Again, my heart split into even more pieces. It would be like Jake and I never happened. After today, we wouldn’t be together. We wouldn’t ever talk about our time together. When we were home at the same time, we’d be friends like we’d been before, but that was it. Hell, that was how we were going to be now.

      What was he going to do when I told him about the baby? I knew he’d step up, but would he be angry? Would he think I lied to him about the birth control? Would he be happy?

      “Will you forget about me, Sofia?”

      His question jerked me from my thoughts. “What? No. Never.”

      He laughed. “Yes, you will. You’ll be too busy baking up profits to think about me.”

      “That’s not true. Besides, you’ll be a regular customer, won’t you?”

      He nodded, but it seemed non-committal. I realized that after today, he planned to stay away. He’d be focused on his work, probably boosting the number of hours he worked each day.

      “What will be your next goal?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I need to get this one mastered first. What about you?”

      He turned his head to look out the window. It almost appeared as if he didn’t have an answer. Finally, he said, “I have my list of dream clients. I’ll work to get them.”

      “And you will. You have your partnership and you’re very persuasive. If someone told me that someday I’d marry Jake Dunne to get a bakery, I’d have laughed in their face. And look, you talked me into it.”

      He laughed, but there was a sadness to it. Why? Did he regret this? Was he thinking the partnership wasn’t worth the money he was investing in me?

      “Jake?”

      “Hmm?” He took the last bite of his cookie.

      “I can pay you back.”

      “What?” His brows furrowed.

      “The money for all this. I know it was part of our deal, but I can work toward paying you back. You can use it for something for yourself.”

      There was a flash of annoyance on his face. The man was an enigma when it came to reading him. “What else would I need, Sof?”

      “I don’t know. You could invest it. Get a new place—”

      “You don’t like my place?”

      “I love your place. I just don’t feel the deal was fair. To you.”

      He inhaled a breath and stood, going to stand by the window. “I got what I wanted.” I thought I heard him say, “and then some,” but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Just know that I can repay you. It will take time, but I can.”

      “I don’t want repayment, Sof.” His shoulders sagged.

      I had the urge to ask him what he did want, except I’d be disappointed when he didn’t say he wanted me.

      Finally, he turned. “I was going to offer to help you unpack, but there doesn’t seem to be much to unpack.”

      “I don’t have a lot of stuff.” This was his chance to leave. Except I didn’t want him to leave. “I was planning on baking. Want to help me in the fancy kitchen you got me?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. I’d like to see you bake.”

      “You have seen me bake.” I nearly offered to make frosting for him, but then remembered we were transitioning back to just friends.

      “Not in that fancy kitchen of yours.”

      “Well then, let’s go downstairs.” I locked up my studio and we headed down to the bakery. I let us in and relocked the door, leading Jake to the kitchen. “What do you want?”

      He shrugged. “What do you need to make?”

      “I haven’t checked my Internet orders yet. What’s your favorite?”

      A blush came to his cheeks and I wondered if he was thinking of frosting too. “I like everything you make, Sofia.”

      “How about we make croissants?” Of course, I’d pick a pastry that took a long time to make. After each lamentation, the dough had to rest. I figured with three rest times, we’d be here all day.

      “I love croissants.”

      I smiled and swallowed down the wish that he’d said, “I love you.”
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      I couldn’t leave. I’d intended to move her to her place and then leave so that she could settle in and start living her dream. But fuck me, I couldn’t make my feet leave. Instead, I’d sat on the couch and let her serve me coffee and cookies when I was sure she had better things to do.

      I wasn’t sure if she was trying to get rid of me when she suggested we bake, but like a socially inept oaf, I didn’t leave. Instead, I spent the next hours making croissants.

      Not that I didn’t enjoy myself. First, I was always amazed at Sofia’s baking. And who knew croissants were so time-consuming? When she laid sheets of butter on her dough and started folding, she explained something about lamentation. Then the dough had to sit, during which time she showed me her equipment or we talked about nothing in particular. The folding and sitting happened several times, which allowed me to stay for hours.

      When those croissants came out of the oven, they were perfect. Just like her. She inhaled their fresh baked scent and smiled, and in that moment, there was no doubt; I was one-hundred percent in love with her. I didn’t know how it happened or when, but it was certain. And there was nothing I could do about it.

      It wasn’t until she’d yawned that I realized I’d significantly overstayed my welcome. It was time to go. I have done many difficult things in my life, but saying goodbye to her, to the faux life we’d had over the last six months topped the list as the most challenging.

      Unable to stop myself, I pulled her into my arms. “Thank you, Sofia, for taking on this crazy idea.”

      Her head settled against my chest over my heart. I wished I could tell her that it was beating for her.

      “Thank you, Jake. This is amazing.”

      She sniffed and I looked down and saw a tear.

      “You okay, honey?” Was she sad about our parting?

      “Yes. Just overwhelmed by it all. And a little sad.”

      “Oh?” Maybe this was it. Perhaps it was time to tell her I loved her and wanted her to come home with me. She could still have her bakery. I wouldn’t get in the way of that.

      “The last six months have been so fun.”

      Fun. Not what I wanted to hear, but it was a start.

      “Now I’m on to something completely new and different.”

      My heart split in two. But I managed a smile. “You’ll be great. I’m so proud of you.” Maybe I wasn’t going to have her in my life, but by fuck, I’d have one more taste. I lowered my head and pressed my lips to hers for one last kiss. She didn’t protest or pull away. She sank into it, and so I drank my fill of her sweet taste until I couldn’t breathe.

      Finally, I pulled back. “Chase the dream, Sofia.”

      “I will.”

      I turned away. “Oh Jake, I almost forgot.” She came toward me at the door and handed me my grandmother’s ring. “I won’t need this anymore.”

      I looked at the ring sitting in my palm. I closed my fingers around it. Then I removed the ring she’d forced me to wear. I felt naked without it. Even without divorce papers, losing the rings was like we were now unattached.

      “I’ll see you on opening day.”

      She smiled. “You better. This is your success too.”

      With one last look in her beautiful dark eyes, I walked out the door of her bakery. Every step I took away from her, I swore my heart broke a little more. I was going to fucking die, and all because I was too much of a coward to tell her how I felt.

      I walked and walked mindlessly, not ready to grab a cab home. I wasn’t sure why. No amount of walking or thinking was going to fix the pain in my chest. Finally, I signaled a cab and had him take me home where I poured a glass of vodka, this time foregoing the tonic, thinking maybe that would dull the pain.

      After two glasses, I felt the fuzzy head that came from drinking, but my fucking heart still felt like there was a knife in it.

      I went over to the window to look out over the park. When I started this ruse, I figured I’d have the annulment or divorce papers drawn up and ready for her to sign the minute I left her at her place. The reality turned out different. I hadn’t even thought of them. I certainly had no intention of drawing them up. She hadn’t asked about them, so I’d just let it ride. Maybe she’d change her mind and want to come back. Or maybe I’d grow a pair of balls and tell her to come back.

      Or maybe, with a little time, my heart would get its shit together and remember that love sucks and relationships only end badly. After all, Sofia and I had a fake marriage and my heart felt like mincemeat. Imagine what would happen if I went all in with her and it ended.

      No. I shook my head. This was better. Eventually, I’d get over her.

      By the time I went to bed, I was well and truly drunk but still felt like shit. The next morning, she wasn’t in my bed, and yet I could smell her sweet scent. She wasn’t in the kitchen baking up some lovely morning pastry.

      “Fuck it.” I headed to the shower, cleaned up as well as my throbbing head would let me, threw on a pair of khaki pants and a shirt and headed to the office. Before Sofia, it wasn’t unusual for me to work on a Sunday, and right now, working seemed like the best way to distract myself from missing her.

      I’d put in a solid hour of work when there was a knock on my door, and Val peeked in. “Oh Jake, what a disappointment. You went through with it and ended it with Sofia.”

      “I’m not in the mood now, Val.” I closed the file I was working on and pulled out another.

      “If ending this deal with Sofia has you so unhappy, maybe you shouldn’t end it.”

      “I’m not unhappy because of Sofia.” Okay, so that was a lie. “I’m unhappy with you continuously harping on me about it.”

      She sat in the chair in front of my desk, unfazed by my outburst. “You have your partnership. There’s no reason why you can’t have a life and happiness too.”

      “What do you know about life and happiness?” I bolted from my chair, deciding I needed a drink, even though I hadn’t fully recovered from my consumption the night before. I was at my bar before I realized she hadn’t responded. I looked over to her.

      She stared at me with sharp, disappointed eyes. “I know that I made the choice you’re making now and it was a mistake.”

      I shook my head. “You live for the fight, Val. Don’t give me any bullshit that you lost in love.”

      “Not bullshit, Jake. Fact. Like you, I wanted to be a successful, respected attorney. I wanted the fast track to partnership. I worked my ass off like you did. I didn’t have a fake marriage, but I did have a real fiancé.”

      I stared at her, not sure if I believed her. She stood and came toward me, taking my drink from my hand and downing it.

      “Vodka.” She made a face.

      “I have your whiskey.”

      She shook her head and strode to the window looking out over a dreary day in Manhattan. “I lived for the job first. Even with Kurt, work came first before him. He told me I was working too much. Not putting enough time into us, but I was sure if I made partner, then I’d have time. I was sure I could have both.”

      I laughed. “But you can’t. Sofia and I both have goals that don’t include each other.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You did what I couldn’t or didn’t. You fit in both. I envy you that. And it pisses me off that you’re tossing it aside.”

      “I didn’t have both.”

      “Stop bullshitting yourself, Jake. When Sofia was with you, you didn’t work weekends—”

      “I had to help her get her bakery.”

      Val rolled her eyes. “I’m sure that was a hardship. All you had to do was sign the checks. But you were there with her. You came in earlier. Why? Sofia is a baker so her day must start at four or five in the morning. Don’t tell me you didn’t adjust your schedule for her because you’re a terrible liar.”

      I poured another shot of vodka and downed it, wishing the burn running down my throat would torch all this angst away.

      “I wanted to marry Kurt, but by the time I decided to threaten discrimination and got my partnership, he was gone.” She walked back toward me. “There’s a saying, be careful what you wish for. I got my wish, but I lost my dream.”

      “I got my wish which is my dream.”

      She shook her head. “You keep telling yourself that, Jake.” She nodded toward my drink. “That won’t help either.” She left me alone feeling pissed and frustrated. I wanted to throw my glass, but managed to set it down. Instead, I headed to the firm’s gym, changed into a set of workout clothes I kept there and then jumped on a treadmill.

      Twelve miles later I was sweaty, thirsty and exhausted. I was almost too tired to feel anything which was probably as good as it was going to get. I showered, dressed and headed back to my office, where I worked well into the night. I got home, went to bed and the next morning, more out of rote than with any thought, I was up before the dawn, running, and back at the office by seven. All I had to do was keep to the schedule. Sleep. Run. Work. Sleep. Run. Work.

      By Friday, I was sure I had it down. I bulldozed through my day, slept at night, and while Sofia haunted me all the time, I was able to make it through the week. I only had to continue the pattern for the rest of my life.

      The problem was the weekend. I could work, but Saturday was Sofia’s opening day. I’d convinced myself I wouldn’t go. Seeing her would just make the yearning return and I’d have to start all over trying to get her out of my system.

      But how could I not go? How could I not see the fruition of all our hard work? How could I miss seeing her living her dream? I needed to go, and yet I spent most of the day pacing my apartment wondering about the wisdom of each choice.

      At four-thirty, knowing she’d close at six, I said “fuck it” to my heart and headed out the door. It was already busted, what were a few more cracks? I arrived just before five to a nearly empty bakery. Oh shit. Had the day gone badly?

      I pushed the door open and stepped in. There was a couple sitting in a table near the window, and a group of what I took to be tourists sitting at a table along the wall.

      “Jake.” Jenn, one of Sofia’s workers called to me behind the counter.

      “Hi, Jenn.” I looked around again. “How was it today?”

      She nodded. “It was good.” She pointed to the refrigerated display. “We’re out of a lot.”

      “Good but not great?”

      “We had a couple of runs during the day. I think it’s slowed down because it’s about dinner time.”

      “Is Sofia around?”

      “She’s out back prepping for tomorrow.” Jenn motioned with her thumb over her shoulder.

      “Mind if I go back?” Knowing Sofia was just behind the swinging door made me anxious to see her.

      “You should order something first. No special treatment.”

      Considering I funded this place, it seemed like I should have coffee and cookies for life. Then again, I wanted to support Sofia and her staff. I looked at the colorful chalk menu.

      “Double espresso and a hazelnut chocolate biscotti.”

      Jenn grinned. “We’re out of the biscotti. But we’ve got a hazelnut chocolate cookie.”

      “I’ll take that.” I pulled out a few dollars and handed them to Jenn. “Keep the change. Now can I go back?”

      She laughed at me like she knew I was antsy to see Sofia. “Yes. I’ll have your drink and cookie waiting.”

      I moved behind the counter and through the swinging door. Sofia was wearing her chef’s coat and chopping something. Her head lifted to the sound of my entering. Her smile was immediate and it warmed up every damn cold place in my life over the last week.

      “Jake, hey. I was beginning to think you wouldn’t make it.”

      “Sorry.” I kissed her cheek, inhaling the scent of sugar and Sofia. “I was hoping to come when you weren’t too busy.”

      She shrugged. “We had a few busy times.”

      “But it was okay?”

      “I’d have liked to have more, but it’s only day one of many. Maybe my grandkids will someday be running this place and tell the story of our mediocre first day.”

      Grandkids. She hadn’t given up the idea of love and family. She’d only postponed it while focusing on her dream career. Me, I’d given up on anything but being a lawyer. But the idea of my grandkids baking croissants with their grandmother while I watched was a powerful image.

      “Good attitude. I lost my first client and my first case in court.”

      “I don’t believe you.” She put the nuts she’d chopped into a container.

      “It’s true. Lots of great people failed initially.” I leaned against the counter as she prepped other items for her day tomorrow.

      “I don’t think today was a failure. It just wasn’t a big hit.”

      “Did your family come?”

      She blew out a breath. “Good God, no. Today was stressful enough. I wouldn’t have managed with them hovering. Besides, they know my baking.”

      “I know they’ll be proud to see your name over the door of this place.”

      She smiled smugly. “It is cool, isn’t it?”

      I laughed, loving the chance to just be around her again. “It is. Where’s your assistant?”

      “I sent her home. It’s slow now and we’ll be closing soon.” She looked up from her worktable at me. “Can you stay for a minute? I have some leftover lasagna I can heat up for dinner.”

      My logical mind said no. Too much time alone with her would be detrimental to my heart. My heart didn’t give a fuck. It wanted whatever morsels of time Sofia could give. “Sure. I can get takeout if you rather. You shouldn’t have to cook after a long day of baking.”

      “I don’t mind.”

      I hung around and chatted with Sofia until closing. My espresso was cold by then, but the cookie was excellent. I helped her and Jenn clean up, then Sofia locked up and I followed her up to her studio.

      “It’s not quite as neat as last time,” she said, opening the door. She was right, but it wasn’t untidy. It looked lived in. Like she’d settled in and was living life. My place looked like a bomb hit it. When the cleaning lady came this week, she’d probably charge me more. But I didn’t have time to clean when all I did was sleep, run, work.

      We sat at her little table having leftover lasagna, which in my opinion was usually better than fresh. She offered me wine but didn’t have any herself.

      “Becoming a teetotaler?” I joked with her.

      She gave me a hesitant smile. “Just don’t want brain fog. I have to be in the bakery by four or four-thirty.”

      I shivered. “That’s the middle of the night.”

      We did a good job keeping the conversation light. There was no use of the word hard, and the subsequent reference to my dick. Not that he wasn’t active during this time. More interestingly, she didn’t ask about the annulment or divorce. But maybe she was tired. She did have a slight dark shade under her eyes.

      A little after eight, I figured I should leave. If she had to be in the bakery at four, she’d need to get to bed soon.

      I helped her with the dishes and then made my way to her door.

      “Thanks for the dinner, Sofia. If the bakery thing doesn’t work, you could open an Italian restaurant.”

      She laughed. “Just what New York needs, another Italian restaurant.” Then she surprised me by launching herself in my arms. She hugged me tight. “Thank you so much, Jake. You’ve given me the world.”

      I felt like frickin’ Superman. “I just helped.”

      She kissed my cheek. Because I was holding her up, when she turned her head to me, we were practically nose to nose. A powerful need bloomed hot and wild as I looked into her dark eyes. Her lips were right there, a whisper away from mine for the taking.

      For a moment we just stared at each other as electricity sparked and cracked around us. I didn’t know if it was me or her who moved first, but a nanosecond later, I was kissing her and it was glorious. I was a depleted man and her kiss filled me with life.

      She wrapped her legs around my waist, grinding her cleft against my throbbing cock.

      I groaned. “Sofia.”

      “Don’t talk. Just touch, Jake.”

      That was all I needed to hear. My hands were everywhere on her, like they didn’t know where to start. Somehow, with my lips fused to hers, and her body wrapped around me, I stumbled through the small space to her bed.

      “Yes, yes, yes…” she chanted as our clothes melted away and our bodies crashed together.

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew this wouldn’t change anything and that in the end, it would be a mistake. But hell, if I could stop it. I wouldn’t.

      “Now, Jake, God, please, now.” She grabbed and tugged at me until I was over her. I might have liked to have more finesse, but in that moment, white-hot need drove me. I was mad with desire and so I thrust in.

      “Fuck yeah.” Her pussy took me in, pulling me deep and holding me tight.

      She whimpered. “God Jake…so good…so good.”

      I levered up on my hands, looking down at her lush body. There was a slight change, but I was too lost in my own lust to decipher it.

      “Fast and furious, honey,” I groaned out as I thrust in hard and deep.

      “Yes, more…faster.”

      Knowing she was with me, I let loose, pumping and thrusting like a crazed man. Her legs wrapped tighter around my hips, pulling me deeper.

      She arched, bowing off the bed and cried out, “I’m coming...”

      I watched for a second as pleasure flushed over her face. When I thrust in again, her pussy was so fucking tight, it shot me to high heaven. I growled loudly as my release tore through me, until I collapsed on her.

      “Fuck.” My breath came in harsh breaths.

      “Is that a good fuck?”

      “You’re the best fuck.” I rolled, careful not to fall off the small bed.

      She rested her head on my shoulder. “Do you suppose this will be a problem for us?”

      God, was she really going to have to launch into a discussion about this now?

      “I mean, if we’re home and we see each other at my parents’ restaurant, will we end up fucking in the bathroom or something?”

      I laughed as I realized she was being funny. It also suggested that she recognized this benefits thing might not be done.

      “Only if Tony isn’t there. Or your parents. You’ll have to con me into taking you to the lake again.”

      “You’re so easy.”

      I ran my hand over her tit and then her belly, finally realizing what was different. “You’ve gained weight this week.”

      She stiffened.

      “It can’t be from the pastry because you’ve been around that for a long time. So it must be from the lack of sexercise.”

      She relaxed again. “That must be it.” She was quieter after that and I wondered if she didn’t like my noticing she’d put on a few pounds. I didn’t care. Her tits were a little bigger. What was there to complain about that?

      Then again, maybe she was tired. As much as I hated to leave, I heaved myself out of her bed.

      “I’d invite you to stay, but my bed isn’t really big enough for two.”

      I tugged on my pants and slipped on my shirt. “No worries, Sof. Don’t get up. You need to sleep.” I kissed her forehead.

      “Thank you for coming to my opening.”

      “It was my pleasure.” I reached the door. “Oh, Sof?”

      “Hmm.” I heard sleep in her voice.

      “Have you ever thought of wearing your chef’s coat and only your chef’s coat?”

      “Perv.”

      I laughed. “Sleep tight.”

      Do I feel better? I wondered as I lay in my own bed. Yes and no. Being with her had replenished my energy. Leaving her again reminded me that our lives were now on separate tracks. But tonight also suggested that, on occasion, our lives might converge. It left room for the possibility that there could be a merger in the future. Would she want that? Not now maybe. Her mediocre opening had put the fire under her to do better and that would require even more of her time and energy. But if I bided my time, maybe there was still a chance for us. My brain tried to remind me about the pitfalls of love and Tony’s fists, but I ignored it. Instead, I imagined Sofia in her chef’s coat and only her chef’s coat as I drifted to sleep.
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      I was exhausted and yet couldn’t sleep. My brain neurons were firing on all cylinders and my body was still humming from Jake’s touch. What an incredible crazy day. While I didn’t have the opening I’d hoped for, I couldn’t complain too much. We had a steady flow of customers and a couple of rushes.

      But instead of replaying my day, the only thing on my mind was Jake. All day I’d looked for him. I desperately wanted him there for my opening, not just for support, but also to share in the fruits of our labor. He was as much a part of my bakery as I was, and not just because of the money. He’d helped me paint and decorate. Guided me through the legal issues. Offered support when I wasn’t feeling confident.

      As the day went by and he wasn’t there, I reminded myself that all this had been a business deal. Sure, we had some fun, but in the end, we had an agreement that was now ended. Still, he could have come by as a friend.

      Eventually, I gave up hoping, focusing again on building my business and I went back to do prep for tomorrow. And then he was there. Seeing him again made my heart jump. I wanted to rush into his arms and make him see how good we could be together. How our separate dreams could still be achieved together. Tell him about the baby he’d made that was growing inside me.

      Of course, I didn’t do any of that. I wouldn’t be able to bear the expression of pity on his face if I did. “It was fun, Sofia, but it was just a business deal.” Hearing that would destroy me.

      I couldn’t say the words, but I could try to prolong the visit. I was so happy when he agreed to have dinner with me. In the quiet comfort of my apartment, I was able to get a better look at him. He was still ridiculously handsome, but I noted tired eyes. I imagined he was working hard, probably putting in more hours to prove he’d earned his partnership and gain his dream list of clients.

      I waited on pins and needles for him to pull out legal paperwork to end the marriage or at least bring it up, but he didn’t. Had he forgotten we were still technically married? Did he still need the fake marriage? If so, why didn’t he say so? I’d have stayed with him longer.

      Around eight, I was tired and needed to get to bed, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell him so. He must have guessed because he helped me with the dishes and then made a move to leave. My gratitude couldn’t let him go without a hug. My heart couldn’t watch him leave without one last embrace. So I launched myself into his arms, loving how they felt as they banded around me and lifted me from the floor.

      When I looked at him and our gazes caught, it stole my breath. My entire body went hot with liquid heat, and in the next instant, he was kissing me. Or maybe I was kissing him. Either way, his mouth consumed mine and I was back in heaven. I needed him. His touch. The feel of his body moving within mine. I knew it wasn’t real. He didn’t love me or want me by his side. But I could have this moment in which his need matched mine.

      I wanted him to stay, but a double bed wasn’t big enough for him even if he was by himself. At least he lay with me for a moment. But when he mentioned weight gain, fear and guilt overtook all the lovely sensations he’d just given me. And then he left, and I didn’t say a word about the baby.

      It was wrong, and yet, I clearly was still hoping he’d change his mind and ask me to be with him. That he’d love me as I loved him. It was stupid and so dangerous. If he found out about the baby another way, it would ruin our friendship. Of course, I didn’t know how he could find out another way, but that wasn’t the point. The point was, I needed to tell him.

      The next few days at the bakery were steady and growing. I didn’t want to get overconfident, but as the weekend neared, I felt really optimistic that it was going to be a success. We’d all settled into a routine, and having watched all my staff work, I was confident that I could take a few hours off to visit Jake and leave some treats at his office to thank everyone for their support.

      I packed two boxes of goodies; one that could be left in the staff room, and one for Jake only. I left Loraine in charge, with the help of Drew and Eileen. I called for a car to pick me up and take me to Jake’s building down in the financial district.

      “Sofia!” Gina rushed to me as I entered the floor of Jake’s office. “Look at you. You look fabulous.”

      “Hi.” I couldn’t imagine I looked any different.

      “Having your own bakery clearly suits you. And wow, you brought us some goodies!”

      “I did.”

      “Let’s put them in the staff room.”

      I followed her to the large room with tables, a refrigerator and vending machines. I set the big box with baked treats on one of the tables.

      “This one is for Jake,” I said when she eyed the second box.

      “You know, I’m so glad you’re here because…well, Jake hasn’t been the same this week and...” She cast a glance down at my hand. “He’s not wearing his wedding ring and neither are you.” She made a sad face. “What’s going on?”

      My heart rate picked up as I tried to get the wheels of my brain to come up with a good excuse. Jake and I had ended our deal, but we hadn’t talked about how we were going to tell others.

      “We’re having them inscribed.”

      Relief shone on Gina’s face. “Oh, thank God. I thought maybe you two were having trouble.”

      I shook my head, hating to lie to her, but that was part of Jake’s and my deal too. The only problem was for me, our marriage wasn’t a lie.

      “No. We’re fine.” Wanting to change the subject, I said, “I wanted to thank you all for your support in helping me pick my treats for the bakery.”

      “I’ll let everyone know.”

      “Is Jake here? I’d like to check in with him too.”

      “Yes. And I don’t think he’s with a client. Good timing.” She winked at me.

      I checked in with Jake’s secretary who announced me. When I walked into his office, he was coming around his desk to greet me. He smiled when he saw me, and his eyes sparkled when he saw the bakery box.

      “This is a surprise,” he said, putting his hands on my arms and kissing me on the cheek. I wondered if he’d keep doing that once we were truly all done.

      “I wanted to thank you and your colleagues for all your help and support.”

      “I take it the week has gone well?” He motioned for me to sit in a chair while he leaned against his desk.

      “Each day has been a little better than the last.”

      “Excellent.” He grinned. “That’s so great. I’m happy for you, Sof.”

      “Listen, Gina asked about our wedding bands. I didn’t know what to tell her.”

      He stiffened and frowned.

      “I know our deal is done, but I don’t know what you’d told people.”

      “What did you say?” He looked a little perturbed.

      “That they were getting inscribed.”

      He let out a breath. “Good. I haven’t said anything here yet.”

      “Okay.” I looked up at him, wondering if I should ask about when he might say something and give me papers to sign. The problem was, I didn’t want papers to sign, so I kept my mouth shut.

      He nodded to the box in my hand. “So, what did you bring me?”

      Happy for the change of subject, I stood and set the box on his desk. I lifted the lid. “Those lavender scones you liked, cookies, a croissant, lemon bars and a few cupcakes, because I know you love frosting.”

      “You’re going to make me fat.” He grinned like a schoolboy over all the treats. He picked up a cupcake and bit into it. His eyes closed and he let out an “mmm” sound.

      “With all these treats, you don’t need me around.”

      He lifted a brow.

      “You look quite satisfied.”

      He stared at me for a moment, and then put the cupcake in the box as he pressed his hand against my hip and maneuvered me between him and the desk. “You’re a great baker, Sof, but nothing is as sweet and satisfying as you.”

      My heartrate picked up and my girlie parts tingled. I ran my hands over his starched shirt, loving the heat that radiated from his hard chest.

      “I don’t fit in the bakery box.”

      Fire flashed in his eyes. “Are you saying I can eat you?”

      I couldn’t stop the moan escaping at his words.

      “Hold that thought, sweet Sofia.” He moved in quick, sure strides to his door, flipping the lock. There was no question about his intentions and my body rejoiced that he was going to touch me again. He was back at his desk in a few steps. He pushed the box aside as he pressed his body against mine. “I’ve been dreaming about you in your chef’s coat.”

      “And only my chef’s coat?”

      He nodded as he lifted the skirt of my dress. Normally, I wore pants or shorts depending on the time of year, but wanting to look professional and pretty, I’d worn a dress. Now I was so glad I had, because it made what we were about to do so much easier.

      He hooked his fingers in the waistband of my panties and pushed them down. “I’ve missed eating you, Sofia.” He lifted me on the desk, pushing my thighs apart as he dropped to his knees.

      I ran my fingers through his hair. “I missed you too.”

      He kissed my inner thigh and my pussy contracted in anticipation. “Jake.”

      “You’re wet, Sofia.”

      “Don’t tease me.” My need for his touch was torture.

      “You need a good hard orgasm?” He inhaled and when he exhaled, I felt the heat of it on my clit.

      “Yes.”

      “Well then.” His tongue flicked at my entrance and then ran up the length of my pussy lips until he reached my clit.

      I gasped and my hips jerked as sweet pleasure built.

      “You taste so fucking good, Sof.”

      “Don’t stop, Jake.”

      He laughed softly. “So demanding.” But he didn’t prolong my sweet agony. He devoured me with his mouth, licking, sucking and thrusting until I was biting my lip to keep from screaming as my orgasm slammed into me like a freight train.

      He growled. “Again. Do it again.” His mouth assaulted me more, harder, faster until I was whimpering and writhing. Finally, he blasted me over the edge again as pleasure burst through my body.

      I was heaving in breaths as he stood and fumbled with his belt and pant clasp. His dick sprang free, so hard and beautiful. I reached for it, wanting to hold and stroke it.

      “Ah, fuck, Sofia…” He pushed my hand away. “Sorry, honey, no time for that.” He gripped my hips and thrust inside me in one hard stroke. I cried out, gripping his shoulders and wrapping my legs around his waist to keep him inside me. I wanted him there for always. For forever.

      He groaned as he withdrew and plunged in again. And again. Soon he was pistoning in and out of me. The friction was delicious as it grew and grew, pushing me higher and higher.

      “Oh God, I’m coming again.” My entire body went tight and stiff as I hit the pinnacle of pleasure. He thrust in and ground his hips against me, hitting my clit and shooting me to the stars.

      “Fuck yeah, come on my cock, Sofia.” He growled, surging inside me with his own release spreading warmth in my pussy. Immediately I thought of the baby we made, which was then followed by guilt.

      When he finished, he rested his forehead against mine as he worked to catch his breath.

      “Well, there’s something I never thought I’d do,” he said.

      “What’s that?” Wanting to keep him close, I slid my arms from his shoulders around his back.

      “Fuck someone on my desk at work.”

      I laughed. “Really? I thought all powerful men in New York did that.”

      “Not me. Not until now.”

      His words filled me with hope. They suggested I was different and maybe it made him feel different. My brain warned me that these were dangerous thoughts. After all, we were just fucking, a physical activity that didn’t require love.

      He lifted his head, giving me a kiss, before stepping back. He grabbed a tissue to wipe his dick and then pulled up his pants.

      “Here.” He grabbed his box of tissues from his desk and handed them to me. “I made a mess of you.”

      I slid off the desk. “Do you make a lot of your clients cry?” I said, taking the box.

      “No. I do have one client who gets pretty teary about his deceased wife.”

      “So sad and sweet too. I think I’d rather do this in the bathroom.”

      “I don’t have an office with a bathroom…yet.”

      “Ah, another goal.” I stepped out of my panties and handed them to him. “I’ll be back for these.”

      Making sure my dress was in place, I left his office and went to the bathroom. I cleaned up and then gave myself a pep talk.

      Jake, I’m pregnant.

      Jake, we’re having a baby.

      Jake, I love you.

      All of them scared me to death. Taking a deep breath, I headed back to his office.

      When he saw me, he twirled my panties around his index finger. “I’ve been thinking of holding these for ransom.”

      “I’ve already paid.”

      He laughed. “In spades.”

      “Jake, I need to talk to you about something.”

      His head cocked to the side slightly, like he noted the change in my tone. “Okay.”

      “The thing is—”

      A knock sounded on his door and then Val poked her head in. “Jake.” She saw me and her face lit up. “Sofia.”

      “Val, how are you?”

      Val looked to Jake and then back at me. “Great. Did you bring goodies?”

      “I did. They’re in the staff room.”

      “God, they’re probably gone.” She eyed the box on Jake’s desk. “I’ll just steal from him. Listen I hate to interrupt, but Wallace needs to see all the partners. Now.” She looked at me and seemed genuinely sad at having to steal Jake away.

      A mixture of disappointment and relief swept through me. I couldn’t tell him about the baby now.

      Jake stood and put on his coat. “I’ll be right there. Sofia had something to tell me.”

      I waved his comment away. “It can wait.” We had nine months—or actually seven months.

      “You sure?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Go have your meeting.” As Val stepped outside, I whispered to him: “Now might be a good time to ask for the office with a bathroom.”

      “You’re naughty.” He kissed my cheek. “I love it.”

      I love it. Not I love you. I love it. This was still a friendship with spectacular sex.

      That, of course, didn’t change the need to tell him about the baby, but it was a reminder that my newest dream of being with him wasn’t wise.

      I left his office feeling like I was in the same limbo I’d been in when those pregnancy sticks came up positive. I hated that I was a strong independent woman who was too scared to tell Jake about our baby. No, not scared so much as selfish. I wanted him to love me. To ask me to be with him because of me, not a baby.

      “I’m jealous of you, little guy,” I said, rubbing my belly on the elevator ride down. “He’ll love you and want you no matter what.” But me? He only wanted my body, but that was it.

      As I walked out onto the busy New York street, I realized that I’d been so preoccupied with how Jake would react, I hadn’t thought much about how my family would take the news. Or how Jake and I would co-parent. I knew for sure that if he said we should stay married for real that I’d turn him down despite my desire for that. I wanted to marry for love. And I also didn’t want to become a source of unhappiness or resentment for Jake.

      But even without marriage, we were going to have a baby. Unlike our fake marriage, that wasn’t something we could keep a secret. Jake was right that my brother would probably want to kick his ass. My parents would likely be disappointed. But in the end, I knew they loved me and would love my baby. Jake would become persona non grata, which would be hard at our baby’s birthday parties and other holidays.

      Fortunately, I still had some time before telling them as well. I was beginning to feel like Scarlett O’Hara, putting things off until tomorrow.

      Today, I’d head back to the bakery to finish out the day and help prep for tomorrow. Jake was right. It was important to focus on our dream careers as they were steadier and less likely to let us down.
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      I wanted to think bringing baked goodies was an excuse to see me, but that was just wishful thinking. Not that she probably didn’t want to see me, but she was a lovely woman who of course, would want to thank me and the office for helping her get her bakery up and running.

      Sofia’s showing up out of the blue was like frosting on the cake. The cake, or in this case my job, was good, but made oh so much sweeter with frosting, aka Sofia. The special treat, the cherry on top, was fucking her on my desk. I’d always kept my personal life away from my work life, so having sex on my desk had never been an option. Now I was wondering when I could lure Sofia back for a repeat.

      I never thought the day would come when I’d be annoyed at my job for getting in the way of my personal life. I would have liked to talk to her more, especially since she’d appeared to have something to tell me. Her expression appeared hesitant and a part of me hoped she was about to take the brave step and tell me she cared for me. Maybe even loved me. I was a strong man, but there was no doubt that she was stronger in her convictions, courage, and emotions.

      But goddammit, of course Val would pick that time to interrupt. I tried to give Sofia and me a few more minutes, but I guessed the moment was gone, as Sofia brushed off my attempt to stay and talk, sending me on my way. Didn’t she know she was more important? That thought sent my stomach into a tailspin. Yes, I knew I loved her and wanted to be with her. But for as long as I could remember, I wanted to be a lawyer. That had always been first. The most important. Had Sofia really changed that?

      “You should have brought your baked goodies,” Val said as I entered the conference room.

      I should have done a lot of things, I thought. “Even I have my limits of what I’ll do for the firm.” I grinned, hoping she saw I was being lighthearted, even though inside, I felt all discombobulated.

      “It was good to see Sofia. Does that mean—”

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I said. But oh, did I want it to. I took my place at the table with the rest of the partners and listened to Wallace drone on about billing hours. Everyone’s were down over the last month, including mine. I still outperformed nearly everyone at the table, so I wasn’t worried. Plus, I’d be getting them back up again now that Sofia’s bakery was open and our deal was done. She might have been more important to me, but her bakery was more important to her, and I respected that. I had no doubt that she’d open new shops throughout the city. Maybe even franchise.

      Finally, the meeting was done, and I stood, ready to go back to my office.

      “Jake, can I speak to you a moment?” Mr. Wallace said.

      I nodded but didn’t like the idea of being singled out. Was he going to get on me about my drop in billable hours?

      When the room was empty, he motioned for me to sit in the chair nearest him, while he sat back in his chair.

      “I haven’t had a chance to catch up with you in the last few months.”

      “No, sir.” There had been times before Sofia that he’d catch me working late and we’d chat. It had been part of my plan in earning a partnership. Once married, even though it was fake, I didn’t often work late, though I did come in early, before he was there. I frowned and started to get annoyed, thinking he was going to hassle me on working less when it had been his fricking idea that I needed to settle down.

      “I can see that marriage is good for you. While you’ve made partner on your efforts, showing signs of stability did play a positive role in our vote.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course, we’d like to see more hours again—”

      “I’ve been coming in early to work, sir. My hours haven’t dropped that much.”

      He sat back with a smirk. “No, they haven’t. You’re still outdoing most of the partners and the associates. Plus you brought in a big client. Any others you’re looking at?”

      “Yes, sir.” But I kept my dream list to myself.

      “Good to hear. I like to see stability, but I’d hate for you to lose focus on what’s important. Your wife has her own business, right?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Mr. Wallace nodded. “Good. She probably has long hours too. Any thoughts on when you’ll have children?”

      I couldn’t stop the frown on my face.

      He laughed. “None of my business, I know. But like I said, we don’t want you to lose focus on what’s important. Once you have kids, your wife might want to quit and then you’ll need your billable hours to support her.”

      I couldn’t imagine Sofia closing her bakery even for kids. More likely she’d get some sort of carrier and keep on baking. It was what her mother did at the restaurant.

      But I wasn’t going to discuss my fake marriage and children with Mr. Wallace.

      “Right now, we’re focused on our work.” I wondered if I shouldn’t hint that our separate goals were creating a strain on the marriage. After all, at some point, I’d need to get a divorce and let them know she and I were quits. But the only thing I could think about was Sofia coming on my desk an hour earlier.

      “Good. Listen, I’m having a small gathering for dinner at my place tomorrow night. I know it’s short notice, but I’d love for you and your wife to come. Val and a few other partners will be there. I think it will be good for them to get to know you better, and see how you’re an asset, yet different from your uncle.”

      “I’d be honored. I’ll need to check with my wife. Her bakery is open every day and I don’t know her schedule.”

      “You do that. I hope she can come. Perhaps she can bring some of her baked goods?”

      “I’ll ask her.”

      I left the conference room, for once glad about a hoop my boss was making me jump through. I just hoped Sofia would be on board. I suspected she would be, but it would be strange too. We were supposed to be done with our deal. It was my fault that we weren’t because except for helping Sofia move, I hadn’t taken any action to end our marriage or tell people at work we were splitting up.

      I didn’t want to bother with a phone call to her while she was working, so I texted her, asking if she’d be willing to play wife again for me at a dinner with an executive partner.

      Will it involve a desk?

      I laughed at her response. Later if you desire.

      Then, yes.

      It was ridiculous how happy that made me. Can you bring some baked items? I’ll pay.

      I don’t take cash or credit from my husband. I do accept massages and…

      My dick liked her idea about payment. I can do massages and…

      I picked Sofia up at seven, giving her a kiss on the cheek. It was safer than the lips because if I did that, it was possible we’d end up naked instead of at my boss’ dinner party. She looked lovely in a simple black dress that hung looser on her than her other clothes. It was just as well, because her other dresses clung to her curves and often distracted me.

      She had on little pearl earrings and a necklace with a pearl pendant. I now wished I’d bought her some jewelry. Not that hers wasn’t nice, but she deserved something sparkly. The best I could do was pull out my grandmother’s ring from my pocket. I’d already put mine on.

      “Thank you for being willing to carry this charade on a little longer. I just haven’t had time to deal with it at work.”

      She smiled, and as always, it was radiant. She put the ring on, studying it on her finger for a moment. “Of course. I feel like I owe you more time anyway after all you’ve done.”

      I wished she wanted to give me more time because she wanted me, not because she felt obligated. But I’d take what I could get.

      “I packed up some leftovers from today. There’s a variety, but I think it’s all suitable for a fancy dinner party. Oh, and I made some cannoli.”

      “You didn’t do anything extra did you?” While Sofia looked beautiful, she also looked tired.

      She shrugged. “You know me. I like to make cannoli.”

      Mr. Wallace held his gathering at his penthouse in the city. Along with Sofia and me, there were another four couples, all partners at the firm. Val was with a man named Joe, who I assumed was her neighbor with benefits.

      “Sofia, so lovely to see you,” Val said when she saw us. She cut me a knowing look, which I ignored. Her interest in my love life baffled me. Perhaps she needed to focus on her own instead of mine.

      “Thank you, Val.”

      “The bakery is a success?”

      “We’re getting there.” Sofia said, passing on the offer of a glass of wine by a servant.

      “I’m so sorry I haven’t made it down yet. I do believe several associates have though and they raved about it,” Val said.

      “There’s a seat for you when you do come.”

      Mr. Wallace went all out, serving a multi-course dinner, each with its own wine pairing. Sofia preferred water, which Mr. Wallace took notice of.

      “Not a wine drinker, Mrs. Dunne?” he asked from the head of the table.

      “Please, call me Sofia. And I enjoy wine, but lately, with all my work and having to get up extra early, I’ve been skipping it. It can sometimes leave me foggy in the morning.”

      He nodded. “Good to hear. I was worried you and Jake might be starting a family already.”

      I stiffened and next to me Sofia flinched.

      “We’ve got time for that,” I said, putting my hand on Sofia’s thigh to let her know I’d handle Mr. Wallace’s nonsense.

      “Good, good. As I told Jake earlier,” he said to Sofia and everyone at the table who could hear, “we’re very pleased to see him settled with a lovely wife, but we also want him to be focused on the firm.”

      “Yes, of course. I have my own business that keeps me busy, so you can be sure, Jake will have all the time he needs for the firm.”

      A part of me didn’t like her comment because I also wanted to have time for her. But I realized she was probably putting in even more time at the bakery right now than I did at the firm. She was open every day, and since she was just starting, she didn’t have many workers to rotate through a schedule, which meant she worked all those days, and here I was, dragging her to a silly work dinner.

      When Mr. Wallace’s attention turned to someone else, I leaned over to her. “I won’t keep you out too late, Sof.”

      She turned her head to me. “I’m fine, Jake.”

      I used my thumb from the hand resting on the back of her chair to stroke her back. “I just don’t want you to get so exhausted your bakery suffers or you don’t enjoy it.”

      “Thank you.” She leaned a little closer. “It’s weird isn’t it, how invested he is in your personal life? Did he really tell you to put off having kids?”

      I nodded. “He particularly likes that you’re your own woman. You won’t be distracting me because you’ve got a business.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “You do distract me, you know.”

      She smiled. “I do?”

      I nodded. God, there was so much I wanted to say to her. But I was sitting at my boss’ dinner table with a dozen other people. Now wasn’t the time.

      “You’ve been known to distract me too.”

      She thought I was just talking about sex. If only she knew. What would she say if I told her the truth? That I’d fallen for her. That I hated living apart from her? That I wanted to make her my next dream to achieve. I’d been too much of a coward before, to tell her, but clearly, I was going to live in a tormented limbo if I didn’t say something.

      There was a little more schmoozing after dinner and ahhing over Sofia’s desserts. I brought Sofia home and prepared to lay my heart on the line. I’d done many scary things in my life, but this had to top the list. I felt like my entire life’s happiness rested on her response when I told her the truth of how I felt.

      When we got to her door, she unlocked it and turned to me. Her eyes had a shadow of dark circles and I wavered in my plan. She needed to rest.

      “Do you want to come in? I have decaf coffee,” she asked.

      “I do have something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Oh.” This time the shadow crossed her eyes. It looked like disappointment. What did she think I wanted to say? Again, I started to second guess myself.

      The only thing to do was to launch into it. “Sofia, I—”

      Her phone started to play Your Cheatin’ Heart.

      She sighed. “That’s Tony.”

      I smirked. “That’s quite a ringtone.”

      “I like to match the ring to the person.”

      I wanted to ask her what mine was.

      “I’ll just tell him I’ll call him back later.”

      I shook my head. I knew she and Tony hadn’t been talking and it was important that they work things out. “No, you take it and then get some rest.”

      “I thought you wanted to talk.”

      I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “We can talk later.”

      She looked unsure, so I gave her a reassuring smile. Then I turned and left her apartment.

      I took in a deep breath when I reached the sidewalk outside. When I’d planned to tell her my feelings, I hadn’t considered anything other than fulfilling my own desires. Aside from how she might feel about it, there was Tony to consider. I was certain he’d be pissed that I’d touched his sister. It wouldn’t matter to him that I loved her. Then there was the fact that loving Sofia would be a distraction that would impact my work. I certainly could still be successful, but I wouldn’t work as much with her in my life as I would without her. As I stood on the street, I didn’t care as much about whether my billing hours dropped a few percentages. I even considered that it would be okay if Tony tried to beat me to a pulp. Sofia was worth all that.

      What I wasn’t sure about was how I’d feel if it turned out she didn’t want me back.
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      I hated to let Jake go and yet I wasn’t sure I wanted him to stay. He said he needed to talk to me and the only thing I could think of that he needed to say was about our impending break-up, and I didn’t want to talk about that. Plus, I hadn’t talked to Tony since his birthday. I hadn’t called because I knew I’d chew him out, and he hadn’t called me, probably for the same reason.

      When the door closed behind Jake, I poked the button on my phone. “Tony.”

      “Hey, Sof. Is it too late to call?”

      “No.” I was tired and needed to get to bed, but he was my brother. I flopped down on my bed. It was possible I’d sleep in my dress when this call was over.

      “I’m coming to the city this week and wanted to see you. You’ve been moving and shaking there without telling us about it.”

      “I told Mom and Dad about it.” Sort of. I’d let them know I moved and started a bakery, but didn’t go into details. “Are they sending you to check on me?”

      He laughed. “No. I think those days are gone. You’re your own woman, Sof. They know that.”

      “What about you?” I thought of Jake and how Tony would respond to my being with him.

      “You’ll always be my little sis that I’ll want to protect. But I promise to behave.”

      I realized then that I missed him. We’d always got along well, even when he annoyed me with his big brother protection. I’d been so pissed that he’d cheat on his wife, that I’d stayed away. I was still pissed. But I also missed him.

      “Are you just coming to see me?” I asked.

      “Yes, why?”

      “You don’t usually just come to see me.”

      There was a pause. “It’s possible I’ll want to make a move. I do want to see you, Sof. Check out your new business. But I think I might look around for new possibilities in my life.”

      “Did Vera kick you out?”

      Again, there was another pause, but I imagined this one was to steady his emotions. Chances were, he wanted to tell me it was none of my business.

      “No.”

      I thought for a moment. “Are you leaving her?” He cheated and now he was going to make a love nest in the city?”

      “Sof. I don’t know what I’m doing. I just know I need a change.”

      There were so many mean things running through my head, but like him, I took a moment to collect myself. “I’m at the bakery until six.”

      “I plan to be there early afternoon.”

      “See you then.”

      “Goodnight, Sof.”

      I managed to get my pajamas on after all and then climbed into bed. I took Jake’s grandmother’s ring off, despite my desire to keep it on. I set it on the nightstand, reminding myself I’d need to give it to him the next time I saw him.

      I settled in bed and tried to make my brain stop ruminating. Tony’s life was fucked up, but who was I to talk? I was knocked up by his best friend and hadn’t told him yet. That sort of betrayal had to be just as bad as cheating.
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      Early the next week, I had a doctor’s appointment. She gave me a sonogram, and when I saw the image of our baby, guilt had me bursting into tears. Jake should have been seeing this. Seeing the life he helped make.

      “It’s a beautiful, healthy baby. Would you like a picture?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please.”

      When I got home, it took me a little time to pull myself together to go down to the bakery. All I could do was look at the image of my baby. Jake’s baby.

      Realizing I needed to get my bakery on firm ground in order to support the baby, I got myself organized and headed down to work.

      Wednesday morning had a great start. A few more early morning customers came by, saying they’d heard about the bakery from co-workers. Good. Word was getting around. Mid-morning, a group of tourists stopped in, depleting our supply of muffins and breakfast pastries.

      “If this keeps up, you’ll need a bigger space and more cooks,” Jenn said as we watched the group enjoy their coffee and pastries.

      “Not a bad problem to have.”

      At two, my brother walked through the door. As mad as I was at him, I was so happy to see him too. I rushed to him, throwing my arms around him.

      He hugged me back. “I was afraid you’d toss me out on my ass.”

      I squeezed him tighter. “You deserve to be tossed on your ass, but you’re my brother.” I leaned back to get a good look at him. He looked tired and sad and lost. “I want to help you get your shit together.”

      He laughed. “That will take a fucking miracle.”

      I hugged him again.

      “Uh oh, does Jake have some competition?” Jenn said from behind the counter. I stiffened.

      Tony pulled back, his brows pulled together quizzically. “Jake?”

      I waved Jenn’s comment away. “He comes in every now and then. He’s been a big support.” I turned to Jenn. “Can you let Loraine know that we need more biscotti?” I wanted to get her out of the room.

      “Sure thing.”

      I went around the counter. “So what do you want?”

      “Jesus, Sof,” he said, looking at the glass case filled with baked goods, minus the muffins and pastries. He looked up at me. “No cannoli?”

      I laughed. “Only on special occasions.”

      He ordered a large coffee and a cookie. Then I went and sat with him at the far side of the bakery to check in.

      “Fucking fantastic,” Tony said when he took a bite of the cookie. He looked at me with pride and awe. “You did it, Sof. God, I’m so proud and jealous.”

      “Thank you. You just need to figure out what you want, Tony. My wish is that it includes Vera and the kids though.”

      He looked down. “I do love them.”

      It was hard for me to believe him. If he loved them, he wouldn’t betray them. But then I remembered that I loved Jake and was betraying him.

      “Have you talked to Vera about your unhappiness?”

      He shook his head. “She’d just tell me to suck it up. That she’s unhappy all the time stuck with the kids.”

      “No. She doesn’t feel like that, does she?”

      He shrugged. “I think life feels as dull, routine and passionless for her as it does for me. I don’t feel like I signed up for this. I think she feels the same.”

      “So, the answer is to fuck the town skank?” The words were out before I could think to rein them in.

      He shot me a glare but didn’t say anything. What could he say?

      I reached over and put my hand on his. “I’m sorry, but I hate to see what you’ve become. You’re better than that, Tony.”

      His jaw tensed.

      “Maybe you and Vera need counseling. Individually and together. Life doesn’t always turn out like we planned.” I was proof of that.

      “Yours did.”

      I shrugged. If only he knew. “I’ve gotten what I set out to get, but that’s because I knew what I wanted and went after it. What did you want, Tony? What do you want?”

      He ran his fingers through his dark hair. “Hell if I know.”

      “That’s what you need to figure out.”

      He nodded. “What I’d like now is to see your place. Mom said you moved.”

      “It was like kismet. My place is right above,” I said, pointing up.

      “No kidding.”

      I put Tony’s cup and plate on the counter, and after quickly introducing Tony as my brother to Jenn and Loraine to avoid any more Jake comments, I took him up to my studio.

      “Jesus, I forgot how small places are in the city.”

      “It’s just me.” For now. “I’ve got cannoli.”

      “Now you’re talking.” I left him looking around my studio as I went to the kitchen area and pulled out a couple treats for him.

      “Sof? What’s this?”

      I peeked my head around the alcove wall. Tony stood by my little eating table holding up the sonogram image. Oh shit.

      He looked down at it and then at me. “It’s got your name on it. Jesus, Sof, are you pregnant?”

      My brain was blank with any answer except the truth. I nodded. “Yes.”

      He scoffed. “I thought my life was fucked up but this—”

      Anger shot through me. “Your life is fucked up, Tony. This baby...may not have been planned, but it’s not fucked up.”

      “How are you going to raise a baby and run a business?”

      “By making a plan and following it. I don’t just drift through life and then cheat.” I tossed the plate of cannoli on the table.

      His eyes flared with equal anger. “Who’s the father? Where’s he in all this?”

      “That is none of your business or concern.”

      He looked at the picture again. “It’s going to break Mom and Dad’s heart.”

      Tears pooled in my eyes. “Not as much as you have. Do they know about you? They’ll be disappointed in me, but they’ll love this baby.”

      “I thought Jake was looking out for you. How could this happen?”

      I flinched. “Jake is not my keeper. Did you ask him to look out for me?”

      “Not in so many words, but he always has since we were kids. He’s like a brother to you. He brought you to my birthday…” His words trailed off. “What did your server mean by Jake having competition?”

      “Nothing.” I took the sonogram from him. If he wasn’t going to be happy about my baby, he wasn’t worthy of holding it.

      “Holy fuck. Is Jake the father? Jesus, have you been fucking my friend?”

      “You’re being rude and vulgar, Tony.” I was shaking but I wasn’t sure if was rage or nerves.

      “Oh my God.” He spun away, pressing both of his hands on the top of his head like he was trying to keep it from exploding. He turned back. “Jake has been fucking you.”

      “It’s not like that, Tony.” With those words, I realized that I’d confirmed his suspicions.

      I saw rage build in him and then he went to the door.

      “Tony. Where are you going?”

      “To see my friend.” His words were clipped, like he was spitting each one out.

      “No. Stay here and we can talk.” My phone beeped with a text. Crap. I quickly pulled it from my pocket.

      Rush. Need help. Jenn’s text said.

      “I need to see to business. Stay here, Tony and we can talk.”

      “About what? About how you and my friend are lecturing me about cheating on my wife, all the while betraying me.”

      “He’s your friend not your spouse.”

      He glared at me. “And yet neither of you told me. Which suggests you wanted to keep it a secret. Which means you knew I wouldn’t like it.”

      “Yes, but I don’t live my life around what you like and don’t like, Tony.”

      I’d never seen such disappointment and anger directed toward me from him. “Maybe if you did, you wouldn’t be knocked up.”

      “You take that back. This is my baby you’re disrespecting.”

      He jerked back. “Babies are beautiful things, Sof. But this one is an accident.”

      “Get out.” I’d wanted him to stay so we could talk. But now he’d hurt and disgusted me. “Go back home to your wife and kids and lover.”

      His face contorted like he was holding himself back from saying something. Then he pushed past me and out the door.

      I took in deep heaving breaths, trying to get myself settled. My phone pinged again.

      “Yes, I’m coming,” I said to my empty apartment. For the first time, the last thing I wanted to do was to go down and run my bakery. But I had responsibilities and a staff to think of, so I sucked it up and went to work.
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      Since seeing Sofia for my boss’ dinner, I’d been restless and unsettled. I felt like I was in a room with many doors but couldn’t decide which one to walk through. I was sure I wanted Sofia in my life. Hell, I was wearing the wedding ring again, not having taken it off after our dinner nor getting my grandmother’s back from Sofia.

      And yet, I still hadn’t told her how I felt. I hadn’t even seen her or talked to her in several days. I knew she was probably too busy to connect. I was curious about how her call with Tony went. I hadn’t heard from him in a while either.

      “Jake.”

      I jerked my head to the sound of Val, and realized I was distracted again when I needed to be focused on a partner meeting.

      She gave me a face that said, get it together. “Did you finish the corporation set-up for Mr. Madigan.”

      “Yes. He also set up a retainer with us for future consulting or legal issues.”

      “Good job, Jake,” Mr. Wallace said. “I like how you give ’em what they want and then sell them more.” Only Mr. Wallace could treat legal services like car selling.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The rest of the meeting I was able to keep up and focused. I was relieved when we were dismissed. It was afternoon and I needed my pick-me-up of strong coffee.

      I was just leaving the conference room with the rest of the partners when a commotion sounded from the main area.

      “You can’t go back there,” I heard Gina call.

      Tony came barreling around the corner, his eyes dark and hard, his hands balled into a fist.

      Shit. He knew about me and Sofia.

      “Tony—”

      “You son of a bitch.” He swung and I was too slow to get out of the way. His fist connected with my jaw. My head snapped to the side at the force, knocking me sideways. I bumped into Val who’d been next to me. Fortunately, we were both able to stay standing.

      “Call security,” I heard Mr. Wallace say.

      “It’s okay,” I straightened up. “You okay?” I asked Val.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “You’ve been fucking my sister.” Tony’s arm cranked back, but two male associates who’d run in grabbed him.

      “It’s not like that, Tony.”

      “Cheating already?” I heard someone say.

      Pissed that someone would say that, I said. “Sofia is his sister.”

      “Why is he mad that you’re fucking your wife?” someone else said.

      Apparently, Tony was too worked up trying to get loose and tear my head off because he didn’t respond to the comment that Sofia was my wife. He was crazed and I was worried for Sofia.

      “Can you call her for me?” I asked Val. “Make sure she’s alright? I’ll handle Tony.” I turned back to him. “Tony—”

      “You lectured me on my behavior but all the time you’ve been fucking my sister, knocking her up. You’re a fucking bastard.”

      It took a moment but then his words sank in. I knocked her up?

      “There must be a mistake,” Mr. Wallace said. “You said you weren’t having kids yet.”

      “There’s no mistake.” Tony hissed.

      “Call the police too,” Mr. Wallace told someone.

      I stared at Tony, knowing I needed to respond, but I was confused. Sofia couldn’t be pregnant. She would have told me.

      “I saw the sonogram, Jake. You’re not only a fucking asshole for fucking her, but to leave her slaving in that bakery…living in that tiny studio…how is she going to raise a kid in that?”

      “What’s he talking about?” Mr. Wallace asked.

      I knew I needed to think fast and come up with some explanation, but I couldn’t get past what he was saying about a baby.

      Security rushed in and took a hold of Tony.

      “Hand him over to the police,” Mr. Wallace said. “Mr. Dunne will be pressing charges.”

      “This isn’t over yet, Jake,” Tony yelled as security escorted him away.

      “I need to check on Sofia.” I hurried toward the back elevator to avoid Tony.

      “You need to talk to the police,” Mr. Wallace called.

      “Later. I need to check on my wife.” I poked the down button, but not before Mr. Wallace joined me.

      I didn’t say anything as the elevator made its descent.

      “We’ve got a little bit of time for you to tell me what’s going on, Dunne.”

      I had no clue what to say. “Sofia’s family doesn’t know we’re married.” That was true.

      “And the baby? You both said there wasn’t one.”

      My head jerked to look at him. Was he serious? I was just accosted by my friend for fucking his sister and he’s focused on the baby. Shit, is there really a baby?

      “He must be mistaken.” I couldn’t wrap my head around why she wouldn’t tell me, so the only logical explanation was that Tony was confused. He was pissed off enough to not be thinking straight.

      “He has mental issues?” Mr. Wallace asked.

      Tony might have had a temper, but I’d never thought of him as being mentally unstable. He’d always been a good, loyal friend. I shook my head. “I don’t know what’s going on, sir. That’s why I need to see Sofia.”

      The elevator stopped on the ground floor and the doors opened.

      “Check on your wife, Dunne. Let us know that she’s okay. We’ll take care of this guy until you can make your statement.”

      I nodded. I didn’t want Tony arrested, but neither did I want him getting near Sofia when he was crazed like that.

      I stepped off the curb, nearly getting run down as I waved for a cab. I gave him the address for Sofia’s bakery. I went to pull out my phone to call her and realized I left it in my office since we weren’t supposed to bring it in meetings with us.

      It took forever to get to midtown but finally the driver pulled in at the front of the bakery. I paid him and rushed out of the cab and into the shop.

      “Where’s Sofia?” I barked at Jenn.

      She jumped. “She was here but just went back upstairs. I think she had a fight with her brother.”

      I hurried out of the bakery and to the apartment entrance. I took the stairs by twos and rapped on Sofia’s door.

      “Go away, Tony.”

      “It’s Jake.”

      The door opened and I knew from the guilty and sad expression on her face that Tony had been right. My initial instinct had been to hold her and make sure she was alright, but that was quashed by the realization that she’d been lying to me.

      “Oh God, did he hit you?” She reached up to touch my face, but I pushed her hand away and stepped into her studio.

      “Yes, for fucking you and knocking you up.” I turned on her. “Tell me that’s not true, Sofia. Tell me he was just acting like a raving lunatic.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, which was confirmation.

      “You didn’t tell me.” I turned around, running my fingers through my hair as I tried to figure out my whirl of emotions. Finally, I turned around. “Either you’re a liar or a cheat, like your brother.”
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      Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god. The worst thing that could happen did. Jake found out about the baby before I told him. I wanted to throttle Tony but, in the end, it was my fault. I should have told him sooner. Now I had to scramble to make it right.

      “Let me explain,” I said.

      “Yes, explain it to me Sof. Are you a liar or a cheat? Is that even my baby?”

      “Yes. Jake. Yes it’s your baby. I’m not a cheat.” I couldn’t get my brain and mouth to work together.

      “So, you’re a liar. You were going to have this baby without me? Never tell me? After all I’ve done for you? What I felt—” He stopped himself.

      “I was going to tell you. I started to so many times.” I felt desperate to make him understand.

      He glared at me with his hands on his hips. “And yet, I found out when your brother showed up to kick my ass at my office. In front of all the partners.”

      “Oh god. I’m so sorry about that—”

      “That’s what you’re sorry about? That Tony found out about us and hit me?” Jake’s face filled with disgust. “I don’t give a fuck about that, Sof. What I’m pissed about is that you’re pregnant and didn’t tell me. How long have you known?”

      I swallowed, knowing the truth was going to make him angrier and any chance for us to be together impossible.

      “When, Sof? Yesterday? Last week? Before you moved out?”

      I nodded.

      “Which?” he snapped.

      “Before I moved out.”

      He looked at me like he didn’t know me. He was right. The woman he knew wouldn’t have done what I did. And yet I did.

      “I’m sorry Jake. I…I…” Did I tell him I loved him? Would he believe me?

      He turned away for a moment and I hoped he was going to calm down and have a rational talk where I’d be able to apologize and make amends.

      “Why?” It was a simple statement said with such hurt.

      “I was afraid.”

      He spun around. “Of me?”

      “Not of you. Of how you’d respond. You were adamant that you didn’t want marriage or kids—”

      “You think I would abandon you?” Now he looked offended.

      “No.” I shook my head vehemently as I moved toward him, wanting to touch him. But he stepped out of my reach.

      “No, Jake. I knew you’d do the right thing.”

      “Then what the fuck, Sofia?”

      “You don’t want a wife and kids. I didn’t want to make you resent me. This thing between us was a business deal. A fake marriage.”

      His eyes flashed with heat. “A marriage certificate from the state of New York, my grandmother’s ring and baby say different.”

      I studied him. Was he saying he thought we were real?

      He stared at my hand and must have seen that I took the ring off. He, on the other hand, was wearing his. My heart couldn’t decide whether to beat erratically or to simply stop. It seemed to be doing both.

      I picked the ring from the side table. I wanted to slip it on, but his hand was extended out, palm up.

      He took the ring, then removed his and put them both in his pocket. “What were you planning, Sofia?”

      I wiped a tear from my cheek. “I didn’t have a plan. I was going to tell you. I just hadn’t found the right time.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      I went to the table and picked up the sonogram picture. “This is your baby. Our baby.”

      His jaw clenched as he looked at the sonogram. I saw his eyes well with tears, and I was hoping they were related to the miracle he’d helped create.

      “It’s beautiful. I heard the heartbeat too. I wished you were there. I’ve felt so guilty—”

      A loud bang sounded on my door. “Sof?”

      Jesus, couldn’t Tony leave me alone? “Go away.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. Is Jake in there with you?” Tony’s angry voice reverberated through the apartment.

      Jake inhaled a sharp breath, and the anger returned on his face. He stalked to the door, pulling it open.

      Tony clenched his fists. “You were going to have me arrested, you motherfucker.”

      “You assaulted me.” Jake’s voice was calm. Eerily so. Like he didn’t care anymore. I would so much rather have had the anger.

      “You fucked my sister, you asshole. And abandoned her while she’s carrying your child.”

      “Stop. Both of you just stop.” I tried to get between them.

      “I fucked my wife who failed to tell me about our baby when she moved out to start her bakery.”

      What? Was he really going to put it like that?

      He looked over his shoulder. “But I’ll remedy that. A baby makes an annulment hard, sweetheart, so you can expect divorce papers.”

      “What the fuck?” Tony looked at Jake and then me. “What’s he talking about?”

      “It will include custody papers.” He gave me one last scathing glare and then went out the door.

      “Jake, no.” I rushed to the door but Tony stepped in front of me.

      “What’s he talking about, Sofia?”

      “I need to stop him.” I tried to get past Tony, but when I reached the door and opened it, I heard the front entrance door to the building shut. I could run after him, but what would I say?

      I returned to my living area and collapsed on my couch in a weeping heep.

      “Hey?” In an unusual display of sensitivity, Tony sat beside me and pulled me into his arms. “What’s going on Sof?”

      “I told you not to leave,” I said. “I told you to stay so we could talk. Why couldn’t you do that one thing?

      “I couldn’t let what he did stand, Sof. He betrayed me.”

      I looked up at my brother. “You don’t know that. You don’t know anything.” I started to cry again.

      “Then tell me. I’m sorry if I fucked things up for you, but I’m here.”

      I rested my head on his shoulder. As much as I was upset at him, I was at myself, and I ended up being glad he was there.

      I told him about Jake’s and my deal.

      “That’s the craziest thing I’ve ever heard,” he said when I finished.

      “I know.” I sniffed.

      “So, he paid for the bakery downstairs?”

      I nodded.

      “Jesus. He must have wanted the partnership bad to spend all that. But that doesn’t change the fact that he’s an asshole. I won’t let him take your bakery or your kid, Sofia. I promise.”

      “He won’t take the bakery. We have a prenup that makes it mine. And I don’t think he’ll take the baby.” I remembered how his boss didn’t want Jake distracted with a family. While I believed Jake would be committed to his career, maybe even more so now, he wouldn’t abandon his child.

      “He’ll pay for this, Sofia.”

      I wasn’t sure if Tony meant monetarily or by some sort of retaliation.

      “I’ll make sure his colleagues know just what sort of fraud he is.”

      “No, Tony. His work is everything to him. And it wasn’t like I didn’t get something in return.”

      “Yeah. Knocked up.”

      “Stop saying it like that. And stop threatening Jake. I’m the one that fucked up here.”

      “Why are you defending him?”

      I looked up at Tony. “I love him.”

      “After what he did? The way he just walked out?”

      “He’s angry and hurt. With good reason. I hate myself for that.” The guilt was crushing.

      “He’s not worth it, Sofia.”

      “How can you say that about your friend?”

      “A friend that fucked my sister.”

      I growled and slugged him. “Stop that. It wasn’t like that. If you must know, I seduced him.”

      He scoffed. “I’m sure it wasn’t hard.”

      “Not once I took my clothes off, no.”

      “Jesus, Sof. I don’t need to hear that. God, you’re my sister.”

      “Yes. Who’s in love with your friend, who’s been really good and sweet to me.”

      Tony rolled his eyes. “You don’t know love, honey. You’re strong and smart, but when it comes to men, I know you’re naïve. I bet Dunne knew it too. Fucker.”

      “Tony!” I pressed my hands on his cheeks and gave a shake to get his attention. “I’m not a virgin and wasn’t when I started all this.” He didn’t need to know about my tryst with Jake five years ago at the lake. “I know my heart and I know I love him.”

      “Then why not tell him about the baby?”

      I looked down, feeling ashamed. “Because I wanted him to ask me to be with him because he loved me, not for a baby.”

      “Ah, hell, honey.” He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me close. “Love is a motherfucker, isn’t it?”

      I was sure that was how Vera felt, but not Tony. But I didn’t want to fight so I held my tongue. Instead, I looked up at him again and said, “Leave Jake alone, okay? And don’t say anything to Mom and Dad. That’s for me to do when I’m ready.”

      He stared at me for a long time.

      “I mean it, Tony. I love that you look out for me, but I’m a grown woman who can handle her life.”

      His brow quirked up. “You’re pregnant.”

      “Don’t make me remind you that you can’t even manage your own shit.”

      He made a face but came around. “Fine. I’ll leave Jake alone and won’t tell Mom and Dad.” He shifted. “Why don’t you come home, Sof. Mom and Dad will love your baby and help you. You can bake for the restaurant.”

      I thought for a moment about whether I should say the words that came to mind. “That’s not the life I want, Tony. You of all people should understand that.”

      He stiffened slightly, but then pulled me into a hug.

      “I’m all set here, and Jake will do his part. I’ll make it work.”

      Tony kissed my head. “Yeah, you will. You always do.”
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      When I did family law, divorces specifically, I couldn’t figure out how two people who once loved each other enough to commit themselves to a life together could come out the other side with such bitterness and hate. Now I knew. Love and trust were the enemy. Once you gave those to someone, you were at serious risk of betrayal.

      I couldn’t fucking believe it. Sofia was the last person I’d have ever guessed would betray me. What was she thinking in not telling me she was pregnant? Sure, I’d told her I didn’t want marriage and kids, but I wasn’t the type of asshole that would shirk my responsibly.

      Maybe if I’d told her sooner how I felt about her, she’d have told me about the baby, but I wasn’t going to let her off the hook. Whether I loved her nor not, I deserved to know about the baby. If she loved and trusted me, she’d have told me, which answered the question about whether or not she cared for me.

      Fuck! I threw my vodka glass across the room, not caring that it shattered. It was a metaphor for my heart.

      I took in a few heaving breaths and got focused. No more limbo. I now knew what was going on and what I needed to do.

      I took the wedding rings from my pocket and tossed them in a drawer in my desk. I opened my laptop to learn about pregnancy. Shit, I hadn’t asked her how far along she was. She said she found out before she moved out, so she was at least a few weeks.

      I read about fetal development. Seeing the pictures on the screen reminded me of the sonogram Sofia showed me. Holy fuck, I made a person. The magnitude of that was heady. And it crushed me that I’d discovered something I wanted, Sofia and a child, when I couldn’t have it.

      I clicked out of the browser and opened my word processing program with my legal templates. I had a prenup with her and I’d honor it. Sofia would get her bakery. I imagined it would be difficult to be heavily pregnant and work all day every day. She’d probably need time off when the baby was born. That would mean she needed more staff.

      I checked my financial situation and figured I could funnel some more money to the bakery for one more staff person. I could also pay for a part-time nanny when the baby came.

      Going back to my legal docs, I worked through divorce paperwork, using the terms of the prenup as well as setting up child support for the baby. Having established parameters around my responsibility, I turned to my rights. As the child’s father, I deserved equal time, so that was what I was going to ask for. Mr. Wallace flashed in my mind. He wouldn’t like this. He’d tell me to let Sofia do all the childrearing so I could work more. Fuck that. I wasn’t going to be one of those dads that worked all the time and didn’t know their kids. I’d know mine. I’d learn to diaper and feed a baby. I’d teach him or her how to throw a ball and ride a bike. We’d go camping and to Disney World. I was going to be that dad. Jesus, if only I’d had the chance, I could have been a good partner to Sofia too.

      I shook my head, not wanting to think of her and how she’d completely destroyed my trust.
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      The next day, I ignored all the funny looks I got as I walked through the firm to my office. I could only imagine the gossip going around about how Sofia’s brother punched me in the face.

      “Is everything okay, Mr. Dunne?” Gina asked as I passed her desk.

      “Just dandy,” I said.

      I hid in my office, not wanting to know what everyone was whispering about me. Unfortunately, I couldn’t hide from my superiors.

      Midmorning, Mr. Wallace stopped by my office. “I guess you know the police let your wife’s brother go, since you weren’t there to make a statement.”

      I didn’t know but assumed as much. “It’s fine.” In some ways, he deserved at least one blow. I did, in fact, fuck my friend’s sister.

      “Look, Dunne, I don’t want to get into your business, but we can’t have that kind of riffraff in the office.”

      “No, sir. I’m sorry about that. It won’t happen again.”

      He eyed my left hand and frowned. “Trouble at home?”

      I stared at him. “Excuse my lack of tact sir, but it’s none of your damn business.”

      He jerked back, wide-eyed.

      I continued on before he could respond. “What you care about most is billable hours, which I have always been one of your top lawyers for and will continue to be. If you leave me alone, I’ll get to it right now.”

      He stared at me and I wondered if he was going to arrange to have me outed. Instead, he ran a hand down his tie. “As long as the work continues to be top notch, I’ll stay out of your way.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      When my door closed behind him, I blew out a breath and scraped my hands over my face. Then I called my secretary and told her to not let anyone bother me. I printed out the divorce paperwork for me and Sofia, ignoring the piercing pain in my chest as I stuffed them in a manila envelope and set it aside. I’d figure out how to deliver it to her later.

      My self-imposed office exile was short-lived when Val showed up.

      “Hey, champ. Quite a show yesterday.”

      “I’m busy, Val.”

      Ignoring me as usual, she sat in the chair Mr. Wallace had vacated not that long before.

      “I notice the ring is gone. The brother won that round?”

      I tugged my tie loose, feeling like I was being strangled. “She can have her brother. She can have it all.” Except the baby. “I’m done.”

      Val tilted her head to the side. “What happened?”

      “This was all fake, Val. You know that. I got partner like I wanted, but if I don’t work, Wallace will work to oust me.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “He’s not the only one who can try to oust you, Jake.”

      “Fuck, Val, really? Gonna kick me while I’m down?” Unable to breathe, I stood and went to the window.

      She was quiet for a minute. “I’m your mentor and your friend, Jake. I want to help.”

      “There’s nothing you can do except let me work.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “You’re going to have me kicked out for not telling you my secrets? What the hell is wrong with you people? This is a fucking law firm. Let me do my job.”

      “Your uncle asked me to look out for you,” she said.

      “Ah, hell.” I sat on my couch, wishing I was anywhere else but where I was.

      “Not just when I helped you with the bar exam or getting you started. When he was sick and knew he was dying, he asked me to make sure you didn’t turn out like him.”

      “What? Rich? Successful? Respected?”

      “Alone.”

      I’d always looked up to my uncle, especially after my father’s infidelity. As far as I could tell, my uncle lived on his own terms. If he was lonely, he hid it well behind the women and wine. “Don’t bullshit me, Val. I’m not in the mood.”

      “No bullshit, Jake. That settling down thing from partners, that came from your uncle.”

      “No way. If that were true, you’d have stopped it. Or you wouldn’t have supported this fake deal with Sofia.”

      “First, I thought it was a bunch of bull too, which is why it was hilarious how you were going to beat your uncle and the partners at their own game. But then I met Sofia and saw you two together.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “It was fake.”

      “Fake my ass. You two love each other. The tragedy is that you’re both oblivious to it.”

      “She doesn’t love me, that I know.” I rose and went to my bar. I decided I might as well drink, since I wasn’t going to get any work done.

      “You’re wrong, Jake.”

      I shook my head. “She lied and betrayed me. People who love each other don’t do that.”

      “She cheated?” Val’s voice indicated disbelief.

      “She withheld information.”

      “Like how she didn’t tell her family she was married? Did you tell yours?” She quirked a brow at me. “Didn’t someone just tell me that people don’t lie or withhold information from people they love?”

      “It’s not the same,” I said, even though I knew I was the one full of bullshit now.

      “I’m sure your parents would agree,” she quipped.

      I downed my vodka and poured another. “Want a whiskey?” I offered since it appeared she wasn’t going to be leaving.

      “Yes.”

      I poured her a drink, and after refilling my glass, I headed back to the couch. I’d let her have her drink, give her lecture, and then I’d get to work.

      She took a sip. “Listen, I know I seem like the last person to give you love advice, but I want you to be totally honest with yourself. Were you happy being married, even though it was fake?”

      I clenched my teeth. “Yes.”

      “I know you were unhappy when she left.”

      “She wasn’t though, which should tell you something.” I downed my vodka and wished I’d brought the bottle with me to the couch.

      “That’s why she showed up here with goodies; because she didn’t care for you.” Val leaned forward toward me. “You don’t think I don’t know what you two were doing in here?”

      Jesus.

      “Personally, I was glad. Your billing hours only dipped a little, and yet you brought in a big dog and have more favorable reviews from the staff and your clients.”

      “Wallace is all about billable hours.”

      “Wallace is a dinosaur. He’ll be retiring before long. Even so, you’re still more productive than most, even while having a wife.”

      “What about a kid?” There was no doubt that would take time.

      She sat back. “So, she is pregnant.”

      Oh, how I wished I could take that back.

      “All the more reason to fight for her, Jake. Jesus.” She stood abruptly, her demeanor turning from slightly amused to irritated. She glared at me. “You have the world right here.” She held her hands up. “Successful career. Beautiful wife who does, in fact, love you. And a baby on the way. What sort of idiot would give that up?”

      “She didn’t tell me about the baby. She doesn’t want me.”

      “Did she tell you that? Did she say, Jake, I don’t love you?”

      I scoffed. “She never said otherwise.”

      “Did you? Did you say, ‘Sofia, I love you’?”

      Inwardly I growled.

      “I’ll take that as a no. In fifteen years, you’ll be me, Jake, if you don’t go to her and lay it all out on the line. Maybe she won’t want you, but if you don’t know for sure, you’ll die a little bit inside every day from the regret in not taking that chance.”

      I hated that she was right.

      “Did she tell you why she kept the news of the baby from you?”

      I stood and rolled my shoulders as if that would get rid of the tension I felt. “She said she was afraid to tell me because I didn’t want a family.”

      Val frowned. “She didn’t think you’d do what was right?”

      “That’s the part that doesn’t make sense. She says she knows I’d take care of her and the baby.”

      “Huh.” Her brows furrowed in thought. “It’s strange she wouldn’t want that…unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless she didn’t want to be an obligation. A woman like Sofia isn’t going to be with someone who feels he has to be, marriage of convenience notwithstanding. She wants to be wanted for herself.”

      “I do want her, goddammit.” I set my glass down on my desk so I didn’t throw it.

      “But you haven’t told her that.” Val slapped her hands down on her knees like a final exclamation point. “So, you go to her, tell her you love her first, and then follow up with the baby stuff.” She looked at me with an expression like she’d solved all the world’s problems.

      “That ship has sailed, Val. But thanks for trying.”

      She pursed her lips. “Your stubbornness and fear will be your downfall.”

      “Gee, thanks for your support.”

      She stood. “Think about what I’ve said, Jake. Really.”

      I did think about it. It was all I could think about that day and the next and the next. Several times I was on my way to Sofia’s or ready to call her, not sure what I’d say. Maybe I just wanted to hear her voice. But as the following week started, I realized I hadn’t heard from her. No confessions of love like Val said she felt. No apologies. The only message I received was a date and time for a doctor’s appointment. For a nanosecond, I considered not going, not because I didn’t want to see how the baby was doing, but because I wasn’t sure I could see Sofia. My feelings were so conflicted, who knew what I’d do. There was a fifty-fifty chance I’d drop to a knee and confess my love and another fifty-percent chance I’d yell at her for lying to me.

      In the end, nothing was going to keep me from being a good father. Not even the heartbreak at seeing Sofia. So, at the scheduled date and time, I arrived at the appointment.

      “Jake. You came,” she said as I entered the waiting area.

      Annoyed that she thought I wouldn’t, I said, “I told you I was going to be involved.” I realized then I could have brought the divorce papers that I still hadn’t sent to her. Fucking Val got me all tied up inside about what to do.

      “Yes, of course.” She looked up at me with a mixture of guilt and hesitation. Like she was gauging my mood to decide her own actions.

      “Everything okay? With the baby, I mean.”

      She nodded and looked down. “Jake, I’m so sorry—”

      “Ms. Bellini,” a nurse called for Sofia.

      I stared at her. “Bellini.”

      She bit her lip. “I thought you’d have served me papers by now so I used my maiden name.”

      “I left them on my desk.”

      Her eyes welled with tears, but she hurried past me toward the nurse.

      “You can come too, Mr. Bellini.” I couldn’t help but smirk at that. I followed Sofia and the woman back to a small room. She took Sofia’s blood pressure and weight and asked her a few questions. “The doctor will be in shortly.”

      I sat in the chair while Sofia sat on the examination table.

      “How often do you have these appointments?” I asked, making small talk.

      “Monthly until the end. Then weekly.”

      “When is it due?”

      “About thirty weeks.”

      I did the mental math and felt anger rise. “You’ve known for nearly three months?”

      “No.” She looked down. “But I did know before the move.”

      I stared at her, my heart longing for her and not understanding why she’d keep it from me. “Why, Sofia?”

      She wiped a tear away. “I hoped you’d ask me to stay.”

      “What?” That didn’t make sense. “If you told me I would have asked you to stay.”

      “I know, which is why I didn’t tell you. I wanted you to ask me to stay because you wanted me. Not out of obligation. I didn’t want to have you resent me or live a life of quiet desperation like Tony.”

      I could only stare at her.

      “Jake, I love you. I wanted you to love me too.”

      For the first time in a long time, I felt my heart pump. Just one little beat because I wasn’t going to let it take me down the path of heartache again.

      “That still doesn’t explain why you hadn’t told me since you moved out.,” I said.

      The door opened and a woman who looked too young to be a doctor walked in. “You must be the father,” she said, holding out her hand.

      I stood and shook hers. “Yes.”

      “Sofia asked that we have another sonogram so you can hear and see your child.” The doctor instructed Sofia to lay back and then pulled up her shirt, exposing her belly. I remembered the time we made love in her new place, noting she’d gained some weight. She’d been pregnant then. Plus, on my desk.

      “We had sex not long ago, will that have hurt the baby?”

      The doctor smiled in a way that told me she heard this question a lot. “No. You can have a regular sex life unless it becomes too uncomfortable. But many women have sex the night before they give birth.”

      Really?

      After putting some jelly substance on Sofia’s belly, the doctor used the sonogram wand moving around. Almost immediately I heard a steady rapid beating.

      My heart constricted. “Jesus.” I looked at the screen. “Is that the heartbeat?”

      “Yes. Good and strong,” the doctor said. “Ah, look there.”

      Holy shit. An image that at first looked like an unshelled peanut appeared. But then I could make out a head and little arms.

      Instinctively, I reached out and took Sofia’s hand. “We made that?”

      “Yes.” Sofia sniffed. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “It’s the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen.” I looked at the doctor. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

      “We’ll need to wait a few more weeks to know that, if you want to know.”

      I looked at Sofia. “Do we want to know?”

      She gave a half laugh, half cry, “I don’t know.”

      “Some people like to know in advance and some people like to wait and be surprised,” the doctor said.

      “As long as it’s healthy, I don’t care,” Sofia said, squeezing my hand.

      I watched the baby again.

      “You can see little fingers and toes,” the doctor said, pointing to the screen.

      I rubbed my heart with my other hand. I now understood the profound power of love. When I looked at Sofia again, that intensity was still there. Everything else in the world melted away into this moment and this space; The woman I loved and the child we’d made.

      “Sofia.”

      She smiled and pulled my hand to her lips.

      Overwhelmed by it all, I was in a daze as the doctor finished the exam and then let us out. Back out on the sidewalk, Sofia looked up at me expectantly.

      “Do you need a ride home?” I asked.

      Disappointment crossed her face. “No. I’ll call a car.”

      I nodded as I looked back toward the doctors’ building. “That was fucking amazing.”

      She smiled but it didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Yes.”

      “I’ll have to stop saying fuck.”

      She laughed. “Eventually.”

      I waited until the car she ordered arrived and I helped her. “Do you need anything?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “Good. Great.” My brain had definitely short-circuited.

      “I’ll talk to you later?” She said.

      “Yes, oh, I think you should hire another person. I’ve allocated the funds. We can talk about it another time.”

      “Yes. Okay.” She looked like she was going to say something, but the driver asked for her destination, so I shut her door and sent her on her way.

      As I watched her go, she turned her head to look back at me through the window. I had a déjà vu back to the anniversary party when I’d put her in a car then, too.

      Jake, I love you. I wanted you to love me too.

      I do love you, but I couldn’t do anything about it right now. Not yet. Knowing how she felt and seeing my child caused a profound shift in my heart and mind. Everything was put into perspective. What was important and what was bullshit.

      As I hailed a cab, I was determined to end the bullshit and focus on what was important; Sofia and the baby. But that required some planning and preparation.
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      There was a moment, actually several moments during the doctor’s visit, when I thought I’d had Jake back. When he showed up, I told myself that I was happy simply that he was there. I didn’t deserve to expect more.

      But then he took my hand, and I could see the effect seeing and hearing our baby had on him. He was in awe of the miracle we created, and I thought maybe that had led him to forgive me and want to raise our baby together.

      After the visit, I realized that he was more dazed by the experience. His focus was the baby, and the overwhelming emotion he felt hadn’t expanded to include me. Instead, he put me in a car and sent me home. He said something about hiring another person at the bakery which made no sense unless he thought I’d need the extra help. I probably would with a baby, but it wasn’t the response I’d have hoped for.

      When I arrived back at the bakery, I finished out the day and then prepped for tomorrow with Drew. All my staff and I had a system now. Everything was baked fresh daily, but we did prep a lot of doughs in advance that we’d freeze ready to bake. For example, we’d freeze cookie dough in little cookie sized balls. When it was time, we’d let the dough thaw and then bake.

      Later that night, Tony called. He’d agreed to not tell my parents about the baby, but in return, I had to keep him up-to-date on how I and the baby were doing, so I’d told him about my appointment and inviting Jake.

      “Are the baby and mother healthy?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I rubbed a hand over my belly as I sat on my couch with a cup of tea. The bump was still relatively small so it almost didn’t seem real, except during the sonogram.

      “And Jake?”

      “He was in awe. Emotionally overwhelmed. It was beautiful to watch, actually.”

      “And you and him?”

      I shifted on the couch; not sure if I liked this question. “I don’t feel like I can answer that in any way that you’ll be okay with. If I say we made up, you’ll be mad and if I say he didn’t forgive me, you’ll be mad.”

      “You and him together is weird, Sofia, but I want you and my niece or nephew to be happy.”

      I had to give him that. It would be weird if my brother had dated a friend of mine. “He wasn’t angry and he indicated he’d be involved, but we won’t be together.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Are you really?” I found it hard to believe that, since he punched Jake when he learned we’d been together.

      “I’m sorry that you’re unhappy. Like I said, it’s weird thinking of you and Jake together.”

      “What’s going on with you?” I asked, wanting to change the subject.

      “Vera agreed to couple’s counseling, even though I’m the shit in the family.”

      “That’s good. What about you?”

      “I’m looking at getting a life coach. My problem is I have no dream. No purpose. I figure a coach could help with that part and the counselor can help me be a better husband.”

      It was something at least.

      He continued on, “I only hope that if it turns out my dream is to be a marine biologist in Miami, that Mom and Dad will forgive me and Vera and the kids will come with me.”

      I laughed. “Tell Vera in the winter when it’s cold and you’re snowed in with the kids. She’ll go then.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “Marine biology?”

      “I don’t know. I was just saying something. My point is, if I leave the restaurant, Mom and Dad will be disappointed.”

      “Yes, they will, but in the end, they want you to be happy too,” I assured him.

      “Listen Sof, you can put off this baby thing for a while, but they’re chomping at the bit to see your bakery. I told them I’d bring them over this weekend.”

      “What about the restaurant?” I wasn’t sure I was ready to see my parents. I was proud of the bakery, but emotionally, I was raw with the baby and Jake.

      “They’ve got people to cover. I’ll bring Vera and the kids too.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “I know I’m an asshole sometimes, but I’m proud of you starting your bakery even though you got it by fucking my friend.” His voice sounded teasing so I didn’t take offense.

      “I married him first.”

      “Jesus. Are you still married?”

      “He said he left the divorce papers on his desk.”

      “Want me to call him?”

      I scoffed. “The guy who hit him in front of his partners? No.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind. I can be reasonable when I want to be.”

      I smiled, liking having a big brother to watch out for me. “The problem is, you hardly ever want to be.”

      “Yeah. I’ve got to work on that.”

      I went to bed early. There was a lot to do over the next few days to get ready for my parents’ visit. I immersed myself in my work and tried to ignore the sadness that Jake didn’t reach out to me over the rest of the week. In fact, it was probably a good thing. If he did call me, it would be to deliver divorce papers.

      On Friday night, I spent much of the evening prepping to serve our usual, but also added cannoli and my dad’s favorite, tiramisu. On Saturday morning, I walked into the bakery at four-thirty. I pulled out the frozen cookie, croissant, biscotti and scone dough we prepped earlier in the week to let it thaw before baking.

      Then I started on the cannoli, taking the dough I made the night before out of the refrigerator, rolled, cut and deep-fried in rolls. I took out the ricotta that I’d drained overnight and whipped up the filling, then filled the rolls, dipping the ends in chopped pistachios, almonds or chocolate.

      Loraine joined me at five and together, we baked the pastries and scones first, as those were popular with the morning crowd. Then we made the cookies and other treats. Loraine opened the doors to the bakery at six, while I continued to pull things from the oven and started on the tiramisu.

      Jenn arrived at eight to work the front, and Loraine joined me in back to finish baking the rest of the day’s treats. By ten, I felt like I’d run a marathon, and took a short break to have tea and one of Loraine’s delicious biscotti.

      Jenn poked her head through the swinging door. “You’ve got company. A lot of company.”

      I checked my watch. I’d hoped they’d come later, but I’d probably more tired by then. “I’ll be right out.”

      I checked my chef coat to make sure I looked like I owned a bakery and pushed through the door.

      “Oh my God, there she is. Look at my baby owning a fancy bakery in Manhattan,” my mom gushed. I took a quick look around the bakery and saw that we were about a quarter full with patrons. I hoped my large Italian family wouldn’t scare them out.

      “Mama, thank you for coming.”

      “Of course, baby. We’d have been here sooner if you invited us.” I heard censure in her voice but ignored it.

      “I’ve got cannoli and tiramisu just for you today,” I hugged my dad.

      “Well, I hope so,” he said.

      I hugged my two nephews. “I’ll send you home with some extra cookies.”

      “Yay!” They jumped up and down.

      Then I hugged Vera.

      “This is lovely, Sofia. Really lovely.”

      I studied her. She looked sad and tired. “Thank you.”

      Then I hugged Tony. “You owe her,” I whispered in his ear.

      “I’ll dedicate my life to paying her.”

      I pulled back to look at him to gauge whether or not he was being sincere. Deciding he was, I invited my family to check out the menu and tell me what they wanted.

      It took nearly twenty minutes, but eventually, everyone had finally decided what they wanted and were served. They sat at tables along the wall, poking at each other, laughing and being a family.

      I rubbed my belly. “I hope you’re ready for them,” I said to my baby.

      The ding on the door sounded, letting me know someone else had come in. I turned, and my heart stalled in my chest when I saw Jake. He scanned the restaurant until he saw me. God, he was so handsome. He looked more relaxed than the last times I’d seen him. I tried not to be offended that now I was out of his life, he was happier.

      I wanted to rush to him; one, to hug him, and two, to tell him my family was there so he needed to be discreet.

      “Oh look, it’s Jake,” my father said.

      Jake waved. “Mr. Bellini, Mrs. Bellini, how are you?”

      I frowned. How come he wasn’t surprised to see them?

      I moved up to him and whispered. “I haven’t told them about the baby or anything.”

      He smiled. “That’s okay.”

      My eyes narrowed. Was he still in a daze from the doctors’ visit? “Why are you here?”

      “To see you.”

      Oh God, he had the divorce papers. “Maybe we could meet about the divorce later,” I whispered.

      His bright blue eyes stared down at me. “There won’t be a divorce, Sofia.”

      Huh? He took my hand and led me to where my family sat. I eyed my brother to gauge his reaction, but he was busy wiping his son’s mouth.

      “Great bakery Sofia has here, huh?” Jake said to my family.

      “Oh it’s wonderful, Jake, just wonderful,” my father said. “I heard you’re her silent partner.”

      What? I looked at Jake.

      “I did help her, yes, but I was hoping that my partnership wouldn’t be so silent anymore.”

      “Oh?” my mother looked at Jake and then me. I looked at my brother, who was still acting like nothing was going on.

      “The thing is, I’m in love with her.”

      I whipped my head around to Jake. “What did you say?”

      His beautiful blue eyes looked at me. “I said I’m in love with you. I have been for a long time. Even before you started baking,” he said with a nod to my belly.

      I sucked in my lips to keep from laughing at his reference to the bun in my oven.

      “I was too much of a coward to say anything then and like an idiot, I let you walk out of my life. And then like a bigger idiot, I walked out of yours.” He put his hands on my shoulders and looked at me intently. “Sofia, I want you.”

      He accentuated the word “you” and I knew then he wasn’t saying these things to do the right thing for the baby. He was doing it because he wanted me.

      My heart swelled with emotion that stole my breath. “Jake.”

      “I’m hoping you love me too.”

      “I do. I do love you, Jake.”

      Relief shone on his face as he smiled at me.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” my mother said, but she didn’t seem to have any emotion behind it to indicate how she felt about it. I figured that was probably good. If she was unhappy, we’d have known.

      “Now that we have that all cleared up, there’s another thing we need to deal with.” He held up a manila envelope and then tore it two. “We don’t need that.”

      “What was it?” my father asked.

      I assumed it was the divorce papers.

      Jake ignored the question. “Now, I want to give you this.” He dropped to his knee. “It was my grandmother’s and I was instructed to give it to someone special. Someone I wanted to spend my life with.”

      I was nearly hyperventilating. I couldn’t believe what was happening.

      “That someone is you, Sofia. I want us to build our dreams together. To have babies and help them build their dreams.”

      “Say yes before he changes his mind,” Tony called out. Had he known about this? Did that mean he and Jake had made up?

      “Yes. Yes.” Of course, I was already married to Jake, but this time I wasn’t just saying yes to marriage. I was saying yet to building a life with the man I loved. When he stood, I launched myself into his arms.

      “Did we know they were dating?” my father asked my mother.

      “No. But we never know what Sofia is up to.”

      I held on to Jake, not wanting to ever let him go.

      “You’re my biggest dream, Sofia,” he whispered in my ear.

      I lifted my head to look at him. “Funny, you’re mine.”

      He grinned and then in front of my family, staff and customers, he kissed me. Firmly and thoroughly. I heard clapping and “awws.”

      “Alright, we get the point,” Tony said. “You can stop with the kissing or go get a room.”

      “Don’t be crass, Tony,” my mother said.

      As much as I loved my family, I wanted them to leave. I had so many questions for Jake. And kisses to give him. But instead, we spent another hour together.

      My family asked when we’d gotten together, I looked at Jake, wondering if he’d tell them how I’d thrown myself at him five years ago.

      Instead, he said, “Sofia was at my firm’s anniversary party, and I took one look and that was it.”

      “That’s romantic,” Vera said.

      “He’s embellishing,” I replied.

      He winked at me.

      “How do you feel about Jake and your sister?” Vera asked Tony.

      “It was weird at first.”

      “He didn’t take it well at all. I have the bruise to prove it,” Jake said jovially.

      “Oh goodness, Tony, you didn’t beat him up, did you?” my mother said disapprovingly.

      “He was fu—Yes, she’s my sister and it’s my job to protect her.”

      “From Jake?” my dad said, shaking his head. “I always thought you were a nice boy.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Jake grinned at Tony.

      “Don’t gloat, Jake. You hurt my sister, I’ll mess you up more,” Tony said, but there wasn’t any menace behind it.

      Jake took my hand. “You have my word that I’ll love her right.”

      I snorted.

      “That’s funny?” Jake said to me.

      I leaned closer to him. “My sex hormones are crazy so I translated love to sex.”

      He kissed my temple and said against it so my family wouldn’t hear, “are you seducing me again?”

      “Is it hard?”

      He pressed my hand into his lap under the table. Yep. It was hard.

      When my family left, loaded up with cannoli and tiramisu and cookies, I wanted to run off to be alone with Jake, but I had a bakery to run. While I could leave them alone for a few hours, it was only lunchtime when I said goodbye to my family.

      “I know you need to work—”

      “I don’t want to.”

      He smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. I was thinking that while you finished the day, me and a few helpers could pack up your place and you could come home with me.”

      I didn’t think my heart could get any fuller. Sure, we were engaged even though we were already married, but the idea of starting our lives together today, it was my dream come true.

      “Yes.” I nodded and wiped a tear. These hormones were crazy. “What will we do with the apartment?”

      “I’ve got everything all planned, baby.” He leaned forward and kissed me. “You trust me to get your stuff packed up?”

      “Yes.” I pressed my hands to his chest, wanting to get one last feel of him before we had to spend the day apart. Then I took the key to my apartment and handed it to him. “I trust you, Jake. With my life, my heart…everything.”

      He inhaled sharply and emotion swam in his eyes. “I love you, Sofia.”

      Yep, all my dreams just came true.
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      Well, that went well, I thought as I exited the bakery and led a group of men up to Sofia’s place to pack up her things and move her back to my place. I knew from the last move here that she didn’t have too much. We’d leave the furniture unless there was something she wanted.

      Several hours later, her things were at my place and I was heading back to the bakery to bring her home.

      Home. How fucking awesome was that? Finally, after all my preparations and planning, Sofia and I would be together.

      I hated that it took me nearly a week to get my shit together, but I wanted to be totally one-hundred percent focused on her and the baby.

      After I put Sofia in the car and sent her home after the doctor’s appointment, I sprang into action. I went back to my office, planning on tearing up the divorce papers, but then decided it could be my grand gesture to win her heart. Of course, with her family there, they couldn’t know what it was, but I knew she would.

      Instead of tearing up the papers, I picked up the phone to call Tony. I’d have preferred to see him in person, but I didn’t want to waste time driving home or waiting for him to drive here. I hashed everything out with him, including how I’d had her the first time on her twenty-first birthday.

      The call was awkward and I had to endure his anger and hurt, but in the end, he believed me when I told him I loved her and that I’d always cherish her. I also told him my plans to make us official and how I wanted her family there when I did.

      Tony, to his credit, said he’d arrange for the family to come to her bakery on the weekend. It was a long time away, but there was still more for me to do, so I thanked him and promised I’d always be true to Sofia.

      The next item was to get my career track set. For the next few days, I was on the phone and having lunch and drinks with many of my clients and prospects, with a special emphasis on Pete Madigan and his foundation board.

      By Friday, I was ready, so I hiked over to Val’s office.

      She looked up at me with an expression that suggested she knew I was up to something. “He’s back. The old I’m-gonna-get-what-I-want-no-matter-what Jake is back.”

      “That’s right and you’re going to help me.”

      “What’s your plan?” She must have known it was a doozy, as she got herself a shot of whiskey. I declined a drink. I had to be clear and focused.

      “First, the firm needs to put in a childcare center in the building.”

      Her brow quirked up. “Taking over childrearing responsibilities from Sofia?”

      “I’m going to share equally.”

      Val’s looked disappointed. “Joint custody.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going to ask her to be with me. Be my real wife. But I’m still going to be an involved dad. If I need childcare, I want to be able to take a break and visit my kid whenever I want.” Or I’d get a nanny, but I wanted the option and I knew there were other lawyers and support staff that would appreciate on-site childcare.

      She perked up at my news, although she still seemed unsure about a daycare center.

      “What else?” She hadn’t agreed to it. I knew she wanted to hear my list of demands and then we’d negotiate.

      “Institute a telecommuting program. Much of my work could be done at home. In fact, I’d probably get more done at home since I wouldn’t be drinking with you.”

      She laughed. “You can’t work at home and raise a kid at the same time.”

      “I’ll have help. But I want to be available. I want to stay connected to Sofia and for my kid to know me. That won’t happen if I’m away sixteen hours a day.”

      She nodded. “What else?”

      “I want a ten percent raise.” With a baby and the need for a home office, Sofia and I would need a bigger place to live. Since I liked my location overlooking Central Park, that would require more money. I’d already committed much of my inheritance to Sofia’s bakery, so I needed a bigger salary until she was well in the black.

      Val barked out a laugh. “Jesus, you have balls.”

      “I do. Big ones that bring this firm a lot of money.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t see Wallace going for any of this.”

      “You’ll help me convince him. There are other partners who’ll like the option of working at home and childcare.”

      “How will we know people are working?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Billed hours. The telecommuting and childcare will be a perk that will attract lawyers, giving you the pick of the best.”

      She smirked at me. “You’ve thought this through.”

      “I have.”

      “And the raise?”

      “I brought in George Lipman,” I reminded her.

      “That’s one bigwig, Jake.”

      “You gave me Pete Madigan.”

      “He’s a good client, but not on George Lipman’s level.”

      “Actually, he is.” I leaned forward. “Did you know he’s CEO of Go Mad Apps, one of the largest app development companies in the country?”

      Her eyes narrowed as she studied me.

      “Like the entertainment industry, app companies need intellectual property rights and contracts.”

      “Did you sign him for that?”

      I sat back. “I did.” I paused. “And then I signed one of his board members, Larkin Pierce.”

      Val’s jaw dropped. “As in Big Lark Entertainment?”

      I nodded, trying not to look smug, but it was hard.

      “Holy fuck, Jake.”

      Okay, now I was grinning like a smug fuck. But I deserved it.

      She laughed. “I’ll talk with the executive partners.”

      “Be forceful, Val. I can walk with these guys if I want to.” I’d have to pay a penalty but I was sure the partners would rather these clients than my penalty.

      “I know, I know.” She studied me. “Any wiggle room on any of these demands?”

      I shook my head. Sure, I might negotiate, but I wasn’t going to admit to it now.

      Later that day, I was called into the conference room, where Wallace and the other partners were meeting.

      “You know, Jake. What I like about you is your drive and determination,” Wallace said. “But you know I can’t do all this.”

      “I don’t know that,” I said. “Casper, Jones, Abbott and Seymore have onsite childcare and flexible work options. Tipton and Cade have flexible work and there’s a daycare around the corner they contract with. Both are closer to where me and Sofia live,” I said, wanting to remind him of my stability. “Less commute.” That was to remind him that I could take my whale of clients with me.

      Wallace’s jaw tightened. “The childcare will take time.”

      “Yes, sir.” I handed him some paperwork. “In the meantime, here is a telecommuting policy I drew up for your review. Oh, and my raise.”

      “You’re a cocky son-of-a-bitch,” Wallace snapped.

      “Not unlike his uncle,” Val said, winking at me.

      “Five percent,” Wallace said.

      I only stared at him.

      “Seven, and that’s firm.”

      I did the mental math and seven percent would be about fifty thousand extra a year. “Seven this year, and three percent next year.”

      “Only if you meet or exceed your highest month yet of billable hours,” Wallace said.

      That would require a lot of work. I nodded my agreement though. If didn’t meet it because I was focused on Sofia or the baby, that was okay. I still had seven percent and flexible work.

      I walked out of the firm that day feeling like the king of the world. Almost. I still had to get the woman, but the minute I walked into the bakery the next day and looked into Sofia’s hopeful eyes, my world righted.

      And now, she was back in my place.

      After picking her up from the bakery once it closed, I brought her to my place. I scooped her up to carry her over the threshold.

      “This time, I’m doing everything right,” I said as I carried her in.

      She looked at me with such love and happiness it took my breath away. Had she always looked at me like that and I’d missed it?

      “Me too. I can’t believe you did all this,” she said as I set her down in the living room.

      I cradled her face in my palms. “I did it for us, Sofia. I should have asked you to stay before. I wanted to.”

      Val had been right that Sofia had wanted to know I loved her and wanted her, and wasn’t just doing the right thing by her. I wanted to make sure Sofia understood that was exactly the case.

      “I loved you before the baby,” I said.

      “I loved you too.”

      I nodded. “Our being together would have happened with or without Junior, assuming I got my shit together.”

      “Yes.” Her hands pressed against my chest, giving me a sense of peace and calm.

      “Good. Now, are you hungry?”

      “A little.”

      Thirty minutes later, I’d whipped her up a healthy meal and we sat at the kitchen table like a real family. I told her about all I’d done over the course of the week to secure our future and our dream.

      “Oh and, about your apartment, we can sublet it. Maybe someone who works for you now wants it, or I think you should hire one or two more people. As the pregnancy goes on, you’ll need more rest. Plus, do you think you’ll want some time off when the baby comes?” It was important to me that she consider these things, but I didn’t want her to think I was telling her what to do. She was a strong woman with her own business and needed to make her own choices.

      “Yes. You’ve thought of everything.”

      “Well, there’s one more thing.” I reached over to where another envelope sat on the counter. “I tore up the divorce papers today.”

      “I hoped that was what it was.”

      “This,” I said holding up the new envelope. “Is the prenup. We can keep it if you feel more secure with it. Or we can give each other total and complete trust in our love and tear it up.”

      “I trust you, Jake.” She hadn’t hesitated and said it with conviction.

      “I trust you, baby.” I tore the prenup up and tossed it over my shoulder. “It’s just you and me, and baby makes three now.”

      “You’re amazing,” she said with awe in her voice.

      “Did you have any doubts?”

      “No. I always knew you were amazing. That’s why I stripped at the lake five years ago.”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I told Tony about that.”

      Her eyes widened in shock. “Oh God, what did he say?”

      “He didn’t like it, but by the time the call was done, he knew I loved you and wanted to make you happy.”

      She reached over and took my hand. “I am happy, Jake. So happy.”

      I pulled her hand to my lips and kissed it. “Good.”

      She shot me a flirty smile. “I’ve got something for you too.”

      “Oh?”

      She stood. “You need to wait here for a minute.”

      I sat back. “Okay.”

      She rushed from the room. I took the time to clear our plates and put them in the dishwasher.

      “Jake?”

      I turned to her voice. She was standing in a provocative stance wearing her chef’s coat. Her sexy legs were bare.

      “Are you wearing anything under that?” My voice was rough as arousal shot immediately to my dick.

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      I moved to her. “Is it weird to want to fuck you while you’re pregnant?”

      “I’m pretty horny at the moment. A lot actually. I’m hoping you’ll help me with that.”

      I wrapped my arm around her and hugged her close. “You have so many needs. How will I be able to keep you happy?”

      “Just touch me, Jake.”

      I leaned down and drank in the sweet taste of her lips.

      “I didn’t have time to make frosting,” she said.

      I swooped her up in my arms again. “You’re all the sweetness I need.” I carried her to our bedroom and laid her on the bed. “You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen,” I said as I studied her in her chef’s coat and long bare legs.

      “You’re the sexy one.”

      I stripped and stood by the bed admiring my wife. My dick was admiring her too. She knelt in front of me and took him in her mouth.

      “I think you’re my favorite treat,” she said between sucks.

      I ran my hand through her hair. “Jesus, your mouth, Sof. I fucking love your mouth.” I let her suck my dick until I felt the end closing in. Then I pushed her back on the bed and slowly undid her chef’s coat, kissing her skin inch by inch as it was exposed.

      “Jake,” she sighed.

      “Right here, baby.” I undid the final button, pushing the coat open to show off her beautiful body. “Are your tits still sore?”

      “Not too much.”

      I licked one nipple and then the other, loving how she arched like she was offering them to me. I used my mouth and hands to touch every part of her body, wanting to get intimately reacquainted with the woman I loved.

      I sat back on my heels, pulling her over me so she straddled my thighs, her sweet pussy perched over my throbbing cock.

      “Take me in, Sofia. Be mine.”

      Her brown eyes filled with emotion as she gripped my shoulders and slowly sank over me, taking me inside her body.

      “Mine.” She said when I was fully inside her.

      “Yours.” I kissed her, deeply, hungrily. I was desperate for her to know how much I wanted her and only her.

      She rocked against me, and nature took over. I gripped her hips, helping her ride my cock until I thought I might die from the pressure.

      “Oh God, Jake,” she cried out. “I love you, I love you, I love you,” she chanted as her body went taut and her release took her over.

      I growled and bucked up, shooting my load inside her. “Yes, baby, yes…” I yelled as intense pleasure and love and happiness shot through my body.

      It took a moment to catch my breath. When I did, I gently laid us back, pulling her into my arms.

      “We’re not a secret anymore,” she whispered as she kissed my chest. “The first time was a secret too.”

      I kissed her forehead. “No more secrets, baby. This time, it’s for real.”
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      Sofia

      “Happy birthday dear J.J., happy birthday to you.”

      My precious little boy, Jake Anthony Dunne, or J.J. for Jake Junior, was turning one, and all of us; Jake, me, my family, Jake’s family and my staff were celebrating. Like my parents used to do with our family celebrations in the restaurant, we were celebrating in my shop. We had to wait until it was closed because we were too busy during the day to host a party.

      J.J. looked around the gathering of people a little confused, but when I put the cupcake with the single unlit candle in front of him, he knew exactly what to do. He buried his fingers in the frosting and then sucked his fingers.

      “Just like his father,” I quipped to Jake who stood next to me with his arm around me.

      “Tell me there’s more frosting for me later,” he said low in my ear.

      “Of course.” I grinned up at him, then I looked again over the scene. Nearly two years ago, if someone had told me I’d be happily married to the sexiest man alive, have a beautiful son and a successful bakery, I’d have thought they were nuts. My only dream had been the bakery. But I got the frosting and cherry on top.

      After our reconciliation, Jake and I took a trip home and came clean with our families about our earlier wedding. The following month, we had a second one, also back home, so that our families could share in our love. I was glad we did it because while the first one was lovely, it was part of a business deal. Plus, the honeymoon wasn’t perfect.

      This time, when Jake and I said the vows we’d each written, I felt the love from him and from our family and friends that were in attendance. We took a week instead of a weekend for our honeymoon, and every time we made love, it was perfection. Before heading back to New York City to restart our lives together, we stopped by our homes again and told our families about the baby. Yes, we were married when J.J. was conceived, but they didn’t know that, so we waited until after the second wedding to tell them.

      Since then, life was like a dream come true. Jake’s career was soaring, with the firm’s new childcare opening six months ago. He took advantage of the flexible schedule working at home a few times a week in the home office in our new larger, three-bedroom-with-separate office apartment, still overlooking the park.

      The bakery was doing well enough that I was able to hire a manager, who sublet the studio above the bakery, and extra staff, which gave me more time to be a mom and bake. J.J. came to the bakery a few times a week when I prepped or baked. He was a big hit with the staff and my regular customers.

      Yes, life was perfect, I thought as I looked at the group of people here to celebrate my son’s birthday.

      Jake moved to clean J.J.’s face of blue frosting.

      “Hey sis, you look good.” Tony came to stand next to me, putting his arm around me.

      “I am good.” I turned my head to look up at him. “You look good too, Tony.”

      He grinned and looked over at Vera who was burping their six-month-old baby girl. “I am good. Real good.”

      I was proud of how Tony got his life together. Instead of coasting in his life, he did things with purpose. As it turned out, he was suited to and enjoyed running my parents’ restaurant. In fact, he added on to the restaurant and was looking at opening a second location. The big change was in his marriage. He and Vera learned to communicate and started using grandparents to babysit more, which I supposed was why they now had a third child. But they also had their own interests and each supported the other in their hobbies and dreams.

      It took a little time, but eventually, Jake and Tony’s friendship was back on track.

      “I just have to not think about you and him naked together,” he’d told me when I asked about it.

      “Why would you ever think of me or Jake naked?”

      “I don’t.”

      By the time we got home after the party, J.J. was fast asleep, so Jake put him in his crib. Watching Jake with J.J. was one of the most beautiful, poignant experiences of my life. He turned from the crib and grinned at me.

      “He’s sacked out.” He shut the door and then pulled me into his arms. “How about you?”

      “Am I sacked?”

      He nodded.

      “I think I might have a little more life in me.”

      His eyes flashed with hungry desire. “My favorite words.”

      I looped my arms around his neck. “I thought ‘I’m coming, Jake’ were your favorite words.”

      “I like those too. I’d like to hear them tonight.”

      “Would you like frosting with that?”

      He groaned. “I think I just came in my pants.”

      I laughed as I led him to the kitchen.

      Later, we were laying in bed after having sex in the kitchen and then in the shower to wash off the frosting.

      “Are you happy, Jake?”

      “Are you kidding? My life is fucking perfect. In fact,” he started as he rolled me under him. “Wallace has announced his retirement.”

      “Are you taking over the firm?” I ran my fingers through his hair, loving how Jake always set his sights high in his career achievement.

      “Not yet. But I’ve got my eye on becoming an executive partner.”

      “Everyone needs a goal,” I quipped.

      “Are you happy, baby?”

      “Ah, Jake, no one is as happy as me.”

      “That’s not true.” He leaned down and sucked my nipple, nearly making me forget that we were having a discussion.

      “I’m as happy,” he said, gently biting the other nipple.

      I smiled. “Did you think when I handed you my virginity at the lake that we’d end up here?”

      He lifted his head to look at me. “Did you?”

      “I wished it,” I admitted.

      “I wasn’t as smart as you back then. I do know that you rocked my world and I never forgot it. Perhaps this dream was there the whole time after all.”

      “Dreams do come true, don’t they?”

      “Mine did, baby. With you and J.J., I live my dream every day.”

      There was a saying that went, “be careful what you wish for,” that had a negative connotation. It suggested that achieving a goal may not yield happiness. But I was living proof that the dream wasn’t money or a business. No, the real dream people needed to pursue was love. I could lose my bakery tomorrow, but I’d still be the happiest person in the world with Jake and J.J.

      I opened my body and heart to Jake, taking him inside me. “You’re my dream, Jake. Always.”

      

      
        
        ***The End***
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        DESCRIPTION

      

      

      

      Walk into your office to meet your new boss (you already hate him because he’s been hired for a position YOU deserved), and guess what?

      He turns out to be your ex!

      No…get yourself together girl, you don’t need an office romance to complicate your already complicated life!

      And certainly not with the man who broke your heart five years ago.

      I am trying hard to fight my heart, it still does a somersault in my chest.

      And suddenly, ‘boss’ begins to feel too formal.

      The intensity of his eyes makes me want to squirm,

      Not in a scary way, but in a god-I-need-you-to-touch-me way.

      

      Being with him feels so right.

      And his playing with my four year old feels just perfect.

      I should be the happiest woman alive.

      Wasn’t this how I wanted it to be? How it was supposed to be?

      

      The problem?

      Well, let’s say that he’s been so completely honest and open with me and I?

      I’ve acted like the biggest jerk, keeping the biggest secret of my life.

      A secret that would probably rock his world, hopefully for the better.

      

      But would he be able to forgive me and take a chance with me once again?

      Or would this ruin my so perfect happily ever after?

      

      
        
        Michaela

      

      

      

      Although I’ve always been a perky person, I’d never been a morning person until I became a mom. I wasn’t as organized either. But now I’ve got the morning routine down to a science. Today was no different. I was out of bed by six a.m., and my coffee was already hot and waiting for me when I headed straight to kitchen for my morning caffeine jolt. I took my first sip admiring my handiwork. The kitchen was the first project I completed when I set up the lease purchase of the home from my sister and brother-in-law. The early twentieth century home had wonderful bones, but needed a little…or a lot, of TLC. Not unlike me sometimes.

      But I didn’t have time to contemplate my home or my fixit needs. With my extra-large mug of hot coffee made from beans from a local Berkeley roaster, I headed to my one bathroom to shower. The black and white floor tiles were original, as was the tub. The room was gorgeous, or would be as soon as I painted, fixed the cracks in the wall tiles, and changed the light fixture.

      I was in and out of the shower quickly to save time and water, which is expensive in California because it didn’t rain much. In my fuzzy robe, my long auburn hair wrapped in a towel, and my coffee mug in one hand, I went to my son AJ’s bedroom.

      For a minute I watched him sleep, my heart filling with love and gratitude. The vastness of my love for him was always able to overcome the sadness that I felt over his father. To this day, I don’t know why Alex ended things with a text message. The end of the relationship was so unexpected and abrupt, it made my head spin.

      At the time, I hadn’t had time to process what had happened, because a week before that, my parents died in a car accident, and a week after I learned I was pregnant. I did make an attempt to tell Alex about the baby, but by then he’d blocked my phone number.

      Even after five years, I hadn’t been able to come up with a suitable explanation. I was left with simply he either lied about how much he loved me, or once away from me, the feelings dissipated. Fast. Or maybe it was the lure of the beautiful woman he’d gotten together with.

      Terrified but determined, I put my life back together, finishing graduate school earning my MBA, and having a baby. My sweet, sweet baby was now four years old, and would be heading to pre-school in the fall. As difficult as my life had been when he was born, today, I couldn’t imagine a life without him. For that, I had to be grateful to Alex.

      For a second, I wondered what he was doing. Did he stay in New York after graduate school? Was he married? Did he have other children…ones he knew about, and loved and cared for?

      I pushed those thoughts aside and brushed my hand over AJ’s dark hair. “Good morning, good morning, it’s time to start the day…” I sang the song from the movie Singing in the Rain, just as my mother had done for me and my sister when we were growing up.

      He moaned and rolled over. His green eyes, his father’s eyes, opened and he smiled. “Mommy.”

      I smiled back. “Good morning, sweetie. It’s time to get up.”

      He nodded, and at this point, he was good about getting up and starting to get himself ready for the day. I wondered how long it would be before morning times would get hard, as I’d heard it often did from other moms. He and I had already set out his clothes last night, and packed a backpack of his favorite things to take to my sister, who watched him for me while I worked.

      Another wave of gratitude washed over me to have such a wonderful sister and brother-in-law. Without them, I don’t know if I’d ever be able to get a master’s degree or become the VP of marketing at a wine import business. They let me and AJ live with them until I finished school and was able to get a full-time job. They watched AJ for free during that time too.

      Today, I was in a better situation, doing a lease purchase on the home that they’d had as an investment property. And I paid for AJs care, although I know it was nowhere near what I’d be paying if I had to find childcare somewhere else.

      I went into my small plain bedroom that also needed some work, and got dressed. I didn’t normally worry too much about what I wore to work, but today, the new head of Altieri Wine Imports was coming in. I let out a growl of frustration. I had wanted that position badly. I knew I was capable, but Giorgio Altieri, the owner, decided to bring in someone else. Someone from the outside.

      I pleaded my case, which he was sympathetic to, but in the end, he stuck by his plan. I couldn’t argue too much, because like my sister, Giorgio had been so good to me as well. I’d interned for him in college, and when I was pregnant and trying to get through grad school, he hired me part-time. Then when I finished with grad school, he hired me full time.

      So, I’d suck it up. Maybe this outsider from New York would hate it on the west coast. San Francisco, where the business was located, was a different city from most. I loved it, but for some, it was too eclectic or progressive. I laughed. If they thought San Francisco was liberal, they’d think Berkeley, where I lived across the bay, was downright socialist.

      I considered wearing black or gray, as I understand they do a lot in New York, but instead, opted for a teal business dress that accentuated my auburn hair. It clung to my curves, but being a bigger girl, most things did. It wasn’t overdone or risqué.

      I put on makeup, not too much, but enough to highlight my clear fair skin and blue eyes, and brushed out my hair, letting it dry in it’s natural wavy state.

      I set AJ’s breakfast on the table just as he entered the room. “Did you brush your teeth?”

      “Yep.” He climbed up into his chair.

      “All of them? Or at least the ones you want to keep?”

      He rolled his eyes at me as he picked up his spoon and dug into his cereal. I poured another cup of coffee, as my bread toasted. When it popped up from the toaster, I added peanut butter and then sat with AJ at the table.

      “What are your plans today, little man?”

      He shrugged. “Dunno.”

      “Ah come on, are you and Kyle going to build a Lego metropolis?” I asked, referring to my nephew Kyle who was only a few months older than AJ. Of course, unlike me, my sister had been happily married when she conceived. Today she was still happily married, and now had two kids, Kyle and a two-year old daughter, Sacha. Had my plans gone right, I might have two kids too.

      “Maybe.” His eyes lit up. “Did you know they have Legos to make dinosaurs?”

      “I didn’t.”

      He nodded as he worked to keep the too large bite of cereal in his mouth. He succeeded with the cereal, but some milk escaped. “I want it.”

      “I don’t blame you.” I wiped his mouth with a napkin and made a mental note to add his request to the present list I kept on my phone. Being a mom meant writing down everything because there was too much to memorize otherwise.

      We finished our breakfast and then made the short walk around the block to my sister’s home, where I dropped him off with a kiss. Then I trekked to the corner bus stop to take the bus to the BART station for the train under the bay to San Francisco. I had a car, but I didn’t like dealing with commuting and parking. Since BART was convenient, and I could read or work during the commute, it was a better option.

      I arrived five minutes early, as usual. A few staff were already there. Most were friendly, but a few were a bit cold. They seemed to think I got my job and promotions because of my close friendship with Giorgio. I know I got the job because my family had a long history with him starting with my father working for him, and then Giorgio and his wife becoming surrogate parents when mine died. But I earned my promotions. I was very good at my job.

      “Hey Michaela.” Clara, Giorgio’s former assistant, said as I passed her desk.

      “Good morning Clara. Is the new guy in?” I nodded toward Giorgio’s old office.

      “Not yet. But here are some things Mr. Altieri left for you to help him get settled.” She gave me a sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry it’s not you. I think you would have been great.”

      “Thank you.” She was one of very few who thought so, which was probably why Giorgio hired someone else. The job was demanding enough, employees who didn’t think I deserved it could make it impossible. “I’ll be in my office. Let me know when he arrives.”

      “Will do.”

      I went into my office, and only took a cursory glance at what Giorgio wanted me to review with the new guy. I set it aside and turned on my computer to check on the social media that had gone out over the last 12 hours to review the response. It was interesting how popular wine memes and posts could be.

      “Michaela?”

      I looked up at Clara standing in my doorway. She had an interesting look on her face.

      “Yes.”

      “He’s here.”

      “Are you okay?” I stood up and straightened my dress.

      “I think I just had an orgasm.”

      I barked out a laugh. It was a funny statement in general, but Clara was in her sixties so for some reason it was funnier.

      “It’s been awhile, so I’m not sure.”

      “That’s sad,” I said as I joined her at the door. Although it had been years since I’d one, at least one given by a man.

      “He’s …he’s …he’s just wow.”

      I hadn’t been with a man since Alex. Not that there hadn’t been opportunities, at least in the last few years. But I didn’t have to be interested in anyone to appreciate a good looking man. Based on Clara’s reaction, I was really curious about the boss.

      “I can’t wait to meet him.” I walked over to Giorgio’s old office and looked in. The man had his back to me as he looked out the window. Something about him had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

      He turned around, and I stared into green eyes that matched my son’s. I stared into the face of my son’s father, Alex Landon.
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