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      I’ve been craving Kari like a drug since Vegas.

      I need to taste her again.

      

      She’s my opposite.  

      Behaved. Elegant. Polite.

      I just do whatever I damn well please.

      Now she needs a celebrity for her Christmas fundraiser.

      And I need fix my naughty reputation.

      So I’ll fly her to the ski lodge. Help her raise funds for foster

      children.   

      And when we're alone?

      We can finally play out our fantasies, fireside.

      Make her melt like a snow angel in summer.

      Something tells me wants me to stuff more than just her stockings for Christmas...

      

      I confess. I’ve never had a girl stuck in my head like this before.

      Now more than ever, she needs somebody to make her feel her special.

      And I’ve got just the thing...

      

      Daddy's Big Package showcases a real alpha man who understands what women want and knows how to show it. This is an uncut, sensual Christmas Romance novel with no cheating, no cliffhanger, and a happily ever after guaranteed to leave you feeling warm all over for the holidays.
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      The smell of her hair filled my senses. It was blonde and loose around her shoulders. The way she tossed her head back and laughed when I spun her around the dancefloor intoxicated me. How many other people were there in the room? I didn’t care. I couldn’t care, as long as I was there with her. I moved my hands down her waist, tracing the shape of her, the curve of her hips...

      And then I woke up.

      When I opened my eyes, I found myself staring at the ceiling in my apartment, the dream so fresh I could almost feel it. Someone shifted in the bed next to me, and I turned to see if it was her – if this time, I had woken up next to the right woman. But my heart sank when I saw a mess of dark hair strewn over the pillow. It wasn’t her. It never was.

      I pulled myself out of bed and went for a shower, trying to scrub the memory of that dream off of me once and for all – as though that would do any good. I hadn’t been able to shake her in all of this time, and a shower wasn’t going to change that.

      As the warm water cascaded over me, I closed my eyes and returned to the night we’d met. I had been at some industry party. I’d meant to schmooze this up-and-coming director and convince him to cast me in his newest family flick, but he didn’t seem to be having it, and I had swiftly grown tired of everyone talking down to me like they thought I was as dumb as the characters I played. So I had headed out for a scotch at the hotel bar, the whole while keeping my head down and hoping nobody would notice who I was.

      Of course, I had caught a few people looking in my direction as I ordered my drink and slunk to the opposite side of the small dance floor to find a booth of my own. It wasn’t like I could get away from the attention. I’d hoped that, thanks to the “who’s-who” of Vegas populating the hotel that evening, I would get away with it, but there were still a few people clearly trying to remember where they’d seen me before.

      But there was one woman there who didn’t so much as give me a second look. Which I would have been grateful for, if I could have pulled my gaze away from her. I’d spotted her when I’d sunk gratefully into my seat; I had peered around and noticed her in the booth opposite me. She was short and curvy, with messy blonde waves that fell down over her shoulders and green eyes and small hands that couldn’t seem to stop fiddling with the straw in the cocktail in front of her. She was sitting alone, scanning the room as though she were looking for somebody, and I silently urged her to make eye contact with me. It wasn’t often that I wanted to be noticed, but there was nothing I desired more than this woman catching my eye and coming over to introduce herself.

      I sipped on my drink and pretended that I wasn’t totally checking her out as someone approached her table – I glanced up, half-expecting it to be her date, but it was a woman, and they seemed to have a friendly chemistry between them. Her face lit up as her companion joined her again, and I drew my eyes away, not wanting to intrude. Occasionally, the glint of her earrings in the soft light of the bar area would catch my eye, and I would have to fight not to stare again.

      Suddenly, I noticed the glint getting closer. I figured it was a trick of the light, so I didn’t bother lifting my gaze from the dregs of my drink below me – until I saw a pair of high heels approaching the table and looked up. And there she was.

      She was wearing a red velvet dress – old-fashioned and clinging to her curves like it was hanging on for dear life. She smiled down at me a little nervously and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      "You want to dance?" she asked. I stared at her for a moment, wondering if this was some kind of a joke. I looked beyond her to the booth and saw her friend watching the two of us with a grin on her face, clearly keen to see how this was going to turn out. She turned away, giggling, when she saw me looking, and I turned my attention back to the woman in front of me. Hell, how long had it been since I was actually nervous in front of a girl? I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind and got to my feet, running a hand over my hair to make sure it was in place.

      "I’d love to," I replied. I took her hand, the connection of our skin sparking like two ends of a locked circuit, and led her onto the dance floor. And with that, she imprinted herself into my memory for good.

      I had been with plenty of women before – danced with them, kissed them, hooked up with them…all of it. But nothing like this. She wound her arms around my neck and looked into my eyes, and just like that, the music and the chatter and everything else seemed to fall away. I hadn’t even gotten her name yet, but it felt as though the two of us fit together like jigsaw pieces. Something about the way she was smiling at me, soft and sweet, was shifting something inside me, like a seismic movement of the plates of the earth...

      And that was right where my memories decided to cut out. Because after that, I knew that there was nothing better to recall about that night. I had danced with her for what felt like hours, forgetting the party in the hotel, forgetting the people who had noticed me, forgetting everything but the way she had felt against my body and how badly I just wanted to get her up to my hotel room already. But as I’d headed off to grab another drink, she had vanished. And I had no idea where I could find her again.

      Trust me when I say that I’d tried. I had really given it my all, taking every opportunity I had to go back to Vegas, and to that hotel, in the hopes that I would run into her again. I had checked out the guest list for the party, hoping that she might somehow be on it, but she’d had nothing to do with them. Chances were, she was nothing more than a tourist heading through town with no intention of getting caught up in anything serious. And I’d had to accept that.

      But I had never been good at accepting when things didn’t go my way. That was why I had made it so far as an actor – you didn’t end up where I did in the industry just by hoping. And I applied that to my personal life, too. But this woman had firmly gotten away from me, and that was beginning to get under my skin. Where was she? Who was she? And what kind of a spell had she cast over me that had gotten me so addicted to her so quickly?

      I wandered out of the shower to find some clothes in the bedroom, paying little attention to the woman sprawled in my bed – she was a model, I was pretty sure, or at least I would hazard that guess judging by her skinny proportions and height. Hopefully, she would get the message and clear out of here soon enough. There was nothing worse than these women hanging around my apartment, assuming that those heroic characters I played were reflected in the man I was in real life. They were soon disappointed, either way.

      As I rummaged in my drawers for a shirt and some jeans, I heard a small “click”. I stopped what I was doing and peered over my shoulder as casually as I could. Another click. And another. I turned around to find the model in the bed with a camera in her hand, pointing it at me.

      "What the hell are you doing?” I shouted. She quickly tossed the phone onto the bed and shrugged.

      "Nothing," she replied.

      "Let me have that," I demanded, holding my hand out for the phone. She glared at me for a moment and then pushed it toward me. I grabbed it, went to the photo reel, and quickly deleted the half-dozen naked photos of me off of her memory card. It wasn’t the first time someone I had slept with had tried to pull shit like this. Maybe I should be used to it by now, but I still felt that stab of betrayal, of anger at being compromised. I knew these girls would sell the pictures to the tabloids as soon as they got the chance, and the thought of my body being out there for everyone to see got me seriously pissed.

      "Alright – out," I ordered, but she just raised her eyebrows at me.

      "Just like that?"

      "Just like that," I snapped back, quickly getting dressed. "You really think I’m going to let you stick around after that?”

      "No need to be so sensitive," she sighed, rolling her eyes at me as she dressed herself.

      I didn’t reply. I had to be careful what I said – one wrong word, and I could wind up on the front cover of a magazine in a cheap expose about what an asshole I was. Which was true, but that didn’t mean I wanted the whole world to know about it.

      She lingered even after she was fully dressed, and I gave her a pointed look as she hovered near the edge of the bed, clearly hoping that I would slide back into it with her and forget about this whole thing.

      "You forget where the door is?” I asked, just the right side of sharp. She sighed and took her cue to leave, grabbing her bag from the floor and sliding out of the place at last.

      As soon as the door was shut behind her, I sank down onto the edge of the bed and closed my eyes. Finally, a little time for myself. I had been filling my hours with as much as I could lately, mostly to keep my brain off of the woman I couldn’t shake from my memory, but I was starting to get overstuffed with human contact. I needed a little time to unwind.

      Suddenly, I heard the front door open again – it just opened right up, and whoever was on the other side walked right on in. Was it that model again? I got to my feet to shoo her out for good, but before I could even step out of the bedroom, a familiar voice came slicing through the still morning air.

      "Morgan?”

      Ugh. It was my mother. I headed across the room to greet her, trying to keep any blatant irritation off my face.

      "Hey, Mom," I greeted her. She was dressed in something crisp, stylish, and no doubt insanely expensive to boot – her crop of brown hair was coiffed, her signature red lip a slash across her pale skin.

      "This place is a dump," she muttered, casting her eye around my apartment like it was the most hideous thing she had ever laid eyes on. As usual, my mom was overstating how bad it was: my apartment was minimalist, and any mess looked worse than it was.

      "It’s not so bad," I replied. "If you’d called ahead—"

      "You should get a maid," she told me, an order rather than a suggestion. "Maybe one you don’t fuck."

      "Mom, come on," I sighed. I wanted to remind her that she’d been going through pool boys like candy recently, but that would just start an argument, and I had no time for that right now.

      And besides, my mother was the last parent I had left, and I wasn’t going to drive a wedge between us, no matter how often she came sweeping into my apartment like she owned the place. She was the reason I was in this industry, after all. I had a legacy, thanks to her.

      Back in the eighties, she had been a cover model for pretty much every major fashion magazine in the business, walking runways in Paris, Milan, London, and Los Angeles. Alicia Burke, as everyone knew her. When she’d met my dad, their wedding had been covered by every salivating tabloid in the country. And she had been determined that I was going to live the same life of luxury.

      At first, I’d thought it was because she wanted me to experience everything she had – all the glamour, all the fame, and all the fun. But as I grew older, it had become clear to me that it was about more than that. My mother was a personal tactician, always thinking ahead. When she had married my father, it had been just as her professional career was beginning to drop off a little, and she knew that she wouldn’t be able to pout in swimsuits for the rest of her life. Well, not for money, at least.

      And she knew he wasn’t going to last forever, so she had turned to me to support her lifestyle when the time came. For a long time, I didn’t even realize I was doing it. She would drops hints about dresses and jewelry and what not, and I, being the dutiful son, would leap to try and make them happen. With her status in the industry, my mother could have kicked off a business of her own, but why bother with that when there were family members to mooch off? When my father had passed the year before, I had stepped up to take care of her. Not that she had given me much of a choice.

      "Yeah, well, I’m happy living like this," I finally finished up, and she raised her eyebrows at me, heading to the kitchen to make herself a coffee without asking.

      "Really?” she questioned, blunt as ever.

      "Yeah, really," I shot back, trying not to get too defensive. If she smelled a hint of weakness, she would pounce on it at once, and then there would be no getting her out of this place any time soon.

      "So, how’s work going?” she asked, peering at a few of my mugs and wrinkling her nose. She had been looked after by staff pretty much her entire life, and any hint of anything that wasn’t up to her glimmering standards usually earned that withering look of derision.

      "Fine," I shrugged. Truth was, I was starting to get a little frustrated at my job. I had been acting in action movie roles for pretty much my entire career, playing the hard man, the hero, but I wanted something a little more real to sink my teeth into.

      "How did those auditions for the other movies go?” she asked, finally finding a mug that was up to her standards.

      "Uh, I don’t know yet," I shook my head. "I haven’t heard back from Haven about them."

      "You’ve been playing warriors your entire life," she reminded me. "In every time period. You know that they’re going to run out of period pieces for you to take your shirt off in, right?”

      "Right," I agreed through gritted teeth. As though I needed reminding.

      "You need to find something more diverse," she advised, although I hadn’t asked her and never would. "You need more credits to your name. Maybe you should think about the kind of thing your father did—"

      "With all due respect to Dad," I lifted my hand to stop her, "I don’t want to do infomercials."

      "Yes, but everyone liked him when he did those," she reminded me. "Maybe it would make you a bit more approachable?”

      "Yeah, maybe," I muttered. I was already rounding on her, hoping she would get the message and get out of here. After that woman had tried to snap my picture while I wasn’t looking, I felt as though I needed my privacy now more than ever. Not that my mother had ever been much good at giving me that.

      "I actually have to call my agent," I lied to her. "Maybe we could catch up later?”

      "I’ll come by tomorrow," she responded, eyeing me as though she knew I wasn’t telling her the truth.

      "See you, Mom," I replied, seemingly in agreement, hurrying her toward the door and hoping she would forget about the meeting tomorrow. I needed some space from her. In a city this big, you’d think I could find it. But you would be wrong.

      After planting a kiss on my cheek that branded me with a mark of her blood-red lipstick, she was gone. And I figured that I might as well give Haven a call and follow up on those auditions I had been trying out for. Now that the festive season was approaching, I had been trying out for a few low-budget, warm-hearted, little indie Christmas movies, in the hopes that I could pick up a role that was a little less extreme for once. Maybe get in a button-down and play a dad or something – even though I was pretty sure I didn’t have a fatherly bone in my body.

      Haven picked up after a couple of rings, her smooth, confident tone coming down the line and washing away some of the stress of the day thus far. I had been with her for almost ten years, and she was by far the best agent I’d ever had. Smart, experienced, and with a sense of humor about herself and the industry that helped keep us both sane.

      "How’s my favorite client?" she greeted.

      "Not bad," I lied, rubbing my hand over my face. "Hey, I was just wondering if you’d heard anything back from those auditions I did last month."

      "Uh, I haven’t heard anything yet," she replied apologetically, and I heard her tapping away on her omnipresent laptop on the other end of the line.

      "You think you could follow up with them?” I suggested, and she let out a sigh which reached my ear as a rush of static down the line.

      "Look, Morgan, I’m going to be honest with you," she told me. "I think you could do well in a lot of those roles, but I don’t think anyone else would believe it."

      "Yeah, yeah, I know," I sighed. I had a bit of a reputation around the industry – not just for the roles that I took, but for my behavior off-screen, too. So what if I didn’t like the paparazzi getting up in my face? And so what if I wasn’t afraid to tell them to fuck off when I wanted them out of my way? It’s what anyone else would do, too. But still, I kept on finding myself plastered in the media as angry, volatile, and a little dangerous.

      "So if you really want to change up your career, we need to address that issue," she continued, businesslike and determined.

      "And how exactly do we do that?”

      "Well, we start by making sure you don’t get into any more trouble in public," she suggested. "No more screaming at the press and no more anger management courses that the studio has to send you to, alright?”

      "Yeah, yeah," I agreed in a mutter. I was still sure they had just sent me to those courses to make a point, but the only point they’d made was that I was a dolt-headed fury-magnet who couldn’t do anything but yell, fight, and stay at eleven percent body fat.

      "And maybe we should start looking into getting you set up with some charity gigs?" she continued.

      "What sort of charity?”

      "I don’t know yet," she muttered, tapping away on her computer again. "I’ll see what I can organize, alright? We’ll come up with something."

      "Great," I replied. "Thanks, Haven. I appreciate it. I really do."

      "We’ll get you those roles yet," she assured me cheerfully, and I thanked the show business gods once more that I had managed to find myself an agent with the most minimal level of bullshit imaginable.

      "I’ll speak to you soon, alright?" she replied. "Don’t get in any more trouble. Straight and narrow, okay?”

      "I’ll see what I can do," I promised, and we said our goodbyes and hung up. And even though I should have been thinking about my career and where the hell it was going to go from here, in the quiet of my apartment, all I could think about was the woman I’d danced with all those nights ago. The woman who just wouldn’t get out of my head. The only person I wanted to play opposite right now.
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      I glanced at the small tin of cocoa powder I had picked up hopefully from the grocery store last week and let out a sigh. No way was it going to be cold enough for me to justify whipping that out for the kids any time soon.

      Which shouldn’t have come as a surprise to me. This was Nevada, after all, and it rarely got below seventy, even in the winter. I shouldn’t have been silly enough to think that it might really drop low enough for us to cuddle around the TV with a hot cocoa in hand, watching some old, fuzzy Christmas shows and indulging in the spirit of the season. I had put off checking the weather forecast to hang onto that last bit of hope, but now that I had seen the forecast, there was no avoiding the truth. It wasn’t meant to be. Again.

      I closed my laptop and got to my feet, reveling in the last few moments of silence I got to enjoy before my day exploded into life. With a couple of kids to look after, the day seemed to fly by so fast I hardly had time to turn around, and I had taken to getting up early so that I had a half-hour of free time to down a coffee and take care of myself. Because nobody else was stepping up to do it these days.

      I headed through the house to wake up the kids. Sammy and Olivia shared a room. They were young enough still not to have any real need for personal space. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when that changed. Give one of them my room, perhaps? Sleep on the couch? As long as they were happy, though, that was all that mattered.

      "Hey, baby," I cooed as I sat down on the edge of Oli’s bed. Her green eyes fluttered open, bleary, taking a moment to settle on me.

      "Good morning," I leaned over and planted a kiss on her head, then went to get up her brother. They were so precious when they had just woken up, when they weren’t quite conscious enough to wreak havoc on the world around them. It had been so odd, watching them grow up and seeing them develop into little people all of their own, but it had been a joy, too. I just wished that I didn’t have to do it alone.

      But there was no time to think about that – I had to get them ready for daycare. And for some reason, they’d decided that this particular Monday was going to be the day they spent dragging their feet and making it as hard as humanly possible for me to do what I needed to get done. They fooled around with breakfast, took forever to get their clothes on, and sprinted off to the other end of the house to avoid me brushing their hair...everything they could do to drive me nuts. I kept checking my watch, knowing sure as hell that I was going to be late for work and understanding with a sinking feeling that there was nothing I could do about it. As though I needed to give that asshole something else to hold over my head. I wished I lived a little closer to my cousins, so they could help out with the kids once in a while, but it was just me out here, and I was going to have to learn to live with that.

      I managed to get them into the car and tore off down the street to drop them off at daycare – I put on one of those singalongs CDs as we drove, so at least I didn’t have to worry about entertaining them. I managed to lift them out of the car and plant kisses on both of them as I hustled them toward the entrance.

      "Have a good day!” I called after them. They both waved to me as the teacher who waited at the gate smiled at them in greeting. I bit my lip. Even after all of this time, it was hard to hand my babies off to anyone else. They were three and five now. Olivia was a little older than her brother, and I couldn’t imagine what it was going to be like once they got older and they actually started attending elementary school. I would totally be that mother who cried at the gates and embarrassed the hell out of them. It was hard enough on me now that Olivia was in Pre-K part-time at the elementary school.

      I hurried back to the car and tore over to work. The offices for the non-profit I ran with my now-ex-husband weren’t too far away, but they were far enough that I barely pulled into the parking lot in time to make it for our morning meeting. I was seething as I flashed my badge at the receptionist at the desk; I knew that Adam was going to be an ass about this, and I could really do without it this morning.

      "Good to see you finally made it in," a voice drawled from behind me, dripping with amusement. I turned around to find my ex-husband leaning in the door of his office, watching me. He was wearing an impeccably tailored suit that looked as though it had cost half of my monthly rent. Just then, I realized my own shirt was hanging out of my skirt, and I hurriedly tucked it in.

      "Yeah, well, it’s been a busy morning," I muttered. God, I wanted to punch his stupid, smug face in. If I had the nerve, I would have just landed him a sharp slap right then and reminded him that the reason I was late was because I was taking care of his two babies, something he seemed to have no interest in these days.

      But I didn’t say a word. We had started this business together, and there was no way I was going to give him the chance to evict me from it for good.

      The non-profit had been my idea in the first place, and it had been my first real baby. My whole life, I had been passionate about providing better care for kids who were transitioning out of the foster system and into the real world, and five years ago, we had started Changing Places as a way to help with that concern. It had been hard going the first few years – lots of work for little return – but thanks to a couple of celebrity endorsements and well-placed swanky events, we had finally started to take off.

      Which would have been amazing, if it weren’t for the fact that my then-husband had started drifting away from me as soon as he’d caught a hint of the high life. I was sure, looking back, that the only reason he’d stuck by me all those years was because he saw Changing Places as his way into the elite of the city. He could get patted on the back for being so noble and so good, and he could attend luxury events as a representative and schmooze with celebrities on the side. Which was, of course, how he’d met his girlfriend, Melanie.

      But I wasn’t going to let that get me down today. I rolled my shoulders and drew myself to my full height, remembering the self-help mantras I was supposed to repeat to myself in times of stress: I am strong. I am worthy. I don’t need this asshole or want him. Something like that.

      "Good to see you as well, Adam," I replied, ignoring his smug expression and brushing by him into my office. I wanted to exude confidence, but whenever I was around him, I had a habit of feeling tiny all over again. No…not tiny – huge. That was the whole problem.

      When we’d had Olivia, I had put on some weight. I would never deny that. I didn’t think it was anything to be ashamed of, though – I had just carried an entire human life inside of me, for goodness sake. I would lose the weight when I got the chance. I was running around after an energetic little girl who was the light of my life. Of course dropping the weight was hardly a priority.

      But then, I had gotten pregnant with Sammy a little over a year later. And with him, I had gained even more weight. Something in the realm of a hundred and fifty pounds. With that much weight on me, plus the kids, plus the non-profit organization, I’d hardly had the time to think about eating, let alone think about eating healthy enough to actually lose weight. I would look at the other moms, with their svelte bodies in slim-fit leggings, and wonder if I was doing something wrong.

      My husband had certainly thought so. If he had just come out and said something, maybe it would have been different, but he’d held back, snidely sliding in rude comments about the way I looked as though that was going to get him somewhere. I’d been too busy to spend time fretting over what his passive aggressiveness meant. I’d had two children to run after, as well as the business to think about. And I hadn’t noticed until it was way too late how bad things had gotten between us.

      And when I say too late, I mean right at the point where he was making out with a nineteen-year-old model on the regular behind my back. He had met Natalie at one of those fancy industry events that he was constantly attending. Dark hair, slim frame, and big, violet eyes – she was everything I knew he wanted. Even before I had figured out that they were actually sleeping together, I knew there was something there between them – a twinge of attraction – but I’d ignored it. My husband wasn’t that kind of man. Was he?

      Of course, cue the obvious: he’d left me for her, stuck me with the kids, and kept up with the business because he liked the status it allowed him. He paraded her around the office every chance he got, and I just had to live with it and try to swallow my irritation at his pathetic posturing. I knew everyone in this place thought he was embarrassing himself for this girl – a man of his age and life experience chasing around a woman who was barely out of her teens – but he didn’t give a damn. Like the business, she was another status symbol, one that he could show off on his arm to anyone who wandered into the office. She stopped by regularly, and I had to put up with their sloppy PDAs every time they greeted one another.

      But that was fine by me. Really, it was. She was welcome to him because I knew it was only a matter of time before he got bored of her and searched for a new symbol to prove his wealth and his power. The kids and me, we had never been enough for him – hell, even now, the most he did was toss child support in my direction and sneer at me when I came into work late. And I had to suck it up and remind myself that I was better off without him, that I was a finer woman without him weighing me down. It was hard to get myself to believe it sometimes, but I convinced myself more and more with each day that passed, each day that he offered me a smug comment about my time management or my outfit.

      We had the morning meeting in just a couple of minutes, which would hardly give me time to go over the email that ran through what we would be covering today – I would just have to wing it and hope that nobody noticed. I checked my outfit once more, straightened my skirt, and headed through to join everyone else in the meeting room next door.

      "Glad to see you could at least make it to this on time," Adam remarked, and a couple of the younger employees tittered nervously at his statement. I knew they were just trying to get on his good side, but it irritated me that they clearly thought so little of getting on my bad side in the process.

      "Sure. Can we get started?" I replied, keeping my voice as civil as possible. Just because we were divorced, that didn’t mean that he had won. If anything, I had. After all, I had been the one to eject this waste of space from my life, right?

      "I take it you’ve had a chance to look over the minutes?” he asked. I felt myself go red.

      "And if I haven’t?"

      "Then I get to break the news to you myself," he replied, spreading his hands wide. "I’ve managed to land a celebrity for one of our fundraisers this year. Morgan Ward. You ever heard of him?”

      It rang a bell somewhere at the back of my mind, but I shook my head.

      "Should I have?”

      "He’s an actor," Adam waved his hand. "Big catch for us. Big catch. Seems like he’s trying to clean up his image, and he wants to use us to do it."

      "Well, that’s good news," I remarked. "When do we start working with him? What did you have in mind for the fundraiser?”

      "Well, that’s the thing," Adam replied, shuffling the papers in front of him. "Bit of reputation rehabilitation here, you see. And he’s got a reputation for, uh..."

      He trailed off, clearly wanting everyone in the room to be hanging on his every word.

      "Sleeping with every woman who ends up in front of him," he finally finished his sentence. I kept my face steady, though I could see one of our advertising heads flush a little and dip her head down as though the very thought of this actor in that state was inappropriate for work.

      "So what?” I demanded. "He’s working with us. There’s nothing weird about that."

      "We’ll have to send out someone who doesn’t do anything for him," Adam replied, tapping his finger on his bottom lip. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I had a feeling I knew exactly where this was going. I wanted to demand that he avert this, force him to slide this sick little statement off-track, but he had never been much for listening to what I wanted.

      "Kari, you busy?” he asked, and there was a sudden stillness in the room. I felt as though I had been punched in the gut. For a moment, I felt myself drifting outside of my body, so angry that I was sure I was going to watch myself lunge across the table and throttle my ex-husband out right there and then. He would have deserved it. How could he say that to me? He knew how hurtful he was being. But I couldn’t let anyone else see that he had managed to get under my skin like that – I had to keep myself together. If he knew he could get to me, he would do it over and over again until I quit this place once and for all, and I was never going to let that happen.

      "No, I have plenty of time," I replied, getting to my feet quickly. "Pass me along the contact, alright? I’ll take it from here."

      And with that, I headed out of the room and back to my office, promising myself that I would be allowed to cry about this as soon as the work day was over.

      I managed to keep my promise to myself, tapping out emails in a haze and getting everything set up for this stupid charity event with this stupid actor my husband was so sure would find me repulsive. I was so distinctly aware of my body, aware of the loose skin that had come from losing more than two hundred pounds in the last couple of years, aware of how imperfect it was. I had done my best to squeeze myself into the mold that I knew this place wanted of me, but there was only so much I could do since the damage had already been done when I’d had my children. I reached below my desk and gripped my thighs and my belly, feeling the wobble that still remained there. How had I ever expected to be taken seriously in this city that was full of women so much younger, so much thinner, and so much more perfect than me? What man would make me his first choice when the options were so many and so myriad?

      I made some excuse to duck out and pick up the kids early. Once I walked out of the building to my car and closed the car door tight, I let the tears flow. It hurt me so much to think that the man who had once loved me would use my deepest insecurities against me like that. He knew how aware I was of my weight and my desirability; he knew how much it hurt me to know that I would always be valued as less-than when compared to the women who were younger, thinner, and prettier than me. I had stretch marks and scars and battle wounds from bearing my two babies, but was that really so wrong? Was I so repulsive that Adam believed any man who was put in front of me, even one with as consistent a reputation as this Morgan guy, would be disgusted by my very presence?

      I crossed my arms on the steering wheel and buried my face against them. I knew the scant make-up I had managed to put on that morning would be streaming down my cheeks, but I didn’t give a damn. I could scrub myself up before I went to the daycare and picked up the kids. God, I missed them so much – even sitting here in the car, just a few miles from them, I felt that ache deep in my soul, the lack of them so present it hurt. They thought I was perfect, no matter what I looked like, and that was one of the most validating things in the world.

      The hurt my ex had inflicted on me paled in comparison to how much I missed my children. But I could actually do something about that, so I pushed myself up from the wheel, checked my makeup in the mirror, and tidied myself up. I could go collect them, and then we could go home and play and watch a movie and hang out, and I could forget all about this. That was how it usually worked when Adam pulled something bitchy out of the bag. Which was happening more and more these days. Maybe he was learning it from that model girlfriend of his – her industry was meant to be cruel, right? Still, he didn’t have to take it out on me.

      As I pulled the car out of the lot, I felt a surge of anger toward him. He was trying to get me out of the business, once and for all, so that he could go on and live his life, pretending that he had never met me in the first place. But I was never going to let him take over Changing Places: it was mine more than it was his. I actually gave a shit about the kids we helped out. He was crazy if he actually believed that I was just going to leave, all nice and quiet, like he wanted me to.

      I set my jaw firmly. So, he wanted me to organize this event? I would organize the best damn event this company had ever seen. This actor they had managed to get their hands on, the one who was hoping this would rehabilitate his image – well, I would make sure nobody wanted him to do anything but pet puppies and kiss babies from here on out.

      Yeah, that was how I would get back at him. I would turn this all the way around on him. Adam thought that he could just toss this in my direction as a snide backhand, hoping that it would be enough to shake my confidence badly enough to quit at last? Well, he had another thing coming. I had worked my ass off for that place, and this was going to be no different. I had pulled off so much in the last few years, all by myself, even with Adam practically working against me most of the time. Did he really think this was going to be enough to throw me off my game?

      I put on the radio and hummed along idly to some big pop hit as I drew closer to the daycare. The traffic was heavy, but I didn’t give a damn. My mind was racing. And I knew I was going to make this an event that nobody would ever forget.
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      "Glass of the house red, please," Haven ordered from the waiter as he approached our table. "And a water for my friend."

      "Seriously?” I shot back, raising my eyebrows at my agent. She tucked a strand of her poker-straight hair behind her ear and shrugged at me.

      "Hey, you said you want to get your reputation back in check, right?” she reminded me, hitting me with one of her signature hard stares. Any other man might have shriveled beneath it, but I knew better than that. I just met her gaze calmly, and she rolled her eyes away from me.

      "Alright, maybe one glass won’t hurt," she grinned at me, waving the waiter back over and making the order. I leaned back in my seat. It was good to have her around. Haven was a good influence on me, the kind of person who could actually bring me back down to earth in this crazy industry. I had never met another agent quite like her, and I had no doubt that it had been her influence that had kept my career from veering completely off the rails when I had been forced into those anger management courses.

      "So, have you found anything for me yet?” I asked Haven as the waiter arrived with our glasses of wine. He placed mine down carefully in front of me, as though he half-expected me to blow up at him for no reason. Alright, so maybe a little of that reputation of mine was well-earned.

      "Well, first and foremost, I have to tell you: you’re not going to get anything for this year," she warned me. I sighed deeply. I had pretty much figured that was the case – it was only a few weeks out from Christmas, after all, and the best I could have hoped for was a cameo – but the news still stung.

      "Shit," I muttered, lifting the wine to my lips. At least the booze was good. That would help take the edge off. Haven pushed her glasses up her nose and eyed me intently with a look that I recognized – you didn’t work with someone for as long as I had worked with her and not get a feel for their tics and tells. She was about the only woman I had managed to keep around all this time who I felt nothing romantic or sexual toward, but that was because she had carefully cultivated herself as utterly sexless to me. She was interested in my career, not what was between my legs. Which made for a nice change. She was more of a sister to me than anything else, a no-bullshit family member who would tell me everything I needed to hear when I needed to hear it.

      "But that doesn’t mean we can’t get stuff in line for next year," she continued keenly. "I actually think I have a few projects that would work pretty well for you, but you need to make sure you’re cleaned-up enough that they want to work with you."

      "Right, yeah, I get that," I nodded. "What kind of projects?”

      "The ones you’re looking for," she replied smoothly. "We can talk about that later. For now, we need to focus on what you have to do to get these people interested in working with you."

      "Well, I can start by not getting into any more brawls with the paparazzi," I suggested, and she grinned at me.

      "Yeah, that’s a start," she agreed. "And maybe if you could stop quite so visibly sleeping with everything that moves, that would be helpful, too."

      "What…seriously?”

      "Seriously," she nodded. "I know it’s going to be hard, but it’s the only way you’re going to read as wholesome to any of these directors."

      "And how long do I have to keep that up?” I wondered aloud, trying to keep the irritation out of my voice – and failing.

      "Let’s say until the end of the year," she suggested. "Not too long. Just a few weeks, to show that you could last a shoot without bringing in some drama that the set doesn’t need."

      "Fine," I leaned back in my seat with a sigh. "Is that it? Is there anything else I need to do?”

      "I actually have one more thing I think you should get involved in," she replied, pulling her phone out and tapping through something on the screen before her. She came across what she was looking for and took a sip of her wine before she continued.

      "Okay, so it’s a charity," she explained. "Small place. Nothing special, but that’s exactly what you should be getting involved with these days, you know?”

      "No, I don’t," I admitted. "But I trust that you do. What’s the charity for?”

      "It’s a place that’s supposed to make the transition out of foster care easier for kids who’ve spent a long time there," she explained. "Save them from a life of delinquency, that kind of thing. Could work well with your stuff, I think. The anger management especially. We can frame it as you trying to lead kids away from the same life that almost took you, right?”

      "Right," I replied, looking down into my wine. I could already feel my hackles rising. Not at the thought of working with that charity, but at the thought of those kids who had been through hell and were now acting out in the real world because they had no idea how to function in it. That was something I related to. More than I might have cared to admit. I papered over the cracks with cigars and girls and cash, but they were still there, gaping, reminding me of what had happened all those years ago.

      I did my best to avoid kids at all costs because seeing them reminded me of everything that had been taken from me when I had been young. The memories flitted through my mind like snapshots, my brain doing everything it could to keep them at arm’s length. I never lingered on them too deeply; instead, I locked them behind some door in a deep part of my psyche that I rarely approached. But if I was going to do this event, I would need to face up to them.

      I had been abused by one of my father’s friends when I was a kid. Even thinking those words hurt my head and made the room spin in a panic just like it had back then. I shut down these thoughts at once; I couldn’t risk having a freak out in here, not if I wanted to repair my reputation like Haven was currently in the process of trying to do. I closed the door to the memories quickly. I would address that one day, I really would, but today was certainly not that day.

      Being around kids, though, that was going to be tough. I had always avoided them, not just because of what they reminded me of, but because they underlined so vehemently what it was that I was lacking. I had never really settled down, never bothered with a wife or kids, and my time was running out. Plus, every woman I hooked up with seemed to guess at once that I was nothing more than a one-night-stand, hardly father material. Even if I had knocked someone up, I would have had the fear that I was going to pass down my fucked-up-ness to my child, inflict on them the mental torment that I had been through. I was broken, cracked down the middle, and no part of me wanted to raise a child knowing that it could see that in me.

      But what if I laid eyes on these kids and suddenly changed my mind? What if I suddenly wanted children after seeing these ones? What if I went out and had kids? What if then they grew up in the industry and wanted to become actors? How would I keep them safe? I knew the dark side of the industry better than anyone, and I wasn’t—

      "So, you’ll do it?" Haven asked keenly, mercifully pulling me back from the place in my head I had vanished to. I blinked at her. I had never told her what had happened – had never told anyone when I could avoid it – so she wasn’t to know what this had triggered in me. Still, I was on the defensive, holding back and sharper than I had to be.

      "I don’t know." I shook my head. "Is there no other way?”

      "This is perfect," she assured me. "And trust me, it’s the best thing we could get on this short of notice. If you want a chance of getting in for the shoots for next year, you need to take this. Trust me. There’s this cute little family comedy going into production next month, and you could be in it if you play your cards right."

      "Fine," I sighed heavily. I didn’t like the thought of it, but Haven knew what was good for me. If she thought this was the only way I was going to get my career on the track that I wanted it on, then I had to believe she was right.

      "Excellent," she replied, a big grin spreading out across her face, one I recognized as her victory smile. She glanced down at her phone and pressed a few buttons.

      "I’ve sent along the contact details for the woman you’re working with," she explained.

      "You can’t set it up for me?”

      "You should do it yourself," she replied firmly. "Trust me, that personal touch goes a hell of a long way toward making you into a real person."

      "Well, that’s what matters here, right?” I remarked, squinting down at the email she had sent me and feeling my heart sink. The thought of having to go all the way out there and put on a show to convince a bunch of people that I was a decent person was already boring the hell out of me. But not as much as the thought of spending the rest of my career stuck in stupid action roles.

      "Thanks for organizing this, Haven," I nodded to her.

      "That’s my job," she replied, lifting her glass to me.

      After our meeting was done with, I sent off a text to the woman who was acting as my contact for this charity – Kari Rodriguez. I wasn’t even sure what I was supposed to say to her. It had been such a long time since I had done any of my own organizing that I had forgotten how to draft a message that wasn’t just “hey, you up?” at two in the morning. But eventually, I managed to come up with something passable, something that would do the job, and I sent it off to her.

      I found myself waiting nervously for her reply back. She didn’t take long to respond, but it was still a strange feeling. I hadn’t held out on a text from someone in years, and the sensation was so old, it almost felt new again. When my phone buzzed, I sprang up from the couch to check it and found that she had suggested dinner to discuss what could be done with my involvement in their fundraiser. She was in Vegas, so I would have to fly down to meet her, but that wasn’t a problem. I would have a chance to stop in at that hotel again, as was my tradition every time I passed through the city, and check to see if my mystery woman had made her return yet.

      I replied with the name of a restaurant I liked and called up Haven to organize a flight for me while I got ready – I had to make a good impression, and I wasn’t going to be able to do that if I was trying to book a first-class ticket to Vegas all evening.

      "You make sure you don’t say anything stupid," Haven warned me in her usual inimitably blunt fashion.

      "You know I won’t," I protested.

      "I know you might," she corrected. "Which is exactly why I’m telling you not to."

      She booked the flight, and I prepared to head across the country to meet with this Kari woman about her charity. I had read a couple of articles on this Changing Places thing, all of them headed by photographs of a man around my age beaming a cheesy grin. I wondered why he wasn’t the one coming to meet me. Maybe they ran it together? Whoever they were, they had to be seriously passionate about kids if they were spending their lives working to protect them from the world at large.

      I felt a twinge in my chest as that thought crossed my mind. I knew I shouldn’t linger on it so long, but it hurt when I considered that nobody had done the same for me. Everyone had assumed that because I was growing up in a rich family in a fancy city in a gorgeous house with an incredible career ahead of me, I didn’t need protecting. But more than anything, I had needed someone to step in and see that things were wrong. Unfortunately for me, no one had been looking too closely, not when there was money to be made by throwing my father into a new set of infomercials or corralling my mother into featuring for a new perfume line.

      But I couldn’t let my past get in the way of my future anymore. Maybe I had taken on all of those actions roles because I knew I could insulate myself in them, hide my reality in the muscles and the violence and the murder. Those roles were big enough that I could vanish inside of them, and sometimes, I’d wanted nothing more than to leave myself behind entirely.

      And a trip to Vegas would be the perfect way to do that. I could get out of my head for a while, get out of the city, and get far enough away from my mother that she wouldn’t be able to burst in on me when I least expected it. Hell, even getting away from Haven would be a good thing for me. I just needed some time to breathe and gather myself. I wasn’t sure what for, but I knew something had to change.

      Haven sent me the details for the flight, and I high-tailed it over to the airport. I would normally fly private, but with this little notice, I didn’t have much choice – first-class would have to do. I managed to make it to the private lounge without attracting too much attention, and the worst I got beyond that was the flight attendant looking from my passport, to me, and back again, obviously trying to work out if this was some kind of joke. Luckily for me, her co-worker nudged her to hustle her along, and she took me to my seat and got me a drink so that I could settle in.

      I watched some crappy TV show while we were in the air, and for a few hours, I just lost myself. Surrounded by people who worked in business and likely had no time for my movies, it felt good to lounge in relative anonymity for a little while. When I landed, that would all be different, but for now, I would take it.

      The flight was uneventful, and I arrived on time, heading over to the hotel to drop off my stuff before I rolled to the restaurant I had booked us for dinner. I hadn’t been able to secure a room at the place I had met that woman before, but I wasn’t far from it, and I could easily slide down there for a drink later on. Nobody would have to know that I was there looking for the woman I hadn’t been able to shake after all this time. I hadn’t mentioned her to anyone, but the memory of her was still as fresh at the back of my mind as it had been the morning after. Sometimes, I swore I would catch a whiff of her perfume, a glimpse of her hair from behind, and I could swear that the entire world tipped sideways as I thought that I had found her once more.

      The restaurant I had picked for this meeting was Limon, a little French place that had a great reputation and an almost permanently booked-up reservations page. They always made room for me, though, and I liked to exploit that whenever I was trying to impress somebody. Seats at a sold-out restaurant might be cliché, but they worked nearly every time.

      I made my way up to Limon and grabbed my table ten minutes early, like I always was when I was trying to make a good impression. Haven would have been proud of me. She knew my late ass had trouble making it to set on time, let alone dinner. I casually checked my appearance in the gleaming glass windows at the far end of the restaurant – I was wearing a suit and a tie, nothing fancy. In fact, it was the same tie I had worn when I'd met her, and I hadn’t even noticed that until now. Perhaps I was trying to put out some silent mating signal, hoping she would pick up on my presence now that I was back in town.

      But that was ridiculous. Whoever that woman had been, whatever had happened between us, it hadn’t been made to last beyond that night. I had barely spoken to her. I didn’t know anything about her, other than the way she’d looked in that dress and the way she’d felt when her body was next to mine. Was that enough? Was that enough when it was so intense? She must have felt it too. It was as though the vibrations of her presence were arcing through the air, reminders of her painted everywhere all over this city. But I still couldn’t find her.

      But there was no way she was here. Maybe she wasn’t even in this city anymore. That wouldn’t surprise me very much. A woman like that had to be in high demand across the country, men beating down her door for a date every chance they got. I wondered if she had that effect on every man she got close to. Or if it had been reserved and unleashed especially for me.

      The buzz in the restaurant was low, and I couldn’t make out any of the conversations around me – or maybe my mind was just too hyper-focused on the memory of that woman for me to allow anything else in instead. I watched the door, trying to distract myself from the nonsense rushing through my mind.

      And that’s when I saw her.

      She walked through the door and peered around the room, and I stared at her for a long moment. I had just conjured her up from my memory, right? There was no way that she could actually even remotely be standing in front of me right now. I blinked a couple of times, waiting for her to snap out of existence and be replaced by the woman I was actually supposed to be meeting tonight, but she didn’t. She stayed right there in front of me.

      I managed to convince myself that she was here for somebody else. Yes, that was it: some cruel twist of fate had landed her in the same place as me, but going out with somebody else. That would be just the most perfectly painful thing. But instead, she locked eyes with me and made her way through the tables toward me. Her eyes were carefully impassive, as though she was trying her best not to give a damn thing away to me right now. I watched her, stared at her, scared to pull my eyes away from her in case she flickered out of existence again. I had spent so long looking for this woman that there was no way in hell I was going to let go of her now that I had her in front of me.

      As she approached and it began to really sink in that she was here in front of me, I let out a long breath and allowed myself to take her in properly. She was wearing a gray dress, high-necked and boxy, carefully professional – but I knew the body that lay under wraps there. I got to my feet as she approached, my heart pounding, and managed to smile at her.

      "Evening," I murmured. My voice sounded as though it was coming from someone else entirely. She stared at me for a moment, took a deep breath, and then nodded.

      "Good evening," she greeted and then slipped into her seat. And just like that, the woman I had been searching for was here with me, out for dinner, and the entire world seemed full of possibility once more.
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      "I don’t think I can do this," I moaned to my best friend Clara as she held my head still and tried to fix my eyebrows for what felt like the thousandth time since we had started this whole affair.

      "Of course you can," she soothed me. "You have nothing to worry about."

      "I have everything to worry about," I protested. "You know how much is riding on this? If I don’t get this right—"

      "And exactly what, pray tell, might you be getting wrong?” she asked, cocking her head at me and raising her eyebrows. I fell silent. She had a point. Maybe I was letting myself get ahead of my own racing thoughts a little.

      "I don’t know. What if he sees me and I’m not up to the standards of the women he usually goes to dinner with?” I pulled a face.

      "Kari, if he walks out on you for that, then he’s the biggest asshole in the world and he didn’t deserve to work with the charity anyway," she assures me.

      "So you think I don’t look like the kind of woman he goes out with?” I chewed my lip nervously. She laughed and shook her head at me.

      "Jesus Christ, Kari, you’re impossible," she teased. "No, I didn’t say that. I don’t even know what this guy looks like. But trust me when I say that he’s just a professional trying to get a professional job done as much as you are."

      "And that’s why you’re spending ages getting my makeup right, huh?" I remarked playfully. She grinned at me.

      "Hey, he’s a famous actor," she shrugged. "Even if I’ve never seen any of his movies. You want to look good, don’t you?”

      "Of course I want to look good," I sighed. "I just haven’t been out like this in so long..."

      "So? Maybe that’s a good thing," she pointed out enthusiastically. "Maybe you can actually make something happen between the two of you! You haven’t used up your dating energy on anybody else, so you can focus it all on this guy and—"

      "And what? Destroy him with my dating-laser-beams?” I shot back incredulously. She held my head and went for my eyebrows once more.

      "You’re going to blow him away," she replied firmly. "I just know it. Trust me, I have a feeling for these things."

      "Thanks for taking care of the kids, either way," I replied. "I wouldn’t have been able to get out of the house if it weren’t for you."

      "Yeah, and where’s Adam in all of this?" she asked, raising her eyebrows. I shook my head.

      "You know there’s no point in trying to open up that can of worms," I reminded her with a sigh.

      "Yeah, I just think he should actually step up and act like he wants to be a father once in a while."

      "Well, that’s the thing," I reminded her. "He doesn’t want to be a father. He wants to play sexy-young-thing with his sexy, young thing."

      "Hey, you’re a sexy, young thing!” she protested.

      "Hmm, okay. I’ll believe it when I see it," I replied, eyeing myself in the mirror. She had done her best with me, but I still felt as though I looked more like mutton dressed as lamb.

      "I’m seeing it right now," she told me firmly just as the kids made a little cluster of noise from next door. I got to my feet to deal with it, but she held her hand up.

      "I’m going to take care of this," she promised me. "You finish getting ready."

      I did as I was told, taking my time to find something in my closet that would actually work for a night on the town with some famous actor. Not that I had a lot of outfits that fell into that category, but a girl had to try, right? I rifled through my dresses and eventually came across this lacy dove-gray number that I had purchased for my honeymoon. I had barely even looked at the dress since the divorce – far too painful and far too many memories – but I knew this one would be perfect. It covered just enough to play as professional without going too much on the side of conservatism. I pulled it on, looked in the mirror, and for a moment, I felt as though I was going to burst into tears.

      I just never looked the way I thought I should look. Even after losing all of that weight, I was still just shaped differently. My body felt different, and my mind felt different. I had worn this when I had believed that the man by my side would stay there forever, that he wasn’t going to dump me as soon as he got the chance and move on to something younger, skinnier, and prettier. I hated that I even thought of it in those terms, but I couldn’t help myself. I just hated what he had done to me, the shell he had left me. It wasn’t fair. I had spent so much of my life trying to make things easy for him, trying to show him what a perfect wife I could be if he let me, and he had decided to up and leave me with nothing instead.

      Clara wandered back into the room, having taken care of whatever it was that had been causing the kids to make such a racket. She had a smile on her face, and I felt a swell of gratefulness for her presence. The kids adored her, and she adored them. I might not have been raising them with their father, but honestly, sometimes I wondered if Clara wasn’t the better choice anyway.

      "Well, look at you!” she remarked, her hands planted on hips as she looked me up and down. "You look fantastic!"

      "I don’t know," I shook my head. "I think I look a little—"

      "You look a little incredible," she cut me off firmly.

      "I could still stand to lose a few more pounds," I muttered, running my hands over the shape of my body in this dress.

      "You couldn’t do with losing an ounce more," Clara shook her head at me and looked at her watch. "Now get out there. Go have a good time. You deserve it."

      "This is a professional engagement," I reminded her, but she just waved her hand.

      "Yeah, and it’s with a famous actor, and if you end up going home with him, I won’t be mad," she raised her eyebrows at me.

      "Clara!" I laughed. "I have work to think about. And the kids."

      "Just go out there and have a good time," she ordered me. "Go on, I’ve got everything covered on this end. You know that."

      "I sure do," I agreed, and she gave me a quick hug before hustling me out to the car and onto the road so that I could make it to the meeting in time. As I pulled out of the driveway, I couldn’t help but consider the notion that I wouldn’t mind too much at all if this guy were to toss me over his shoulder, take me home, and show me the good time that I‘d been missing out on since the kids had come along.

      But that was ridiculous. I didn’t actually want anything like that. What I wanted was a guy who was going to bring plenty to our charity, not to my bedroom. I had looked him up online before I’d left, but I hadn’t seen any of his films, so I probably wasn’t going to recognize him when I walked through the door. And that was alright, wasn’t it? I had a couple of kids to look after. He would understand that I hadn’t made it out to see any of his R-rated flicks. But then again, what if he got really offended about it? Oh, hell. I was already starting to worry myself stupid, and I hated that I was allowing my brain to run at this stupid pace.

      But at least thinking made the time seem to pass quicker, since the traffic into the city was taking forever to move even an inch. I kept checking the time, cursing myself for not leaving a little earlier, but I had never been to this part of the city before, and my directions weren’t exactly on point.

      I finally made it to the outrageously fancy restaurant he had booked for the two of us. I had checked it out online – the menu didn’t even have prices on it, denoting the crazy-upmarket nature of the place. Smoothing out my dress over my knees, I climbed out of the car. I could do this. I could pull it off. He was just another client for the charity, right? And the fact that he was a movie star was just a by-the-way detail.

      I made my way into the restaurant, scanning the room for the man I was looking for. I recognized him at once with a jolt of familiarity that sent a shiver down my spine. He got to his feet as I approached, and I couldn’t help but notice the sharp cut of his suit that matched the line of his jaw and the way his blue eyes sparkled even in the dark of this place. He smiled at me, and there was a flicker of something in his expression, a flicker of something I couldn’t quite place but knew I wanted to.

      I slipped into my seat as we greeted one another, exchanging names, and he sat down opposite me. He hadn’t taken his eyes off of me once since I entered this place, and I felt as though he was trying to bore a hole in me with his gaze. Was he mad? Trying to outsmart me? I had no idea what the hell was going on, and I wasn’t even sure whether or not I disliked it.

      "Sorry I’m late," I finally offered in the hopes of quelling some of the intensity of his gaze.

      "No, no, it’s fine," he waved his hand. "I was a little early."

      "Well, good to know you value your punctuality," I smiled at him, and he finally pulled his gaze away from me, as though looking at me face-on had proved a little too much for him.

      "Yeah, sure," he replied.

      "I’m starving," I muttered as the waiter approached with our menus. "What’s good to eat here?"

      "Pretty much everything," he replied, opening the menu and casting his eye over what was being offered.

      "Man, they don’t have any prices in this place," I remarked. "Is it like an ‘if you have to ask, you can’t afford it’ deal?”

      "Oh, I’m paying for this," he told me firmly. I shook my head.

      "No, no, you’re doing us a favor by meeting with us," I replied, although I was secretly hoping he’d press the point – I wasn’t sure I could afford much, if any, of the food on the menu in front of me, and I would be glad to have an out if he was offering.

      "I’m trying to rehabilitate my image here, remember?" he pointed out to me. "It’s not going to look very good for me if I let you pay for dinner."

      "Well, I suppose if I’m helping you out…" I grinned playfully, and he chuckled.

      "Yeah, you’re doing me a real solid here," he replied with a return grin. "Letting me get the bill."

      "As long as we’ve cleared that up," I nodded, opening the menu and looking down at everything in front of me. I was ravenous, even more so now that I knew I wasn’t going to have to carefully curate my dinner options based on what I could afford and what I couldn’t.

      I peered at him over the top of my menu, trying to place him once more. I was sure that I knew him from somewhere, but I had checked, and I hadn’t seen a single one of his films. So what the hell was ringing the bell at the back of my head that told me I recognized this dude?

      He caught me looking and raised his eyebrows at me.

      "Enjoying the view?”

      "Sorry," I shook my head. "I just feel like I know you from somewhere. I was trying to place you, that’s all."

      "Yeah, I get that a lot," he replied flippantly, and I laughed.

      "I can imagine, what with being a movie star and all," I replied. "But I haven’t actually seen any of your movies."

      "Oh, really?" He looked a little disappointed by the revelation.

      "Yeah, sorry," I shrugged. "I have a couple of young kids, and they can’t go for anything that’s above PG right now."

      "Right, of course," he agreed with a chuckle.

      "And honestly, I’ve never been much good with gory movies," I confessed, feeling this sudden draw to him – I felt as though I could tell him anything, even though we had never so much as laid eyes on each other before. Damn, I really was starved of adult connection if I was treating this like a chance to spew everything about myself.

      "Okay, well, that makes a little more sense," he replied, lifting his menu and glancing down at it.

      "So, what do you recommend?” I asked. I had to admit, there wasn’t a huge amount of the menu here that jumped out at me; maybe I would have felt differently if I could actually understand much of what was written down, but I was coming up with a dead-ass blank.

      "What kind of food do you like?" he asked.

      "The kind that I don’t have to cook," I replied. He laughed. He had a nice laugh, strong but not overbearing. It sounded genuine.

      "Okay, let me see what I can do." He ran his finger down the menu, and I leaned back and decided it was best to let him take control. In fact, it felt pretty good to relax like this and allow someone else to step up and do the adult things. I felt as though I was always running at high-volume, high-stress adult levels, and I was thoroughly enjoying the chance to just sit back and let someone else do the hard part for a change.

      He eventually ordered a selection for us, along with a glass of wine – just one, to help me loosen up a little and relax in the face of a guy as outrageously handsome as this one. I wasn’t sure exactly what I wanted to ask him, but I got the feeling he was doing his best to impress me, to make a point about what a great asset he would be to our charity.

      "I’m really interested in working with a group like yours," he told me earnestly. "Actually making a difference, you know?”

      "Of course, right," I nodded. "And rehabilitating your image as well, yeah?”

      "Well, that too," he grinned at me. He had this undercurrent of amusement to him, as though he was constantly on the brink of doing something crazy.

      "That’s what my husband told me," I replied, temporarily forgetting that Adam and I were divorced. I did that sometimes, the reality sliding from my mind and then coming back around to slap me upside the head when I least expected it. I grimaced.

      "Your husband?” He cocked an eyebrow. "You’re husband sent you out on this date?"

      "No, my ex did," I explained quickly. "We work together with the charity."

      "Wow, that’s really mature of you guys," he raised his eyebrows at me. "I don’t think I could stick around next to any of my exes for more than five minutes."

      "Yeah, well, trust me – if I had a choice, I wouldn’t," I muttered before slapping a hand over my mouth.

      "Shit, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that," I admitted. He seemed amused by my little outburst.

      "I just value the charity so much," I explained swiftly. "I don’t want to lose it, no matter what, you know?"

      "That’s really strong of you," he smiled at me, and I felt that little fuzz of warmth spreading over my chest. Once more, I felt like I knew him from somewhere. Maybe a billboard? Maybe I had just seen him on the front page of some gossip magazine. Yeah, that was likely it.

      "Well, thanks," I replied, a little flustered by his attention being focused entirely on me. He knew how to charm, that much was obvious, but then again, that was very much part of his job, right?

      "So, what about you?" I turned the conversation around quickly, knowing that much more focus on me after a glass of wine would expose my weak spots.

      "What about me?”

      "What kind of stuff do you like? Apart from your work?" I asked.

      "Uh, I just focus on staying in shape for roles," he shrugged. "I have to stay in good form to make sure I can take anything that comes along, whenever it comes along. So mostly, going to the gym..."

      "Oh, but that’s part of your work!” I pointed out. "What do you do that has nothing to do with your job? There must be something."

      "I don’t know," he replied, furrowing his brow, and it seemed as though he was genuinely searching for something in the back of his mind that didn’t relate to his career.

      "Come on, there must be something," I prompted him. He eyed me for a moment, and then he grinned and let out a long breath.

      "Well, I guess I really enjoy skiing," he admitted. "Which I know is fitness-related, but I don’t think it counts as work. If you can accept that answer?”

      "I can accept that answer," I agreed, and I felt myself begin to loosen up. He had a sharp conversational style and kept things flowing comfortably between us. He was probably used to small talk, after dozens of interviews about his movies and his job and his fame. Still, the dialogue felt organic enough that I could let go of the last of the tension that had been hanging over me and just give myself over to everything that this night could be.

      Not that it was anything more than a meeting for work, but still, that didn’t mean I had to pretend like I wasn’t getting anything out of this, right? He seemed keen to impress me, which was a surprise as I’d imagined he was only coming on this meeting to do the bare minimum of what he had to. He was charming and interesting, and he asked questions about me – even if he had seemed a little deflated that I really didn’t know him from anywhere. My mind darted back to the conversation Adam and I had had before he’d agreed to give me some time off to get ready for the meeting: Sure, but all the time in the world isn’t going to get him to look at you twice. I wanted to punch the air and rub this in his face. This actor, this famous star, was talking to me like he gave a shit. To anyone paying attention, I could have been his date. And that was just fine by me.

      As the evening drew to a close, I found myself in more of a flirtatious mood than perhaps was entirely appropriate for the given situation. It had been a long time since I had felt anything like the flattery of this connection with someone else. There had been that dude back when I had been out with Clara, but I had been so tipsy that I was hardly able to remember what he’d looked like, let alone what it had felt like to be around him.

      When the meal came to a close, I found myself genuinely sad at the thought of just walking away from all of this. In my business brain, I told myself that that was a good thing – he obviously had a skill at fostering a connection with others, and that was vital to a charity like our own. But the personal part of my mind, the one that I did my best to keep locked up, believed that there was something here – believed that all of the attention this movie star had been lavishing on me all night long was genuine and real.

      "I should be getting back to my kids," I told him regretfully as he picked up the bill. He cocked his head at me, hitting me with those almost painfully bright eyes once more.

      "Are you sure I can’t tempt you to stay for one more drink?”

      "No, I’m driving home," I replied. "And besides, my best friend is stepping in to do the childcare for me tonight. I don’t want to leave her there all evening..."

      The less said about the fact that Clara had told me she would take care of them all night, the better. Because I was starting to get a little tempted by that fact. But what kind of a fool would I feel like when I stuck around for another drink, got drunk, got flirty, tried to make a move, and was reminded in no uncertain terms that this guy was here for business and not for pleasure? No, it was better if I got out of here right now, before I did something I couldn’t take back.

      "Well, at least let me walk you to your car," he suggested, getting to his feet and offering me his arm. I hesitated for a moment before I took it and allowed him to lead me outside. The strength of his arm beneath his blazer came as almost a shock to me. It had been so long since I had been addressed with this kind of attention that I had almost forgotten how it felt to be around a man like this, to feel his power as he led me out of the restaurant.

      We made it outside, and I directed him to my car. My heart was beating a little faster than it had to, and I couldn’t shake the urge to lean into him a little further. I could smell his aftershave – expensive, classic, masculine, and clean – and I just wanted to bury my face in his neck and inhale it, fill myself to the brim with his scent.

      "Well, this is my car," I came to a halt next to my vehicle, awkwardly placing a hand on the hood and instantly feeling like an idiot as I do so.

      "Thanks for the escort." Smiling up at him, I noticed that there was a flicker to his gaze: something intent and intense. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it sent a shiver down my spine and lit a fire deep down in the primal part of my gut.

      "No problem," he replied. "Thanks for your company this evening."

      "Yeah, I’ll be sure to reach out to you soon for the charity," I reached into my bag, looking to find my keys. "Or, I suppose I should say, I’ll be in contact with your people—"

      I suddenly felt his eyes burning into me, and I looked up to find him staring down at me. I knew what was about to happen a split-second before it did. I swear to God, time phased out for a moment, and when I came back to reality, his mouth was on mine.

      It was a brief kiss, almost chaste, but it was clear that more had been meant by this kiss than just a simple farewell. I closed my eyes and sunk into him, wondering how in the name of holy hell this man could actually be attracted to me. He was outrageously perfect, and I was...I was standing here in this parking lot, kissing him, with my heart hammering so loudly in my ears that I felt as though it was going to burst right out of my chest.

      Suddenly, I realized what I was doing. I was supposed to be acquiring this man for the charity, not making out with him next to my car where anyone could see us.

      I pulled back swiftly, pulling my gaze away from him. He was breathing a little harder than before, and I scrambled for my keys.

      "I should get going," I muttered. "I’ll…we’ll…"

      I didn’t bother finishing up what I was trying to say. I just needed to get out of here. I climbed into the car and pulled away before I could do or say anything else spectacularly stupid, and I did my best to force the kiss to the back of my mind. But it was there, plaguing me, the whole way home – the heat of his mouth on my own was more than I could shake as I drove back to my kids, to my home, and to my real life.
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      "Hey, man, you got a minute?"

      "Got a few hours free if you need them," Damien, a personal assistant of mine and one of the most outrageously useful acquisitions I’d ever come across, replied over the phone line.

      "I need you to do some research on someone," I explained. He fell silent for a moment.

      "And who might that be?”

      "The woman who runs the charity I’m getting involved with," I replied. That made sense, right? Nobody could argue with that. I was just trying to be a responsible person by making sure I knew what I was signing up for.

      "What’s her name?”

      "Kari Rodriguez," I enunciated it slowly and carefully, like I was speaking a prayer into being. I still couldn’t believe that I had found her. After all of this time, the woman I had been searching for was here – and she had a name, and she had a kiss to remember me by. She had moved into me; I had felt it. But I wanted to know what was holding her back, what had drawn her away when she had clearly been enjoying herself so much.

      "Well, it’ll take a couple of hours, but I’ll see what I can dig up, alright?” Damien replied. "I’ll call you back once I have something."

      "Thanks, man," I replied before I hung up the phone. A few hours to kill, huh? When I had all this pent-up energy that I was having a hard time shaking? This was going to be hellishly rough.

      I decided the best idea would be to head down to the gym in my building and try to work out some of the sexual tension that was filling my brain and dumbing me down right now. Ever since I’d laid eyes on her as she was walking into the restaurant, I’d felt as though I was fit to burst. I had managed to keep it in, holding my flirtations down to a reasonable amount for most of the evening, but now, all I wanted was to see her again.

      No, I wanted more than just to see her. It would have been much simpler if it was just that. Sure, the thought of laying eyes on her again made my heart skip around, but there was more to it than that. I wanted to touch her, hold her, feel her, and take in her breath against my body once more. Feel the power of her skin next to mine. When I’d kissed her, she had yielded against me and the softest moan had escaped from her lips, letting me know that she wanted this the same way I did. But then, she had hopped back into her car, and that had been that. Not if I had anything to do with it.

      I normally worked out hard, but this workout was more intense than ever. I wanted to sweat all of this out of my system, sweat the memory of her mouth against mine out of my body. I knew it was crazy; I knew I was pushing myself way too hard, but I couldn’t stop. I didn’t want to stop. I felt as though I was exorcising her from my mind, the woman who had taken up far more of my brain space than she ever should have.

      Had she even recognized me? If she had, she had played it crazy-cool. She’d claimed not to even know who I was, not ever having seen any of my movies, and I struggled with the thought that maybe she had forgotten me. That night might have embedded itself on my memory, but that didn’t mean it had to stick around with her in the same way.

      She had mentioned her ex, and I’d heard the twinge of anger in her voice when his name had passed her lips. What had gone on between them? Whatever it was, they were still stuck working together, and that had to hurt. I wished I’d asked her more about him. Wished I’d pressed her to find out if she really didn’t remember me, or if this was some act that she was putting on in the hopes of playing hard to get. Either way, it was working.

      The sweat was pouring down my brow as I stepped off the treadmill and headed over to the weights; I wanted to feel the burn so deeply that I would wake up tomorrow barely able to move. Maybe if I wasted all of my energy on this, I wouldn’t have to worry about using it all up on her instead.

      Just as I was drying off my hands to start on the weights, my phone buzzed where I had dumped it on the counter; I grabbed it at once, and, when I saw that it was Damien calling, I took the call, propping it up on speakerphone so I wouldn’t have to stop my workout to speak with him.

      "Hey," I greeted, my breath coming in short, sharp bursts.

      "Hi." He sounded distracted. "You got a minute? I have some stuff on that woman you asked me to look into."

      "Yeah, yeah, I’m free," I replied. "Fill me in."

      "Alright, so…Kari Rodriguez," he began. "Most of this stuff is on the website, but I had to do a little sleuthing through some papers to catch up on the rest of it..."

      "Yeah, yeah, and I’ll give you a bonus for it," I assured him, knowing that he was angling for some extra cash. I didn’t mind the hustle; he was good at what he did, and he knew it. No shame in that.

      "Cool," he replied, and I could hear him grinning over the line.

      "Alright, so what do you have for me?”

      "Okay, so, she’s thirty-three. She runs this charity called Changing Places, and she has for the last eight years or so," he continued. "She started it with her ex-husband, and they run the place together, although they got a divorce a few years ago."

      "What about him? What’s he doing?”

      "Mostly just schmoozing around town from what I can tell," he replied. "He’s dating some model – much younger, obviously – and he seems to want to be photographed with her everywhere he can."

      "Dick," I muttered to myself.

      "What?"

      "Nothing," I replied, fixing my weights so they were heavy enough for me. "What else?”

      "She has a couple of kids by her ex, and it seems like she has custody of them – in fact, it seems like he doesn’t see them at all," he continued. "And she’s in some financial trouble, judging by the fact that she just took a second mortgage out on the house."

      "Damn, you are good," I told Damien. "You really found this all out from just reading online?”

      "Yeah, and maybe a little bit of poking around as well," he replied. "Nothing illegal, though, so don't worry."

      "Okay, but I’m always going to worry when you feel the need to add that disclaimer," I remarked.

      He chuckled. "You’re good, I promise," he assured me.

      "I’d better be," I warned him playfully.

      "But yeah, that’s what I could find out about her," he finished up. "I'll keep an ear to the ground and let you know if I hear anything else, alright?”

      "Sounds good to me," I agreed. "Speak to you soon, man."

      "Speak soon."

      With that, he hung up the phone, and I started hoisting the weights in deadlifts. My mind was racing. So her husband had pulled the standard: waited until she had given him what he wanted and then run off with a younger model. In this case, literally. Now, she was left to raise the kids by herself and was struggling to keep her house. This guy sounded like a real prize.

      Maybe that was why she had made a run for it when we had seen each other again. Maybe she was nervous – hell, maybe she saw a reflection of her husband in me, some version of a man who would run off and dump her as soon as he got bored and found someone else he liked better. And she would have had good reason to believe it, if she’d known anything about me, but as far as I knew, she hadn’t. Which gave me the perfect excuse to slide in and make sure she knew who I was. And that I felt a connection with her that overrode everything I had ever felt before.

      My mind was chattering away as I continued lifting weights, and it felt as though I was tossing around feathers instead of heaving enormous hunks of metal. I couldn’t stop thinking about her: what she had been through and what her husband had done to her. How alone was she in the world? There was a chance she was dating someone, of course, and that Damien hadn’t picked up on it, but the way she had acted with me last night had been pretty far removed from what I would expect from a woman who was in a relationship. Then again, perhaps she’d been trying to sweet-talk me because they needed me for the charity.

      I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to go optimistic or cynical with this. I decided, for the time being, that I should scrub this day out of my hair and try to move on. I would figure out what I was going to do about my feelings for this woman once I had gotten some rest.

      I was heading back upstairs to the apartment when I saw someone hanging about in the lobby – I recognized the look on her face at once. I had seen it so many times before that it was like a sense memory. A woman, maybe a few years younger than me, with a curtain of dark hair, eyeing me with excitement. How did they keep getting in? I needed to hire better security.

      "Morgan?” She approached me. I didn’t like when they used my name like they knew me. I paused for a moment.

      "Can I help you?”

      "I’m just such a big fan of your work," she blurted out, her eyes shining with excitement. "I wanted to come see you, and, uh, you know, show you..."

      She trailed off, obviously waiting for me to jump in and take the lead. And normally, I would have – I would have taken her upstairs and fucked her quick and hard and given her a story to share with all of her friends when she’d had too many drinks. But my mind was elsewhere at that moment, and I didn’t feel much like indulging her.

      "Thanks for stopping by," I told her curtly. "But you should go."

      Her face dropped.

      "But I—"

      Before she could say anything else, I continued on my way to the apartment. I didn’t have time for this today. My mind was on Kari, not on random groupies who managed to make it into my place and imagined that I would somehow fall at their feet, thankful to have found what I was looking for at last.

      I slid into the shower, glad that I had the place to myself – there was plenty to like about a place as huge as this, not the least that it gave me the privacy I craved most of the time. When my mother wasn’t storming in on me at random moments, of course.

      The water coursed over my body, and I tipped my head back and closed my eyes as I let it work its magic. Was there anything better than the feeling of hot water on sweaty skin?

      Well, I could think of one thing. One very specific thing, actually. What it would be like to be with her. To have her sliding into this shower with me and to see the water cascading over her body. To feel her smallness, her compact, little form pressed against my own. I slid my hand down between my legs and wrapped my fingers around my cock, feeling myself already swelling to semi-hardness. Damn. If just the thought of her could do this to me...

      I focused on the sensation of my hand moving up and down my cock. Stroking slowly, I pretended it was her fingers that were wrapped around my length. I parted my lips, and as the water coursed over them, for a moment, I could almost feel her mouth against mine once more. I was hard now, achingly so. If she had been in that shower with me, I knew that I would have done anything she asked me to.

      I wondered how she would have felt stripped out of that dress I had seen her in the very first night we had met. I could just picture the scene now – slowly running the zipper down her back, exposing her inch by inch as I ran my fingers over the curves of her body. I wanted to see how she would react to me, how she would respond to my touch. If it would turn her on as much as the very thought of it was getting me off. I stroked my cock harder, with more purpose this time. It had been a long time since I had felt this kind of desire for anyone, let alone someone who wasn’t even in front of me. Letting out a growl of desire, my mind raced over the thought of her naked, laid out before me, hungry for me, pleading for me—

      And that was when it hit me. The orgasm was intense, rolling through my entire body in a shockwave that took control for a split second. For a moment, I could believe that I was there with her and that she was the one with her hand on my cock, making me come.

      But then, my eyes flicked open, and I found that I was alone in the shower all over again. Just me. Just me and the image of a woman I hadn’t even hooked up with yet. And I knew that I had a hell of a lot to prove to her before I could get her into my bed – but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to give it a damn good shot.
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      "Hello? Kari Rodriguez?”

      I recognized his voice as soon as it came over the line, and I swear I nearly fell out of my chair when I figured out who was calling me. There was no way, was there? Already? I took a deep breath and centered myself, getting myself in hand before I fully freaked the fuck out.

      "Hi," I greeted Morgan. "How can I help you today?”

      "This is Morgan," he replied, his voice smooth and calm, like butter. Damn. I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him since the last time we saw one another, when he had kissed me and sent my head spinning into infinity. It had been a couple of days since then, and I had been desperate to reach out to him and catch up – hell, just find out if that kiss had somehow been a dream, something my wine-addled mind had come up with to boost my ego.

      "Oh, hi, Morgan," I tried to play it casual. "How’s it going?”

      "Well," he replied. "Look, Kari, I just wanted to clear the air about something before we go any further with this project."

      "Oh yeah?”

      "Yeah, it’s about that kiss we had when we went out together the other night," he continued. I immediately shot my gaze around the room to make sure nobody else could possibly be listening in on this conversation. If anyone else at work caught on to what had happened between us, I would never hear the end of it. And I had no idea how Adam would react if he found out that I was actually attracted to another person. Probably not well.

      "Oh, right, yeah," I replied, trying to make it sound as though I’d had so many kisses since then that I couldn’t be expected to remember any one in particular.

      "It was unprofessional of me, and I shouldn’t have done it," he continued. "And I wanted to apologize to you."

      "Oh, uh..."

      "I’m very attracted to you," he continued breezily, as though this was the kind of conversation he had every single day of his life. "But I know that if we’re going to work together, we can’t let that get in the way of things, can we?”

      "Of course not," I agreed.

      "Maybe when this is over..." he trailed off, leaving the words hanging tantalizingly in the air between us.

      "What?" I prompted him.

      "Just thinking out loud," he replied. "Anyway, I wanted to talk to you today about where we go next with the project."

      "Uh-huh," I replied. The truth was, my mind was on something else entirely, something a whole lot less wholesome. The night before, I had ended up having a really hot dream about him – the details were a little blurry now, but I could remember how it had felt to have his hands roving all over my body, how strong he would be as he tossed me around the bed like it was nothing. Sitting here in the office, I shifted back and forth in my seat, trying not to think about how horny I was for him – and desperately trying not to focus on the fact that he had the most beautiful voice for phone sex.

      "If it’s alright with you," he continued, "I’d like to take you and your kids away for Christmas."

      "Wait, what?" I stopped him in his tracks. "What did you say?”

      "I know it sounds crazy, but bear with me here," he continued smoothly, as though he had planned for my second-guessing him like this. "I have a cabin in Colorado. I usually head up there for the festive season to enjoy some peace and quiet. Seems like you could use a little of that, huh?”

      I fell silent. Yeah, actually, the very thought of that was tempting to me, but it was crazy. I couldn’t just up and leave everything behind like that. I would land in so much trouble. And what about Adam? What would he say when he found out that some movie star was sweeping me across the country with the kids?

      "Morgan, I’m not sure—"

      "I just want to prove to you that I’m actually dedicated to improving the lives of the kids you’re dealing with," he explained. "And I want to start with you and your family, Kari."

      I was silent for a long moment. Part of me was pointing out how fucking crazy this is. I barely knew this man! What on Earth was I doing even considering the offer he was making me? It was crazy – spectacularly so – and I wasn’t going to take him up on it. Was I?

      Money was so tight, though, and I knew I couldn’t afford to do much with the kids this Christmas. It was a special time of year for all of us, but I didn’t have the cash to get them much more than a hug and a cheap plastic toy each. They wouldn’t even get to see snow, judging by the weather reports, over the festive season. A trip to Colorado could change that. They would be so excited to go away for a while, and it would make the holiday so special...

      "Kari?"

      "Uh, yeah, sorry," I replied quickly, realizing how long my silence had lasted.

      "How about I take you to see my place in Colorado first?" he suggested warmly. "You can get a feel for it, see if you think your kids would like it..."

      "I don’t know if I can take the time away from work," I replied regretfully.

      "Call it business," he suggested playfully. "You’re meant to work with me, right?"

      "I guess so," I conceded, and I couldn’t help but smile.

      "Well, then it’s settled," he replied firmly. I was taken aback by how keen he seemed to be to sweep me out of this place. I had assumed the kiss on our first meeting had been nothing more than a mistake, a little miscommunication on his part, but here he was, pushing for more. Maybe he did want me, after all.

      "I’ll get my assistant to sort out the flight details for you," he replied, oozing confidence. "I’ll see you soon, Kari."

      And with that, he hung up the phone, leaving me with nothing but the sound of my name on his lips coursing through my system. And the realization that I had really just agreed to take a trip with him.

      I managed to beg the time off work pretty easily, promising Adam that I was just meeting with Morgan again to try to lock him down to work with the charity – I supposed Adam thought I was so unattractive that it didn’t even cross his mind that Morgan inviting me on a cross-country trip might have been a little bit romantic. I let Clara know what was going on, and she agreed at once to look after the kids for a couple of days so that I could get away, declaring that I deserved the break and demanding to know the juicy details as soon as I returned.

      And within a couple of hours, some tickets had arrived in my inbox – first-class flight to Colorado, leaving later that afternoon. I had just enough time to drive home, pack up some stuff, kiss the kids goodbye, and promise that I would call them every day I was away before I was out the door and heading to the airport, my heart beating hard in my chest as I tried to make sense of what the hell was happening. I couldn’t believe this. There was no way it could be real, was there? I would get to the airport, and they would point out the hidden cameras and underline what an idiot I had been for thinking that a guy like him would even glance twice in my direction.

      But I got to the airport, and soon enough, I was through security and heading onto the flight that would whisk me away to Colorado. But when I arrived on the plane, I looked around and found that it was just me onboard.

      "Hey," Morgan greeted me, emerging from the other end of the small cabin area. I had flown a few times before, but never on anything as luxurious as this. It was beyond handsome, spacious and comfortable, with chairs that dipped all the way back and large windows that allowed the bright sun to trickle in. I couldn’t help but notice how good he looked in natural lighting, the sharpness of his jaw picked out by the glow of the sun.

      "I’m so glad you could make it," he remarked, greeting me with a kiss on the cheek. Alright, so that was pretty far removed from professional, right?

      "Morgan, what is this all about?" I asked nervously, still waiting for the rug to be pulled out from underneath me.

      "What do you mean?" he replied, settling into a seat and looking up at me expectantly.

      "I mean, the whole cabin is empty," I pointed out. "You’re flying me out, first-class, to somewhere I’ve never been before, on no notice at all..."

      "I wanted to make sure you were comfortable on this flight, not stressed out by a bunch of strangers," he replied. "And I wanted to do it now because I’m impatient, and I don’t like to wait around for anything."

      "Well, if you’re going to be working with kids, you’re going to have to get used to a bit of that," I warned him. I took the seat next to him tentatively, looking around again to make sure it was really just the two of us. This felt a little dangerous, as though other people might have acted as a barrier between me and my attraction to this man, but I supposed I would have to suck it up and act like a professional.

      "So, this place you have…" I decided it would be best if I shifted the subject a little bit.

      "Yeah, I’ve owned it for a few years," he reminisced. "I like to get out of the city when I can."

      "You don’t like being around your family for Christmas?”

      "Trust me, if you knew my family, you wouldn’t want to be around them either," he snorted with amusement. The plane began to move, and I shifted with discomfort in my seat. I might have flown before, but that didn’t mean that I actually enjoyed flying.

      "Do they have movies on there?” I pointed to the screen in front of us, pulling a face.

      "Yeah. You need the distraction?”

      "Very much so."

      "Let’s see what they have," he muttered as he started going through all of the titles they offered.

      "Hey, do they have any of your movies on there?” I suggested. "I still haven’t seen one."

      "You think you could take it?” he teased. I lifted my chin.

      "I think I can take it."

      He ran through the titles and finally picked out one that had his face on the thumbnail next to the description.

      "Alright, this is a pretty old one, so don’t blame me if I don’t look much like that anymore," he warned me. I cast an eye over at the man sitting next to me, so outrageously gorgeous it actually stung a little to look him in the face, like I was staring into the sun.

      "I think you’ll be fine," I replied. He clicked the movie on, and we sat back as the plane began to move off the runway.

      The movie began to play, and I fell silent, glad that I didn’t have to worry about maintaining a conversation with this man because I wasn’t sure I could pull that off; I was struggling enough just to keep the dream I’d had last night out of my head. And of course, as my eyes focused on the screen in front of me, I found the movie opening with a damn sex scene.

      "Oh…uh..." I muttered. Most of the films I watched were kid-friendly and didn’t exactly feature much in the way of hot action, but I couldn’t deny that this was pretty sexy. He looked amazing, strong and built and bold, half-lit by candlelight, and this was the first time that it really hit home for me that this man was a movie star. This man, who’d kissed me, was a movie star. This man, who had invited me across the country with him, was a movie star, and he was watching me watch him like he was waiting to see what my reaction would be.

      "Sorry, I forgot it opened like this," he remarked as an attendant approached us and offered us a drink.

      "I’ll take a glass of white wine," I told her with a smile. She nodded graciously at me, and her gaze flicked over to Morgan. I could see the way she was looking at him, with something close to amazement, as though she was trying to wrap her head around the notion of him actually being there, right in front of her.

      "Scotch," he told her. She nodded and backed off, leaving us to our privacy once more.

      "I don’t normally indulge during the week," he confessed to me, as though it was some big secret.

      "But this is meant to be proto-Christmas, right?" I reminded him. "You’ve got to indulge a little bit."

      "Are you trying to get me tipsy, Kari?” he shot back. I giggled. The movie was still playing in front of us, but I was focused entirely on the man sitting next to me, the man who seemed determined to lavish me with as much attention as he possibly could.

      "So, what was it like shooting this?” I asked, pointing back to the screen. He was playing a gladiator, naked to the waist and lightly oiled so that the sheen reflected off his body and brought out the definition of each one of his muscles.

      "It was hard," he shrugged. "Not the worst, but it was one of the earlier ones I was in, so it was a hell of a lot to take in, you know?”

      "The action must have been so hard," I gestured to the screen once more.

      "I can show you a lot more action than that, if you want," he shot back, and I swear to God I felt myself flush bright red at the sound of those words coming out of his mouth. There was no way he had just said that to me, right? Or if he had, it must have been some kind of weird, twisted-up joke, not actual flirtation...

      And that was how the rest of the flight passed. The two of us chatting away, conversing about his career and mine and Vegas and LA and everything in between. We talked a little about his sex scenes – no, he and this girl hadn’t dated after the movie, and in fact, he had been forced to wear a sock over his junk while they were shooting, which had killed any vibe that might have existed in the first place. I found myself engaging with him in a way I hadn’t with anyone in a long time. Being around my kids so much meant that I didn’t get the chance to meet new adults very often, let alone ones who seemed intent on lavishing so much attention on me. I tried to ignore my attraction to him, how much I wanted to just lean over and snuggle myself against him, and to put it down to a learned response; I was attracted to him, I was close to him, and I just wanted to close the circuit and have him hold me, too.

      But I managed to fight the urge to do anything more than talk over the course of the flight, even though I put away a couple of glasses of wine, knowing that I was playing with fire when it came to the possibility of getting tipsy and going a little too far. The flight landed just after the movie finished. He helped me out of the plane and with my bags and led me down into a car that was waiting for us right outside the aircraft.

      "How did you manage to make all of this happen on such short notice?” I asked, marveling at how easy everything was when I was traveling with him.

      "You’d be amazed at what the right amount of money can do," he replied, tapping his nose playfully. I grinned and settled my head back against the luxurious leather of the seats as we pulled away, heading off to our destination.

      This place was so different from Vegas, so far removed from my real life that I could almost forget it existed at all. And honestly, that was just fine by me. Between the stress of money, the stress of work, and the stress of my ex insisting on parading his new girlfriend up and down in front of me every chance he got, it was good to get away and pretend that none of it existed at all out here.

      It was crisper and cooler in Colorado, and I could see why he thought it would make such a perfect location for a Christmas break. As we headed into the woods to find his cabin, I could have sworn that I’d seen this place before on a quaint, little Christmas card or something. It was so pretty and so peaceful. I could already imagine the place doused in a thin layer of snow that the kids could play and frolic in. I couldn’t help but smile, despite myself. I knew it was crazy, coming all the way out here on a whim, but it had been a long time since I’d been able to indulge in anything just because I felt like it. I had forgotten how fun it was, how freeing.

      A little snow began to fall, and I couldn’t help but beam at the sight of it trickling down around us. This was what I had been waiting for; this was what I had been craving. A real Christmas for my family, a real little fantasy for the three of us. The only time I’d seen it before was when I’d gone to visit my cousin Tiffany and her husband Archer, and even that felt as though it had been a lifetime ago.

      "You know, I can’t imagine living with snow like this," I remarked, tracing my fingers over the window of the car as the snow fell around us.

      "Well, you could," Morgan replied, and I shot a look over at him.

      "What are you saying?”

      "I’m saying I called your work and told them I would need a full week with you to decide whether or not I wanted to join the charity," he replied with confidence. "And I got your friend Clara’s number from work, gave her a call, and told her all about this. She said she’d be happy to take care of the kids for the week if you want to stay."

      "No, but…the job—"

      "There’s Wi-Fi and laptops out here for you in case you want to work," he assured me. I stared at him silently for a moment. He really had thought of everything to make sure that I could stick around this full week if I wanted to.

      "So, what do you say?” he asked, spreading his hands wide. I couldn’t wrap my head around what he was saying to me right now. He had pretty much put this entire trip together for me without so much as a word in my direction asking if it was all actually alright. I could have shot him down right there and then, told him that there wasn’t a chance in hell that I was just going to sit back and let him dictate how things were going to be with us, but the truth was, I wanted to get away. I wanted an escape. I wouldn’t have come all the way out here if I didn’t. And the fact that he had gone out of his way to make sure that I could come here and leave everything behind for a little while? Well, who was I to say no to that?

      "Sure," I replied at once, excitement mixed with guilt mixed with nerves stirring in my chest. "Sure, let’s do this."
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      "So this is where you’re going to be staying," I explained to her, lifting her bags out of the car and heading down to the cabin below us. She was just standing there, gazing around like she was still trying to wrap her head around all of this.

      "And you own this?" she asked as she finally hurried to catch up with me. I nodded proudly.

      "One of the first places I got after I made my first couple of million," I replied. "I knew I would need somewhere to come get away from it all, you know? Somewhere far from LA."

      "Well, this is about as far from LA as it gets," she agreed. And she was right; I had purchased this place not far from a ski resort in the Colorado Mountains precisely because it was so humanly distant from the world I normally inhabited back in the city. Oh, and because it was way too cold for my mother to ever bother coming out and bothering me here. She refused to go anywhere that might mess up her skin regimen, and I had a feeling her various oils and lotions would set solid at this temperature. Not to mention, I was good at skiing, and I loved indulging in stuff I was good at.

      "This place is amazing," she exclaimed as she ducked into the cabin for the first time; I was glad to see that the cleaners I’d hired to have a go over it before we arrived had done a decent job, and the place was looking appropriately spotless. It was an old-fashioned wooden cabin, the kind that passed for rural and rustic but was actually adorned with all the best of everything Colorado had to offer: fast internet, good booze, and under-floor heating. The exact kind of place where I could steal away for a few days and remind this woman exactly what we had shared together.

      "This is your room." I carried her bag to the guest bedroom next to mine. Her jaw dropped when she walked through the door.

      "This is where I’m going to be staying?" She laughed, looking around. "I don’t think I’ve ever stayed anywhere as fancy as this in my life..."

      The guest bedroom was nice – I had stressed to the cleaners to make it look extra-cozy, with candles burning on the side opposite the bed and the blinds thrown open to allow the snow-filtered sun to pour in through the window. The bed was a giant double, and she flopped down on it at once, tipping her head back and lying happily against the plush pillows.

      "Alright, I’m not leaving here. Come find me in a week," she waved her hand at me as I popped her suitcase open for her. I couldn’t help but chuckle when I saw the clothes she had with her.

      "What? What are you laughing at?” she asked, and I shook my head.

      "Is this everything you have with you?”

      "No, I’m getting my eveningwear collection flown in from Milan later today," she replied, her voice laced with sarcasm. "Yeah, it’s everything I’ve got. Why do you ask?”

      "Because I think you’re going to need something a little more practical while you’re here," I explained. She sat up and starting pawing through the dresses she had packed. Even she had to admit they were hardly the kind of wear she needed for this kind of trip.

      "Yeah, I guess you’re right," she conceded, shooting a look toward the window at where the snow was glowing angelically beyond the glass.

      "Come on, let’s go into town and pick something up," I suggested, but she shook her head.

      "No, I need to unpack, then I need to get a little work done, and I need to call Clara and the kids—"

      "Clara and the kids, I’ll accept," I held my hand up to stop her. "But how about you leave work for a little bit? Just for today. That’s all I’m asking. You can get settled in and actually scout around the place a little bit to see if it’s right for you, huh?"

      "I suppose you’re right," she admitted, but I could tell that she was having a hard time admitting it. Well, for better or worse, she’d been master of her own universe for a hell of a long time now – it must be weird to have someone come along and whip that out from under her. I understood how it felt to crave that control, and I understood how it felt to have it move from beneath you. But maybe, just maybe, I could show her that spending time with me instead was a good relinquishment of control?

      "Well, why don’t you give them a call, and I’ll bring the car around?” I suggested, and she reached for her phone and dialed the number at once. As I stepped out of the room to give her some privacy, I heard her cooing to her kids over the phone, and I felt the swell of tenderness rushing off of her. She was such a good mom. I didn’t know how she’d managed to pull that off, given the asshole she was allegedly co-parenting with, but she had done it, and she had earned my eternal respect for that and that alone.

      And maybe that would explain why she had no memory of who the hell I was. Her head was too full of more important things, like keeping her family together and running her business, to bother with lingering too long on one dance with a guy like me. Was my life so empty that she had been enough to fill it with just that one encounter? I was starting to believe so. And I hoped I could get her to see things from my point of view, too.

      I pulled the car around – I had already sent the driver away, knowing I wanted to be the one in total control for the next few days – and waited for her outside. I turned on the radio but quickly switched it off when a cheesy love song started playing. I figured maybe that type of song wasn’t the best call for our first drive together, just the two of us. She might think I was putting the moves on her. Which I was, but she didn’t need to know that yet, right?

      She emerged from the cabin a few minutes later, shivering as she hopped into the car beside me.

      "See? I told you you’ll need some new clothes," I pointed out. "You’re already cold."

      "Yeah, but I can drive into town and get them myself," she rejoined. I shook my head.

      "Trust me, I know where to get the best skiwear," I assured her, causing her to splutter with laughter.

      "In what world do I look like the kind of women who goes skiing?”

      "In the one where you’re staying near a ski resort," I responded. She just grinned and shook her head.

      "Okay, but fair warning – I’m pretty damn terrible at it," she confessed.

      "I’m happy to train you."

      "Watch out. It won’t be long until I’m stealing your roles," she teased.

      "Honestly, you’re welcome to them," I sighed. "I’d be happy to move onto something a little less demanding."

      "Well, when you look like that..." she began, but she cut herself off before she went any further. I glanced over at her as we pulled up to a stoplight, raising my eyebrows in her direction.

      "I’m sorry…what was that?”

      "Nothing. It was nothing," she replied quickly, but she was already starting to go a little red around the edges.

      "What were you saying?” I prompted again, and she rolled her eyes and turned to me.

      "I was saying, as long as you look like that, people aren’t going to see you as anything other than an action star," she pointed out. "People like you don’t tend to run quirky bakeries, you know?”

      "Hey, I’ll have you know I have my very own chain of quirky bakeries all across California," I replied playfully. She cocked an eyebrow at me.

      "Okay, I think you’re joking, but I honestly have no idea how much money you actually have, so..."

      "I’m kidding, I’m kidding," I promised her. "I don’t own any bakeries. Though now that you mention it..."

      "Well, I get half of the stock because I came up with the idea," she jumped in.

      "Ah, a shrewd businesswoman, I see," I shot back. She giggled. I liked the way she sounded when she laughed, as though a great weight had lifted from her shoulders for a moment and allowed her to break free.

      "So, how long have you owned the cabin up here?" she asked as we pulled into the town below the resort; it was small and kitschy, and mostly for tourists, but it would have everything we needed to deck her out with weather-appropriate attire.

      "About nine years?" I replied, furrowing my brow. "I can’t remember specifically. I know that I wanted a place like this as soon as I started in the business, somewhere I could get away from it all."

      "You get recognized less up here?” she asked idly, peering out of the window. I looked over at her, at this woman who really seemed to have no clue who I was or what the hell the both of us had shared together. I stifled a sigh.

      "Yeah, I get recognized less," I admitted as I drove the car into the parking lot of a store I knew would have all of the clothes we were looking for.

      "In here?" She glanced at me, and I nodded.

      "In here," I replied, and I helped her out of the car, giving her my hand so that she could navigate the slippery, packed-down snow below. As soon as our fingers touched, I felt that little jolt of attraction again, the shock that seemed to pass through my system every time she laid a hand on me. Did she have any idea the impact she had when she did stuff like this? Did she feel it as well? Did she recognize the feeling of my fingers against hers? Was she trying to place it right then?

      I let go of her hand as we made it to the store, and I held the door open for her to go in before me; she ducked into the little boutique, eyeing the clothes laid out around us. The mannequins were artfully displaying various stylish looks appropriate for the slopes, and I couldn’t help but imagine her in a few of the more form-fitting ones.

      She turned back to me, her eyes wide, and bit her lip.

      "This place looks really expensive," she whispered. None of the clothes that were laid out had been labeled with prices, and there was a good reason for that. Most people would have fled if they had any idea how much this all cost. But I didn’t care. I was going to get her whatever she wanted.

      "Just take a look," I suggested gently, and she turned back to the mannequin before her and reached up to touch the pair of sleek thermal leggings it was wearing. I could see the shop assistant eyeing her with some disdain, but then he caught my eye and looked away swiftly, leaving the two of us to browse at our leisure.

      And browse we did. She didn’t seem to guess too soon that I was going to be paying for all of this, and she was reluctant to so much as look at some of the more expensive clothes, but eventually, I managed to convince her to try a few pieces on, just to see how they looked.

      "We can always look somewhere cheaper later," I reminded her. "Just use this place to get an idea of what you actually want, alright?”

      "Yeah, okay," she agreed finally, and she grabbed a few items off of the shelf and headed to the changing room to put them on.

      I waited outside patiently, even though I was itching to pull back the curtain and catch a look at her in her underwear.  As far as she was concerned, though, this was still very much a work trip, and I didn’t want to do anything to make her uncomfortable.

      After a little rustling and a few minutes, she pulled the curtain back with a flourish to reveal herself in a pair of lean leggings and a large, puffy jacket. The leggings were white with a mint-green swipe up the side, and they seemed to bring the most beautiful shape to her legs and her hips and her ass – I forced myself to look away from those body parts and return my attention to her face. She bit her lip and smiled at me.

      "What do you think?” she asked. Truth was, it was the best I’d ever seen her look. Sure, I had seen her turn out in a fancy dress before. I had seen her dressed for dinner and dressed for dancing and dressed for drinks, but in this outfit, she was dressed for me. And there was something profoundly sexy about that to me. Not to mention that the way those leggings hugged her hips was more than any thinking man could handle in good faith.

      "You look awesome!" I nodded, and she beamed at me and flushed a little, turning to check herself out in the mirror once more.

      "I really love them," she admitted. "But they’re so expensive. And I can’t get just one outfit for the week..."

      She eyed the stack of clothes she had picked out that were currently dangling patiently off a hook next to the mirror.

      "Try them on," I ordered her firmly. "No harm in seeing how they look, right?”

      She shrugged, and with that, I was treated to a little fashion show of everything she had picked out from the stacks around the store. And man, did she have good taste: every item of clothing she had selected seemed as though it had been tailor-made to hug her curves, to give her shape, and to show her off. I couldn’t get enough of her. I could have stayed in that store all day watching her change in and out of clothes, hearing that tempting little rustle behind the curtain as she stripped down to her panties once more.

      Soon enough, she was done, and all of the clothes that she had laid out were hanging back on their hooks, a little more crumpled than before. She grabbed one last item from the stack she had laid out for herself – a silly little hat with pom-poms and fluff – and yanked it on over her hair, grinning up at me.

      "How does it look?”

      "Adorable," I replied at once, and that was the truth. She went a little red, and I couldn’t help but wonder how that shade of pink would look somewhere entirely different on her body. She pulled the hat off and hooked it back on the rack.

      "I guess we should get out of here," she sighed, looking longingly once more at the clothes. "Before the assistant figures out that I can’t afford anything here."

      "I’m getting it," I replied breezily, and her eyes widened.

      "All of it?”

      "Yeah, all of it," I shot back, lifting the clothes from the rack and laying them over my arm.

      "I can’t let you do that," she protested, but there wasn’t a lot of conviction to her words. I glanced over at her, raising my eyebrows.

      "You want to get them?”

      "Of course I do, but I can’t afford these," she shook her head. "I’ll just put them back and find something cheaper—"

      "In this town, this is about as cheap as it gets," I replied with a shrug. "And you’re my guest. I want you to be as comfortable as you can be."

      "I’m not going to let you do this," she warned me, planting her hands on her hips.

      "You can’t pull the parent card with me," I shot back, and she laughed at herself.

      "Jesus, I didn’t even realize I was going into mom-mode," she conceded as I handed the clothes and my credit card over to the cashier before she could protest further.

      She did, of course – she tried to talk me out of it right up until the moment her clothes were bagged and handed back to her, at which point she finally seemed to concede the point and accept that I was going to treat her.

      "I just can’t believe you actually did all of that," she admitted, reaching down to look at the new clothes in her bag. "I’ve never had anyone...you know, I’ve never had anyone spend that much on me in one go."

      "I need you to be all decked out when I take you to the slopes," I explained. "Can’t have you taking them on in a dress and heels, can I?"

      "Alright. Fair warning – I don’t think you should take me skiing," she admitted.

      "And why might that be?”

      "I’m seriously competitive," she grinned at me. "I might not take it well if I’m not the best person out there right away."

      "Well, there’s a learning curve, but I’m sure you’ll nail it," I replied.

      "Don’t patronize me," she laughed. "I know I’m going to be crappy at it for a while."

      "But at least you’ll look the part, huh?” I remarked, glancing down to the clothes sitting at her feet.

      "Thanks to you," she beamed up at me.

      We arrived back at the cabin not long afterward, and she went to unpack her stacks of new clothes and arrange them into her wardrobe. I knew I should leave off, give her some space, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to be near her. I craved her presence.

      I found myself hanging in the doorway, watching her put her clothes away. She was just wearing a sweater and jeans, nothing special, but the way the fabric cradled her body was too much for me to take. I found myself approaching her against my better judgement, close enough that I could just reach out and touch her if I wanted to.

      "Morgan?” she murmured, stopping what she was doing. But she didn’t turn around. It was as though she wanted to savor this moment for a little while longer. I should have backed the hell off, but I didn’t want to. Until she told me to, I wanted to see if she wanted me, too.

      "Yeah, it’s me," I assured her, moving a step closer to her. She tilted her head to the side, and before I could stop myself, I leaned down and planted a kiss on the nape of her neck. I inhaled her scent – sweet, just like it had been the very first night we’d danced together. And then I realized what I was doing, and I pulled back away from her, putting some distance between us. But I had a feeling it was way too late for that.

      She turned, slowly, and for a second, I thought she was going to chew me out for daring to touch her like that. But her eyes were soft and her lips were slightly parted, and she was looking up at me with…was it need? Desire? Recognition? I couldn’t tell, but it didn’t matter. Before I could do anything, she leaned up and kissed me again, a moan escaping her lips as she did so. And for a few moments, the two of us were totally lost in one another.

      My tongue was deep in her mouth as I pushed her back against the wall. She wound her arms around me and hung onto me for dear life as I ran my hands all over her body. It was just like it had been before, just like it had been the very first time we’d met, when I’d been so starving-hungry for her it was as though I had been fasting for months. She moaned against my mouth, her need for me palpable and coursing through my system like overheated blood, and I moved my hand down between her legs and—

      Suddenly, she pulled back. She was breathing hard, but she forced herself to look up at me.

      "What’s wrong?” I demanded. She shook her head.

      "This was meant to be a professional trip," she reminded me quietly, pulling her gaze from mine. "I’m sorry, I...I shouldn’t have...I need to shower. And change."

      And with that, she ducked out of the room, leaving me standing there alone – wondering what the hell I was going to have to do to convince her that this trip was anything but professional.
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      As the water coursed over my body, I tried my best to get my head back on straight. What the hell had I been thinking?

      I had kissed plenty of men in my life before – well, maybe not so much recently – but still, nothing on this planet had come close to what I had just shared with Morgan. The feel of his stubble against my skin, the way his hands had gripped onto me like he had been waiting for this since the moment we landed, it had been too much for me to take. I could have let him fuck me right there and then. And damn, but that would have been good.

      But what I had told him was the truth. This was a professional trip, and that meant I wasn’t allowed to give in to making out with him at random whenever I felt like it. Even if he had just purchased me a huge stack of gorgeous clothing, even if he had kissed the nape of my neck like he wanted to take a bite of me, and even if he was one of the most singularly gorgeous men I had ever laid eyes on in my life. That wasn’t how this worked. I was just here for a few days to convince him to help out with the charity, and that would be it.

      I knew I was lying to myself even as the words ran through my head. When I was dating Adam while we were running the company, sure, there had been that little thrill of knowing I was doing something naughty, but it was nothing compared to what Morgan did to me. Just one kiss from him, and I felt as though every inch of self-control I had was flying out the window completely. How could that be? He was just a man. A rich, famous, handsome man whom I’d watched in a sex scene just a few hours ago, sure, but just a man nonetheless.

      Yet still, I couldn’t shake the memory of that kiss out of my mind. I had no idea how I was even meant to. The way he had touched me…I could still feel the imprint of his hands all over my body, like they had burned themselves into my memory. But I couldn’t let it happen again...

      I slipped my hand between my legs and found my clit. I knew the only way I was going to be able to walk out of here without straight combusting was if I gave myself a little of the relief I was craving. I allowed my mind to wander forward in our encounter, filling in the blanks of what had happened between us – well, what had almost happened, at least.

      If I’d let his hand go between my legs, he would have slipped it beneath my jeans and my panties at once, stroking around my soaked slit, knowing that I was all ready for him. He’d kiss my neck, soft and sweet, and murmur in my ear, teasing me about how hot I was for this already. And I would have been helpless to protest because it would be so obvious that he was right.

      He’d spin me around and pull my hips up, pushing down my jeans and my panties roughly before he ran his hands greedily over my ass. Maybe he’d land a sharp spank on my butt before he continued, drawing a little squeak from me, proof that I was already highly-sensitized to his touch.

      "Fuck, you look so good like this," he’d growl, and he’d pause for a moment to just take me all in. But I would need him – need him more and need him now – so I would wiggle my ass back and forth before him to let him know that he should fuck me right this instant before I was consumed entirely by my need for him.

      And he wouldn’t wait long to give it to me. This was my fantasy, so we could do without condoms for now – no, I would just hear the zip of his pants and feel the press of his cock against my slit, and another helpless moan would escape my lips as he teased me with the very tip.

      "Please..." I would pant, and finally, that would be the button I needed to press to get him to go over the edge. He would thrust deep into me, all at once, filling me to the hilt with his cock, and it would be everything I’d ever wanted from him. And then, he would fuck me. Hard.

      I was grinding against my hand in the shower, pretending that the water rushing over my skin was the heat of his breath on my body, and soon, I found that I was getting close. I didn’t realize how on-edge I’d been since I had been alone with him, how desperate my want for him had become these last few hours. Maybe I was just horny in general. Or maybe it was him: the way he looked at me, the way he touched me, and the way he teased me, like he owned me and wanted me to know it, too. And the thought of that – of him owning me – was enough, at last, to tip me over the edge into relief.

      As I came, I moaned loudly enough to snap me out of my little reverie. The pleasure was pulsing through me, rushing through my system. The feeling was all-consuming; I couldn’t focus on anything else. As my climax ebbed, I realized I was making these moaning noises out loud. How close was he? Could he hear me? I flushed hot under the water of the shower and withdrew my hand from between my legs as though I had been caught in the act of something. Turning the knob, I increased the water pressure – maybe it had been enough to cloak any sound that I had made – and did my best to scrub myself off, hoping that I would be able to clean myself of the pheromones that I had no doubt been dripping with since I’d stepped in here.

      I slipped into some of the new clothes he had purchased me, pulling the figure-hugging leggings over my belly and pinching at a little of the loose skin. Did he know that was what lie underneath here? That concerned me a little, if I were being honest – the thought that perhaps he had no clue that I was only recently slim. He knew I had a couple of kids, so he understood that I was far from perfect. But my mind drifted back to the woman he had been with in that sex scene we had watched together and how every inch of her body had been smooth and perfect and toned. I quickly pulled on a sweater to cover myself up before I wound up getting too stuck on the way I looked. Because that didn’t matter. As long as this was professional, it didn’t matter at all, right?

      I finally took a deep breath and prepared myself to go out and meet him at the end of the hall. He was waiting for me. I could hear him out there, and I wasn’t sure if I was more excited or terrified. I knew for damn sure that I wanted to see him, wanted to be close to him, but I had no idea how to balance the professionality of this with the fact that his stubble on my cheek had been enough to send goosebumps flooding all over my body.

      He was leaning in the doorway, waiting for me and eyeing me with what looked like amusement. I found myself turning bright red all over again as I realized that he must have been able to hear me in the shower. I wanted to curse myself for being so dumb, for not turning the water up high enough, for even letting myself take care of that in the first place, but the truth was that if I hadn’t, I’d have been throwing myself at him right now.

      "You ready to head out to the slopes?” he suggested. I lowered my eyes to the floor and took another deep breath. I felt like I was trying to blow out some overheating in my system, and I was a little mad at myself for letting it get this far. I had a crush. So what? I was a grown woman, and grown women got crushes plenty of the time. And they got over it. And they certainly didn’t let it get in the way of the job they had to do.

      "Yeah, I guess so," I agreed. "But fair warning, I’ve never done anything like this before. I don’t think I’ve ever actually been on a set of skis before."

      "So you must have been squeaking with fear in the shower, then?” he remarked casually, and I glanced over at him to see that infuriatingly smug, knowing expression painted all over his face. Had I really been that loud? With having kids, I had learned to specialize in the skill of getting off quickly and quietly, but I supposed something about our embrace had been enough to push me to places I hadn’t been to in a long time.

      "Yeah, something like that," I muttered. Mercifully, he seemed to accept that answer and not push any further to find out the truth. He led me out to the car, and I couldn’t help but notice just how nice he looked in his ski wear – leggings that fit close to his muscular body and a jacket that strained to contain his enormous shoulders. Even standing here in front of him now, knowing that he was real, and knowing that I could just reach out and touch him if I wanted, I still felt as though this was some kind of sick, twisted joke at my expense. That someone was going to come leaping from behind the door and point a camera at me and reveal that everything had just been a game.

      He pulled the door open for me and offered a hand to help me climb in; even just that, the briefest of touches, was enough to send a sparkle of shivers down my back. I wanted to lean up and kiss him again, but that would just be asking for trouble. And I had been doing that quite enough recently as it was.

      "How far is it to the slopes?” I asked nervously. I was worried that I was about to make an enormous ass out of myself and tumble head-first down the entire mountain – I was sure that Morgan didn’t really believe me when I told him just how inexperienced I was at all of this, but I was about to prove it.

      We arrived at the little lodge that sat at the bottom of the largest slope. I stood back for a moment and just took it all in as he climbed out of the car. Suddenly, I felt my heart pick up the pace in my chest.

      "Fuck," I muttered to myself. There were so many people here. That was what was scaring me the most. I was going to make an ass of myself in front of not just Morgan, but all of these piles of people as well. That didn’t seem fair.

      "You alright?” he asked, appearing beside me and catching me off-guard. I glanced his way, nodded, and plastered on a smile.

      "Yeah, yeah, I’m all good," I assured him, lying through my teeth.

      "Let’s start out on the baby slopes for a while, huh?" he suggested gently, apparently seeing straight through my façade to my nervousness. My shoulders sagged with relief.

      "Yeah, that would be perfect," I admitted. He grinned, offering me his arm.

      "Well, we’ll need to get you set up with some skis first, huh?” he pointed out, leading me toward the lodge. "Come on, I know what we’re looking for."

      Soon enough, he had me set up with all of the equipment I needed. Honestly, I felt as though it might have been a little on the too-much side, but I would take his word for it. Skis, braces, sticks, and a visor to keep the cold and the wind from my eyes – now I just needed to see if I could actually ski or not.

      "Here, we have to go up a little before we get to the baby slopes," he explained as he directed me toward the ski-lifts. I eyed them suspiciously.

      "Are those things safe?”

      "Totally safe," he assured me. "And if they fall, I’ll make sure to get underneath you for a soft landing, alright?”

      "I think landing on you would be anything but soft," I remarked without thinking, and he opened his mouth to shoot back some triumphantly flirty response – but before he could let it drop, I strode off through the crunchy snow toward the lifts.

      We hopped onto one together, and it was only then that I realized just how small they were. Not that I was worried about them breaking or anything – no, I was more worried about the fact that I was pressed up, with no escape, against this man whom I was doing everything to quell my attraction to.

      "You okay?" he asked me gently, and the sudden tenderness in his voice was enough to make me melt. I glanced over at him, so close I could see the slight tinge of red to his cheeks where the cold had started to get to him, and I nodded.

      "I’m fine," I replied finally. Damn, that mouth was so close to me again. I could have just kissed him. How sweet would that have been? Could have just fallen forward into him and claimed that I was nervous.

      But he was behaving himself, and I supposed I should be grateful for that. Because at the end of the day, Morgan was just a man playing a part, a man doing a very good job at convincing me that there was something real between us. I still didn’t totally get his intent behind the game, but I knew it had to be a play. If someone like Adam had dropped me and moved on to someone younger, hotter, and thinner, then I had no idea what Morgan would be doing pursuing me in the first place, you know?

      Nonetheless, I shifted closer to him, savoring his presence next to me. It was nice to have him here – nice to have him close and nice to be with a man again, even if it was only for a few days. I knew that Clara would be begging for the details when I got home, and at least I had a kiss to share with her.

      We landed at the top of the slope, and he offered a hand to help me out; I took it, finding myself a little disappointed that he had behaved himself so well on the trip up. Which was crazy because he was just going along with what I had asked of him, wasn’t he? This dude wasn’t a mind reader; I couldn’t expect him to just understand everything that was going on in my head, especially when it went directly against what had come out of my mouth.

      "Okay, so you’ve really never done something like this before?” he asked. I shook my head.

      "Yeah, you’re going to have to show me from scratch," I agreed as I eyed the soft downward slope of the track in front of us. Even though the angle was gentle, I could still imagine myself flying down and breaking a rib and having to get helicoptered out of this place strapped to a gurney.

      "There’s nothing to be worried about," he assured me, apparently sensing the tension in my system. "Really. This is much easier than you think it’s going to be. You just have to keep focused on balance and gravity, and you’ll be just fine."

      "And what makes you think I have any grasp on balance?" I muttered, slapping my skis down on the snow like a pair of giant, ungainly flippers. It was cold up here, but the warmth of his presence was keeping me distracted.

      "Okay, so let’s take this slow," he suggested, moving in behind me. I noticed a couple of people – a mom with her kid and a girl with her boyfriend – look over at the two of us as though they were trying to place him. I felt a little swell of pride. Yeah, he was here with me. That was pretty damn cool, now that I thought about it.

      "You have to focus on keeping your body as tightly in as you can," he explained as he guided my arms inward to my sides, making the sticks poke out at awkward angles underneath them.

      "And bend your knees slightly." With that, he ran his hand down the back of my waist, taking hold of my hips and drawing me downward. Even through the thick fabric of my leggings, it felt as though his fingers were burning against me.

      "And then you just lean forward..." He gently nudged me in the direction I needed to go, and I felt a shock of panic as I began to slide down the slope. I bit my lip to keep from crying out as I slid downward; I focused on the sight of the fancy skis strapped to my feet until I came to a halt once more. I lifted my head and looked up at the crisp, clear sky. Phew. Okay, maybe that wasn’t so bad after all.

      "See? You totally made it," Morgan remarked as he came down to join me. I turned around to see that I had only managed about ten feet, but hey, it was something, right?

      "I totally did," I agreed, clasping onto his arm to keep my wobbly legs from giving out beneath me. Now that I had done it once, I could actually focus on something other than the fear of making a total ass of myself. I glanced around, taking in the mountain and the trees that curled around the bottom like a river. I had never seen so much snow in my life. It was beautiful in its crisp pureness, studded with people skiing and snowboarding and walking and generally enjoying the decadence of a ski vacation.

      "Come on, back to the top," Morgan continued excitedly. "I want to see if you can manage to ski a little farther this time."

      "Alright, let’s not get ahead of ourselves..." I remarked, but before I knew it, I was fully engaged in our little lesson. I wasn’t good, but he was patient, taking his time to show me exactly how to stand and slide and then how to control my motions with little movements from side to side. And he shared in the victories I celebrated as I managed to pull off a turn, a stop, and a little speed. My body was already aching from the unfamiliar positions I’d been contorting myself into, but every time I turned around and found him looking down at me with that enormous grin on his face, I knew it had been worth it.

      "You think we should head back?” he asked, rubbing his gloved hands together as the light began to dim behind the mountains. I shook my head.

      "Just one more," I suggested. "Then we’ll go."

      "I thought you said you were going to be difficult about this?” he reminded me playfully. "You said that if you weren’t the best on the mountain, you’d be an asshole about it."

      "Well, good thing I am the best on the mountain then, right?" I flashed him a cocky smile. I was at the top of the little slope once more – I had only dared to stick it out here, just in case, to avoid getting injured – and I decided I had time for just one more run before we went back to the cabin. Or maybe I was trying to tire myself out enough so that I wouldn’t have the energy to do anything other than crawl into bed once we got home.

      "Go ahead and prove it," he shot back, crossing his arms over his chest and nodding to the slope. I turned, took up the position, and pushed myself off. The rush of the wind through my hair was invigorating, but more than that was the knowledge that he was watching me, that his eyes were on me. Emboldened, I glanced over my shoulder, smiled at him, and then-

      A rush. A crash. The trees coming at me so quickly I couldn’t catch my breath. And then, nothing.
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      "I’m telling you, if anything more serious had happened—"

      "Yeah, but it didn’t, did it?” the man interrupted angrily from the other end of the phone. We had been engaged in a heated discussion for the last twenty minutes, ever since I had arrived at the hospital with Kari. The man who had crashed into her had seem genuinely concerned at first, but ever since I’d started chewing him out, he seemed less bothered about giving this much thought.

      "I could still sue you," I warned him. "And I might. If I get even the hint that she’s anything other than completely fine—"

      "Excuse me, sir?”

      A woman’s voice sounded beside me, distracting me from the call I was in the midst of making. I pressed the phone to my chest to quiet the man on the other end and turned my attention to her.

      "What’s going on?”

      "Your friend is awake," she explained to me. "I think you should come see her."

      "Thanks." I nodded to her and finished up the call quickly.

      "I’ve got your number, don’t forget that," I warned the man on the other end of the line.

      "Yeah, I get it, trust me," he replied, sounding exhausted. He had given me his cell number in case there was something he could do to help out with Kari, but it seemed as though he was regretting it now.

      I hung up the phone and stuffed it into my pocket. I was so damn mad at what he had done. He could have done some serious damage to her. I could still remember the jolt of panic that had lanced through me when I saw her hit that tree, slide down it like she was in an old-school cartoon, and slump onto the snowy ground below. I should have taken her home, ignored her desire to ski down the slope just one last time, but I found I was having a seriously hard time asking her to do anything she didn’t want to do. Kari was someone I wanted to please, more than anything else, and that was a dangerous precedent for us to set this early into things.

      As soon as I’d reached her, I had scooped her up into my arms and rounded on the man who had crashed into her. He was a little younger than me, and he’d looked panicked – I would have felt sorry for him if it hadn’t been Kari he had just smashed into.

      "What do you think you’re doing?” I’d demanded. "You’ve hurt her!"

      "I know, I know, I’m so sorry," he’d burbled. "I meant to be on the smaller slopes, but then I skidded and I—"

      "Shut up," I had snapped at him. "Find me a medic. We need to get her to a hospital."

      I’d examined her for injuries as the man had scuttled off to do as he was told, and I had been relieved to see that she didn’t seem to be sporting anything too rough. A few grazes that would turn into a nasty bruise or two, but nothing serious. Still, she was out cold, and that meant I was going to get her to a hospital and make sure that she wasn’t dealing with a concussion. The last thing I needed was to send her back to the real world with no memory of what had happened between us. That was how it worked, right?

      I had taken the man’s number when he’d returned and had rushed her to a hospital, carrying her to the ambulance myself; when they had asked about insurance, I’d brushed it off, promising I would pay whatever it took to get her patched up alright. Once we’d arrived at the hospital, they’d hustled her off to a private room, and I had made the call to the guy who had caused this whole mess. And I had given him a piece of my mind. If there was so much as a broken bone on her, I was going to drive back there, and I was...

      As soon as I laid eyes on her in the hospital bed, the rest of that thought dropped away, unimportant all at once. She smiled at me and gestured down to her strapped-up ankle as I entered the room.

      "I guess now at least I have an excuse not to be the best on the slopes, huh?" she remarked playfully. I had no idea how she could be so upbeat in the face of what had just happened. If it had been me taking that spill, I would have been on my feet, demanding to know who would pay for this at once. But I guess that was what made us different. That was the reason I had reached out to her in the first place. Because she was patient, kind, and gentle, and I could do with learning some of those traits myself.

      "I guess so." I took a seat next to her. The doctor wasn’t in the room, but there was a chart on the end of her bed – I scanned it briefly, and nothing caught my eye in terms of being too bad to deal with.

      "Was that the guy on the slopes I heard you yelling at out there?” she asked, and I winced.

      "You could hear that?”

      "It’s what woke me up," she replied.

      "Sorry," I muttered. "I didn’t mean to—"

      "It’s okay," she assured me. "And honestly, I appreciate the passion. But I don’t think that guy needed you to go in on him like that, did he?”

      "What are you talking about?"

      "He probably already feels bad enough about it as it is," she pointed out. "He might have been a beginner, just like me. These things happen. It’s not a big deal, really."

      "But he hurt you—"

      "Remember how all of this started because you needed to rehabilitate your image?" She raised her eyebrows at me pointedly. "I think you would do well to remember that right about now."

      "I guess you’re right..."

      "And yelling on the phone at guys who just made a mistake probably isn’t going to help, especially since you have to assume that at least a few people in here know who you are," she continued. Her voice was gentle but firm.

      "I don’t want you following up with him anymore," she told me firmly. "It was a mistake. We all make them. I’m okay; I’m not mad."

      "But what about your ankle?” I gestured to the strapped foot that was dangling a few inches off of the bed.

      "It’s going to be fine. I just need to be gentle with it for a few days," she replied. "So maybe no more skiing, huh?”

      "Maybe not," I agreed. Before I could say anything more, the doctor bustled back into the room. She picked up the chart and looked over it briefly, then turned her attention to the two of us.

      "Alright, Kari, so you’re not in too bad a state," she told my companion with a kind smile. "We’re going to send you home with some painkillers and some instructions on how to take care of that ankle, alright?”

      "Anything else?" Kari asked.

      "Well, since you passed out, we’d like to keep an eye on you for concussive symptoms," she replied. "The chances are pretty low, but—"

      "I’ll do it," I jumped to my feet at once. "Just tell me what I need to look out for, and I’ll keep an eye on her."

      "Are you sure?” Kari asked, reaching out to touch my hand. "You don’t have to do that. I could just head back—"

      "No, no, it’s fine," I promised her, the flicker of her fingers on my skin all the convincing I needed.

      "Okay," she smiled at me and then turned back to the doctor. "Tell him everything he needs to know. I trust that he’ll be able to take care of this."

      And with that, the doctor filled me in on everything I had to watch out for with her for the rest of the evening. To my delight, she assumed that we were a couple, and I decided it would be rude to dissuade her of that notion. Once she was done, I went to settle up anything that was owed, and then I returned to help Kari out of bed.

      "You didn’t have to pay for all of this, you know," she grumbled good-naturedly as I helped her to her feet.

      "I’m the reason you got into the accident in the first place," I pointed out. "It wouldn’t have been right if I had just let you take care of yourself."

      "So what happens now?” she asked. "What did the doctor say to you?”

      "She said you would need to rest up and take it slow," I replied. At that, she pulled a face.

      "That’s not so fun," she groaned. "Maybe I should just go home—"

      "No way," I replied firmly. "There’s still lots we can do without getting crazy."

      "Like what?" she asked, chewing her lip as we headed for the exit.

      "Well, I’ll need to keep an eye on you for the rest of the night, of course," I replied with a long sigh, as though it was some great irritation.

      "And what did you have in mind for that?”

      "You could go rest up, get a little work done," I suggested. "And then we could head out for dinner."

      "Together?” she blurted out.

      "Of course," I laughed. "Oh, and by the way, the doctor seemed to assume we were together. She said that I would need to keep an eye on you overnight. You know, to make sure you’re not actually concussed."

      She flushed bright red, and the twinge of a smile flicked up her lips.

      "Yeah, well…let’s get through dinner first, huh?" she hedged.

      "Whatever the lady wants."

      "Right now, the lady wants to get back and call Clara and get a little work done to make sure she’s not falling too far behind on anything," she replied as I helped her into the car. She wasn’t putting too much weight on her ankle, and it took everything I had in me not to just sweep her up into my arms and carry her to the car. I got the feeling she wouldn’t much appreciate that, though.

      "Then let’s get you home," I replied, pulling the car out of the lot and starting back toward the cabin.

      She closed her eyes and laid her head against the glass for the duration of the trip, and I found my eyes drawn to her, over and over again. She was just so delicate and beautiful; her accident had been a reminder of just how unsteady she was, just how small and frail she was compared to me. And instead of putting me off of her, it just made me want to wrap her in my arms and make sure the world never got close to hurting her.

      I lifted her from the car when we got back, and her feet landed in the inch or so of snow on the ground below us with a satisfying crunch. She smiled down at the dusted earth and then looked at me.

      "You know, my kids would just love this so much," she admitted. It was exactly what I’d wanted to hear from her. She was wavering on bringing them here; I could sense it.

      "I’m sure they would," I agreed as I rubbed my hands together and headed for the cabin. "Come on, let’s get inside. It’s freezing out here."

      The sun had dipped entirely behind the mountains now, and whatever warmth it might have cast over the ground was gone. But inside the cabin, the automatic heating had switched on, and it was perfectly balmy in here. She pulled off her jacket, and I took it from her.

      "When did you become such a gentleman?” she remarked with a smile.

      "When I started trying to convince people I’m more than just an asshole," I replied. She laughed and then stretched.

      "Can you show me where to set up my computer?" she asked. "I need to get in touch with everyone..."

      "Sure thing. Come with me." I gestured to my bedroom, and she followed me into the suite. I couldn’t help but wonder what else we might be getting up to in here tonight if she wound up feeling better come this evening, but I tried not to dwell on it. I wish it hadn’t happened this way, but at least she was going to be sharing a room with me tonight.

      "Your laptop’s with your stuff, yeah?” I asked, and she nodded. I brought her suitcase from her room and laid it out on the bed, quickly going through it to find her laptop case.

      "Ah, here you are," I handed it to her. She nodded in thanks and then sighed, leaning back in her seat and eyeing me for a moment.

      "I’m sorry about this," she gestured to her ankle. "I know it’s put a wrench in the plans. I won’t be able to go skiing again..."

      "You have nothing to apologize for," I assured her. "Really. This just means I’ll need to use my imagination and come up with something new for us to do, huh?”

      "I guess you will," she replied as she glanced around my suite.

      "What’s up?"

      "Nothing. It’s just still..." She tried to find the words to express what she needed to say but came up blank.

      "Nothing," she corrected herself, and she turned to the computer to take care of her work.

      I grabbed a script that I had brought along with me from my bag and tossed myself down on the bed to start reading. Or at least, that was going to be my defense if she looked over at me. Truth was, I was watching her. I couldn’t take my eyes off of her, actually. Which was ridiculous because she wasn’t doing anything that interesting: she was just typing away, replying to emails, her eyes scanning this way and that as she took in what was in front of her.

      But it was the way she reacted to everything she was doing that was captivating; she was so expressive, so natural, and so uncaring about what anyone else thought. I lived in an industry of people who always acted like they were being watched, and it was refreshing to see someone just...be. The way she wrinkled her nose when she was concentrating, and the way she rolled her eyes when she was irritated, and the way she suppressed a smirk when she was amused – watching Kari was addictive. Kari was authentic and uninhibited in ways she didn’t even realize, and I found my eyes pinned to her even as I held the script in front of my face, pretending to give a single damn about what was written in front of me.

      Eventually, she leaned back from the computer and stretched.

      "Damn, I’m hungry," she remarked, and she turned to me with a hopeful smile on her face. "Think we can go somewhere for dinner?"

      "I know just the place," I agreed, offering her my hand.

      "I think I need to get changed first." She grinned at me as she got to her feet and headed to the bathroom to pull on some clean clothes. I wanted to follow her in, but I knew I had to let her come to me. That was how this worked now. She had to be the one to kick things off.

      She emerged a few minutes later, dressed in a gorgeous green dress, similar to the one she had worn that very first night we had met. I gave her the once-over and grinned widely, and she did a little twirl for me.

      "Appropriate for where you’re taking me?” she asked.

      I nodded. "Sure is..."

      And with that, I led her out to the car and drove her to the restaurant I wanted to take her to. It was expensive and exclusive, and they kept a table especially for me – a booth in the far corner near the log fire so that I could hide out and not worry about being disturbed by overenthusiastic fans. When we stepped through the door, she gazed around in astonishment.

      "This place is..."

      "Yeah. Pretty cool, huh?" I remarked. It was a classic building that had been around for more than a century – an old hunting lodge, small but gorgeously appointed with deep red velvet on the seats and glittering gold accents scattered all over the place.

      "Your table, sir?" the host greeted me, approaching us with a smile.

      "Yes, the usual, please." I gestured for him to take us there, and he led on. I let my hand drift to the small of Kari’s back as I guided her to the seat, and she bit her lip and glanced at me. I was glad to see that my touch was having as much of an effect on her as it was on me.

      We took our seats, and the waiter brought over the menus for us. The evening was soon in full flow. She drank a couple of glasses of wine, and I had one as well. Soon enough, we were talking about anything and everything – my films, her charity, her kids, her divorce, even. She spoke quickly, waving her arms around to illustrate the points she was trying to make. She was so cute when she was excited.

      The food was as incredible as ever, reminding me why I always came back to this place even though there were a dozen others that would welcome my patronage. The atmosphere was cool and laid-back, and soon, I found myself shifting around the booth to get closer to her. After the plates were cleared away, Kari continued to talk, the two of us barely inches apart.

      "It’s just been so long since I’ve been out for a dinner that wasn’t connected to work," she sighed. I raised my eyebrows at her.

      "I thought this was supposed to be work?” I reminded her. She giggled, lowered her gaze, and then looked up at me once more – her eyes were shining, glimmering in the light the candle was casting on the table before us.

      "I thought it was, too," she agreed. "But maybe..."

      And with that, she leaned over and kissed me. And everything else in the room ceased to exist.

      As soon as our lips touched, I forgot we were in public and that this was the kind of gossip fodder the tabloids went crazy for. I just wanted her near me, as close to me as I could have her. I reached across, sliding a hand up her thigh, pulling her onto my lap, and kissing her deeply. She wound her arms around my neck and moaned softly. I could already feel myself growing hard, wanting her, needing her—

      "Sir?”

      The two of us sprang apart, looking up to see the waiter standing there with an amused expression on his face. He was holding a small leather-bound book, which he pushed across the table to me.

      "Your bill," he reminded me. I was still breathing hard, and I could see that Kari had flushed red beside me. I took the bill from him and placed my card down, not looking twice at the price. I shifted in my seat. I should have been embarrassed, but I just wanted to get her home and finish what we had started here.

      We slipped into the car and headed back to the cabin; I slid my hand onto her knee, resting it there to let her know that her advance from before was far from forgotten. When we arrived back at the cabin, she lingered just inside the door, clearly not sure how to make the next move.

      "The hot tub," I suggested, suddenly remembering the tub I’d had installed outside a few years before.

      "I don’t know..." She peered outside to the snow on the ground. "Won’t it be a little cold for that?"

      "It’ll be good for your leg," I promised her. "Come on, it’s beautiful and warm in there..."

      "Alright," she conceded. "But I’m keeping my underwear on, alright?”

      "Anything you want," I replied. "Meet me on the back porch in five?”

      "Will do," she agreed. I watched as she made her way to her bedroom to get changed, my mind already thrilled at the thought of her half-naked and drenched in the hot tub beside me.
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      I stepped out onto the biting cold of the back porch and shivered, wrapping my arms around myself. But then I saw the man waiting for me in the hot tub, and I swear, I warmed from the inside out.

      "You joining me?” he asked without turning around. I looked down at my body. It was riddled with stretchmarks and a few patches of loose skin, nothing like his perfectly-sculpted abs and shoulders. I took a deep breath and gathered up my courage.

      "Yeah, I am," I agreed as I slunk toward the hot tub and slid beneath the hot water.

      As soon as the liquid touched me, I realized I might as well not have bothered with keeping my underwear on – I felt even more naked with them clinging to every curve of my body. Morgan turned his gaze to me, trailing his eyes over my body, and grinned.

      "You look amazing," he murmured, shifting an inch closer to me. He was wearing a pair of trunks, but they were small enough that I could make out every muscle in his thighs. He was so damn strong. I could already feel myself getting a little melty.

      "Feels so good on my muscles," I remarked, trying to distract myself.

      "Are you sore from the fall today?" he asked, concerned. I nodded.

      "Yeah, a little," I admitted. "But this feels nice."

      "Let me give you a massage," he suggested. I giggled, feeling my cheeks heating.

      "No, no, it’s fine," I assured him. "I’m okay, don’t worry—"

      "Kari, I’m the one who took you out skiing. I think it’s only right that I fix you up, isn’t it?”

      "Well, if you insist," I conceded. The truth was, I wanted to feel his hands on me again, badly. I couldn’t stop thinking about the kiss we had shared in the restaurant, the impulse I’d given into to feel his lips against mine. I didn’t indulge myself very often, but around him, I wanted to.

      He slid behind me, drawing me so that I was perched just between his legs. I looked down at our feet beneath the shimmering water, how close they were, and my stomach flipped.

      Then I felt his hands on my shoulders, and everything else in the world seemed to fall away all at once. The heat from the hot tub matched with the firm touch of his strong hands was all I needed to finally give in and relax; he worked out the knots in my shoulders with his thumbs, skimming his fingers lightly over my neck. I was shivering, but it had nothing to do with the cold out here anymore.

      "Hey, you’re pretty good at that," I remarked, trying to keep my voice light, as though we weren’t totally flirting right now.

      "You sound surprised," he replied, and his breath was warm against my skin.

      "Well, I didn’t tag you as someone who was much into massage," I confessed. He chuckled.

      "I get a lot of them to help me maintain my fitness," he explained. "I guess I’ve picked up a few tricks over the years."

      He ran his hands a little further down beneath the water and traced his fingers over my bra hook.

      "You mind if I undo this?” he asked softly. "It’s sort of getting in the way here."

      "Whatever you want," I agreed, my voice breathy. He didn’t need telling twice – he unclipped my bra and, as he did so, leaned forward and planted a kiss on my neck.

      I’d never really known what it felt like to melt into someone, but right there, I felt as though I was utterly losing myself to him. The warm tenderness of his mouth, his fingers on my back, and his eager body next to mine: I wanted him. I wanted this. When he slid his hands around my body, taking my breasts into his hands, I leaned back against him, giving in entirely. How could I hold out when he was making me feel so damn good?

      He pinched my nipples gently as he continued to run his mouth over my neck; he worked his tongue over the vertebrae, tasting me and moaning quietly as he massaged my tits. My pussy was already aching for him, but he seemed intent on making his way around every inch of my body before he gave me what I wanted, what I really needed.

      My nipples swelled to hardness beneath his deft fingers, and I was struck dumb at just how good he was at this. I knew he had to have something going for him, given that he had a hell of a reputation with the ladies, but this was more than I could ever have imagined. I would never have guessed that he could conjure up this level of sweet, subtle tenderness, the kind that made me feel so safe with him. I thought he would be all rough and ready, which would have been just fine by me, but the way he was savoring me was so much more intense than that.

      Slowly, he moved one hand down my belly, taking his sweet time and trailing his fingers along the top of my panties. They were soaked now, the outline of my pussy clearly visible, but they were the only thing that was keeping me from giving myself to him entirely.

      "You want this?" he asked, purring the words directly into my ear as though he was already confident as to what my answer was going to be. I swallowed, centering myself and making sure that this was what I truly desired.

      "Yes," I breathed. Without another word, he slipped his fingers beneath my panties and found my clit.

      I groaned, the sound filling the quiet air around us, as he began to gently massage my clit with one hand while he played with my breast with the other. He leaned his head on my shoulder, watching the way my body reacted to his touch, and I could feel him starting to grow hard against my ass. I pushed back against him, wanting more, but he was only interested in pleasuring me.

      "You’ve got the sweetest pussy," he murmured, stroking me slowly. His words were more than I could take, and I could feel myself getting lost to this. Usually, I was so self-conscious about my body that it was hard to truly let go and let someone pleasure me like this, but he seemed obsessed with me, and that was enough to lift my insecurities for now.

      I soon found myself grinding back against his hand, my body begging for more once my mouth had run out of noises to make. He was so good with his fingers, touching me like he was worshipping at my altar, moving his fingers into the shape of a V and sliding them down either side of my clit to wake up every inch of my pussy. I couldn’t wait to feel him inside me, but unlike every other man I’d been with, he truly seemed in no rush to get there. Most of the people I’d slept with over the years had always paid lip-service to the idea of wanting to make me come, but they had actually gone about the task as though it was an irritant between them and getting what they wanted. But Morgan – well, I could feel his hot breath picking up the pace behind me, and I knew he was getting just as much out of this as I was.

      And that was all I needed to push me close to the edge, to truly let go and give in to the pleasure. He pressed his fingers directly against my clit, moving in small circles very softly, tantalizing me until my jaw was tight and my muscles were trembling and I knew I could hardly take any more of this. I parted my lips, inhaling deeply, the oxygen flooding through my body the same way the pleasure was.

      "I want to feel you come, Kari," he murmured into my ear, and it was the sound of my name coming out of his mouth that eventually tipped me into orgasm. This movie star whispering my name, filling my head with his voice and letting me know how much he wanted to pleasure me – it was real, all of it. With a cry of pleasure, I gave in, my pussy pulsing as the sensations flooded all the way through me, filling me from top to bottom. I was trembling against him, but he didn’t move his fingers. He just stilled them against my clit, feeling the blood pulsing through my skin, knowing that he had been the one to get me here.

      I thought he would be done with me at this point, but instead, he guided his hand down a little lower between my legs and slid two fingers inside my soaked pussy. I let out another groan, helpless in the face of how damn good he was at this, and he sank his teeth gently into my shoulder as he penetrated me for the first time. The pleasure was so intense that I hardly even noticed the pain of the bite; hell, maybe it even enhanced the good feeling, the shock of his teeth pulling me sharply back into my body.

      He didn’t fuck me with his fingers – no, he was saving that for later. He curled his fingers around inside me, found my g-spot, and pressed down on the sensitive nub, rubbing it lightly. I writhed against him, bucking back against his hand, loving the way he felt inside of me. His teeth sank a little deeper into my skin. I was sure he would leave marks, but I didn’t care a single bit. I just wanted him to keep touching me, holding me, pleasuring me. He felt incredible. I tipped my head back against his strong body, letting out a long moan, and he hooked his other hand around my waist and held me tightly in place as he continued.

      "I can’t wait to be inside of you properly, baby," he murmured, his words overheating my entire body. I could feel his cock pressing against me, but everything but the feeling of his fingers inside me felt as though it had faded away to nothing. I was grinding down against his hand, wanting him inside me, as deep inside me as he could go. I was craving him, craving his touch, his smell, and his kiss. He trailed his lips up my neck, brushing them softly against my skin as he tightened his grip around my belly to keep me in place.

      Which was lucky because I was wriggling back and forth, my body squirming toward another release. I could hardly believe that I was already about to come again. I hadn’t even been sure that I was capable of multiple orgasms, but now I could see that was because nobody I had been with before had ever managed to tempt me this much and bring me such pleasure. But I knew that right now, I was helpless to his touch and praying for more.

      Before I knew it, I was teetering on the edge again, rocking toward another orgasm, my body soaring to the edge of the pleasure that I had been craving so much. He pressed down harder, stroking inside of me, his mouth moving hungrily over my neck and my throat as his tongue dipped into my ear. And just like that, I burst around him again.

      "Fuck!” I cried out into the silent air around us. I wouldn’t be surprised if the people back on the ski slopes heard me. He held me steady, keeping me on earth.

      I slumped back down against him, and it was then that I really focused on the feeling of his cock pressed up against me. I moved against him, too weak from my orgasms to reach around and touch him.

      "You good?” he asked, brushing his mouth over my shoulder, as though making sure I was still with him. I managed a nod.

      "I’ve never come like that before," I admitted, and I finally turned around to face him, straddling him. I wound my arms around his neck and pulled him close, inhaling the scent of his expensive aftershave and the chlorine of the hot tub and the freezing air. The contrast of the heat of him and the cold of the outside was enough to bring me back to life. As the orgasm receded, my body was ready for him once more.

      I slid my hands between his legs and stroked my fingers over the bulge in his shorts.

      "You going to do something about this?” I asked him.

      "You want me to?” he shot back. One of the things I loved so much about this, about doing this with him, was that he was determined to check in on me at every chance he got. He didn’t take anything for granted; he didn’t blindly assume that I was into everything that he was. He wanted me to enjoy this as much as him, and I wanted to, as well. I wanted to give myself to this, to him. I have never felt so at ease with anyone before – despite the way my body looks, despite that I know I am far removed from anyone he has been with before.

      "Yes, I do," I replied before kissing him on the jaw and feeling the scrub of his stubble against my skin. He grinned and reached down to slide off his boxers, letting them drift away from us.

      I leaned back and gasped when I laid eyes on what he was packing down there. He was bigger than anyone I’d ever seen – thick and long and gorgeously shaped. I reached down to touch him, but he brushed my hand away.

      "Not yet," he murmured. I bit my lip.

      "Then what?"

      "Watch me."

      I’d never had a man ask me to watch him before, but the thought of watching this man pleasure himself was enough to send another surge of need through my system.

      He wrapped his fingers around his cock and began to stroke himself slowly; he took his time, working his cock up and down as he looked deeply into my eyes. I let myself drift back away from him, taking a seat on the other side of the hot tub so that I could take all of him in.

      He was so utterly gorgeous that I almost couldn’t take it. Watching him, I was reminded of the sex scene in the film of his that we’d watched on the plane on the way here. He had looked amazing then, but he’d been so cultivated, so carefully shot on screen. Here, it was different – here, he wasn’t doing it for the rest of the world, but for me alone. This wasn’t for the millions of members in the audience. This was a private performance, and I felt lucky to be able to be the one chosen to watch it.

      "Take off your underwear," he ordered me, and I did as he asked at once. I slid down my panties and let them drift toward him before sliding my bra off of my shoulders. I ran my hands over my body, touching my breasts, my waist, and my hips. Normally, I would have avoided touching myself like this, too nervous about finding some part of myself that I didn’t want to feel. But when he was looking at me, I felt attractive – gorgeous, even. My imperfections seemed to slide away from me, just like my underwear had. I didn’t take my eyes off of him the whole time, spreading my legs wide and letting him see me.

      His eyes traced my body like he was trying to decide whether or not he should just pounce on me right then and there. But he held himself back, continuing to work on his cock. I let my fingers trail over every part of my body, loving the way my hands felt on my skin. Loving even more the way his eyes felt on me. If this was what it was like with him just looking at me, I couldn’t even begin to imagine what it would be like once he was actually fucking me.

      "You’re so fucking sexy, Kari," he purred, a small smile curling on his face as he spoke, as though he knew exactly the kind of effect that my name would have coming out of his mouth. I moaned, tipped my head back, and began to rock my hips back and forth. I slid my hand between my legs and began to play with my clit; I found that I was already getting close again.

      But before I could go any further, he slid toward me and kissed me once more, his tongue deep in my mouth. My body melted against his again, and I wanted him – I knew I couldn’t wait a minute longer. If he wasn’t inside me in the next five minutes, I wasn’t going to be able to take it.

      "You want this?” he panted into my ear. Even if I were sure this was a bad idea, there wasn’t a single part of me that could have asked him to stop right now, even if I’d wanted to. The only thing I needed now was for him to fuck me – to fuck me hard, to fuck me rough, and to fuck me until I’d had my fill. Not that I thought I could ever get enough of him, but we could sure as hell try.

      "Yes," I breathed, and he scooped me out of the water and into his strong arms. Carrying me back toward the house, he held me tight as the cold air shocked my system.

      We made it back inside the house, and he took me straight to the bedroom, laying me down on the bed. He slid beside me, reaching out to stroke my face as I admired his absurdly magnificent bare body.

      "Tell me again," he ordered, and I closed my eyes and let the words flow out of my mouth.

      "I want this," I replied. And this time, he was finally ready to give it to me.
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      As soon as I had sheathed myself in a condom, I rolled on top of her, sliding my hands up her body to pin her arms above her head. She let out a soft moan – I wasn’t sure if she was even aware she was making any noise, but every time she let one slip from between her lips, I swear it got me even harder.

      I held both of her wrists down against the bed and took my cock in my hand, guiding it toward her; I teased her for a moment, rubbing my head against her slit for a moment or two and earning myself a couple more of those inimitably sexy noises in the process. And then, at last, unable to hold out any longer, I slid myself inside of her for the first time. And it was everything I had always fantasized it would be. Only way, way better.

      She was tight and warm and slick, probably from the couple of orgasms I’d given her already – damn, even thinking about the way she had moaned as she came was pushing me close to the edge, and I wanted to hold off on coming for as long as I could. I pushed myself inside her all the way up to the hilt, burying my cock all the way into her, and she pushed her hips up off the bed to take me even deeper.

      "Holy shit, you’re so big..." she murmured, and I turned my head and kissed her on the mouth. Her tongue slipped instantly into my mouth, and I let go of her hands so that she could wrap them around me. Her fingertips were hot on my back, her pussy was tight around my cock, and I took my time in fucking her, going in long, slow strokes. I wanted to savor every second of this. This wasn’t some quick fuck that I was just using to get myself off. No, I wanted to show her just how much she had been missing when she had danced with me that night and then gone home alone. I wanted to imprint myself onto her memory just the same way she had imprinted herself onto mine.

      She lifted her legs and hooked her ankles behind my back, allowing me in even deeper. I thrust a little harder, moving with more purpose, and pushed myself up on top of her so that I could watch her reactions. Her eyes were hazy, on the brink of rolling backward into her head, and I was determined to see them vanish entirely.

      I took her hand and pushed it between her legs toward her clit – I wanted to focus on fucking her, and she would know exactly what she needed to push herself closer to the edge. She began to play with herself, and I looked down to take her in. The sight of her fingers on her clit as my cock slid in and out of her pussy was one of the single hottest things I had ever seen in my life. I growled with desire, burying my face in her neck and distracting myself by running my tongue over her throat.

      I could feel her heart racing faster and faster against my chest, so fast that I thought it was going to burst right out of her, and it thrilled me to know that she was getting off on this as much as I was – in all of the fantasies I’d had about the two of us together, nothing had ever come close to this. This was beyond intense; all of the feelings that I had been holding back were overflowing and bursting out of me. I wanted to fuck her all night long – or at least until I had gotten her to come a few more times.

      "I want to feel you come, Kari," I murmured in her ear. I’d noticed that she seemed to react to the sound of me saying her name, and I loved that. I loved that she seemed hypnotized by everything I did to her. I mean, I had reason to think I was good, but this was something else entirely. This was two bodies in perfect harmony, as though this was the thousandth time that we’d fucked, not the first.

      "Mmm," she groaned. I felt her pussy clench around my cock, and I pulled back just in time to see her eyes roll all the way back into her head as she gave in once more, her body trembling beneath mine just the way it had done in the hot tub. She looked so fucking hot when she was coming – not holding back or trying to perform, but just getting full-on lost to the feelings that were running through her. I knew how she felt. Right now, it felt as though there was nothing else in the damn world but the two of us, this moment, and the way she felt as her pussy pulsed around my cock.

      "Your eyes rolled all the way back," I teased her gently, and she opened and closed her mouth a couple of times before she managed to get the words out.

      "Now let me see if I can make you do it," she grinned as she gently pushed herself off of me. I stared at her with amusement, waiting to see what she would do next. And then, she flipped around on the bed, landed on all fours, and arched her back. Shooting a look over her shoulder, she raised her eyebrows at me.

      "You think this might do it?”

      Honestly, I was dumbstruck for a moment: I had no idea what I could say at the sight of her like that. So I didn’t bother saying a thing to her. I just moved forward and started touching her, all laid out for me on display, like the best Christmas gift I’d ever received. I ran my hands over her exposed ass, over her hips, and over her waist, watching as a rush of goosebumps appeared everywhere I touched. She was moaning, her arms trembling, and I knew I had to give her what she wanted. What I wanted.

      I positioned myself beside her, held her hips tightly in place, and then slipped inside of her. The feeling at this angle was so different than what I had felt before that I could hardly wrap my head around it – she was somehow tighter, the grip of her pussy on my cock even more intense than it had been before. I slipped all of the way inside, right up to the hilt, and held myself there for a long moment, getting used to this new feeling, to the way her body felt around mine. Then I began to fuck her.

      I didn’t hold back, not for a second – I wanted her to remember this, to remember me inside of her and never forget how it felt for the two of us to be joined together like this. I ran my hand up her back and gripped her hair, pulling it back so that I could see her face. Her mouth was slightly open, and her eyes were glazed with pleasure. I could have stared at that face all day long. I slowed my thrusts for a moment, grinding my cock inside of her, and watched as her body shivered with how great it felt.

      I wasn’t sure how long we fucked like that – everything seemed to slide away from us, including time, as I moved inside her from behind. My hands traced the shape of her body, and I remembered how it had felt when we’d danced together and I had touched her for the first time, how much I had wanted her like this. She came again, her body weak from the intensity of it all, and I had to reach down and loop an arm around her waist just to keep her upright. She moved her hips back against me, taking me even deeper, as though she couldn’t get enough – as though there was no way in hell she could ever get enough.

      Soon, I felt myself getting close. I wanted to keep going; I wanted to tease this moment out for as long as I could, but I knew I had to give in. Besides, she shot a look over her shoulder and smiled at me, apparently sensing my urgency. She spoke, softly but plainly.

      "I want you to come inside of me," she murmured, and that was all I needed to tip over the edge into orgasm.

      When it hit me, it was explosive: beyond anything I’d ever felt before in my entire life. I had fucked many women, but none of them, not one, had ever made me feel the way she did. It wasn’t just the pleasure of coming in her gorgeous pussy, though that was incredible – it was knowing that I had her, that she was finally mine after all of this time. The one that had gotten away was in my bed, coming around my cock, and that was all I needed to get me there.

      I held myself deep inside her as my cock exploded with release, my fingers sinking so deep into her hips that I was sure they would leave some kind of mark. But I didn’t care. Maybe I even wanted her to remember me that way. Maybe I wanted the memory of this night imprinted on her for good, just the way she had imprinted on me the first night we’d met.

      When we eventually pulled apart, she pitched head-first onto the bed before her and lay there for a moment, catching her breath. She looked as though she could just fall asleep on the spot, so I reached over and stroked her hair gently.

      "You okay?" I asked her. She nodded, not quite able to speak yet, and I figured now was a good chance to get myself cleaned up.

      So I did just that, sliding into the bathroom and tidying myself up, disposing of the condom and washing my face and hands. I looked at myself in the mirror – I thought I would feel different afterward. Triumphant, even. But I wasn’t sure what I felt, and I wasn’t sure I liked that.

      When I emerged, she was still splayed out on the bed in front of me, and I made my way over to her and wrapped some covers around her carefully. She smiled up at me, finally making it back to the real world again.

      "Morgan, that was incredible," she murmured to me, reaching out so I would come sit next to her. Honestly, this was pretty new territory for me: I was much more likely to find some way to kick a woman out of my bed than lie in it with her after we’d finished fucking, but I wanted her to stay there. And that was a new one on me.

      "Yeah, it really was," I agreed. I knew that wasn’t a big deal to admit, but I was usually the guy who bragged at how that was pretty standard for the encounters I normally had. Some part of me wanted her to know just how damn good she had been for me, just how much I had loved being with her, but there was another part of me that had no clue how to navigate that conversation.

      "I’m starving," I remarked, and I was – it hadn’t been that long since we’d had dinner, but all of that athletic fucking had worked up an appetite once more.

      "You have food in the house?” she asked. "A cook, maybe?”

      "I’m not that bougie," I shot back playfully. "No, but we could order in."

      "It’s not bougie to have food in the house," she laughed, and I shrugged.

      "Hey, I’m not used to cooking for myself," I reminded her. "I’m normally too busy."

      "Alright, so where do you order from?” she asked. I went to grab a couple of menus from the kitchen. I returned, and the two of us picked out a Chinese place that we thought looked good, and I called and placed an order.

      It arrived not long afterward, and I carried the food to the bed, where she was waiting for me.

      We split the food up between us and ate ravenously – while the food at the lodge was amazing, it was also served in comically tiny portions that left me wanting more, especially after spending the whole evening fucking like we had just done. We chatted about nothing in particular and got crumbs on the bed and laughed about everything that had happened that day. When we were finished, I cleared away the boxes. While I deposited them in the kitchen, she must have passed out because when I came back, she was flat-out on the bed and fast asleep.

      I made my way toward her and pulled the covers over her body – even though I could have treated myself to look at her gorgeous, naked form a little while longer. She wriggled against the sheets and let out a little snuffling noise, causing my heart to warm. She was so cute.

      I sat there on the edge of the bed for a while, just watching her sleep, and I wondered how it could be that I was so unbothered by her presence here in my bed. Normally, I would have been trying to figure out the best way to get her back home in a taxi without coming across as too unrepentant an asshole, but with Kari...I wanted to lock the doors and pretend the world outside didn’t exist so that we could spend a little longer in here, just the two of us.

      I went into the bedside table and pulled out the small box where I kept my cigars – yes, they weren’t good for me, but if I didn’t indulge myself at all, I would go crazy. I pulled out a hand-rolled one, grabbed my lighter, and headed out onto the porch once more. I had gotten dressed to greet the man with our food, thank goodness, so I didn’t have to bother with the arduous task of pulling more clothes on.

      The air was bitingly cold outside, but I didn’t mind. In fact, I liked it. It felt as though it was scrubbing my head clean. I didn’t know what the hell was going on with me – what the hell had to be running through my head for me to want to do this with her. Not just the sex; I understood where that was coming from. But all of it. Everything that came with being near her felt exciting in a way that nothing else had in a long time, and I was already craving more of her.

      I puffed on the cigar, watching the smoke as it mingled with the icy air around me. The thought crossed my mind – coming from nowhere – that I could do this every night: I could fuck her senseless, eat junk food, and come out here to smoke my cigar and look at the gorgeous scenery around us. And that thought scared the living shit out of me because it wasn’t the way that I functioned, not by a long shot. I was the guy who kicked you out after one night, not the one who asked you to move in before you left the next morning.

      But with Kari, it felt different, strikingly different. There was something about her that felt more grounded than every other woman I’d ever been with. Maybe it was the fact that she had kids, or maybe it was how passionate she was about her charity, or maybe it was something more than that – but she felt solid, like she was connected to the earth, not floating away in space. So many of the women I was with seemed like they were just drifting randomly, hoping for something to come along and make things worthwhile, but she already had a full life without me. That was what made her so attractive – knowing that she could go on without me, that she wasn’t dependent on me for anything.

      I leaned on the railing next to the hot tub and looked down to the woods in front of me. They were dark, pitch-black, and I found the quiet soothing. My head began to clear, and I found myself able to focus on what was right there in front of me for a change.

      I had been sure that this was all about getting her into bed. It would have been easy if that was the case. I could have just rolled out this whole day, romancing her and pulling every string that I needed to in order to get things going, and then I could have given her a roll in the hay that I knew she would never forget and move on. But now that I’d had that from her, now that I’d shared with her the one thing I’d thought I wanted, I was craving more.

      And part of that was the sex – of course it was, I wasn't crazy. That had been some of the best sex of my life, and I knew that she felt the same way. I had seen the satisfaction painted across her face when we were done. The way she had told me how much she had enjoyed it; I knew she wasn’t just paying me lip service. The two of us had some powerful sexual chemistry, and I would have been lying to myself and anyone else paying attention if I had said that wanting to roll in bed with her again wasn’t a major factor in pursuing things.

      But knowing she was lying there in the bed, asleep and ready for me to join her – that was what really excited me. The thought of falling asleep next to her, of getting to hold her in my arms as she dozed, of waking up beside her the next day and getting to look at her sleep-bleary eyes and kiss her good morning. That was what I really wanted. That was what I was truly looking forward to.

      And that scared me, more than a little. There wasn’t much I was actually afraid of – I did all of my own stunts, so not much unsettled me these days – but her and the power she had over me? Yeah, that was a different story.

      So what did I do about it? I’d never been one for just sitting back and letting the universe declare what I should do. I was in control of my own destiny, and right now, I was pretty sure that my destiny was slumbering a couple of rooms over from me, not aware of anything that was running through my head right now.

      But I knew this couldn’t be the end of it. I had assumed that when we finished fucking, I would feel some sense of release, some freedom from the intensity of the desire that had driven me to do this in the first place, but if anything, our intimacy had only made things more intense.

      And I wasn’t going to let it end here. Actually, I was going to make it so that it started here. Yeah, that was what I needed to do – this was going to be the beginning of things for us. I was going to slide back in there, climb into bed, and when we woke up the next morning, I would tell her that I wanted to date her. Date her. Now there was a phrase that I hadn’t given a lot of thought to in the last few...decades. But then, I hadn’t found anyone before who vibed with me the way she did, who made me feel safe and settled the way she did. Who made me believe there was actually something positive to being safe and settled in the first place.

      I finished the cigar, stubbed the butt, and tossed it in the trashcan. I didn’t know what I was doing out here when I could be curled up in bed with her. I went back inside, warming my hands by rubbing them together, not wanting to surprise her with my cold-ass touch. I paused for a moment over the bed before I got undressed, just looking at her face framed by that messy hair as she lay exhausted, tangled up in the sheets. And I knew that I couldn’t wait another second to be next to her. I pulled off my clothes, slipped beneath the covers, and wrapped my arms around the woman I knew I was going to make my girlfriend.
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      As soon as I stirred the next morning, I felt a powerful wash of shame course through me. I couldn't believe what I had done. I couldn’t believe that I had been foolish enough to fall for this guy, to allow him into my ski-pants just like that. When I turned over in bed, I found that he was missing, and I couldn’t say I was surprised. I mean, he was a famous movie star, and he had gotten what he wanted. Now he had probably fled the building and sent his driver to take me back to the airport, right?

      I reached out and skimmed my fingers over the empty space in the bed. Well, it had been fun while it had lasted, hadn’t it? At least I’d gotten a really good fuck out of the equation, and a story I could share with my friends when I’d had a little too much to drink.

      Not that I could imagine telling anyone about this right now. It was way too humiliating. I was supposed to be here for work, yet I hadn’t been able to keep it in my damn pants. What kind of boss was I? This was a man I was supposed to be signing up for charity work, yet I had tumbled into bed with him the first opportunity I got. And yes, he was hot, and yes, it had been amazing, but that didn’t make what I had done any better. I was a grown-ass adult, and I needed to learn how to keep myself under control, especially when it came to smoking-hot actors who probably had half of Hollywood in their little black book.

      I sighed and went to climb out of bed and get dressed, planning on slinking off the first chance I had to get away. I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it home, but surely he had planned for that, something smooth and simple to whisk me out of the county and make sure that I didn’t cause any more trouble for him. He struck me as the kind of man who had done this sort of thing plenty of times over the years, and just because I wasn’t some actor or model didn’t mean that I was going to get any kind of different—

      And that’s when I heard the door open. I froze on the spot then dived back into bed, still half-naked, not wanting to be caught by one of his staff. I pulled the covers up and over me and lay back, hoping I could pass for some kind of sleeping beauty now that the stretchmarks and loose skin were covered.

      Footsteps approached the door and finally made their way inside, and I glanced up. To my shock, I saw Morgan standing there. My jaw dropped.

      "I thought you’d left," I blurted out. I knew it sounded desperate and a little pathetic, but I was so happy to see him standing there that I didn’t care a bit.

      "No, I just went down to the gym to get in a workout while you were still asleep," he explained, making his way toward me and placing a paper bag on the bedside table. I pushed myself up in bed, still pinning the covers tightly around me to make sure I didn’t expose any part of myself to him. I might have been glad that he was back, but I was still stone-cold sober and distinctly aware of the fact that he might figure out I was far from a knockout by the light of day.

      "Oh, well," I muttered to myself, having the decency to at least go a little red for my transgression. "I’m glad you’re back now."

      "I’m not going anywhere," he assured me, and there was a fervency to his voice that caught me off-guard. As though he wanted me to know, above all else, that he meant this. I turned to the bag next to me, the one that he had brought in, assuming I had just imagined his tone and pushing it to the back of my mind.

      "What’s this?" I asked as I dipped my hand into the paper bag.

      "Just some breakfast for you," he replied, slipping down into bed with me. "An omelet, a biscuit, and some juice. I figured you could use something."

      "Yeah, you’re right," I agreed, opening the packet and tearing off a chunk of the biscuit. I popped it in my mouth and groaned at how good it tasted.

      "Where did you get this?" I asked, covering my mouth so I didn’t spray him with crumbs. "Because I think I need to start getting them to ship straight to my house."

      "There’s a little café not far from the gym," he explained. "I wanted to bring you something."

      "You’re really sweet," I told him, and he grinned at me, his entire face lighting up. It was kind of new territory for me, being with a guy who was acting this sweet after the two of us had already hooked up. Most of the time, I found that things shifted once they had gotten into my pants. Not that they were cruel, exactly, but they seemed less focused on the minute details. Less focused on making everything perfect for me. Which I understood, but I had still found it a little hurtful. With Morgan, though? That didn’t seem to be the case. And if I had expected it from anyone, it would have been someone with his reputation.

      "So, what are we going to do today?” I asked him once I had finished my breakfast. It had been delicious, almost as good as the Chinese food we’d had the night before. Normally, I would have been nervous about eating so much, worried that the weight was just going to come crashing back down on me again, but I found myself more laid-back with him around. He had fucked me senseless last night, apparently not caring one little bit about the way I looked. Why should I get hung up on my weight when he didn’t seem to give a damn?

      "I thought we could go out and see how you like the snow," he suggested. "Without skiing, I mean. I think we’ve already proved once and for all that you shouldn’t be out on the slopes."

      "Hey, in my defense, that guy totally crashed into me," I protested. He chuckled.

      "Yeah, he did," he agreed. "But I have to get you back to your family in one piece, don’t I? Not going to risk another mowing-down by an out-of-control beginner."

      "Fair point," I conceded. "So, what are we getting up to instead?”

      "There’s a good layer of snow on the ground now," he glanced outside, cracking a notch in the blinds. The light that poured through was cold and blinding, and I squinted against a ray of sunshine that seemed to launch itself into my retinas.

      "We should go outside, take it in," he suggested. "Build a snowman, throw some snowballs..."

      "Alright, I’ve never done any of that stuff before, so you’re going to have an edge over me," I warned him.

      "I promise I’ll go gentle," he replied, cocking an eyebrow, and I found myself flushing bright red. I pulled my eyes away from him, reminding myself that this was meant to be professional. Not flirtatious, not morning-after, just professional. And I would have to ignore the fact that this man had brought me breakfast in bed after a night of hardcore, incredible fucking.

      "Here, let me get you your clothes," he continued, and I sat there in bed awkwardly, not really sure how I was supposed to stick to my guns with his...well, his guns right there on show for me. He was so damn sexy, freshly showered from the gym. And as far as he was concerned, we were just picking up right where we’d left off last night. Just a couple who’d taken things to the next level the evening before, now having fun, flirting, and enjoying those early stages of whatever the hell this happened to be.

      He handed me my clothes, and I honestly considered sliding them beneath the bed and getting dressed beneath the covers, but I supposed that would be too obvious a giveaway as to my nervousness about being naked around him. I took a deep breath and pulled myself out of bed before getting to my feet, swiftly turning my back on him, and pulling on my bra.

      "You need a hand with that?" he asked gently as I groped around uselessly at the hooks behind me. Why was I suddenly so bad at this? I should have been able to do this easily; I had never struggled before in my adult life. Maybe some subconscious part of me was craving his touch and doing everything I could to get him to put his hands on me again.

      He brushed my fingers away and did it up for me, and I let him, savoring the way his hand trailed briefly across my skin. Did he know the kind of effect he was having on me? He must be able to see the shiver of desire that danced across my skin when he touched me.

      I pulled away from him as soon as the bra was done up and went to grab the rest of my clothes, pulling them on quickly – I thought I was good and dressed when he moved in behind me to tuck the tag back into my shirt.

      "Hey, you’re showing," he teased lightly. I caught my breath. He was standing so close to me, I could feel the warmth from his body, and he seemed distinctly aware of it too. Before I could say a word, he wrapped his arms around me from behind, pulled me in close to him, and nuzzled against my neck.

      "Is it weird that I missed you when I was at the gym?” he murmured in my ear. I smiled, unable to help myself.

      "Well, I’m a very easy person to miss," I teased, turning around and winding my arms around his neck.

      He kissed me on the mouth, softly at first, but growing in intensity until our tongues met and his hands were gripping my waist firmly to keep me in place. There was more than a small part of me that wanted to drag this man straight back to bed and spend the rest of the day covering everything that we had missed last night, but instead, I forced myself to pull back.

      "We should go outside," I suggested. "I want to see what it looks like out there with all of the snow coming down."

      "Lead on," he waved for me to go ahead of him but slipped his hand into mine and held it tight as I made my way to the front of the house once more. It was cold, but a nice kind of cold – the sort that was crisp and clear, not damp and cloying. Through every window, the blinding white of the untouched snow beyond seemed to glow like it was from another world.

      "You ready?" he asked as I pulled on a pair of gloves that I had purchased the day before. I nodded.

      "Ready."

      And with that, he pushed the door open and let me see the snow-covered ground for the first time.

      I honestly gasped the first time I laid eyes on it in person. I had never seen anything like it before in my life. It looked fake almost, like this was the set for some romantic movie that the two of us were starring in. I couldn’t help but giggle with delight, slapping a gloved hand over my mouth as I took it in.

      "I didn’t realize it could snow this much overnight," I remarked. "There has to be..."

      "At least six inches here," he replied. "Way more than there was yesterday."

      "Yeah, you’re right," I agreed. And more than that, yesterday’s snow had been all trampled down by people going back and forth this way and that, but right now, I was looking at a near-untouched blanket of whiteness. I tipped my head back to the sky, and a flurry of snow fluttered down onto my face. I stuck my tongue out to catch a drop on the tip of my tongue, closing my eyes as the coldness melted over my lips. It tasted clean and fresh. Nothing like Nevada.

      "You said you’d never really been out in the snow before?” he questioned.

      "No, not really," I shook my head. "Maybe a little sprinkle here and there, but nothing like this."

      "Then I have to show you how to make a snowball," he grinned at me, grabbing my hand again. "Come on, this way – we can go into the trees and make sure we don’t get caught."

      "And what exactly would we be getting caught at?” I inquired, but he didn’t bother to respond. Truth be told, I didn’t care – I was a little giddy from being the center of all of this attention from him, and I was already finding myself addicted to it. I loved the way he lavished me with attention, loved the way he held my hand, and loved that anyone who caught us like this would think we were just a regular couple, goofing off in the snow together. Some part of me wanted someone to stumble across us, just so I could be sure that this was real and not a figment of my imagination.

      We reached the woods not far from the cabin, and he pulled me into the darkened space beyond. Under the trees, it felt a little cooler, the cold trapped by the mesh of branches above us. Where the light managed to filter through the trees, they sparkled gorgeously, as though they were cloaked in diamonds.

      "It’s so pretty up here," I remarked as I followed him a little deeper into the woods. Usually, I would have second-guessed being alone with him like this, but he made me feel so utterly safe, even amid the icy cold and dark of the woods.

      "Okay, just a little bit farther..." he muttered to himself. Then, all at once, we emerged from the dim light and into a bright clearing. I clapped my hands together as soon as I saw it, overexcited as a child.

      "How did you know this place was here?" I asked as I took in the area he had brought me to. It was strikingly gorgeous, lined by a ring of delicate trees that seemed to have peeled their branches back just enough to let the light in. In the center of the clearing, there was a small frozen pond. I wanted to jump right on it, but I had a feeling I would go straight through.

      "I would like to come running out here when the weather’s better," he explained, and he reached down and scooped up some snow in his hands. I raised my eyebrows at him.

      "And what exactly do you think you’re doing?"

      "I’m showing you how to make a snowball," he waved me over to him. "Come on, over here, I’ll show you."

      "Alright, but if you throw one at me..."

      "I promise I won’t," he assured me with a chuckle, and I made my way over to join him. Pulling the gloves around my fingers, I leaned down and grabbed a lump of fresh snow from the ground.

      "Here, now you just compact it in," he explained, leaning over and pressing my hands tightly around the snow until it was one hard lump in my hand. I turned, aimed it at a tree, and let fly, watching as it exploded into a burst of soft white once more. I giggled delightedly.

      "Alright, so you’ve got the snowball thing down," he remarked. "How about a snowman?”

      "I’ve never built one of those before..." I replied nervously. "I don’t even know where I’d start."

      "So, you just start out with a little ball," he continued, crouching down before me. "And then you start rolling..."

      I got behind him and placed my gloved hands against the tiny snowball he had in front of him. Together, using all of our weight, we began to push the ball across the ground. Before I knew it, it had begun to pick up size, expanding rapidly as we slowly rolled it around the small pond.

      "Okay, so we have our base now," he told me once it was of appropriate size. "We need to make some more for his body."

      "Oh my God, this is so much fun," I squealed with excitement as I started making the next ball. I couldn’t stop thinking about how much my kids would love this. They would have such a great time out here, exploring the woods and throwing snowballs and building a whole family of little snowpeople. It would be the best Christmas ever.

      We constructed the rest of our snowman, and I was grateful for Morgan’s strength as he hefted the balls on top of one another until they were placed in one ascending pile. When we were done with that part, he began dressing the snowman, pulling off his coat and sticking it around the shoulders.

      "Hey, you’re pretty good at that," I remarked, and he glanced over at me.

      "I’ve spent enough time in costume departments to know how to dress someone," he replied, grinning in my direction. I felt my heart flutter. He was so damn sweet, that was what I couldn’t get over. For all that he could be this big, swaggering bad boy when he wanted to be, there was something undeniably and impossibly gentle about him when he wanted there to be.

      I watched as he decorated our creation, and an idea crossed my mind. I knew it was a little cheeky, but we had already long since cast out professionalism, hadn’t we?

      I ducked down, as quietly as I could, and scooped up a handful of snow – I quickly compacted it down in my hands until it was solid. I slipped it behind my back and watched as he pulled out a cigar from his pocket and placed it on the snowman’s face, giving him a nose, before adding a couple of rocks for the eyes. Just as he was standing back to admire his work, I let it rip, tossing the snowball at his shoulder. It made contact and exploded in a puff of white. He turned around and raised his eyebrows at me.

      "I should never have taught you how to do that," he remarked, shaking his head.

      "Now, I’m even more trouble," I replied, grinning. Before I could say another word, he lunged toward me, sending me tumbling to the ground; he twisted himself around so that he landed below me, cushioning my fall so I didn’t come to much harm. I landed with an “oof” on top of him and burst out laughing.

      "Alright, that seems like a bit of an overreaction," I teased him.

      "I’ve trained in action for too long," he remarked, and I was suddenly distinctly aware of how close we were to one another; his hands were on my waist, holding me close, and I was warm against his body, despite how cold it was out here. I glanced down at his mouth, at the mouth that had given me so much pleasure the night before, and I knew that I needed to pull back if I was going to get out of this without making a huge mistake.

      "Snow angels," he suggested suddenly.

      "What?”

      "Snow angels," he repeated himself as he pointed to the ground next to him. "You just make them by lying in the snow and moving your arms and legs around."

      "Oh, right, yeah," I nodded. I quickly rolled off of him. Better to pretend that this was what we had been down here for in the first place because I was starting to feel the resolve I had worked so hard to build up begin to waver. And there was no way in hell I could have that.

      The two of us made snow angels – well, mine looked more like an angel that had been tipped from the sky at a great height and landed with a loud crash, but anyway. When I got to my feet, the cold had seeped into my system, and I shivered.

      "We should get back to the house," he suggested, putting an arm around me. I told myself it was just for warmth, but I still snuggled myself back against him a little.

      "Yeah, let’s do that," I agreed, tilting my head up to look at him. And the gaze he gave me back was almost enough to brush all of the cold out of my system for good.
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      "How are you doing?” I asked Kari as she rubbed her hands together by the fire. Her hair was a little damp from the snow, curling around her chin adorably, and I wanted nothing more than to wrap her in my arms and hold her close and make sure she never felt cold again. But I figured it was better to let her come to me. She had to be the one in control here, and I was fine with that.

      "Pretty good," she replied, glancing over at me. Her nose was tinged a little red.

      "You have anything else to do today?” I asked. I was hoping that she was going to say no and that I could coax her back into the hot tub once more, but her eyes lit up as though something had just occurred to her.

      "Actually, yeah, I do!” she exclaimed, getting to her feet. She bounced past me and toward the bedroom, and then returned a moment later with a giant bag of stuff.

      "I had to bring these from work," she explained, dumping them down on the floor in front of the fireplace. Out of the bag slithered a huge pile of clothes, as well as a half-dozen little wooden toys, all of which looked a little battered, as though they had been well-loved before they’d made it to her.

      "I have to fix these up," she went on, sitting herself down among the mess she had made.

      "Fix them up?” I asked.

      "These were donated to the charity a few months ago," she explained. "I want to get them into workable condition for when the Christmas season comes, so I can give them out to the kids."

      "So what are you going to do?”

      "I’m going to stich up the worst of the holes in the clothes," she explained. "And I could use some help sanding down some of the toys, if you want to give me a hand."

      "What did you need me to do?” I asked, crouching down to join her at once. Her eyes were sparkling as she looked down at everything in front of her, as though she could hardly wait to get started. Her passion was so contagious – and that wasn’t something I could say about many people. Most of the time, I found intense passion a little too much to handle, but it seemed as though when it came from her, it just rubbed off on me.

      "Well, I brought some sandpaper with me, and there’s some varnish in there as well," she explained. "If you want to take on the toys, we’ll be done in half the time.”

      "Just let me call my cleaner and let them know what we’re doing," I replied, getting to my feet. "I’ll be back soon."

      I headed to the bedroom to grab my phone – I hadn’t looked at it much this morning, which was new for me. Normally, I would find myself stuck to the damn thing, but I hadn’t really thought about it all day. Dialing the number for my cleaner, I tapped my foot on the ground as I waited for them to pick up.

      "Hello?”

      "Hello, Morgan here," I greeted the woman on the other end of the line. "I’m staying at the lodge in Colorado."

      "Oh, hello," she replied smoothly, slipping into professional mode at once.

      "I need to do some woodwork at the lodge," I explained quickly. "Varnishing, sanding, that kind of thing."

      "Alright," she replied, but she didn’t sound too happy about what I was suggesting.

      "So I need to know that you guys will be able to come and clean up when I’m done," I continued. She fell quiet for a long moment.

      "Sir, I’m really not sure—"

      "Whatever kind of cash it takes," I replied. "I’ll pay three times the hourly rate. Tell your boss that whatever they want, I’ll pay it, and then add a bonus for everyone who comes out to clean, alright?”

      "Well, I—"

      "It’s for a charity project," I told her. "It would be good press, you know."

      "I guess we could manage that—"

      "Good to know we’re on the same page," I cut her off and hung up before she could protest any further. I was going to do this. And sure, I could claim to myself that it was because I knew this was going to be good for my reputation, helping out with a charity like this, but I wanted to impress Kari. I wanted to show her that I’m far from the person she seemed to think I was.

      I made it back to the spot in front of the fire, where she had begun to sort through everything, laying out all of the clothes that she was going to fix up.

      "Shall we take this up to the table?” I suggested, and she glanced up and smiled at me.

      "You want to help?”

      "Sure do," I agreed. "Not going to let my guest take all of this on by herself, am I?”

      "What a good host," she teased. She gathered up the stuff in the bag and handed it to me.

      "Varnish and paint and sandpaper are in there," she explained, and she leaned down to grab the rest of the toys.

      "Let’s get started," I agreed as I helped her over to the table with the armfuls of clothes.

      She settled into the seat opposite me and pulled out a pair of jeans, frowning as she twisted them back and forth and checked for damage. I took the first set of toys – a handful of blocks with chipped letters painted on them – and smiled at her.

      "You do this a lot?” I asked. She nodded, reaching for the needles and thread that she had tucked into the bag.

      "Yeah," she agreed. "We get big donations every few months, and I usually end up being the one who fixes them up."

      "Hey, look," I remarked, noticing something that was sticking up out of the bag. I plucked it out, revealing a small Santa hat. She laughed.

      "Well, that one doesn’t look as though it needs much work done on it," she giggled. I reached over and planted it on her head.

      "There," I announced, happy with my work. She adjusted the hat so that it wasn’t sliding off the back of her head and struck a pose.

      "What do you think?”

      "Looks good to me," I nodded.

      "Does this make me an elf?” she commented, fiddling with the pom-pom where it was sticking up away from the hat.

      "Well, we’re sitting here doing up toys and clothes for Christmas," I pointed out. "I think that makes this Santa’s workshop, right?”

      "If we find another hat in here, you have to wear it," she warned me playfully.

      "Anything you want," I replied. I picked up the sandpaper and started work on the blocks in front of me, beginning by scrubbing off the last of the old paint. They looked well-loved, but I could get them looking perfect again. In fact, it made me a little warm inside to think of some kid opening these up on Christmas day. I had so much cash now that there wasn’t anything in the world that I couldn’t already get for myself, but that hadn’t always been the case. I could remember how precious these gifts could be for a kid.

      "So, when are you going to give these to the kids?” I asked. She just shook her head and shrugged.

      "I honestly have no idea," she admitted. "I’ll be so busy over the next few weeks – between sorting out my kids and the stuff for the charity, it’s just a lot to take on."

      "I can imagine," I furrowed my brow. "Do you guys do a family Christmas? All together?”

      "Yeah, I try to," she nodded. She opened her mouth as though she was going to add something else, but then closed it again without saying anything. I wondered if she’d been about to tell me about her ex, but then had thought better of it. I wanted to press her, to let her know that I knew all about her ex and the fact that he had dumped her for some younger woman, but I knew it was best if she came to me with that information.

      "Missing your kids?” I asked, deciding to shift the subject. She nodded and smiled.

      "Yeah, I really do," she sighed. "You know, I think this has been the longest I’ve been apart from them in...well, since they were born, actually."

      "You’ve never taken a little weekend break?” I asked. She shook her head.

      "I’ve never had the time or the money," she replied. "Between running the charity and raising them, I just didn’t ever think to take some time away from them. I didn’t want to, anyway. I saw so many kids without their parents, for one reason or another, in my line of work, and I didn’t...I guess it just underlined how much I wanted to be around them. How much I wanted to be there for them."

      "Well, I’m flattered that you would come out here to be with me," I replied, reaching across to touch her hand. I swear, it was like a shock of electricity passed between us. I pulled back and started work on the blocks again as she began stitching up some of the holes in the jeans she was holding.

      "Honestly, I think I needed the break," she sighed. "I know that I work too hard sometimes. I just don’t know how to switch off. Or I never got the chance, I guess."

      "Yeah, I feel that," I agreed. "It’s hard to step away when working your ass off is all you’ve ever known, right?”

      "I’m not even really stopping work now, I guess," she admitted, nodding down to the clothes in the bag. "I guess there just aren’t enough hours in the day to really take a break for any meaningful length of time."

      "At least you have your friend to look after your kids," I pointed out.

      "Yeah, thank Christ for Clara," she agreed, shaking her head and smiling fondly. "I don’t know what I’d do without her. I swear, she keeps me sane most of the time. She actually took me away for a trip a few months ago, just a night out – it was so much fun."

      I held my breath for a moment. Was she going to put the pieces together and figure out that the trip had been when she’d first met me? I wasn’t sure if I should bring it up or not. I assumed not, given that she hardly seemed to recall it.

      "What about you?” she asked, mercifully shifting the subject. "Do you get much time away from work?”

      "Honestly, not as much as I know I should take," I admitted. "I just feel like if I take too much time off, people are going to forget me."

      "I think people would have a hard time forgetting you," she remarked, a hint of flirtation in her voice.

      "You didn’t even know who I was," I reminded her playfully. She laughed.

      "Alright, but people who actually have lives outside their work and their kids would probably never forget you," she corrected herself. "You can’t judge the rest of the world by me."

      "If the rest of the world was a little more like you, then maybe things would run a little smoother around here," I remarked.

      "You’re sweet," she replied, and I noticed a little flush on her cheeks, the same one that had appeared when we were out in the cold together. She focused on stitching the holes in the jeans, and I grabbed the paint to start re-painting the “L” on the cube in front of me.

      "You don’t have any kids, do you?” she asked suddenly. I raised my head to look at her.

      "No. Hell no," I replied, shaking my head. "Never really wanted them, either."

      "Oh," she replied, her face falling a little. I realized how stupid that had been.

      "But maybe it’s getting to that time in my life," I corrected myself. "You know, a lot of people around me are starting to settle down and have kids. Maybe it’s my turn next."

      "Maybe it is," she smiled back at me. Before I could say anything else, she got to her feet and headed to the bedroom.

      "Where are you going?" I asked.

      "Give me a second," she called back, and she returned a moment later with her purse in her hand.

      "I know you probably don’t want to see these," she admitted, shaking her head. "But just indulge me for a second, alright?"

      "You’re an elf. I’m pretty sure I have to do what you ask," I replied, and she giggled, adjusting the hat on her head. Then she sank down into the seat next to me and pulled out a picture.

      "This is me and my kids," she explained, showing me the photograph. I peered down at it – in it, two kids, a girl and a boy, were beaming up from either side of a woman I didn’t recognize. I peered a little closer at her. A nanny, maybe?

      "I know it doesn't look anything like me," she admitted, and she sounded a little embarrassed. "That was a few years ago. And about two hundred pounds."

      "You lost all of that weight?" I asked incredulously. The tone in my voice must have upset her because she quickly whipped the picture away before I could peer any closer. She didn’t meet my gaze as she continued.

      "Yeah, I did," she confessed, putting the picture back in her purse. "After I...I had just been through a lot. I didn’t want to be carrying that weight around any longer. It felt like it belonged to someone else, you know? Like it wasn’t me. I’d put it on after I had the kids, and I’d just let it sit there because I was...I was trying to insulate myself from the world, I guess."

      I didn’t reply for a moment. She was standing there, eyeing me. I was a little surprised; I couldn't imagine her as anything other than the gorgeous, svelte creature I saw before me.

      "Does that change how you think of me?" she asked quietly, her head drooping down as she took her seat opposite me once more.

      "Of course it doesn’t, Kari," I assured her fervently. She managed a disbelieving smile.

      "It’s alright if it does," she muttered. "I know that it’s...I know that it was a lot. Trust me..."

      "No, Kari, it doesn’t change anything," I cut her off before she could go any further down this line. I got to my feet and crouched down beside her.

      "I don’t care what you used to look like," I murmured. "Really. I think you’re beautiful now, but you don’t have to...you never have to worry about this."

      "You’re not worried that I’m going to put the weight back on?” she asked. I could tell that this was a real concern for her. I thought of her ex, of that ass who had dumped her for someone younger, and I hated him in that moment. I’d never met him, but that didn’t matter. He had hurt this woman so much, and she was so damn good. She didn’t deserve to feel this way about herself. And I would make sure that she never did again.

      "No, I don’t," I replied with certainty. "You saw something you wanted to change about yourself, and you changed it. That’s what I like about you – you look at the world, and you see what needs changing, and you just...you just go out there and do it. You have no idea what an inspiration that is."

      She looked at me for a long moment, scanning my face as though she was looking for an indicator that I was lying to her. As though she thought I might laugh in her face and take it all back. I took her hand and squeezed it, and she pulled her eyes away from me. They were glistening with tears.

      "I’m sorry," she mumbled, dashing the tears away with the back of her hand. She half-laughed at herself, but I could tell that something had flicked inside her, like a switch had changed from one side to the other.

      "I just...I really thought that if you saw that you might think of me differently," she confessed. "That you might not want me as much. Knowing what I used to be..."

      "You’re still the same person as you were back then," I replied. "You just looked a little different, that’s all. Kari, I don’t care who you thought you used to be. I just care about the woman who’s sitting right here in front of me."

      And with that, I leaned over and kissed her.

      It was a snap decision – I just couldn’t bear to see her sad any longer, and it was the only thing I could think of to put a smile on her face. As soon as our lips touched, though, it turned into something else. She had truly believed that as soon as I saw the way she used to be, things would change between us – that I wouldn’t see her the same way. And when I kissed her, it seemed to wipe away all of those last vestiges of her fear. She kissed me back, her hand on my neck, pulling me in close as though she never wanted me to shift away from her again. But I wanted her, all of her.

      I kissed her nose, her lips, her cheeks, her chin, her forehead, every part of her that I could get my hands on. She was giggling and trying to kiss me back, touching me all over. By the time I pulled back, her tears were gone, and she was smiling at me softly.

      "I like to see you smile," I murmured, pressing my forehead against hers.

      "Morgan, I…" she trailed off before she could finish what she was saying. I didn’t need to hear it, though. I knew what she was thinking.

      "You’re getting paint all over us," she finally finished up, laughing and grabbing one of my hands, which was covered in blue and green paint from the block I’d been working on. She reached up and touched my face, skimming her fingers over the paint that must have gotten on it, and shook her head at me.

      "You’re going to need to get cleaned up," she murmured.

      "Only if you join me," I replied. She raised her eyebrows.

      "And what exactly might that mean?” she asked, even though I was pretty sure she knew damn well what I was referring to.

      "Let’s take a bath," whispered seductively, pressing a kiss to the spot just below her ear.

      "Together."

      She bit her lip, and her eyes were shining when I pulled back. But this time, it wasn’t with tears – no, it was with the thrill of what I was suggesting.

      "You get it running," she replied, getting to her feet. I took her hand, and she wobbled slightly.

      "Already a little light on your feet?” I teased.

      "Guess that’s just the effect you have on me," she shot back playfully.

      "Let’s get you cleaned up," I told her, kissing her on the nose. She smiled widely.

      "What are you waiting for?" She waved me to the bathroom. "I need to get this paint off of me."

      "And those clothes," I added, cocking an eyebrow. And with that, I headed to the bathroom to get a warm, steamy bath running for the two of us. Just like last night, the two of us would be sharing hot water, a small space, and as little clothes as possible. I couldn’t wait.
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      The steam curled up from the enormous bath, and I let the robe I had been wearing slip from my shoulders as I headed over to join him. He reached out for me, reminding me of the night before in the hot tub. Except this time, we weren’t even trying to pretend that we were in this for anything but the sex.

      I slipped under the steamy water with him, and he drew me onto his lap at once. I straddled him, wrapping my arms around his neck, and he held me steady as he ran his hands up my waist and grinned at me.

      "You’re so fucking beautiful," he murmured as he leaned forward to draw one of my nipples into his mouth. I groaned and cradled his head, holding him tight, as he lazily trailed his tongue around my breast, baring his teeth and sinking them in for a moment. His hair was damp and soft, his stubble rough on my skin, and the contrast between the two sensations was already getting my pussy flooded with desire for him.

      "I really need to be inside you right now," he growled, and I wasn’t going to deny him a moment longer. He had brought some condoms from the bedroom with him – I would have called it presumptive, except that he knew exactly where this was going. Everything he had told me, everything we had spoken about, had me more confident with him than I had ever been before. He had made it clear that he wanted me, no matter what, which was something that I had never really experienced before with a guy. With my ex, it had always been this silent promise that he would pull away from me if I wasn’t up to his standards. Morgan had convinced me that this wasn’t the case for him.

      I grabbed a condom and opened it slowly, reaching down beneath the water to slide it over his erection. He tipped his head back and groaned at my touch. I wasn’t sure I would ever get over how good it felt to have him like this, to have him wanting me so very badly.

      As soon as he was sheathed, he grabbed my hips and pulled me forward so that I was positioned over his cock; I lowered myself down slowly, dipping myself below the heavenly water, the steam wrapping soft fingers around my skin. I took him inside me, feeling his length slide up and into me, and I let out a moan that echoed around the room.

      "You feel so fucking amazing," he murmured, reaching up to brush a strand of hair back from my face. He grasped the back of my neck and leaned up to kiss me, thrusting deeply into me at the same time, and just like that, I lost myself to him once more.

      With his tongue in my mouth and his cock in my pussy, he began to fuck me, and fuck me hard. I sank my fingers into his shoulders and held on to him tight. The way he was taking me was driving me crazy already, the feeling so deeply satisfying that I knew I would never get over it. I didn’t want this to end. I rocked my hips back against him, pushing him into me deeper, and he let out a long, guttural groan against my lips. I felt it vibrate through me, my body shuddering as his pleasure melded into mine.

      He moved his hand between my legs, finding my clit and beginning to stroke me softly. He slowed his movements inside me, grinding instead of thrusting, letting me feel every inch of his cock as it spread me wide. I tipped my head back as he ran his mouth greedily over my neck, the heat of his mouth and the heat of the water meshing into one glorious sensation.

      Our bodies were moving in perfect harmony, his hand on my pussy as his cock buried deep inside me, and it felt different than the night before had. Not that that hadn’t been amazing, but we had been learning each other then, figuring out how this worked, and taking our time to explore each other. This time around, we were just fucking – frantic, furious, and focused. We knew exactly what worked for the other person, and we were determined to give it to them. I couldn’t get enough of him.

      But there was still that twinge of guilt at the back of my mind over what we were doing together. I loved this, was already obsessed with it, but I was supposed to be doing my job while I was here. Not hooking up with some movie star in his bath. This was ridiculously unprofessional, and nothing I could say or do would unwind that truth.

      But then, he began to move a little faster into me, and any doubts I had been carrying seemed to slide away again, just like that. How could I focus on anything but how damn good this felt? There wasn’t room in my brain for anything else, not anymore, and I wanted to indulge in this feeling – I wanted to feel his hands on me, feel his cock moving inside me. I needed him. Wanted him. Ached for him. I let my head fall back, and he kissed up my throat, tasting me. All at once, I felt the feeling grow to undeniable levels inside of me.

      "Ah..." I groaned, and that noise seemed to be all I needed to push myself over the edge. Moments later, I felt my pussy clench around him hard, my body shivering from top to bottom as the sensation flooded through me. I leaned forward, burying my head in his shoulder as he clasped my body close, holding me tight and keeping me safe. Then he thrust a few more times into me and found his own release, buried deep inside of me.

      We slowly unraveled ourselves from each other – but not before exchanging a few last giggly kisses – and he pulled himself out from me and disposed of the condom in a nearby trashcan. I sank back into the enormous bath, drifting backwards, letting the water wash everything away.

      "Mmm," I sighed with satisfaction as I lay there in the water. He reached over to run a little more hot water to warm the tub up once more. As if things in here weren’t steamy enough already, right?

      "You okay?" he asked, sliding his hand over my knee under the water. I nodded.

      "I feel awesome," I replied, and he grinned at me.

      "Me too." He shifted over in the bath and wound an arm around me, pulling me in close. I lay my head on his shoulder and closed my eyes, sleepy and happy and sated. I could have just stayed there for the rest of the day if he’d let me, but I knew I had more to do – I had to go back to the work we had been figuring out, had to finish the stitching and the sewing and everything else. But I could already feel my eyes getting heavy. I felt so safe next to him; I just wanted to fall asleep right here in his arms.

      "Hey, let’s get you out of here before the water goes cold," he murmured, scooping me out of the bath easily and carrying me to the bedroom. I smiled and nuzzled into his neck, pressing my head to his chest so that I could hear the steady beat of his heart beneath his skin.

      He laid me down on the bed, and I stretched out, feeling like a cat that had just eaten. I was so tired – it seemed like all of that time out in the snow had really taken it out of me. He slipped into bed next to me and wound his arms around me, spooning me from the side. I grinned and closed my eyes, letting him hold me close.

      "Mmm, you smell so good," he murmured, running his nose over my skin. I wriggled against him, already feeling a flood of desire for him one more.

      "I smell like you," I reminded him.

      "Well, then I smell great," he replied, touching his finger to my chin and kissing me once more. As soon as our lips met, I knew where this was going. Even though we had barely finished making love, I wanted him again. I wanted him here, now; I wanted every part of him. I wanted him while I could still have him. I didn’t want this to have to be over, not yet.

      He took me from behind this time around, running his hands over my body as he did so – normally, I would have been urgently pulling the covers over my body so that he couldn’t make out what was going on underneath, but I didn’t care so much with him. The way he touched me, he made it clear that he wanted nothing more than to be with my body in that moment, than to lose himself to the newness and the sureness of my form. I remembered what he had said to me before – that it wouldn’t have mattered to him what I looked like. I wondered how true that was. But as he touched me, he scrubbed any last thoughts of doubt from my mind, and I finally let go of the lingering insecurity with him.

      He moved inside me slowly, pushing my leg up so that he had deeper access to me, and kissed my neck as he fucked me. I closed my eyes and lost myself to how good he felt. But as much as I tried to keep it out of my mind, I couldn’t help but remember that there was a time limit on all of this. Yes, this was incredible, and no, I didn’t want it to end, but that wasn’t how this worked. It was never how this worked. We had to function with the knowledge that as soon as I walked out of this cabin, this was over. Nobody could know about us, nobody could hear about us, and nobody could find out that I had given myself so keenly to a man I barely knew. A man I was supposed to be working with, no less.

      It would be a scandal if any of this got out. Exactly the kind of scandal that neither of us needed. Him, because he was in the process of trying to rebuild his reputation and gather himself after everything that had happened over the course of his career, and me because I had a family to think about, and I had no intention of dragging them into the fresh hell of dating a movie star. I would be crazy to even consider it.

      But still, as we made love on that bed, I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sadness that this was really all going to be over soon. I didn’t want this to end. This cabin had been our enclave from the real world, a place where the two of us could act like who we wanted to be without fear of judgement or reprisal. And soon, it was all going to be over. Just like that.

      I came around him again, crying out hopelessly into the pillow, and he thrust himself deep inside me one last time and reached his own release soon after. We were wound around each other again, like vines around the trunk of a tree, and it was so tempting to just turn to him right then and there and ask him not to bring this moment to an end. To somehow have him scrap the movie career that I was supposed to be in the process of saving and stay here with me instead.

      But rather than say that, I pulled myself away from him and snuggled down into the bed. Damn, I was going to miss these pillows. This place was so comfortable. Or maybe it was just that I felt comfortable here, safe in knowing that I would wake up with him next to me.

      "You tired?” he asked, leaning over to plant a kiss on my cheek. I smiled and nodded.

      "You’ve exhausted me," I replied playfully. He kissed my bare shoulder and then pulled the covers up over me.

      "You get some rest," he told me. "I’ll carry on with the toys."

      "Are you sure?” I replied, pulling a face. "I don’t want you to think I’m just lazing about in here, getting nothing done..."

      "Well, you are, but you’re doing it on my orders," he said as he brushed a strand of hair back from my face. I smiled at him, feeling that now-familiar twist in my stomach that came every time he did something sweet.

      "I don’t think I’m allowed to argue with those," I murmured before closing my eyes and letting myself drift off to a warm, comfortable sleep.

      When I awoke a few hours later, it was to a strange light outside – dark, but bright with a seemingly artificial light. When I opened my eyes, I saw snow covering the ground beyond the window. I sat up straight, my eyes wide with shock. That was way worse than it had been a few hours ago, right? How long had I been asleep?

      "Oh, Kari, you’re awake."

      I heard a voice from the doorway and looked up to find Morgan there waiting for me. He was carrying a small paper bag, which he laid down on the bedside table next to me.

      "I brought you some dinner," he explained, and I tore into the packet ravenously. There was some kind of vegetarian stew within, warm and spicy, and it was delicious.

      "I have some bad news," he admitted. I looked up at him, my stomach twisting with sadness.

      "What’s going on?” I asked.

      "The snow’s coming down worse outside, and there’s supposed to be a storm moving in tonight," he explained. "I think we should get out of here tonight, just to be on the safe side."

      "Are you serious?” I asked, my stomach dropping.

      "I really don’t want to have to cut the weekend short," he replied regretfully, sitting down on the edge of the bed and squeezing my leg underneath the covers. "But I don’t want you to get stuck here, away from your work and your kids and...everything."

      I knew what he was trying to say, even if I knew he would never just come out with it. He was trying to tell me that he didn’t want to keep me here away from my real life any longer. He knew that whatever we shared was only here, only now, and that as soon as this was over, it would end. Even though I didn’t want it to. Even though I could hardly imagine a life without him. Which was ridiculous, because I’d hardly known him a few days, but still. Whatever we had, it felt profound, and I wasn’t sure I could hide from it any longer.

      I ate and got up and dressed and packed, noticing that he had spent the last few hours that I had been sleeping fixing the toys that I had left out for him. My heart melted when I saw what he had done for me. He was so sweet and so thoughtful. But what version of him was this? Was this just the version that needed me to like him in order to get this career of his moving again?

      He helped me take my stuff out to the car, and sure enough, the snow was whipping down heavier than ever around us. He drove the first few miles away from the cabin, and I was glad because I was nervous about the thought of driving on roads like this.

      "You alright?" he asked as I turned to watch the cabin retreating away from us. I managed to nod, even though I wasn’t sure I believed it myself.

      "Yeah, I’m fine."

      We drove for a few more miles, chatting about the Christmas season that was all laid out in front of us. He didn’t have a lot planned – maybe seeing his family, he told me, if he got the inclination up to actually spend time with his mother again – but he wasn’t that bothered about it.

      "You know you’re going to have to switch that up if you’re playing Santa for our kids," I reminded him. "You’re going to have to be the embodiment of Christmas cheer."

      "I’ll do my best," he assured me, and I reached over to squeeze his hand without thinking. I drew it back at once – that was a little too couple-like for us, for sure. I needed to keep myself in check. I wasn’t here to flirt or to hook up or to fall for anyone. I was here for my job. That was it.

      "Hey, pull over and let me drive," I ordered, figuring that the best way to get me to keep my hands to myself was to have them pinned to the wheel instead. He cocked an eyebrow at me.

      "You sure?”

      "I’m sure," I promised him. "And put on the radio; I like to listen to music while I drive."

      He did as he was told, and before I knew it, I was behind the wheel and we were out on the freeway. I was singing along to some terrible pop song that was blasting through the speakers of the car, much to his amusement.

      "Man, you really like to sing, huh?” he remarked as the song came to an end and the announcer ran through his usual spiel.

      "Yeah, and I know I’m terrible at it, so you don’t need to remind me," I stated.

      "You’re a little off-tune, that’s for sure," he teased. I glanced over at him.

      "Hey, that’s pretty rich from a dude who released his own single and auto-tuned the hell out of it," I reminded him. He closed his eyes and tipped his head back, laughing.

      "I didn’t realize you knew about that."

      "So I did a little research," I shrugged. "Had to know what I was getting into, right?"

      "Who you were getting into," he corrected me. I giggled.

      "But yeah, I don’t think you have much of a leg to stand on there, mister," I warned him. "I’ve heard you sing; you’re not much better than me."

      "I’d hoped that album had been lost to the eons of time," he remarked. "My agent thought it would be good for me to do it. You know, try to sell the bad-boy image..."

      "Yeah, well, a pop song wasn’t the best way to do that," I shot back.

      "I can see that now," he protested. "But at the time..."

      "At the time, you seriously thought it was a good idea," I finished up. "You know, I’m going to call this radio station and ask them to play it for me. You can sing it for me here, and we can see how it measures up."

      "I’m pretty sure I had every copy of that thing destroyed a long time ago," he replied, turning up the radio as the next song came on to cut off any more snarky comments that I might have about his music career. I grinned, deciding to let it drop. I could rip into him about that any time I wanted.

      We eventually had to pull over at a gas station to top up the car, and I insisted on paying for the gas – he let me, and I slipped into the shop to pay up. While I was waiting at the desk, I was glancing around, trying to re-acclimate to what it felt to be back in the real world again. And that’s when I saw her.

      As soon as I spotted the woman approaching Morgan, I felt my blood run a little colder. The way she was looking at him – with that wide-eyed adoration – instantly stressed me out. I felt as though I had seen that look before, and I knew that I didn’t want any other woman aiming it at Morgan.

      She tapped him on the shoulder, and he turned around. While I was stuck inside, observing it all without sound, like I was taking in a silent comedy. She was gesturing wildly, and he was glancing around awkwardly, looking as though he wanted nothing more than to find some way to slide out of the conversation. But before he could, the woman grabbed his face, leaned forward, and planted a kiss on his lips.

      My heart felt like it had stopped beating in my chest. She was hanging onto him, and he was doing his best to extract himself from her grasp as soon as he could, but the damage was done.  Even as he pushed her off, there was a ringing in my ears, and I pushed the money across the counter to the attendant and stormed back outside.

      The woman looked cowed as she saw me marching back to the car, but I didn’t want to even look at her. I was seething with…was it jealousy? I wasn’t sure. But what I did know was that it hurt, badly. I tossed the keys to Morgan and climbed back into the car, this time on the passenger side, crossing my arms over my chest and starting out the window. I didn’t want to say a word to him; I knew it wasn’t his fault, but I was still stinging. The reality of what it was going to be like to be with him had begun to sink in – and I wasn’t sure it was quite as sweet as I had once believed it was.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Morgan

          

        

      

    

    
      I kept my mouth shut for as long as I could, I really did. But how was I just supposed to sit there and take what she was dishing out? She hadn’t said a word to me since we left the gas station, and that had been almost an hour ago. And I felt as though I was starting to lose my mind a little bit.

      It hadn’t been my fault that the woman had done that to me. How could it be? That kind of shit happened to me all of the time, and yeah, it sucked, but there was nothing I could do about it. What I didn’t understand was why Kari couldn’t just wrap her head around that and stop treating it as though I had cheated on her right in front of her face?

      "Kari?” I said again, but she didn’t reply. She turned her head and looked out the window pointedly. I rolled my eyes at her and noticed a spot by the side of the road where I could pull over. I decided I was going to put this to bed, once and for all. I wasn’t going to sit here and take the silent treatment from her – not when our weekend had been going so well up until this moment. She had another thing coming if she thought I was going to let this ruin everything that had happened between us. Not a chance in hell.

      I pulled over, and she glanced around, surprised, trying to make sense of what was going on.

      "Morgan, what are you doing?” she asked – the first words she had spoken to me since we had pulled out of the gas station.

      "We need to talk," I told her firmly. "I’m not going to let this ruin our time together."

      "Well, I’m sorry, but if you think you can just kiss other women in front of me—"

      "In what world was I kissing her?” I cut her off. I didn’t want to hear this. She must have known she was talking some crazy shit right now, and I was pissed that she had allowed this to get under her skin.

      "That’s sure what it looked like," she snapped back. "Your mouth was on hers, wasn’t it?”

      "Yeah, but it wasn’t like I was just standing there making out with her," I shot back. "She kissed me. I didn’t want anything to do with her. Jesus, Kari, you know how often this kind of thing happens in the business?”

      "So what you’re telling me is that I have a lot more of this to look forward to," she replied dryly. I shook my head, rubbing my hands over my face with frustration.

      "You know that’s not what I’m saying," I replied, doing my best to keep my cool.

      "Then tell me what the hell I’m meant to take from that because all I saw was a woman just walking up to you and kissing you," she snapped back. I had to swallow down my urge to react harshly – I didn’t take criticism well, let alone when it was criticism I knew I hadn’t earned.

      "Usually my security would be there to stop that kind of shit from happening in the first place," I explained to her, my voice low and pointed. "But these women, Kari, you have to understand – they have no concept of what’s appropriate."

      "So this kind of thing just happens all the time to you?” she demanded. I could hear the incredulity in her voice. Well, she was in for a shock if she thought it was going to be that easy to dismiss.

      "Yeah, it does," I replied, my voice raised a bit. I was starting to feel as though I was spinning out of control. I hated this feeling, and I had never figured out a way to get a handle on it. But I knew I had to swallow it down, at least as long as I was around Kari. She couldn’t see this side of me. I could never show it to her. She would freak out, she would be hurt, she would be shocked, she would be—

      "These girls, they see me in the movies and they think that I’m their fucking boyfriend or something," I blurted out, cutting off my own soothing train of thought. I just couldn’t control it.

      "And they see me out in public, and they assume that I’m there for them," I explained. "They think that I’ve finally found them after all this time, and they kiss me and they touch me and they make it so that I can hardly get away."

      She fell silent, which was something. She didn’t have a sharp comeback for that one, at least. That was a start.

      "I don’t want this kind of thing, Kari," I continued desperately. "I really don’t. But you have no idea what it’s like for me, being out there and having them see me. They think they know who I am, and nothing I can do is going to convince them otherwise. These girls, they see me in the movies, and they’re certain that whatever character I’m playing is somehow perfect for them in one way or another."

      "How many times has this happened before?” she asked, her voice soft, as though she was trying to counteract my rising voice.

      "Shit like that?" I gestured back in the direction of the gas station. "More times than I could count."

      "And how far has it gone?” she pressed.

      "What do you mean?”

      "You said these girls think they’re your girlfriends or whatever," she explained. "How far do they take it?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment. I had tried to put this one out of my head, but I couldn’t shake it. She had asked, and I didn’t want to lie to her face.

      "There was this girl about six years ago," I explained. "She had – she had seen a bunch of my movies, I guess. And she had gotten pretty obsessed with me."

      "Obsessed how?”

      "Obsessed like apparently she was sending all of this fan mail to my agent at the time, trying to get ahold of me," I went on. "None of it ever filtered through to me, but the letters were coming in a few times a day at the worst point."

      "A few times a day?” Kari exclaimed, apparently shocked. "How was she sending that many? How did she afford it?”

      "I have no idea, but she did and she could," I continued. "And there was nothing I could do to stop it because I didn’t even have a damn clue it was going on in the first place."

      "And what happened to her?” she pushed me for more.

      "Her mother eventually managed to get through to my agent at the time and let him know that her daughter was…she was cutting herself, she told him. And said she was suicidal and that she was going to kill herself unless I reached out to her."

      "Jesus fucking Christ," she muttered, shaking her head. I didn’t hear her curse very often, and it was somewhat strange hearing those words come out of her mouth.

      "I had to go on TV and make a statement to try and get the whole thing off my back," I continued. "I think she got sent to a psychiatric hospital, eventually. I didn’t hear from her again after that – or if I did, my agent has done a good job keeping it from me."

      "So that’s how far it goes?” she asked quietly. I nodded.

      "That’s how far it can go," I replied. "And I have no guarantee that it won’t go that far again."

      "But that girl back at the gas station..." she continued, glancing over her shoulder as though she half-expected the culprit to reveal herself as being stowed away in the back seat this entire time.

      "Yeah, that kind of shit happens all the time," I replied. "That’s why I always have security on me when I go out and about. It’s just safer that way."

      "So the options are go out with a whole security team or accept that you’re going to be accosted by women whenever we go outside?" she asked. Even though I was mad at her for what she was suggesting, there was a part of me that thrilled at the mention of us being together beyond just this. That was a start. But the edge to her voice matched with the promise of something more was enough to send my emotions flaring once more, and I found myself speeding out of control again.

      "Yeah, well, that’s what you can expect as long as you want to be around me," I fired back, knowing that I sounded arrogant as hell and not caring one bit. When I was feeling attacked, I had a habit of throwing up this smokescreen to pretend that I was actually the one who was purely and totally in control. Sometimes, it even worked.

      "You’re an actor, I guess," she sighed heavily. "This is the kind of thing you can expect, right? When you put yourself out there in the public eye, you can’t really be surprised when a few people get over-eager—"

      She cut herself off before she was done talking, and I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. She must have sensed the fury coming off of me in waves. I knew that she had no idea what this had triggered in me – there was no way she could; I had never spoken to her about it. In fact, I didn’t make a habit of talking to people about it if I could. But sitting there, hearing her bring up the “well, you’re in the industry, so what did you expect?” argument was enough to send my blood boiling.

      "You really think I deserve all of this just because I wanted to act?” I snapped at her. She recoiled into her seat, not used to the harsh tone coming from my mouth. I wanted to stop, but I couldn’t.

      "No, Morgan, I didn’t mean that—"

      "You think I deserved to get abused, too?” I continued. It was too late to stop now. No matter how bad an idea I was sure this was, the feeling had bubbled up inside me all over again, and I couldn’t keep it down. She didn’t say a word, letting what I’d just said hang in the air between us. Good. I wanted it out there. She might as well know the truth, right? The truth about me, the truth about everything that had fucked me up and left me such a wreck.

      "Morgan, what are you talking about?”

      Her voice was tiny against the onslaught of emotion that was rising up inside me, but it was just enough to push me over the edge into telling her the truth. Into coming out with the truth that I did my best to keep from everyone.

      "When I was a kid, my father’s friend abused me for years," I explained. I felt oddly removed from myself, as though I was talking about someone else entirely. Maybe because I didn’t talk about this a lot, the reality of laying it all out there for someone else to hear made me feel as though I was drifting distantly out of my own body.

      She didn’t respond. I wanted her to, but she didn’t. She sat there, silent, staring at me. I wanted to meet her gaze, but I was worried that if I did, my ability to actually speak to her would vanish.

      "He was in the business too – they both were," I continued, speaking faster now. "And the shit – the shit he did to me, you have no idea."

      I wanted her to say something, but she didn’t seem to be able to come out with a word. I was terrified, telling her all of this, and I hated that I was so scared. This wasn’t my fault. This wasn’t something I had done wrong. But still, speaking to her about it, I felt like I was speaking it into existence, as though I was going through it all again right here and now.

      "You think I deserved that?” I demanded, my voice hollow. "You think that because my father was in the industry, I deserved to have that happen to me?"

      My words hung in the air between us, and I closed my eyes and gripped the steering wheel tighter.

      "And what about the actors and the producers when I was growing up?” I continued. I felt as though I couldn’t hold back any longer. I needed her to hear this. I needed someone to hear it. I had held it in for so long, carrying it with me as though it was my shame to hide from the world at large.

      "Did I deserve it from them too?” The words came tumbling out of me, so fast I couldn’t stop them. "Is that how the world works? Should I have avoided this whole thing because I knew I was asking for all of this?”

      I finally turned to look at her, and her eyes were so heavy with sadness that I felt a lump rise up in my throat. This stuff had hurt me, of course it had, but I couldn’t imagine what it felt like for her to have this piled down on top of her out of the blue. I had held it with me for so long that it felt like second nature, but she was just finding this all out now.

      "Have you ever spoken to a therapist about this?” she asked quietly. I shook my head.

      "My parents knew what was going on when it was happening," I admitted. "They didn’t want me to go to a therapist. They thought it would blow everything up, ruin the family. They said I would never get away from it if I told anyone, that it would follow me around for the rest of my career..."

      I stopped talking. The worst part was, they had been right. I had seen what coming out about this stuff had done to the people who were brave enough to speak up. But it had followed me my whole life anyway – my career be damned, this had crippled me in ways that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Keeping it in had probably made it worse.

      "Jesus Christ," she muttered, and I turned to her again to see that she was crying. Tears were coursing down her face, and I hated myself for making her feel like this. Why had I thought this was something she needed to hear? She was horrified. She would never look at me the same way again. My emotions were flailing around; I couldn’t hold down my reactions.

      "You’re the first person I’ve told," I replied, staring out over the road beyond. Cars were whipping by, probably filled with people who had thought better than to spill their deepest, darkest secrets to a woman they still barely knew. They probably knew it wasn’t exactly smart to pull this shit on someone that you wanted to be with.

      After a long, long pause, she reached out to me and took my hand. The human contact made me jump; my skin prickled for a moment, panic launching through me. She was going to tell me this was too much for her to take, and she was going to leave. She was going to ask me to take her home, and that was the last I was going to see of her. The last few days flashed before my eyes, and I felt a sharp stab of sadness upon fearing that it was all over.

      "Morgan." She spoke my name, and the world seemed to stop for a moment. I had no idea how this was going to go. I had never done anything like this before. I had nothing to compare it to.

      "Morgan, I’m so sorry this happened to you," she continued. She touched my face and guided it toward her gently. Somehow, her hands on me didn’t feel invasive or too much – I often flinched from a touch like this, especially when I was feeling emotional. But with her, it soothed me.

      "You didn’t deserve any of this," she continued fervently. "I can’t even...I can’t even get my head around it. Nothing you could have done would have meant that you deserved this."

      I didn’t reply. I couldn’t. I just needed her to keep on talking.

      She hooked an arm around my shoulders and pulled me toward her; gently, she leaned forward and planted a kiss on my lips. She was crying now.

      "Don’t cry," I pleaded, lifting my hand to wipe her tears away. She brushed my hand back down.

      "This isn’t about me," she assured me. "I’m crying for you. I can’t believe...your parents, especially. What they did to you, Morgan, what they didn’t do for you – it's plain evil."

      I lowered my head onto her shoulder and let it rest there. The position was awkward, but I needed her near me. I needed someone near me right now. To prove to me that what had happened to me hadn’t made me toxic in some way. As long as she was beside me, I knew that I could manage this. I had no idea how, but I would find a way.

      "I’m sorry this happened to you," she murmured again, and I felt the wave of emotion rise up over me again. I couldn’t believe I had been holding this all down. More than anything, I was angry. I was furious. None of this was fair – what I had been through, what my parents had put me through when they had found out, all of it was so infuriating.

      She wrapped her arms around me as though she could sense everything that I was feeling. I couldn’t believe I’d just told her all of this. It was so...wrong. She was already carrying so much on her shoulders, and I had laid this on her as well. We barely knew one another, but I had shared the worst thing that had ever happened to me. I had promised her a fun weekend, a way for the two of us to blow off some steam and for me to prove to her that I was worthy of working for her charity.

      She let me lie against her until the pain had begun to subside. It felt as though I had torn open an old wound, making my body ache, while the anger seeped from me agonizingly. I listened to the sound of her heartbeat and watched as the tears dripped down onto her lap below me. But I didn’t let go.

      Usually, when I was this close to a woman, there was one thing on my mind and one thing only, and that was finding some way to turn this closeness into sex. But with her, I didn’t want that. I mean, I was still attracted to her, of course, and there was still plenty I wanted to do as soon as we were back in the real world. But I didn’t need that. I could be close to her without wanting to take her. I just needed her close to me, and she was giving that to me. And that was the sweetest, most intimate thing anyone had given me in a long time.

      I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, but the light dimmed outside, and rain started to fall on the window. But eventually, the anger started to fall away. I was still raw with feeling, but I could make it through. I could survive it, at least for the rest of the day. At least until I got home. Because Kari was there with me, and she’d listened, and she hadn’t left, and she had told me it wasn’t my fault. And that, even though I hadn’t known it, was everything I had needed from her.
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      Damn, it was always hard getting back to work after a break. Especially one that had been as eventful as the days I’d shared with Morgan.

      It was strange, being back in the real world after all of that. It felt as though I had been on the set of a movie or something, living out some life that could, in no way, actually be mine. I was too normal for that, too average. When I was with him, I was something special. And that was hard to let go of.

      I mean, I would find a way through it, I knew that. Because it was over now, and I had to get back to what remained of my real life. The kids had been so happy to see me when I had gotten back, and I had been all teary at getting to hug them again. Clara had smiled as she’d watched us reunite, a big pile of cuddles and love.

      "You have a good time?” she asked me after the kids were in bed and she was helping unpack my bags and put everything back where it belonged. She pulled out some of the new clothes and raised her eyebrows at me.

      "He took you shopping?” She giggled, twisting the ski pants this way and that. I knew I would have no reason to keep them after this, but I didn’t care. They were to be a reminder of one of the best trips of my life, and I wasn’t letting them go anywhere. I took them from Kari and tucked them away in the back of my wardrobe.

      "Yeah, I had a great time," I replied. She squeezed my hand.

      "Well, that’s the main thing." I smiled at her. I was so lucky to have a friend like her around, I really was.

      "Thank you so much for taking care of the kids while I was away, Clara," I blurted out, giving her a quick hug in thanks.

      "Well, as soon as you’ve caught up on your sleep, you know I’m going to want to hear every detail," she replied, grinning as she pulled back from me.

      "And you will," I promised her. "I just need to rest up first, alright?”

      "I’ll allow it," she waved me in the direction of my bed, and I was grateful that I wouldn’t have to delve any further into what had happened over the course of the few days Morgan and I had spent together.

      Because if I was being honest, I had no idea what to make of any of it. It had all been so damn much – from the sex to the food to the adventures, to him pulling over on the side of the road to spill his guts to tell me something he had never told anyone before. I could still remember how it had felt to have him open up to me in that way. It had felt so raw, so rough, so uncontrolled – but I had needed to hear it. Now that I knew that about him, I could put together some of the pieces that had been missing until then.

      But now the weekend was over, and all of this information was just buzzing around in my brain with nowhere to go and nothing to do about it. I didn’t know where to take it from here. What should I do? Call him up and tell him that I was far from done with him? We were in different parts of the country; it wasn’t like I could just ask him out again.

      Sitting here at work, it was hard to stay focused on the screen in front of me. I just didn’t give a damn about anything but him. And taking care of him. And having him take care of me.

      "Afternoon."

      A voice drew me from my stupor, and I looked up to find Adam’s girlfriend sliding by the open door to my office. She was dressed in a flawless black sheath dress, her hair tumbling down over her shoulders in a golden wave. She was carrying a bag with his lunch in it and eyeing me from the corridor.

      "Afternoon," I replied curtly. I didn’t have time to sit about and gossip with this girl – I had things to do, stuff to take care of. She swept her gaze up and down me – normally, I would have been thrown off by the comparison between the two of us, but right then, I didn’t give a shit. I knew she was just trying to unsettle me, remind me that she was the one on top and that she was the one who had managed to sneak my husband right out from under me. Frankly, she could have him. As soon as she gained more than five pounds, he would be out the door and looking for the next desperate model to roll into his bed and bring him his lunch of an afternoon.

      Besides, if that woman had any idea where I’d been the last few days, she would be singing a different tune. I hadn’t exactly publicized it, but it was a sweet little thrill I got to carry around with me all the time. Morgan, the movie star, had swept me off on an incredible sex-filled jaunt that I knew I was never going to forget. How many women working in an office on a Monday morning could say that and mean it?

      I got to my feet and closed the door, letting her know that I wasn’t going to be rising to the occasion this time around. Normally, I would have let her hard looks and gorgeous figure sting me, but today, I had other things on my mind. Bigger things. Things that extended way past the walls of this office.

      I sank back into my seat and stared at the emails in front of me. I didn’t know what the hell I wanted to do today. I had thought it would be easy, sliding back into work like I had never left, but everything had changed since the last time I’d sat in this seat.

      I closed my eyes, leaned back in my chair, and let my mind run through the memories of everything that had happened while I was with Morgan. I knew that I was only making things harder for myself, but I just couldn’t resist. He was tantalizing – everything we had shared had been so intense, more than anything I could ever have imagined he could give me. I was falling for him, tumbling head-over-heels for him, and it was far too late for me to stop it.

      But that was dangerous. How many women had he been through in the last six months alone? I could look up the numbers, check out every event he’d attended with a different lady on his arm. That wouldn’t have been encouraging. As soon as he got tired of me, I would be out on my rear end, and that would be it for us. He was probably only interested in me because I offered something different, a break from the Hollywood grind. When the next pretty girl glanced in his direction, he would be dropping me faster than I could say “ankle injury.” And all I would have left to show for it would be some fancy ski-wear that I knew I would never have any reason to put on again in my life.

      I had tried to tell myself, as we’d traveled back together, that the only reason I felt as strongly for him as I did was because it had been so long since I had really felt a connection to anyone. I had denied myself real feelings, real affection, because the thought of letting that back into my life after I had been hurt so badly by it was too painful to consider. Now, I was just getting a little drunk on it, getting tipsy on the feeling of being wanted again – especially by a man who was as utterly desirable as Morgan. I would get over it soon enough and see that he was obviously wrong for me, and then I would be able to move on with my life.

      I hoped.

      I hadn’t heard from him beyond a text he’d sent to ask if I had returned back to the house alright. He had offered to drive me right to my front door, but I had turned him down. I knew I wasn’t ready for him to meet the kids yet. Besides, it was obvious that he’d needed some time to process everything that he had told me when we had been pulled over on the side of the road. I knew these things took time and space to work through, and he was going to need a hell of a lot of it to process what he was dealing with.

      Which was a bummer for me because I wanted to see him again. Ugh, I couldn’t stop going around and around in my head. I felt as though my brain was about to burst out of my skull; it contained too many thoughts to bother keeping in any longer. I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose – and that’s right when my phone buzzed.

      I reached down to check on who was texting me, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw that it was Morgan.

      "Hey, didn’t hear anything from you last night," he had written. "Assuming you got home safely?”

      "You assumed correctly," I replied. "Sorry I didn’t message you. I was so tired after I got in that I guess I forgot."

      "Glad to hear I exhausted you," he texted back a moment later, putting an instant smile on my face.

      "Don’t go patting yourself on the back quite yet," I replied. "I’ve got two kids; I’m always tired."

      "Fair point," he agreed. "You feel like another break?”

      "What do you mean?”

      "Dinner, tonight," he suggested. "Just the two of us."

      "I’ll have to check in with Clara, but I’ll let you know," I replied, biting my lip. He wanted to see me again. He really wanted to see me again. That was something, right? That was more than something. That was a whole lot of a thing.

      I hurried to text Clara and let her know about our latest date – I hoped she wouldn’t mind covering for me too much. A moment after I sent the message, she fired one back, practically insisting that I go out while she take the kids for a while. I grinned broadly. This was happening. This was totally happening.

      I felt a little guilty about leaving the kids for another night, but it had been so long since I had actually taken some time for myself – I needed this. They said you needed to have time just to yourself to be the best person that you could be, right? That was what I would tell myself, anyway. I knew that guilt was normal – as a mother, you never stopped feeling it, not really. But for now, I would put it on the back burner and focus on having a good night out with Morgan.

      I wasn’t exactly dressed for an evening on the town – I had a black pencil skirt with a silk shirt tucked into it, with a pair of flats so that I could navigate easily around the office when I had to run from room to room. There were a pair of heels stashed in one of the cupboards around here that would fit me, and my bag was full of makeup that I had tossed in it with the hopes of actually slapping some on before I got to work this morning. I could come up with something that passed for date night, couldn’t I? Yeah, I could make this work. One way or another.

      As the time rolled around for our date, I started getting a little fluttery. How was he going to feel now that we were out of the little haven of his place up in Colorado? Maybe he would want to just head back to his place and hook up again, and I would have to break it to him that I could hardly stay overnight anywhere now that I was back in town. My kids would figure out that something was going on, and I had no intention of exposing them to this. At least, not quite so soon. He was a movie star, and I had a feeling that dropping them into the middle of whatever was happening between me and Morgan was only going to confuse them – and me. Besides, it didn’t strike me that Morgan much liked children, even though he had gamely played along with fixing up the toys while he had been with me.

      I let Morgan know that I was up for an evening with him, and he told me he would pick me up at six at work. It was funny. As soon as I knew that I would be seeing him again, some of the stress lifted from my shoulders, and I was able to focus on work for a bit.

      At half past five, I pulled out the stack of makeup that I had stashed in my purse and started doing my face. I’ve never been great at putting on a full face, but I managed to figure something out – a subtle smoky eye and a neutral lip that flattered my skin tone. I even brushed through my eyebrows and put a little product in them to keep them in place, though I’d never been able to figure out why that was important. Did your eyebrow hairs do a lot of wiggling around when you weren’t looking? Man, I was almost delirious with excitement – my brain was bounding off on thrilled little side notes, trying to distract me from everything that this night might have in store.

      Just before it rolled around to six, I got up from my desk, slid into the pair of heels that I had managed to come up with, and headed to the front of the building to meet my date for the evening. I thought I looked pretty good, actually. Maybe not red-carpet ready, but fancy dinner prepped, at least. But just as I reached the door, I heard a voice call out from behind me, and my heart sank.

      "Kari?”

      I turned around to find Adam standing there, his hands on his hips, eyeing me with incredulity from where he stood just outside his office. His hair looked a little messy, and I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes at the notion that his girlfriend had slid in there and fooled around with him when he was supposed to be working. They always made such a show of their public displays of affection; I was surprised he hadn’t asked her to put lipstick directly on his collar to complete the cliché.

      "Is everything alright?" I asked, praying that he wasn’t about to call me back in to pick up some work that I didn’t realize I had missed. I needed this tonight. I needed to indulge in my addiction to Morgan, needed to see him, needed to see if he felt the same way about me.

      "I don’t know, you tell me," he replied, tracing his eyes up and down my outfit. I felt instantly aware of every lump, every bump, and every clinging bit of fabric. I didn’t know how he could still have this kind of effect on me, but he did. I had been so used to bearing the brunt of his full commentary on my body for so long that seeing him even looking at me this hard made me uncomfortable.

      "Where are you going?” he demanded curtly. There was jealousy in his voice. Not jealousy that someone else was taking me out – no doubt, jealousy that I was going out at all.

      "I’m going out on a date," I replied stiffly, glancing toward the door. Morgan would be waiting for me outside by now. I should—

      "And this date of yours," Adam continued, in no rush to let me get anywhere. "Does he know?”

      "Does he know what?" I asked, uncomfortable.

      "Does he know that you didn’t exactly always look like this?” he asked. My heart dropped. I hated that he knew so much about me. Adam understood exactly which buttons to press to get me riled up, and it was working.

      "Yes, he does, as a matter of fact," I snapped back. "And he said it doesn’t matter to him—"

      Adam snorted, cutting me off.

      "Yeah, trust me, he might be saying that, but he doesn’t mean it," he replied coolly. His tone was confident, as though he knew exactly what he was talking about.

      "Adam—"

      "If he’d really seen you when you were at your worst, he’d understand," he shook his head, sounding regretful, as though he didn’t want to have to be the one to break this to me. I clenched my fists at my sides. I wanted to shove him away from me, but that would have only proved his point.

      "You might be able to play the dateable type for a while, but we both know you’re not going to be able to maintain this for long," he continued, waving his hand over my body as though it was a product in a store he didn’t care to shop at.

      "Adam, please…"

      "And as soon as this guy figures that out, he’s going to drop you and move on to the next thing," he sneered. "Or I don’t know, maybe he’ll stick around for a while and give you time to put on all of that weight again.”

      I was speechless. I had no words for him. He knew exactly what to say to hurt me – and now, I hurt. But before I could open my mouth to muster up some kind of response, I heard a voice from behind me.

      "What did you say to her?”

      I turned to find Morgan standing just behind a pillar next to the door – I wasn’t sure how long he’d been standing there, but judging by the look on his face, he had heard everything. My eyes widened as he stepped toward Adam, and I watched as my ex-husband seemed to shrink to about half of his natural size.

      "I asked you a question," Morgan demanded, glaring down at him. Adam sputtered a couple of times, looking to me as though for support, but he wasn’t getting any of that. Morgan put his hand on Adam’s shoulder, drawing his attention back around to him. Adam turned to look at him, and there was actual fear in his eyes – I know I shouldn’t have been pleased to see it there, but I was. He deserved this.

      "Just like I thought, you don’t have an answer for me," Morgan continued, his voice almost calm as he stared down at Adam. "Guys like you never do, do you? You just suck up to the most powerful person in the room and hope that you can ride their coattails to get what you want."

      Adam shook his head and started to speak, but Morgan wasn’t interested in hearing whatever it was Adam had to say.

      "You want to suck up to me, buddy? Make sure I never catch you talking to Kari like that, ever again. If I get so much of a hint that you’ve been anything other than sweetness and light to her, there’s going to be trouble, alright?"

      "Al-alright," Adam finally managed to sputter out after a long pause. Morgan removed his hand from his shoulder, his eyes still burning with rage. I had to clap my hand over my mouth to keep from letting out a giggle at the look on Adam’s face. I managed to keep it in, just in time for Morgan to turn his attention back to me. As soon as he laid eyes on me, his face cleared, and a smile spread across his lips, reaching his eyes.

      "Hey, Kari," he greeted me, striding toward me and planting a big kiss on my cheek.

      "Hey, Morgan," I replied, not bothering to look at Adam for a reaction.

      "You ready to go?” Morgan asked, and I nodded.

      "Well, I have a car waiting outside," he replied. "Let’s get out of here."

      And with that, I followed him out of the building and into the parking lot beyond. I tucked my arm through his, and as the cool evening air hit me, I couldn’t help but smile. Yeah, I knew that our encounter with Adam could land us in some trouble in the future – what if he tried to sabotage the project to make sure that Morgan didn’t get one over on him? What if he pushed me to work more to keep me away from him? There was so much that he could do, but I was honestly past caring about it. Morgan had stood up for me. Morgan had defended me against Adam. Morgan had made it clear that he wanted me and that he didn’t care who knew it.

      "You alright?" he asked as we reached the car. I nodded. Adam’s words should have been ringing in my ears, but instead, Morgan’s defense of me was running around my head.

      "Yeah, I am," I assured him as I slipped into the seat next to his. "Let’s get out of here."
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      As soon as we pulled away from her workplace, I felt the giddiness coming off of her in waves. I wasn’t sure if she was just glad to see me again or amused at the way that I had given that ex of hers the chewing out of his life, but either way, she couldn’t keep the smile off her face.

      "It’s so good to see you again," she finally told me, glancing over in my direction and smiling widely. I grinned back.

      "Yeah, it’s great to see you as well," I agreed. "I’ve been thinking about you so much since the trip. I was—"

      Luckily, my gushing was interrupted by her phone buzzing in her pocket. She drew it out swiftly and pulled a worried face when she saw who was on the other end of the line.

      "Is everything okay?” I asked. I guessed that it might be her ex, throwing a tantrum of some kind to try and sabotage our evening. Well, he could just try. I would go back there and tell him off again if I had to. I rolled my shoulders back, already thinking about how much I wanted to land a punch on him. It had taken everything I’d had not to belt him one right then and there when I’d heard him telling Kari that I would get tired of her, but I had restrained myself because I didn’t want to get her in any kind of trouble.

      She answered the call, lifting her finger to keep me quiet.

      "Clara? Clara, hey.

      You okay? The kids okay?" she asked. I glanced over and watched her face drop as whatever Clara told her turned out to be anything but good news.

      "Really? You couldn’t – no, no, of course, I get it," she agreed, pinching the bridge of her nose between her fingers and wincing. "Yeah. Yeah, of course, I’ll be back as soon as I can."

      She hung up the phone and tucked it back into her pocket, letting out a long sigh.

      "Look, Morgan, I’m really sorry to have to do this, but Clara’s got the flu, and she doesn’t want to give it to the kids," she sighed. "I’m going to have to go back there and look after them myself tonight. You mind if we take a raincheck on this evening?”

      "I mean, we can if you want," I replied. "Or I can come down with you and help you out with them."

      She gave me a hard look.

      "Are you serious?”

      "Why wouldn’t I be serious?” I replied. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing in that moment; I just knew that I wanted to spend this evening with her, and I didn’t want anything to get in the way of that. Not her ex, not her babysitter, not anything.

      "Because I just don’t think of you as the..." she searched for the right words, and apparently came back with a fresh blank. I was a little disappointed, given that I had picked out this fancy place in town for us to go eat at, but actually, the thought of being somewhere more private with her was way more tempting.

      "Are you sure you want to be around the kids?” she asked gently, giving me one last chance to back out of this if I wanted to. I nodded, even though I wasn’t really sure what in the name of hell I was actually saying.

      "Yeah, I do," I replied. "If you’ll let me."

      "Alright, but no funny business in front of the kids," she warned me playfully. "I don’t want them to think of you as anything other than my friend."

      "I’ll be on my best behavior, I promise," I swore to her.

      "Well, then, I think we should do it," she agreed, sounding excited and a little hesitant, as though she was maybe wondering if this was a good idea at all, but she had decided to run with it for now.

      "Give me the directions, and I’ll drive us there," I replied. She directed me back to her house, texting Clara on the way. Clara was dropping the kids back at their place after some afternoon activity. My heart was beating a little faster than normal, and I had no idea why. They were just kids, after all. Kids. Kids couldn’t do me any harm. They were too small for that.

      We drove back to her place, and I did my best to keep it together. I was starting to get a little nervous, if I were being honest, and I didn’t want to show that to her – not when I was supposed to be the man in charge here.

      She pulled her feet from her shoes and sighed as she stretched them out against the bottom of the car. I noticed, for the first time, that she had a tiny tattoo of a heart on the instep of her foot. I gestured down at it.

      "What’s that?" I asked, and she glanced down to see what I was talking about, as though she had forgotten it was there at all.

      "It’s my heart," she replied with a smile, reaching down to trace her fingers over the shape of it. It was a pale pink that almost matched the color of her skin. If you hadn’t been looking for it, there was no way you would have noticed the thin black outline that curled just below her foot.

      "I got it last year to remind myself to love myself," she explained. "I’m not sure it always works, but it’s good to have it there, you know? When I see it, I take a second to remember why I got it."

      "I think it’s really cute," I remarked as we took the last turn onto her street. Alright, it was show time – now or never. I was half-tempted to just turn the car around and shoot back home, but I was here now, and I wasn’t going to let her down.

      "Thanks," she replied, smiling at me. She hesitated for a moment once I’d drawn the car to a halt, putting her hand on the door and looking into her house.

      "You think this is a good idea?" she asked me again. I patted her hand gently.

      "Hey, look, I’m here now," I reminded her. "If you don’t want me to come in, that’s fine. But I just want to spend some time with you, and if this is the only way we get to do it, then I’ll take it. Any day of the week."

      She leaned over to me and planted a kiss on my lips, catching me off-guard but making me smile. Then she swiftly fixed her hair behind her ear and climbed out of the car.

      "Alright, let’s do this," I muttered to myself as I followed her. I was nervous, sure, but I could do this – I took in the exterior to her house, making like I was scouting out shooting locations. Yeah, it looked like the kind of place that you would use to shoot a warm family comedy. Not a horror movie, for sure. Now, I just had to find a way to get into character and stay there.

      She unlocked the door and stepped inside. Within an instant, a couple of kids came barreling in. A boy and a girl, the girl a little taller than the boy, both of them with Kari’s dirty-blonde hair. They hugged her tight, and she hugged them back. The look on her face was that of such bliss that I didn’t want to say a word to ruin it.

      "Olivia, Sammy," Kari pulled away from them and turned to me. "This is Morgan."

      "Hi," I greeted them as I stepped forward and smiled. I wasn’t sure if it looked natural. It didn’t feel natural. What if they recognized me from one of my movies? They would have been a little out of the age range, but kids these days could find anything online...

      "He’s a friend of mine, and he’s going to be helping out around the house tonight," she continued, and then she shot a look at me. "Right, Morgan?”

      "Right," I agreed. I had no idea what helping out around the house actually looked like, since I had a cleaner and I tended to eat out instead of cooking, but I looked forward to finding out exactly what that meant.

      "Alright. Let’s get inside, shall we?” Kari suggested, hustling the kids back into the house. "We have a lot to get done tonight. But I need something to eat first."

      I slid inside the house behind them and took the place in once I was on the inside. It was so different than anywhere I’d been in a long time, so normal. Hell, I wasn’t even sure I had lived somewhere like this growing up. My entire life, I had been wrapped up in this crazy world that had nothing to do with real life, but here I was, in this little house, with a real family. And it felt more real than ever.

      I was surprised at how nice the place looked, which I knew was my natural fancy-ass instincts kicking in and not a reflection of how she was as a person. I knew that her cash situation wasn’t exactly perfect, but the house was cozy and nicely-decorated, clean and tidy and neat. On a few walls, pictures that the kids had drawn were hanging, brightening up the dark corners with color and light. The house had an open-plan living room and kitchen and dining area, and the kids had a few books and toys scattered in front of the couch where they had been playing before we had arrived back.

      Kari headed straight to the kitchen, but I caught her arm and shook my head.

      "Let me cook," I suggested. She raised her eyebrows at me in amusement.

      "You’re serious?” she asked, her voice incredulous.

      "I wouldn’t have been able to keep myself alive all of this time if I hadn’t been able to at least cook something," I pointed out to her. She shrugged and gestured for me to lead on.

      "Well, show us what you can do," she replied. I headed to the kitchen and got myself acquainted with it – I hadn’t had to cook for myself for a long time, but the nanny I’d had growing up had shown me how to make a couple of pasta dishes back in the day. I could just about remember her recipe for a vegetarian bolognese, and it was made of enough pantry staples that I guessed I would easily be able to knock it out for them.

      I started to cook, chopping the onion roughly and trying to guess how much little kids would eat apiece. Behind me, Kari had started hanging out with the kids, and the bunch of them were giggling and laughing as they chatted and drew and shifted toys around. I kept on stealing looks at them over my shoulder, and I wondered how many times they’d spent their evenings doing this, just the three of them. Was that ex of hers involved? She hadn’t spoken to me much about him, but judging from the way he had treated her earlier this evening, I would wager a guess that he wasn’t exactly making an effort to treat her exceptionally well.

      Once the food was on the stove and bubbling away – making the house smelled beautiful, all fresh and savory – I made my way over to join them, crouching down a few inches away so that I didn’t intrude.

      "How’s it going?” I asked a little nervously. Olivia looked up at me, and I started – she had her mother’s eyes, so striking that it was almost uncanny.

      "Well, I’m getting some homework done, but they’re just playing," Olivia replied, gesturing to her mother and her brother. She was sitting in front of an open notepad, doodling on it.

      "Looks like you’re being very productive," I agreed with her. She beamed at me, and Kari reached over to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear.

      "Looks like you’re just drawing to me," Kari remarked gently, and Olivia snapped her head up to look at her mother, instantly on the defensive.

      "That’s not true!” she protested, and Kari laughed.

      "Hey, it’s fine. Why don’t you come help us?” she suggested, pushing the blocks that she had been playing with toward Olivia. Sammy was a little younger than Olivia, and he kept on stealing glances at me, as though he could hardly get his head around being near me at all.

      "Yeah, you can’t get your work done until you’ve had something to eat," I pointed out. "You need your brain power, don’t you?”

      "I guess you’re right," Olivia sighed in agreement, and I sat down on my butt and reached over to pick up one of the blocks. It was just like the ones that I had been working on when we had been back in the cabin, and I couldn’t help but smile when I saw it.

      "You should take a shot at these," Kari suggested, her mind obviously heading to the same place that mine was.

      "What do you mean?” Olivia asked, furrowing her brow in my direction.

      "I helped your Mom out by fixing up some old toy blocks recently," I explained.

      "Is that what you do?” Sammy asked, his eyes wide, speaking at last. "You fix toys?"

      "Yeah," I agreed with a smile at Kari. "That’s what I do."

      "Like Santa?"

      "Like Santa," I nodded, and Olivia looked at me with surprise. She seemed to be doubting what I was saying, so I shot her a wink, letting her know that we were just playing a game to please her brother. She smiled back at me and returned her attention to the toys.

      "I’m going to get a drink," Kari announced, getting to her feet. I didn’t want to be left alone with the kids, so I sprang up to join her at once.

      "You doing okay?" I asked her, and she nodded. She was smiling so wide, it looked as though she was going to split her face in two.

      "It’s so amazing, seeing you with the kids," she remarked.

      "Well, I’m flying by the seat of my pants here," I replied with a chuckle. "Seriously, I don’t think I’ve ever spent this much time around children before in my life."

      "Maybe you should," she replied, cocking her head at me and smiling flirtatiously. "It suits you."

      I wasn’t sure why, but something about hearing those words come out of her mouth sent a shock down my spine. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but I didn’t like it. I decided to turn my attention back to cooking for now and leave her to hang out with the kids. Short, sharp bursts – that was the best course of action for me and the little humans through there.

      As I cooked, I couldn’t help but think back to the nanny who had taught me this in the first place. Her name had been Amaya – God only knew if she was still alive these days – and she had had soft gray hair and a gentle smile and a kindness to her that I’d found myself craving whenever I wasn’t around her. She’d always brought me into the kitchen when she was cooking, making sure that I could see what she was doing and explaining how this ingredient added to the depth of flavor and how that one balanced out the other. It was all coming back to me, and doing this made me feel safe, the way being around her had made me feel safe as a child.

      Before long, the meal was cooked, and Kari was beside me, helping me lay it all out on the table. The kids gathered round, and Kari helped Sammy into his seat.

      "I can manage by myself," he protested, and she planted a kiss on his head.

      "Yeah, but I like helping you," she replied as she took her own seat. "This looks brilliant, Morgan. Thank you."

      We started eating, and the kids chatted about school and their friends and the playground they had been at that evening. For once, I was more than happy to just sit back and let the conversation flow over me. It was so nice to be listening to something other than the social stats of the latest studio release or how exactly I was supposed to schmooze the head of a new production company. This was real life, as real as it came, and I was already realizing that it was much nicer than whatever I had been doing these last few years. Easier and gentler. Kinder, almost. Nobody here was trying to play games or win at something they didn’t even know how to play. We were just spending time with each other, hanging out. And I was more than happy to just sit back and let it all wash over me.

      Once dinner was finished, Olivia helped me clear away the dishes while Kari took Sammy for a bath.

      "You going to get your homework done now?” I asked, hoping that my attempts at conversation were enough to impress her. Olivia shook her head.

      "No, I want to play a bit more," she replied, smiling at me. Her eyes were shining, as though she couldn’t believe that I was really here. I knew how she felt. I had never exactly pictured myself playing house, let alone doing it so enthusiastically.

      Kari eventually emerged with Sammy once more, all scrubbed down and clean, to find us playing with blocks on the floor in front of the television.

      

      This was so calming. I could have done this all day if I wanted to. Hell, all night. Fuck, I could have gone right ahead and done this forever if I’d had the chance.

      As soon as that thought crossed my mind, something in me seized up. It was just like it had been when the same thought had entered my head with regards to Kari, but worse. Because this was something far more than just having a crush on a woman I liked. This was her entire life. This was her entire family. This was everything that I had spent such a studiously long time trying to make sure that I never got near, that never got near to me. Family wasn’t something I could do, and there was a good reason for that. It wasn’t who I was. It had never been who I was. The thought of being involved with something like this for the rest of my life, of being responsible for caring for these kids and keeping them from the harm that the world could mete out against them – it was far too much for me.

      I got to my feet, suddenly. Kari looked up at me, her brows furrowed.

      "Everything okay?" she asked. I nodded.

      "Yeah, yeah," I replied. I was already looking for my coat in a blind panic. I was being an ass, but I couldn’t stick around here a minute longer. I wished I could take her aside to explain it to her, but even if I had been able to get Kari by herself, I wasn’t sure I would have been able to get the words out.

      "I just remembered, I have a meeting with my agent tonight," I lied to her quickly. "I won’t be able to stay. I should get back – I should get back to the city."

      "Alright," Kari replied, getting to her feet. "At least let me—"

      But before she could finish whatever it was she had to say, I was out the door. I wanted to stay and explain myself to her, but I felt as though the walls of that place were closing in on me. If I’d stayed a moment longer, I wasn’t sure I would ever have made it out of there at all. I hated myself for it, hated myself for what a coward I had been, for how unable I was to deal with anything like family. But I couldn’t. I wasn’t sure if I ever would be able to.

      I climbed into the car and slammed the door behind me, gripping the wheel for a moment before I pulled away. Well, if she hadn’t thought I was a freak before, then she certainly thought I was now. I could kiss goodbye to any chance I might have had with Kari. Whatever we’d had, it was over. And it was all my fault.
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      I sat there at my desk, staring blankly at the computer all over again, counting down the minutes until I could get off work for good. This reminded me of the day when I was supposed to go out with Morgan, the one that had ended with him fleeing from my house as though someone had set his ass on fire.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. I really shouldn’t have. I had invited him to my place, and it had all been way too much for him. Who could blame him? It was a hell of a lot for him to take in, even if he had been the one to suggest it in the first place. He had made dinner, played with the kids, made them laugh – and then up and bolted out of there before I could so much as ask him if he wanted something to eat for the road.

      And since then, he had been avoiding me like it was his full-time job. None of my calls to him had been answered, and the replies to my texts had been curt at best and straight brush-offs at worst. I had considered reaching out to his agent in the hopes of getting through to him that way, but I had decided that would be a little too desperate for what I was trying to convey.

      But the fact of the matter was that I was desperate. I didn’t know what the hell I had done wrong. He at least owed me that explanation, right? He had gone from blowing up my phone and inviting himself around to see my kids to running out of my house and ignoring my messages like his life depended on it.

      At least I was going out to see Clara tonight – maybe she would be enough to keep me from completely losing my mind over this. She had been my savior in this whole situation, from babysitting the kids while I was away to helping me unpack when I returned, and I figured it was about time that I filled her in on the juicy details and asked for her advice on what to do next.

      The day finally dragged itself to a close, and I headed home to hang out with the kids and put them to bed before Clara got there. I was so ready for a glass of wine and a girl’s night. I felt as though I had been far removed from the person I usually was, and I wanted to get back to her. Because she wouldn’t have been dumb enough to fall in love with a movie star who was a notorious playboy and think that anything good would come from it.

      I tidied up the house and tried not to think about what it had been like when Morgan had been in here with me just a few days before. The house had felt so full of life again, in a way it hadn’t for so many years – a full family filling it out for a change. But now, it was empty again. No, not empty. I couldn’t think of it like that. It was the same as it had been before Morgan had turned up, and it was the same as it was going to be from here on out. And that was just fine. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      Clara finally turned up, just a few minutes late for a change, which was new for her. She rolled out of a cab with a bottle of white wine and gave me a tight hug as soon as she was through the door.

      "And here I thought you’d be spending all of your free time with your movie star boyfriend!” she teased me, keeping her voice low so that the kids didn’t hear her. We walked to the family room, which had really just been transformed into our hanging-out space since it was far enough away from the kids’ rooms so as not to wake them when we got giggly.

      I guessed she noticed how my face dropped as soon as those words came out of her mouth because concern filled her voice as she caught my arm and spoke again.

      "Is everything okay, Kari? What’s going on?”

      "I don’t know," I admitted, shaking my head. "I just...it’s so hard, you know? I thought we really had something going on between us, and then..."

      "Then what?” she asked, grabbing a couple of glasses from the kitchen and following me down to the family room with the bottle of wine tucked under her arm.

      "And then he just vanished off the face of the earth," I replied with a sigh.

      "What are you talking about?” she asked as we closed the door behind us and sank into the big, squishy seats. I couldn’t help but let out a sigh of relief. It was so good to be here, after what felt like so long away – not just literally, during my trip with Morgan, but metaphorically, too. I didn’t want to get so far from myself ever again. It didn’t suit me.

      "Well, he came around here one night – we were supposed to be going out, but you had the flu, so I was just going to head home," I explained. "And he said that we should come here so that he could meet the kids."

      "Oh!” she exclaimed, sounding surprised. "Well, that’s a good sign, right?"

      "Yeah, that’s what I thought," I agreed. "But then, out of nowhere, he just up and left, and I’ve barely heard from him since."

      "What – he just ran out of here?”

      "Basically," I nodded.

      "But why would he do that?” Clara wondered aloud. I pressed my lips together.

      "I honestly think I have an idea," I admitted. It had been something I had been trying to push down inside me, but it was time that I confronted what was very likely the truth about why Morgan had all of a sudden lost interest in me when things had been going so well.

      "Oh, yeah?" she asked, raising her eyebrows and taking a sip of her wine.

      "He probably just realized that I’m not exactly his type," I confessed. "I mean, think about it. Think about all of the women he must have been with before he even met me. I hardly fall into that category, do I? It’s not exactly like I’m another supermodel for him to take out on his arm."

      "I really don’t think it’s that," she told me gently, but I was on a roll now, connected to the idea and unable to let it go.

      "He probably came down here and saw all of this – you know, all of this domesticity, my real life," I went on. "And he realized that he couldn’t do it. Hell, can you imagine how boring this kind of life must seem to him? Given the kind of life he’s always lived?"

      "Kari, you’re not boring," she told me firmly. "Nothing about you is boring."

      "But why would he be with me when he could go off and be with some young, gorgeous supermodel or something?” I went on, my voice cracking around the edges.

      "Because you’re special."

      "Because that’s what Adam wanted," I continued, the words tumbling out of me hopelessly. I couldn’t stop myself now that I had started – all of those insecurities that I had done such a good job trying to keep down all this time, they were bubbling up to the surface. I hated that I couldn’t control them, but there was nothing I could do.

      "And I’m only going to get older," I pointed out. "I’m only going to get older, and all of the women who are throwing themselves at him, they’re just going to stay the same age. Why wouldn’t he want to go for one of them instead of me? He can play at being the down-to-earth guy, but it’s just not who he is. It can’t be, not with—"

      "Kari," Clara interrupted me, holding up her hand to stop me dead in my tracks. "Kari, take a deep breath there, sweetie."

      I stopped myself and inhaled deeply. She was right. I wasn’t going to help anyone or anything by running my mouth like that, coming up with stuff that I didn’t even know was true. I was projecting a hell of a lot onto him, but then again, he was the one who had ramped things up and then dropped away like nothing at all had happened between us. Maybe I was acting a little crazy, but he was the one who had put me in this mindset to begin with. I should never have opened myself up to him.

      "Kari, I know that it’s hard for you – I know, with Adam and everything, you haven’t exactly had the best luck with men over the last few years," she remarked gently. She was being so kind to me that I was about to burst into tears again. I was a mom; I was supposed to be the one who did all the comforting. Whenever someone else cared for me, it felt as though I was sacrificing something, opening myself up to someone in a way that scared me a little. I looked up at Clara and managed a smile to keep from crying.

      "How do you know Morgan really isn’t just taking some time to figure things out for the charity?" she pointed out. "Maybe he just needs a little space for that, you know?"

      "Yeah, I guess," I muttered. But I didn’t believe it. I couldn’t believe it. The doubts had taken root in my mind, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to shift them any time soon.

      "Look," Clara sighed, clearly bothered by the low opinion I had of myself as far as this relationship went.

      "This man wouldn’t have taken you away for a romantic break if he hadn’t actually liked you, right?" she reminded me. "And you said he doesn’t exactly do stuff like this a lot. Maybe he’s just taking some time to adapt to it. You know, to get his head around the new stuff he’s trying out.”

      "Maybe," I conceded finally. She leaned over and squeezed my hand.

      "If he misses out on you, then he’s an idiot anyway," she replied firmly. "And you know that I’ve got your back with this, honey. No matter what. I’m not going to let him hurt you."

      "Good to know," I replied, forcing myself to smile at her.

      "Thank you for this, Clara," I murmured. "And for everything. The kids, the house – I wouldn’t have been able to do any of this if it weren’t for you."

      "Just make me best woman at your fancy Hollywood wedding, alright?” she suggested, making me laugh. I was still feeling a little wobbly, but much better than I had been.

      "Yeah, alright," I agreed. "Though let’s not get ahead of ourselves now, shall we?”

      "I’ll get as ahead of myself as I like," she teased as she took a sip of her wine. And just like that, some of the stress started to lift. I was beginning to believe everything that she was telling me, which was nothing short of a miracle. Now, I just needed Morgan to come through, and I could actually believe that whatever was happening between us was real.

      The next day at work, I did my best to focus on work and distract myself from the Morgan situation. I knew that Adam would be keeping a close eye on me, making sure that I wasn’t going out or doing something he didn’t like. Morgan might have scared him, but he would still nitpick to make sure that I wasn’t happy as long as he could get away with it. Lucky for him, Morgan wasn’t causing too much of a problem – I hadn’t heard from him in forever, and I was starting to get really concerned.

      Around two in the afternoon, my phone buzzed on my desk. I was sure it was just one of the suppliers for the Christmas event we were putting together calling for another interminable ten-minute discussion about exactly what shade of red we were looking for, but when I looked down at the screen, my heart skipped a beat when I saw that it was Morgan.

      I answered at once, giving no thought to being cool and playing it like I hadn’t been waiting for this all day long.

      "Morgan," I greeted him with excitement. "How’s it going? Are you—"

      "Can you take the rest of the day off?”

      His words were crisp and clear and not something I could argue with. I started, surprised.

      "Uh, I’m at work right now…"

      "And what I need you to do is work-related," he assured me. "Trust me. I’ll send a car over for you. It should be there in ten minutes, alright?”

      I glanced around the office. I was supposed to be taking care of work today. But wasn’t this work, too? He was supposed to be working with us, and I was just going along to make sure that the biggest celebrity catch of our entire charity history wasn’t about to go slip-sliding through our fingers.

      "Alright," I agreed. "But I have to be back in time to pick up the kids.”

      "I’ll make sure of it," he promised, and there was a warmth to his voice that made my stomach crackle with excitement. This sounded like the Morgan I had known, the Morgan who had taken me away on that trip. The Morgan I had been desperate to see again ever since.

      I quickly got ready – well, I had no idea what I was getting ready for, but I did my best anyway. Makeup, hair brushed, and straightened clothes. I headed outside, sending Adam an email to let him know that I would be out of office for the rest of the day, deciding to skip an actual conversation where I would have to explain where I was headed.

      By the time I got outside, a car was already there waiting for me. I couldn’t help but smile. He took care of me so well, making sure that everything in my life ran smoothly when I was around him. It was incredibly sweet to be taken care of so well, especially given that I was usually the one doing the taking care of others. I enjoyed it, and I wanted the chance to get used to it.

      The car took off, and I leaned back in the seat and watched as the scenery outside whipped by the window. I still had no idea where I was going, but I had learned that, when around Morgan, it was best not to ask at all and assume that he knew what he was doing.

      The car drew up to the large gates of an enormous lot, and I peered out of the window to see if I could make out where we were. There was a sign above the gate, but the doors opened to us before I got a chance to read it. I leaned back, staring out across the lot – and suddenly, I saw it.

      "No way," I muttered to myself. I almost burst out laughing right there in the back of the car. I was looking at an enormous poster with a woman and a man beaming brightly over at me against a yellow background. I recognized it at once. Who wouldn’t? It was Amber and Stephen’s Afternoon Snack, the local talk show that everyone had at least caught a few dozen episodes of over the years, whether they’d intended to or not.

      The car came to a halt, and I climbed out, a little nervous at the thought of being surrounded by all of the people I had watched on TV before. But I couldn’t get too worried because my feet had barely hit the ground before Morgan emerged from the side entrance to the building and greeted me.

      "Kari," he smiled at me and leaned down to plant a kiss on my cheek – it could have passed for platonic, but I knew it was anything but.

      "I’m so glad you could make it," he continued. He was confident and in-control – he had probably been at a dozen afternoon talk show studios over the years, so none of this was new to him. Still, I felt as though people were giving me funny looks, wondering what the hell I was doing in this place. I shifted on the spot, wishing I could ease into this a little smoother.

      "So, you got me away from work for this?” I asked, prompting him to let me know what was happening.

      "Well, this is work-related," he assured me with a smile. "Trust me."

      "Are you going to tell me what we’re doing here?" I asked him, and he grinned.

      "I booked us a segment on this talk show," he explained, gesturing to the building behind him. "Said I could come on here if they let you talk about the charity a little bit, about the project."

      "Is that where you’ve been for the last few days?” I asked, and he nodded.

      "I didn’t mean to drop off the face of the earth, but I wanted to come up with something that was actually practical and would help," he explained. "I heard this show has a pretty good reach, so that should be something, right?”

      "Yeah, that should be something," I agreed, beaming up at him.

      "So, you’ll do it?” he asked. I laughed.

      "You probably should have let me know this is what you were doing before you brought me out here," I remarked to him. "Actually given me a choice as to whether I wanted to do it, you know?”

      "Well, do you?” he asked playfully. I chuckled.

      "Look, I’m here now, and I’m not going to leave you in the lurch," I assured him. "I’ve never done a talk show before, though. If I’m terrible, you’re going to have to jump in and cover for me."

      "They have a list of some of the questions they want to ask you in the makeup room. You can run through some answers with me first, if you want?”

      "That would be awesome," I agreed, and, without thinking, I linked my arm through his. I knew that it might look a touch too flirtatious for my own good, but I could live with that. He had organized all of this for us, for the charity, for me. He hadn’t vanished; he had been doing a good deed. He was the man I had thought he was all this time. I had been right about him. And that was all that mattered.

      "You’ve really never done this before, huh?" he teased me gently as we made our way into the studio.

      "Not all of us have movies to promote, buddy," I reminded him playfully as I took my first step into the studio. It felt different in here, like it was somehow removed from the real world at large. But I liked that. Because it meant that I could be here with my man, away from the rest of the planet, just me and him hiding out in this place. And I was just fine with that.
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      "Oh my God, I’m so nervous!”

      Kari was practically hopping from foot to foot beside me as she waited for us to be led onto the set to start our shoot for the day. I touched her shoulder gently, trying to get her to stop dancing on the spot. She seemed soothed, at least for a moment, and came to a halt.

      "I’m going to make such an ass of myself," she fretted. "What if I just forget how to speak or something? What if I—"

      "Kari," I cut her off before she could freak herself out any further. "You need to take a breath, alright? You’re going to be just fine. Trust me."

      "You promise?” she asked, and I smiled and nodded at her.

      "Promise."

      "Alright, Morgan and Kari, we need you out on set in the next thirty seconds," a woman with a mic and headphones called in our direction. I squeezed Kari’s hand gently, letting her know I was here for her. And then, at last, we headed out onto the stage.

      These places were always so bright – probably to make sure that the audience didn’t get too close of a look at the hosts they were meant to be watching. I had never been on this particular show before, but the man and woman running the show seemed about standard-issue for what you got when it came to stuff like this – overly made-up, a little older than they probably would like their audience to know about, and with big, plastic smiles slapped on, even during the ad breaks.

      "You alright?" I asked Kari as we sank into the seats opposite them. She looked a little wobbly, as though she might keel over on her feet at any second.

      "Yeah, I’m good," she replied, but she was shushed loudly by one of the floor staff. She clasped her hands in her lap and took a deep breath as the floor manager counted down to us being live on air once again. I smiled at her just as we flicked back on to live, and she managed to return it.

      "Welcome back to Afternoon Snack!” the woman announced brightly to the camera. Just a moment before, she had been gazing off into space, looking as though she was considering what she was going to have for dinner that evening, but now, she was back in full force. It was a little startling, seeing the difference between the two versions of herself, but I supposed I shouldn’t be too surprised by it – I was an actor, after all.

      "And this afternoon, we’re joined by Kari and Morgan," the man picked up. I knew I should know their names, but they had slipped my mind. I glanced around the studio, looking for something branded with their names on it, and came up with a flat nothing. Damn. I would just have to hope that Kari had done a better job than me on actually taking all of this in and let her lead by example.

      "Morgan, I’m sure most of our viewers know who you are," the woman – Amber? Amber sounded right – turned her attention to me, that megawatt smile aimed in my direction. "Would you like to tell us a little about why you’re here with us today?”

      "Actually, I think Kari is better suited to tell you about the project we’re working on together," I replied, glancing over at Kari. She flashed me a slightly panicked look but managed to compose herself enough to turn her attention back to Amber.

      "Yes," she began, her voice trembling a little – but she was holding it together. "I’ve been working – running…I’ve been running the charity for about ten years now..."

      And with that, she was off. She spoke well on the charity, passionately, the kind of expression that PR people would have paid a fortune for in pure sincerity. She told Amber about the drive for presents, about my work in publicizing the charity, and about what they hoped to achieve this year with their output. As she went on, she became more and more confident, the words coming smoother and faster until it just sounded like she was on the other end of a business meeting. I interjected where I thought was appropriate, but I let her take the lead. For her first time on a talk show, she was doing a great job – my first time, I’d had a little too much to drink and had wound up uploaded to social media as a sideshow amusement that weekend.

      But she was perfectly in control, and I could see that this was coming easy to her now that she had gotten on a roll. I was actually proud of her. It was strange – I couldn’t remember the last time I had looked at someone pulling something out of the bag and felt anything other than mild jealousy, but I was pleased to see her so totally calm and in control of the situation. This would be wonderful PR for the charity, reaching a wider audience than anything they had done before. I was just glad I could pull a few strings to make it happen for her. There wasn’t much I wouldn’t have done to help her out.

      "Well, Kari, that’s just fantastic," Amber nodded, and I could tell from the tone of her voice that we were about to move on to something else entirely. I shifted in my seat, ready to make a break for it as soon as she made the transition into an ad break or a human interest story. But instead, she turned her attention on to me.

      "But obviously, Morgan, there’s a bigger reason you’ve chosen to get involved with this cause," she remarked to me. I froze on the spot. Amber was playing it cool, but her eyes were shining, and I could tell that she sensed she was on the brink of breaking something big.

      "I’m very passionate about the project," I replied, trying to keep my tone neutral. But Amber was far from done with me yet.

      "But there’s more to this, isn’t there?” she continued, leaning in. I didn’t know what she was talking about. I had taken a look over the questions before I had come in here, and all of them had pretty much been covered at this point. I couldn’t figure this out.

      "I’m not sure what you’re asking," I admitted, laughing it off, hoping that it was just some bit of conversational connective tissue that I’d missed by drifting off for a moment. She narrowed her eyes at me.

      "You’re passionate about providing a safe environment for these children because you were abused as a child," she told me. "Isn’t that correct?"

      As soon as the words came out of her mouth, everything froze to silence. I couldn’t think about anything else, couldn’t listen to anything. The mumbles of the floor-staff faded to obscurity in my ears. There was no way in hell she could have asked what I thought she had just asked, had she? I must have misheard her. I managed a smile, leaning forward.

      "Sorry, could you repeat the question?”

      "You were abused as a child," she repeated calmly. The man beside her was giving me a hard look, as though he was waiting for me to crack and come out with it. I couldn’t deal with this. She couldn’t be asking me that.

      "I don’t know what you’re talking about," I finally managed to get the words out. It wasn’t much, but it was something. I could just get up, get out of here, hit the road, and do some press conference about what a dirty liar this woman was and how they’d had me confused with another guest or something. I didn’t know exactly how I was going to sell that, but I would find a way.

      Someone must have told them. But the only person I had admitted it to was Kari. I glanced over at her. She was looking at me with a horrified expression on her face. Guilt? Was it guilt? I was so angry, I wanted to tear lumps out of this couch and hurl the giant screen with their grinning faces on it through a wall. The studio was completely silent, as though everyone was waiting for me to respond.

      "If we could keep this focused on the charity—"

      I did my best to turn the conversation back to what we were actually here to discuss, but she wasn’t having any of it.

      "We’re curious, Morgan, to understand what your motivation is for getting involved in something like this," she continued smoothly, as though she had rehearsed this in front of a mirror a few times before she had come out to say it to my face. That thought infuriated me. How long had they been planning this?

      "As we all know, you’ve had plenty of trouble with your reputation over the years," she remarked. "And with your personal life. Is this some way to redeem that? A chance for you to make right what went so wrong in your childhood?”

      "I really don’t feel comfortable—"

      "We’re just trying to get to the truth of this, Morgan," she continued. Her persistent use of my name flared a circuit in my head. It was like she was trying to pretend that she actually knew me, that she understood me, that all of this wasn’t just for views and controversy.

      "Perhaps you think your abuse makes it alright for you to act out," she pressed. "Maybe you think that the world owes you for the way you were treated, and now you have the right to lash back at everyone around you?”

      "What the hell are you talking about?" I snarled back at her. I knew I wasn’t helping my case, but I didn’t care. How dare she just come in here and act like she fucking understood anything about me? In what world was it alright to air dirty laundry like this on some shitty daytime talk show, with no warning that it was going to come up at all?

      "I think you know," she replied, her voice faux-soft, like she was trying to convince me that everything was going to be just fine. But it wasn’t. This woman – this show – had just exposed all of the secrets I had been trying to keep to myself for so long. I wanted to yell at the top of my lungs, to shove over the table, to storm out, but I felt as though I was stuck to the couch. I hated this. I wanted to leave, but I felt helpless. Kari was there next to me, but she might as well have been a million miles away for how alone I felt at that moment.

      "Morgan, can we get an answer from you?” Amber pushed me. And with that, I finally felt something in me give.

      "That is none of your fucking business," I shot back. I knew that I would get chewed out for cursing, but I couldn’t have given less of a shit. Everything that I had tried to keep to myself was on the line now, about to be exposed, and none of it was something I could keep from reacting to. I felt like I had with Kari in that car – exposed and torn open – except this was happening on a much bigger scale, and I had no control over how it went out to the world.

      "This is a disgusting invasion of privacy," I continued, my voice low, reaching for the microphone that was pinned to my lapel and tearing it off. I didn’t want it anywhere near me anymore. If they thought they could just use me like this – just expose me because their shitty little show needed better ratings – they had another damn thing coming.

      "Where the hell did you get this information, anyway?” I demanded, glaring at her furiously. She shifted in her seat and for the first time actually had the good sense to look a little embarrassed at what she was doing for views.

      "We received the information from an anonymous source," she replied coolly. They hadn’t expected this reaction from me – that much was obvious. But how could they not have? They were dumping this on me out of nowhere; they couldn’t have expected me to just sit there and take it.

      "I’m leaving," I told her as I got to my feet and tossed the microphone down on my seat. Everyone in the studio was silent as I turned and stormed off of the set. I wasn’t going to spend another fucking second here, not for a moment. I hated this. I hated them. I hated Kari because she had to have been the one who’d told them. Nobody else knew. She must have been the one to expose me to someone. But why? Who? When?

      I strode out through the studio, not looking back for a moment. Nobody stopped me. I guess, in that way, my reputation was a helping hand, since they probably thought I would freak out and attack them if they came too close to me. And honestly, yes, I wasn’t sure that I had it in me to contain myself after what they had just done to me.

      I made it outside and gulped in a huge breath of air. Now that I was back in the real world, the weight of what had happened was tumbling down on top of me so fast, I could hardly keep up with it. This was insane. How could they have done this? How much had Kari known? How could she have figured out that we were going to come on this show and made sure that they knew what to ask me? I had only gotten the call from them the day before, and I had assumed it was about the charity because it was getting closer to Christmas. But clearly, they’d had something else in mind for my tenure on the show. Something much darker.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned, ready to chew out whatever hapless studio staff member had been sent out to bring me back to finish the interview. But instead, I found Kari chasing after me, her microphone ripped off, her eyes wide, and her face written with panic.

      "Morgan—"

      "I’m out of here," I snapped at her. I had driven over to the lot myself earlier, and I had every intention of driving myself the hell back out of it now that they had revealed what they actually had planned for me. This was such spectacular bullshit – to think, I had imagined that this would be good for my reputation, not something that would dismantle it entirely. It would already be trending on social media, think pieces being typed out as I stood there. None of this was fair. None of this had been theirs to share. It had all belonged to me, and that was what made me the angriest.

      "Let me come with you," she protested, following closely behind me as I headed to the lot where I had parked my car.

      "No," I shot back, furious. "Why would I do that when you’re the one who told them this?”

      "Morgan, I would never—"

      "I didn’t tell anyone for years and years, and I tell you, and ten days later some shitty talk-show host is out here asking me about it?" I fired back, turning on her, stopping in my tracks so fast she almost crashed straight into me. She opened and closed her mouth. There was pain in her eyes, but it could easily just have been guilt for what she knew she had done to me.

      "I don’t know where the hell you get off on doing something like this," I continued. There were a few people passing by from lot to lot, but they didn’t stop to listen in – they had probably seen the interview, probably knew that I was on the brink of exploding anyway. I just needed an excuse, and I would go off on the next person who looked at me sideways. One fucking wrong move from anyone in a twenty-foot vicinity, and I would have to be taken out of this place in a police car.

      "I told you something that I had never so much as thought about sharing with anyone before," I continued, the words pouring out of me, all of the anger and the hurt I felt bursting forth. I couldn’t control it. I didn’t want to. She had betrayed me; she deserved everything she was getting from me right now.

      "Please, listen to me," she begged, but I was done with listening to other people. What had landed me in this in the first place? My agent, telling me that I needed to sort out my reputation. If I had told her where to get off, none of this would have happened. I needed to take control of my own fate again and not let anyone else near me. As if it weren’t already too late for that.

      "You did this after I left that night, didn’t you?” I demanded, the pieces suddenly falling together in my head, as though they should have been obvious all along. "When I was around at your place and I left suddenly."

      "Morgan, I would never—"

      "Look, Kari, I really thought things were different with you," I cut her off. "I never felt the way I did with you with anyone else, you know? When I was with you, it felt like something new. Like something better."

      She didn’t reply. She couldn’t. I ran my hands through my hair and continued.

      "Listen, before I met you, I didn’t think I could do any of that family shit," I confessed. I had already told her enough now; I might as well keep going, right? Plus, I knew that this would hurt her – I understood that I was just lashing out because she had hurt me, but that didn’t matter at the moment. All that I gave a damn about was making her feel as bad as I did in that second. Ripped open. Like the entire world could see the most vulnerable parts of her.

      "I didn’t think I wanted kids, didn’t think I wanted a family, didn’t think it was a good idea for me to even go there," I continued, lowering my voice to make sure nobody else could hear us. I wanted these words to be only for her, wanted them to pierce into her the way that the words Amber had spoken to me just had.

      "But then when I was with you, I felt – shit, I felt like there might actually be a chance in hell," I continued. "When I spent that evening with you, I thought I could do it. I really believed that I would be able to make this happen. Not easily, sure, but I thought I could try it, and I thought that as long as you were there with me, I could find a way."

      She stared at me, her mouth slightly open as though she couldn’t make sense of what I was saying to her. I knew this was cruel; I knew I was just lashing out, but how could I not? What had just happened in there had changed everything. The man that she had known before wasn’t here any longer. He had been replaced by someone who had just had everything he had tried to keep to himself exposed on live television, and he could be forgiven if he didn’t want to be around anyone at that particular moment.

      "Morgan," she finally replied, reaching out to grab my hand. I didn’t pull away at once. Even in the midst of all of this, her touch was soothing to me, calming, and I couldn’t help but crave more of it.

      "Morgan, I had nothing to do with this," she continued desperately. I looked down at her – I couldn’t believe her, even if I’d wanted to. This had to have been her. Nothing else made any sense. She was the only one who knew, the only one who knew and could have exposed me as brutally as this. I didn’t know why she’d thought she had to do this to me, but she’d obviously made the decision, and now, both of us were fucked.

      I pulled my hand away from hers, shaking my head.

      "I need to get out of here," I muttered, turning away from her. She followed me once more.

      "Please, can we just talk about this?” she implored, her voice aching with sadness and confusion. I turned to her and looked her dead in the eye to make sure there was no room for any misunderstanding any longer.

      "I don’t want anything to do with you anymore," I told her firmly. "I want you to go. I should never have trusted you in the first place."

      And with that, I headed to my car, marching toward my escape from this place. As I climbed in, I shot one more look over my shoulder and saw Kari standing there at the other end of the parking lot, with tears streaming down her face. I didn’t feel triumph at seeing her that hurt. It didn’t take away from what had just happened to me. But it was something, at least. Something to remind me that I wasn’t the only one hurting right now.

      And with that, I climbed into the car and took off, hoping to God that I could leave this entire mess of a day behind me once and for all. But I had a grim feeling that it wasn’t going to be that easy. Leaving Kari behind, leaving behind everything she’d brought into my life? Yeah, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to shake her just like that. Because even after all that had happened, I didn’t truly want to.
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      “Yes, that’s wonderful," I replied to the person on the other end of the line, rubbing my hand over my face and wondering how many coffees I could drink before I went into some sort of caffeine coma.

      "So, where can I leave my donations?" the woman asked excitedly.

      "I’ll pass you through to the collections side of the agency, alright?” I suggested. I could easily have figured out the donations questions myself, but I didn’t want to. My brain felt as though it was about to crash in on itself, and the best I could do was motion my way through the day and then go home and sleep.

      "Thank you!" the woman replied, and then she fell silent for a moment. I knew exactly what was about to come out of her mouth, and I wanted to divert it, but I couldn’t stop it in time.

      "Is Morgan there?" she asked keenly. I pinched the bridge of my nose and rolled my eyes, glad that she couldn’t see me through the phone.

      "No, he doesn’t work for the charity, just with us," I replied through gritted teeth. "Alright, I’m putting you through to the donations line, okay? Let me know if you need anything else from me."

      "Thanks!” she replied cheerily, and that was that, at last. I hung up the phone and massaged my temples. I already had the beginnings of a throbbing headache, and my stomach wasn’t exactly feeling great, either. It could be the winter flu, or it could be that I was being tormented with everything that was going on with Morgan right now.

      I hadn’t seen him since the day of the talk show we’d been on together, although it hadn’t been for lack of trying. I was pretty sure he had tried to stop the show from going out, or at least from being uploaded online, but it was already all over the place. And I understood why he was so hurt, why he was so pissed that it had gone down the way it had – but I was still mad that he was pointing all of that anger in my direction.

      I could still remember everything he had said to me when we had stormed out of that studio. He had been angry, that much had been obvious, but he had been lashing out at me instead of the people who had put him in this position. I knew that was typical, especially of people being forced to relive their trauma, but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t hurt by what he had told me.

      He had said, and I could remember the moment exactly, that he had been able to imagine a life with me. With the kids. With all of us. And I was pretty sure that that had been the hardest part of all of this. Knowing that I had been so close to having what I wanted from him and that some stupid fucking talk-show host with her eyes on a bigger prize had fucked it all over for me.

      I mean, I shouldn’t be too mad, I supposed – because since our talk show appearance, the project for Christmas had taken a sharp upturn in the public interest. We had been receiving calls almost constantly since, asking if we were accepting monetary donations, or volunteer offers, or gift cards, or presents for the kids this year. It was fantastic, bigger and better than anything we had ever managed to put together for Christmas before, but it was exhausting more than anything else. At least the hard work had kept Adam firmly out of my way so that I could focus on stewing over what had happened with Morgan.

      I was still trying to figure out how in the name of holy hell they could have found out about what had happened to Morgan when he was a kid. I knew that Morgan assumed I’d been the one to blurt the news out to them, but I hadn’t. I hadn’t so much as told Clara about what I had discovered about him that day, and I had no intention of doing so, either. That was his life, and I understood as well as anyone who had worked with kids in bad situations as long as I had that victims of trauma had to come out about it in their own time. No matter how cruel I thought he was being to me, no matter how vindictive, I never would have told a soul about that. In fact, I was a little hurt that he even imagined I could.

      But he was frightened, and I got that. Everything that he had tried to keep in all of this time was out for the world to know, to judge, and to pry into. He must have been scared shitless. The reputation that he had been trying to address was changed for good, and it was completely out of his control.

      And I supposed that’s why he hadn’t so much as bothered to drop me a text since the day that it had all gone down. I had tried my hardest to get in touch with him, but he just wasn’t having any of it. I was sad, yes, because I missed him, but more than that, I was worried – really worried about the state of mind he might be in. He was a reckless guy at the best of times, and who knew what kind of bad decisions this revelation would push him to now that it was out in the open?

      I leaned back from my desk and let my hand drift to my stomach. I really wasn’t feeling so hot today, and I couldn’t figure out why. Maybe it was just the stress of everything that had happened. Maybe I was a little nervous, worried about keeping on top of this project. I didn’t know, but something didn’t feel right.

      Maybe it was just that Morgan wasn’t around anymore, and I was still having a hard time wrapping my head around it. None of it felt fair – I wished that I could just talk to him, explain to him that this had had nothing to do with me and that I never would have chosen to expose him like that if I could have stopped it.

      He would have done the family thing with me, if I could have protected him from what had happened. And I knew it was ridiculous, blaming myself, but it was easier than blaming him, even though I was still angry at what he had said to me. The fury he had directed my way had come from a place of fear – there was no doubt about that in my mind – but that didn’t mean his words had stung any less.

      I clasped my stomach as I felt a wave of nausea run up through my system. Leaping to my feet, I managed to make it to the bathroom just in time to throw up.

      I pulled myself up from the bathroom floor and went to wash up, running my hands under the cool water and splashing a little on my face. I looked at myself in the mirror – I looked peaky and off, like there was something wrong with me. But I couldn’t figure out what it was. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt like this. It had probably been when I—

      And that’s when it hit me, like a ton of bricks crashing down right on top of my dumb head. I grasped the counter as I felt my knees trembling and my vision blurring. Oh my God. There was no way, was there?

      The last time I had felt like this was when I had been pregnant with my kids. Which was crazy because I couldn’t be pregnant. It wasn’t like the two of us – it wasn’t like Morgan and I had even had sex enough times to really get pregnant, right? Adam and I had tried for a few months for both of our children, and there wasn’t a chance that I could be...

      I knew that I had to get out of the office and pick up a pregnancy test. I wouldn’t be able to let this go until I knew for sure, that much was obvious. I made some vague excuse about how I needed to grab some stuff for the kids before they got home, and I high-tailed it out of there and shot straight down to the nearest drugstore. I picked up a handful of pregnancy tests, all different brands, and headed back down to the house. The kids were at daycare, thank goodness, so at least I would be able to do this in peace and quiet.

      I slid into the bathroom with my new purchases and closed the door tightly behind me. My heart was hammering hard enough that I could barely think about the churning that was still taking place in my stomach. My entire body was on edge, my head pulsing and my heart pounding so hard it felt as though it was going to come popping right out. As I took the tests – getting three done at once, just so that I didn’t have to wait any longer than I strictly had to – panic was consuming me. I tried my best to soothe myself, to convince myself that it was all going to be just fine and that I had nothing to worry about, nothing at all, because I was going to take these tests and they were going to come up negative and that was going to be—

      I tossed the tests on the ground in front of me, closed my eyes, and waited. I counted down the seconds in my brain, and finally, when they were up, I peeled my eyes open and looked at the three pregnancy tests scattered in front of me.

      And all of them said the same thing: Positive.

      I couldn’t come close to describing what I felt in that moment. First, it was fear. Because I knew that I couldn’t afford to support another baby – hell, I was having a hard enough time dealing with the two I already had, let alone another one. And then there came that surge of protectiveness, the kind that flooded through me without warning at the thought of the kid who was already growing inside of me. I planted a hand on my stomach and imagined it squirming around in there, too tiny to have the brain cells to know what was going on, but living. I remembered that feeling from my other two pregnancies, and it sealed my fate in that moment – I knew that I would have to keep it. Because I had already formed that bond, that unshakeable attachment. There was no getting away from that.

      But swiftly following that came a surge of sadness. Because I had already raised two children without their father in their lives, and that had never seemed fair to me. Not just for me, but for them. They deserved a full-fledged family, and I had always told myself that if I was ever to have any more children, then it would be with the kind of man I could be sure would stick around this time.

      And yet, what had I gone and done? I had fallen for the kind of man who was almost comically removed from the life that I needed him to live with me. He had his own world out there, a world that I could never come close to understanding or fitting into. Those days we’d spent at the cabin, what had they been but an escape from reality? Even then, I had known that was all they were, yet I had allowed myself to believe that there was something remotely real between us.

      And maybe there had been – once upon a time – but whatever it was, it was long gone by now. It had been screwed over by the messiness of everything that had gone down. Perhaps he could have been the man I needed him to be, raised a child with me at his side, stepped away from the life he had hung on to for so long, and found something new. But he had made it pretty damn clear that he had no intention of sharing that with me anymore.

      The tears came fast and hard after that, and soon, I found that I was sobbing helplessly on the bathroom floor. This was all such a damn mess. I hadn’t intended for any of this to happen. I’d thought that being with him would be fun, light, and entertaining, a chance for me to escape the binds of being a mother and running the charity and having to put up with my ass of an ex day in and day out. But all I had gotten from it was another pregnancy, another ass of an ex, and more on my plate than I could even begin to think about handling.

      I realized that it wouldn’t be long until the kids were back at the house, and I needed to pull myself together before they arrived home. I couldn’t let them catch a hint of what was going on, not yet, not when I still needed a little more time to process all of it myself and to figure out where the fuck I was going to go from here.

      I wrapped up all of the tests in bags and stuffed them deep into the trash, where I knew neither of the kids would be able to find them. Sammy and Olivia were smart, but I just had to keep one step ahead of them to make sure they didn’t find out about their new brother or sister. By the time the babysitter had run them back home, I was almost back to normal. Almost.

      I answered the door with a big grin and gave Sammy and Olivia a hug as they barreled through the door toward me. Paying the babysitter, I told her she could take off for today.

      "I was home sick from work anyway," I explained. "I’ll take them from here."

      "You sure you don’t need me to stick around to help you out?" she asked, concerned. I shook my head.

      "I’m good, thank you," I assured her. In truth, I wanted to spend a little time with them, just the three of us, while I still could. She nodded and headed back to her car, and I got down on my knees to give both of my babies a giant hug.

      "You said you were sick?” Olivia asked, pulling back and looking at me with concern. She was already such a little mother, insistent on taking care of everyone in her life. She was going to make an amazing mom someday. She had been too little to take care of Sammy when he was a baby, but maybe she could try with her new sibling.

      "I’m okay, baby," I assured her, pressing my forehead to hers. "Just a little tired. You want to come tell me about your day and we can all hang out on the couch?”

      "Give us a minute," she asked as she grabbed her brother’s hand and led him down to their bedroom. I watched them as they went – they were probably just going to put their stuff away now that they were back from daycare.

      I laid down on the couch and stared at the ceiling, crunching the numbers as to how on earth I was going to be able to cope with an extra baby in this house. I could move the crib into my room – I could clear out the playroom for a solo room for Olivia when the time came, and the baby could stay with Sammy, and I could just hope that the two of them didn’t mind being lumped together...

      Before my brain could scuttle much further down that route, I heard them heading back down the hall toward me. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but when I looked up, Olivia was holding something behind her back and had a smile on her face.

      "Are you guys okay?" I asked, and she looked down at Sammy, who smiled and nodded to her, as if to say go on, do it. She turned her attention back to me and held out a small piece of paper in my direction.

      "What’s this?” I asked as I took it from them.

      "It’s a get-well-soon card," Olivia explained, and I looked down at the paper in my hand. I swear to God, I nearly started bawling right there and then. It was a picture of the three of us, surrounded by stickers of trees and houses and birds, holding hands. My family. Our family. A family that was about to be extended.

      I got off the couch and wrapped them up tight in my arms. I never wanted to let them go. I pulled them in close, feeling the tears well up in my eyes. I had everything I needed with them right here beside me, no matter how hard it seemed sometimes. I loved them more than anything in the world, and the thought of bringing a whole new person to share that love with into our little home was suddenly exciting. We didn’t need Adam, or Morgan, or anyone – we could do this ourselves. I could do this myself.

      I pressed my nose into their little heads and inhaled their familiar scent. As long as I had them near me, I could pull this off. I didn’t know how, but I’d find a way. And that was all that mattered.
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      “I’m telling you, this is going to change everything," Haven assured me, her voice honeyed from across the table as she tried to talk me down from totally freaking out. I knew she was just trying to help, but I still felt like flipping the table and storming out of the restaurant.

      "Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m worried about," I muttered in return, taking a swig of my beer. I usually avoided beer, but right now, anything that would take the edge off everything I was feeling was welcome, no matter how many carbs it had.

      "You need to slow down there, buddy," she ordered me firmly. "We don’t want you getting drunk and making a scene and destroying all of your hard work, do we?"

      "I don’t give a fuck," I replied, louder than I had to. Haven had been dealing with me for long enough that she didn’t even flinch at the curse word coming out of my mouth.

      "Anyway, I’ve been getting calls from a few studios," she explained, turning the topic of the conversation back to what we had come here to discuss. "And it looks like it’s worked. Everything’s changed. Really, after that interview, people see you differently."

      "Yeah, well, I still wish I could have been the one to control that narrative," I replied curtly. She tightened her jaw. She was my agent, and she was doing her best to see the upside in this situation, but she still cared about me, and I could tell she didn’t like how much I was hurting.

      And I was hurting. I knew that I should have just put it behind me already, focused on the positives that were coming out of this, but I still felt as though I had been ripped open at the seams, and it just didn’t feel anything close to fair. All of the anger and guilt and rage that I had been doing such a good job at holding in felt as though they were constantly on the brink of spilling out of me, and I didn’t like feeling that close to losing control.

      But the interview had changed how people thought of me. Now, I was a victim – now, people could humanize me a little, and magazine articles could describe me as “tortured” instead of “acting out.” In the last few days, since the interview had gone out live, the place that I took up in popular culture had shifted entirely.

      And yet, I couldn’t even enjoy the change, the change that had been the whole point of reaching out to someone like Kari in the first place. Because I was still so fucking angry all the time. I did my best to keep my game face on, to smile at the photographers who had started clustering around me every chance they got, yelling questions about what I had been through and whether I wanted to comment on it or how I felt being an icon for the movement, but it was nearly impossible. My entire life, I had responded to everything bad with anger, and now, I had to sit on that and keep it in and pretend that I was doing just fine. Any reaction would have acted as either a confirmation or a denial, and I wanted to have control over that part of the narrative, at least.

      And I was also missing the hell out of Kari, which wasn’t helping proceedings one bit. I wanted nothing more than to see her and talk to her and spill my guts out to her about all of this and how it made me feel, but she was the one who had put me in this position in the first place. There was no way I would turn to her for help, not when she had screwed me over so completely and without any kind of warning. Still, sometimes I would lie in bed and remember how it had felt to wake up next to her, to cradle her in my arms beside me while she slept, and I would wonder if I could put this whole thing behind me.

      "You’re still planning on doing the charity event, right?” Haven asked, pulling me back to the real world. I nodded.

      "Of course I am," I replied coolly. "I can’t pull out now. How would that look?”

      "Agreed," she nodded as she tossed down her napkin and waved over the waiter to get the bill. I looked down at the barely-touched food in front of me. I hadn’t had much of an appetite recently, with everything that had been going on, but I would need my energy for when I saw Kari again.

      The event was all planned and ready to go, and I could hardly wait to see Kari for the first time since the interview. I hadn’t bothered to get in touch with her – I had no idea what I would say to her anyway, so I’d decided to focus my energies on what I would say when I saw her at the charity event. I was having dozens of kids taken up to the Colorado lodge – I had rented out a few extra buildings as well, just to make sure nobody had to stand out in the cold – and Kari was supposed to be coming along as a representative of the charity to make sure that everything ran smoothly. I could finally get her alone, finally get a chance to talk to her, to confront her about everything that she had done. All of the ways she had fucked me over.

      The event was taking place that weekend, and I spent the next few days in the gym, working off all of the excess energy that had been building up inside of me since it had happened. When I saw Kari, I was going to be calm. I was going to look her in the eyes and tell her that what she had done had been awful, that she had taken something from me that I would never be able to get back.

      But when it came time for me to head up to the lodge, I called up the charity to make sure that Kari was going to be there – and found myself on the receiving end of an apology.

      "I’m very sorry, Morgan, but Kari is actually out sick at the moment," the woman on the other end of the line explained. I winced. Yeah, I would believe that when I saw it. She was avoiding me because she knew she had to. I had never put her down for a coward, but clearly, I had been wrong  – she was hiding from me because she was too nervous to face up to what she had done to me. This action was far from the woman I had fallen in love with.

      Still, I traveled up to the cabin alone, trying to prepare myself for what it was going to be like being around all of those kids at once. I had to admit, I was hoping that it went well – not just for my career, but because these kids deserved a great Christmas, just the same as anyone else. I had grown up with enough distracted, half-baked family holidays to know how much the good ones could mean, and I really wanted to make sure I gave them something happy to look back on. Something as far removed from my own childhood as I could possibly muster up.

      When I got to the cabin, I found the place already swarming with press – I managed to breeze past them without too much trouble, not paying an ounce of attention to what they were yelling to me. Even though I could imagine what it was, and the thought of those questions flicked my anger into a higher gear. No, I wasn’t going to let these vultures get in the way of me giving these kids a good Christmas adventure.

      The snow had already begun to fall around the cabin, forming a thin coating on the ground, and I silently hoped that an avalanche might turn up to sweep all of the paparazzi away. I wasn’t going to let them get in the way of this, anyway. I had a commitment to fulfill, and I was going to do a good job here today.

      "Morgan?” A woman caught me by the arm. She was wearing a microphone and looked as though she’d been plucked from the floor of some 1990s sitcom shoot.

      "Yes?" I responded, pulling my arm away from her on instinct. I didn’t like being touched, least of all after everything that had happened.

      "We need you to head through to the staging area as soon as you can," she replied. I nodded. It was weird. I hadn’t done a job that didn’t directly relate to acting in a long time, and I wasn’t quite sure how to conduct myself in the real world. I rolled my shoulders back and prepared myself.

      I still wasn’t sure how I was going to pull this one out of the bag. It wasn’t like I had done much work with kids in the past – hell, I had actively avoided them wherever I could, and I knew that was about to come back and bite me in the ass. I had to make Christmas special for all of them, but I was hardly feeling in the Christmas spirit myself today, what with Kari so far from me and my business spattered about the media where everyone could see it.

      I was led through to the staging area, and there found even more people running around and trying to get everything in hand – the place was packed with activity, but no kids yet, thank goodness. I could have a little more time to myself, something I needed more than I cared to admit. If I could have flown back home right now without blowing anything, I would have done it. But my reputation relied on this going well, and besides, no matter what had happened between us, I didn’t want to let Kari down. Not on something I knew she had worked so hard at.

      I was guided toward this giant throne thing that was sitting in the middle of the room, covered in artful sprinkles of fake snow – there were gifts scattered around the base of the chair, and a woman with another headpiece approached me, looking as though her mind was jumping in a thousand different directions at one.

      "Alright," she sighed, running her hands through her already-messy hair. "Take this list..."

      She pushed a scrap of paper into my hand, and I glanced down, trying to make sense of it.

      "Each kid has a gift here that’s specifically for them," she explained. "When the kids come up, you ask their name, talk a little bit, and then give them the gift. They’re tagged with everything you need. That clear?”

      "That’s clear," I replied with a nod. She marched away from me without saying another word. I settled back into the seat and tried to quell the wave of nervousness that was rising up inside of me. What if I fucked this up? What if someone asked about my past? What was I supposed to do then? I felt as though my brain was going to pop straight out of my head, like I couldn’t control it. I hated this.

      But only a few more hours, and it would be done, and I could leave this whole mess behind me once and for all. Suddenly, the staging area cleared of people, leaving just me, perched on the chair, with the distant sound of piped-in Christmas carols filling the still air.

      Moments later, the door at the other end of the room burst open, and a bunch of kids filed in to fill the space. Maybe a hundred? Maybe more. They were all laughing and chatting, looking around and taking the place in. Their wonder led my own, and I noticed the candles flickering around the room and the way they caught off the tinsel draped over every surface. It looked beautiful in here, so full of life and activity and joy. I felt myself beginning to relax. I was just playing a part, right? Just playing the part of someone who was good with children. I could manage that for a couple of hours. I could pull this out of the bag.

      And to my surprise, I actually did. The kids approached me, some nervous, some swaggering and showing off to their friends, some smiling and excited. And I spoke to each and every one of them. At first, I didn’t have a clue what to say, but I soon settled into a routine that seemed to work – I would ask about their year, what they were hoping for as a Christmas gift, and then I would hand over the present and tell them not to open it until Christmas. A couple of them asked for my autograph, which I happily provided. A few more climbed into my lap, which was a little unsettling at first, but I got quickly used to it. I could manage this. They were just kids, after all – just tiny, little humans who wanted help and love and support. The same things that I had wanted when I was their age.

      Outside, the snow had begun to fall again, and the sky had begun to dim a little. I could see a few of the kids glancing restlessly out of the windows. I supposed even a movie star wouldn’t be enough to keep them from wanting to play outside in the real, bona fide snow.

      Before I knew it, I had been through all of the kids – there were no gifts left on the ground below, and people had moved in to start cleaning up what was left now that they were all gone. I didn’t get out of my seat for a moment, even though I knew I should have been helping out. I honestly didn’t want to say goodbye to all of this, not quite yet.

      Being around those kids, seeing everything that they brought to this place, had reminded me of how I had felt when I had been around Kari that night. That night I had spent in her house, with her kids, when I’d felt as though I belonged there. It had been so easy with her. All of the stuff that had scared the shit out of me when I’d thought about having kids before had seemed to just slide away when I was beside her, and I wanted nothing more than to be back by her side again. No, not back with her – back in that moment, on that evening, before she had exposed me to the entire world. I wanted to slip back behind all of this and hide out there with her in the past, in my memories. That was what I really wanted to do.

      I could imagine having kids with Kari in that moment, I really could. Which was bizarre because I had never even thought about doing something like that before. I wasn’t the dude who women came to for children, or to be a father, or to stick around for more than a night. But Kari had brought that all out in me, everything that had been buried all of this time. And I couldn’t just shove it back down, no matter how much I wanted to.

      I eventually climbed out of the seat and decided to wander outside for a cigar – I could use one, after the day I’d had. I slipped off to the balcony around the back of the house, far from where I knew the kids were going to be. I didn’t want them to catch me smoking, even if it was an upmarket cigar – I figured the organizers of the event were less likely to see it in such positive terms. They would just notice the kids seeing Santa puffing away, and I doubted that was going to go over too well with the press.

      I was making my way up the stairs to the balcony when I spotted a face that I recognized – it took me a moment to place who it was and where I knew him from, but as soon as I did, I felt my stomach churn with irritation.

      It was Adam, Kari’s ex, the guy who had been telling her off at her work the time that I had come in to pick her up. He was leaning up against the wall of the space under the stairs, talking to some much-younger woman. She was pretty, if you liked that kind of thing, but she looked bored out of her mind, as though she was seriously considering just calling a cab and getting straight out of this conversation. I was just about to head up the stairs and leave them to whatever bullshit they were discussing when I overheard the mention of my own name.

      "And that’s when Morgan..."

      I froze on the spot, just out of sight of the two of them. They wouldn’t even know that I was there. I could have just ducked away and gotten out of there, backed off and left them to whatever gossip they were currently in the middle of. But I was far too intrigued for that. I knew I should leave, but I couldn’t. I needed to hear what they were saying about me. Hadn’t all of this shit started because I wasn’t paying enough attention to what people were saying about me?

      I shifted a few inches farther around the corner to make sure they weren’t able to see me and pricked up my ears to take in what they were saying about me. I was genuinely intrigued – I wanted to know if I had fucked something up at the event and if they were spreading shit about me now. I had come all the way out here to make a difference, not to take a step backwards because some pathetic little man couldn’t accept that everything didn’t go his way all of the time.

      "You should have seen him when he was in the office," Adam continued. "I was just letting Kari know about some work emails that we had to deal with later that day, yeah? And this guy comes storming in and acts like I was choking her out on the floor or something. He was so fucking mad. I thought he was going to try to punch me or something, but he must have known about my training, so he didn’t touch me..."

      I rolled my eyes. No matter what training this guy had, I would put money that I could beat him when it came down to a brawl. He was just showing off to that pretty, young thing he had on his arm, even though she looked as though she already had one foot out the door. And who could blame her? His conversation seemed marginally less interesting than that of the kids playing outside. At least they had a better sense of humor.

      "So I knew that I needed to show the world who he really was," he continued, and I froze on the spot. I was squeezing the cigar so tight in my hand, I was surprised the entire thing didn’t just disintegrate.

      "I’d heard the rumors going around for a long time, but I wasn’t sure if they were true," he went on. "You know, the stuff about him getting...about that happening to him. And I thought, well, if he’s going to be working for our charity, then the least we can do is make sure that the rest of the world knows what’s going on, right?”

      My heart was pounding in my ears. My entire body felt like it was rooted to the earth, stuck, trapped.

      "So I called the studio that was doing the interview with him and Kari, you know," he continued, "and I let them know what they were dealing with."

      It took everything I had in me not to turn around, grab that little fucker by the collar, and drag him out of the building so that we could see once and for all who would have won in a fight between us. But I knew that wasn’t how I should deal with this.

      My head was spinning as I tried to make sense of what I was hearing from him. He carried on talking, on a roll now, apparently proud of everything he had done and happy to go on about it at length.

      "And I wasn’t sure if the studio was going to ask him about it on air like that," he continued. "But they did. And, well, you only had to see his reaction to know what the truth was...seriously, thank God for the source who gave me that. I would have been screwed if it had come out any other way. At least we got to stay in control of the narrative, right?”

      "Right," the woman replied finally, but her voice was laced with discomfort. As well it should be. In what world was this even remotely the kind of thing that people did to one another? I racked my brains to think of who could have blown my cover. It had to have been one of my family members. Or had it already spread out through the industry? My parents had been determined that I wasn’t going to get help for this, but that didn’t mean that they had kept it strictly between themselves. That thought made the ground feel as though it was shifting out from underneath me. All this time, I had assumed that no matter how awful my own mother had gotten, at least she had kept that secret for me. Now, at least, I knew that those beliefs had been a delusion on my part.

      "Anyway, we need to get back to business," Adam finished up, almost cheerfully. I seriously considered stepping out and letting him see me standing there, but I didn’t want to confront him right now. No, there was something much more important that I needed to take care of before I thought about kicking the living daylights out of him. And that was Kari.

      I had been wrong. I had been so sure that she had been the one to expose all of this to the real world, but it had been her asshole of an ex instead. How could I have let myself believe that it was her? She was good, in a way that nobody else in my life had ever been. She had been solid and kind and good to me, and I had accused her of the worst thing she could possibly have done. What the hell had I been thinking? I wanted to turn back time and undo it all, to go back to her and plead for her forgiveness. I needed to tell her that I understood now and that everything was going to be different.

      But I had a bad feeling it was too late for that. When I had pushed her away, I had done it to make sure she would never come back. With every minute that had ticked away since then, she had believed that I had rejected her over nothing.

      I grabbed my phone and pulled it from my pocket, but I didn’t have a signal. Shit. I grimaced. I needed to get in touch with her, and I needed to do it now, before time ran out and I lost her for good. I was the one who had been an insensitive bastard, not her, and she deserved an apology from me.

      If that would even be enough. I pressed my fingers to my forehead and wondered if she could ever forgive me. If I could ever forgive myself for what I had done.
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      "Hey, guys," I called out to the kids as they pelted through the house, leaving a chaotic mess in their wake. The place always looked a little wilder than usual on Christmas, since Sammy and Olivia insisted on decorating until the entire house was dripping with glitter and tinsel and cheesy ornaments.

      "It’s alright," Clara soothed me, reaching over to pat my hand. "They’re just messing around; they’ll tire themselves out in a minute."

      "I guess you’re right," I agreed.

      "It’s Christmas," she reminded me. "If there’s one time of year when you’re not going to get the kids to do everything you want, it’s this one."

      "Yeah, I know," I conceded. And I knew that she was right. It was Christmas day, and I needed to give my kids the space to run and play and be themselves because they were high on chocolate and sweets and the thrill of receiving their gifts. Sometimes, I forgot that I had to let go of keeping everything in control and just let the children be children for a while. But that was what Clara was here for – to remind me to unwind and let go a little bit.

      "You having a good day?” she asked gently, and I managed to smile at her.

      "Yeah, I am," I replied. "I’m having a really good day. Thanks so much for coming over and keeping us company."

      "Hey, my family are all back across the country. I think you’re the one keeping me company," she pointed out. I slung an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close. I was so glad to have her here.

      "You know you’re family to us," I replied, and she laughed.

      "Don’t be getting all soppy on me now. We haven’t even gotten started on the wine yet," she teased, but before I could respond, my gaze was drawn to the television. There was someone on it that I recognized. And the very last person I wanted to see right about now.

      "Shit," Clara muttered, and she went to switch it off, but I held my hand up.

      "No, I want to see this," I assured her. "I have to make sure that the event went smoothly, you know?”

      "Are you sure?” she asked, giving me a hard look. She must have known that I was playing with fire here, and pointlessly so. I had done such a good job of getting Morgan out of my head over the last couple of weeks – the last thing I needed was to watch him work an event that I was supposed to have attended.

      But as soon as I saw him on screen, I knew I wasn’t going to be able to look away. He still had that peculiar draw over me. I felt a little pang when I saw that he was in the cabin, the very same cabin that we had first connected in. For some, stupid reason, there was a part of me that felt as though it should have been kept for just the two of us, closed down as a shrine to whatever the hell it was we had shared, even if it was over.

      "It looks as though it’s going well," Clara remarked, trying to keep her voice upbeat. I nodded. It actually did – the kids looked delighted, and Morgan seemed to be keeping his shit together.

      "I thought he would be breaking out in hives, being around all of those children," I admitted. "Didn’t think he had it in him."

      "Well, he does," Clara replied, and she smiled as she watched one of the kids give him a hug. "Aw, that’s sweet."

      "Still, I thought he’d have found some way to back out of this," I admitted. "He’s never liked kids."

      "You look at his face and tell me that dude doesn’t like children," she replied, pointing at the screen. "He’s just a little gun shy, that’s all. He’s good with them. Great with them, actually."

      "You’re not exactly making this any easier on me," I remarked. She glanced over to me and offered an apologetic smile.

      "Sorry, I didn’t mean for it to come out like that," she replied, reaching over to squeeze my hand.

      "You’re fine without him," she assured me, and I nodded.

      "Yeah, I know I am," I replied. Though I wasn’t sure I believed it.

      The rest of Christmas day passed quietly and quickly, and I was able to distract myself with making dinner and cleaning up wrapping paper for most of the evening. It had been a good day, the kind of day that reminded me just how special our little family was, but I couldn’t help but linger on the thought that it would have been a hell of a lot more special if Morgan had been there to share it with us.

      Which was crazy because Morgan wanted nothing to do with me now. The way he had reacted when we were walking out of that interview, I had never seen him like that before. That was the moment when I had understood where all of those whispers about his reputation had come from. He’d been angry, snapping out at me and everyone else around him. I understood why – he had just been exposed in the worst way possible, after all – but he wouldn’t even stop to listen to me tell him that this hadn’t been my doing. I couldn’t convince him of anything other than my own involvement in all of this.

      So when I started hearing from him again after the charity event, I was surprised. More than surprised. I had assumed he would never want to speak to me again after what he’d thought I had done to him. And frankly, after the way he had acted after that interview, I didn’t have much interest in hearing from him either. What would he do, just tear into me again? I had better things to do than to listen to that. So when I started receiving calls and messages from him after Christmas, I assumed he was just trying to tell me off all over again, and I decided to ignore them. Allowing him any more space in my brain was just going to end in tears. As though I hadn’t shed enough of those already.

      I needed to move on from this man, once and for all. No matter how often I thought about him. No matter how many times he crossed my mind when I was lying in bed at night. Whatever we’d had, it just hadn’t worked out the way I had wanted it to. And was I really surprised about that? He was a movie star, and I was a single mom just trying to keep my charity afloat. For both of us, what we had shared had been an escape from our normal lives, not a step away from our reality.

      Still, in those odd few days that floated about after Christmas and before the New Year, I thought about him all of the time. The event had been a success, and people were already writing glowing profiles about his charity work and his decency and how much he had changed. The roles he had wanted would come rolling in soon enough. And I had gotten what I wanted – the business was booming. The charity was receiving calls around the clock about what we needed and whether we had enough volunteers and where we took our donations in. We had both won. So why did it feel like I had lost everything?

      A couple of days before the New Year, I got a call from my cousin, Tiffany. She and I had never been close – mainly because our lives were just so completely different – but she was sweet enough, and I was frankly glad to have contact with anyone outside the little bubble of the charity.

      "Kari!” she exclaimed as soon as I picked up. "Girl, it’s been too long. How are you? How’s it going?”

      "Yeah, it’s – I’m fine, it’s going well," I replied. "How about the two of you?”

      "Well, we actually just got back to the U.S.," she replied. I felt a swell of envy in my chest. Tiffany was married to a rich, famous plastic surgeon, and the two of them always seemed to be off on some glamorous vacation. It was the sort of thing I might be bitter about, if I had the time or energy to give it much thought.

      "And we’re throwing a big party for New Year’s," she continued. "Not far from you. I wanted to see if you fancied coming along?”

      "Uh..."

      "We’ll cover a babysitter for you," she replied smoothly. "Come on out, Kari. Please. It’ll be fun."

      "You know what? Alright," I agreed, rubbing my hand over my forehead. "I’ll come. Just text me all the details.”

      "Yay! Oh, that’s awesome," she gushed. "I will. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

      "See you soon, Tiffany," I replied, and I hung up the phone. Maybe this wasn’t the best idea, but I could use a chance to blow off some steam. After everything that had happened with Morgan, I needed to start over. A new year, a new me. That was how it worked, right? And if I went to this fancy-ass party, then maybe I could find someone to help me get over the man I couldn’t get out of my head. They always said the best way to get over someone was to get under somebody else. And that’s what I needed.

      Tiffany, true to her word, got a babysitter for me. I kissed the kids goodbye and hopped in a taxi out to the enormous venue that they had booked for their party. Tiffany always knew how to throw one hell of an event – nobody could argue with that – and this party was no exception: they had hired an enormous ballroom in a fancy hotel, filled it with booze and food and a band, and invited a couple hundred of only their closest friends. As I walked into the room, I couldn’t help but laugh. This was so far removed from anything I had ever experienced, but I loved it.

      The music that filled the room was an old-fashioned swing number, and the whole place felt like it had been plucked out of some twenties flapper dream. A waitress approached me, one hand behind her back and the other balancing a tray of drinks on splayed fingers.

      "Champagne, madam? Or non-alcoholic sparkling cider?” she asked. I nodded, plucking one of the proffered glasses and taking a sip.

      "Thank you," I replied, and she wandered off – but I wasn’t alone for long.

      "Kari!”

      A voice I recognized drew my attention, and I glanced around to see Tiffany navigating through the crowd toward me. She looked as impeccable as ever, her long blonde hair flowing down her back in beachy waves and her black sheath dress hugging every curve of her slender body. She wrapped her arms around me and squeezed.

      "So glad you could make it," she murmured into my ear. I squeezed her back.

      "Me too," I replied. And I meant it. I was grateful that she’d even thought to invite me. She might be living the craziest lifestyle I could imagine, but she still had time for me, and that was the most precious thing in the world.

      "So good to see you here, Kari," her husband, Archer, remarked as he approached and we unwound from one another.

      "Well, thank you so much for inviting me," I replied. He and Tiffany exchanged grins, as though there was a secret they were keeping just between the two of them. I cocked an eyebrow.

      "Something I should know?” I asked.

      "I think there’s someone here who was hoping to see you," Tiffany replied, and I furrowed my brow.

      "Like who?”

      "Like me."

      I turned around, and my jaw dropped when I saw the man standing behind me. Dressed in a tuxedo, his hair freshly cut and his face clean-shaven, he looked like a dream – but to me, Morgan was a nightmare.

      There was no way it could be him. My hand flew to my belly, and I clutched it, as though seeing the father of my unborn child had sent a jolt through my system. My vision blurred, and I turned to walk away, my legs trembling dangerously underneath me as I did so.

      It couldn’t be Morgan. He just couldn’t be here. I wouldn’t allow it. I was supposed to be here to blow off some steam, not to be reminded of the one man I was trying to avoid above all else. How had he found me? It didn’t make sense. My head was spinning.

      "Kari, Kari," Tiffany called out after me as I walked away from them. I shook my head and then looked over at her.

      "What the hell is he doing here?" I demanded. She smiled gently.

      "He knows Archer through his work," she explained. I raised my eyebrows.

      "Morgan had work done?”

      "No, no," she replied. "But a lot of people he works with have. They’ve run into each other a few times, and we sent him an invitation, and I guess he must have figured out that we were cousins and that you might be here..."

      "Is that why you invited me?” I demanded. "Just to set me up with him?”

      "No, of course not," she assured me. "We wanted you here. But then Morgan told us what happened between you, and we thought that maybe we could play Cupid..."

      "Maybe you shouldn’t have bothered," I snapped back. I was being harsh with her, but I felt off-balance, like my whole body had been flipped sideways.

      "You should talk to him," she told me firmly. I hadn’t taken Tiffany for the type who would take a stand, but there was a certainty to her voice that told me this wasn’t in any way up for debate. I was a little taken aback.

      "Why?”

      "Because I think that things are different now," she replied. "Give him a chance, seriously. I think you’ll be surprised."

      I turned around and looked over at where Morgan was standing, watching me from afar. His eyes were hopeful, and I felt something give inside of me. I should have shot him down, shot this down, told anyone who was listening that this wasn’t where I wanted to be. But I couldn’t. This was still the man I was sure that I had loved until just a few weeks before. Surely, I owed him the chance to make things right, didn’t I?

      "Alright," I muttered, waving him over to me.

      "But if I end up getting hurt, I’m going to hold you personally responsible," I warned Tiffany, only half-joking. She held her hands up.

      "Go ahead," she replied. "But I don’t think it’s going to come to that."
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      "Kari," I murmured her name as I approached her, and she hit me with a hard look and crossed her arms defensively over her chest.

      "Can I help you with something?”

      "Kari, I have to tell you that I’m sorry," I blurted out, not bothering to hold back a moment longer – I had been praying that I would get the chance to see her again, and now that the chance was here in front of me, I wasn’t going to let myself falter.

      "Is that why you’ve been calling me recently?” she demanded. She was still standing a few feet away from me, the distance deliberate and pointed. I wanted nothing more than to pull her into my arms, hold her close, and remind her of how much sense we made together, but I couldn’t. Not yet. Not until she’d heard what I had to say.

      "Yes, Kari," I replied. "I...I heard something. At the event."

      "What are you talking about?” she asked, but her eyes were suddenly wide, as though she was nervous at the thought of whatever I might have come across.

      "I heard your ex," I told her. "I heard him talking to his girlfriend, and the two of them were talking about how he was the one who leaked the information to the studio. You know, about the...the stuff."

      Her jaw dropped.

      "Adam did that?” she gasped. She seemed about as shocked as I had been when I’d found out the truth, too.

      "Yeah, I guess he did," I replied. It still made me mad just to think about what he had exposed of me, but now wasn’t the time to get hung up on that. I had her in front of me, and there was so much to say and so much to do.

      "Jesus Christ, I’m going to tear him a new one as soon as I see him again," she muttered, patting her perfectly-coiffed blonde hair agitatedly.

      "You don’t have to do that," I promised her. "I’m going to take care of it. Trust me."

      "So what are you doing here?” she demanded. "If you’re not here to tell me off?”

      "I’m here to say how fucking sorry I am," I implored her. "I’m here to say – shit, Kari, I’m here to say that my life hasn’t been anything without you. I jumped to conclusions, and I should have listened to you. I see that now. And trust me, I’m not going to make that mistake again."

      She didn’t reply for a moment, staying silent and staring at me.

      "And I understand if you never want to see me again," I assured her. "But I just had to tell you to your face that I’m sorry. I’m sorry for all of it."

      She continued to stare at me like she was trying to make sense of what I was telling her. And then, suddenly, her face cleared, and she smiled at me. A little nervously still, like she was sure that this was about to get whipped away from her. But she was smiling.

      "Morgan, thank you so much," she gushed. "I didn’t think – when you were calling me, I just thought that you wanted to tell me off all over again, and I didn’t want to hear that, especially when I knew I hadn’t done anything wrong. But...but I accept your apology. Of course I do. I can’t even imagine what it was like for you, having all your dirty secrets aired like that..."

      "It doesn’t matter," I replied, and I meant it. I stepped toward her, planting my hands on her shoulders. "I just want you to know that I don’t blame you for any of it."

      "Thank you," she murmured. She tilted her head to look up at me, and I couldn’t resist dipping down to plant a kiss on her lips then. She was just too tempting for her own good. I smiled, brushed my nose against hers, and whispered into her ear.

      "You want to get out of here?”

      She giggled and shook her head. She pulled away from me, and a flush of sadness rushed over her face. She chewed her lip as she looked up at me, and fear pulsed through my system. Had she met someone else? Surely, someone like her, being back on the market, she wouldn’t have lasted long. She was going to tell me that someone else had already moved in on my turf, and that would be that – no hope, no luck, no chance.

      "Morgan, there’s something I need to tell you," she admitted. I stood there in front of her, ready for the worst.

      "What is it?”

      Her hands landed on her belly, and she glanced down at her stomach. I should have figured it out then, but still, I didn’t manage to put two and two together.

      "Kari, what’s going on?”

      "Morgan, I’m pregnant," she replied at last, and she looked up at me and smiled. I managed to focus in on her eyes, and I was glad for that, because if I hadn’t, I might have spun entirely and totally out of control.

      "Pregnant?” I repeated after her, and she nodded.

      "Mine?” I asked. She nodded again, and she took my hand and looked up at me earnestly.

      "And look, Morgan, I know that you’ve never wanted a family, and I’m not expecting you to suddenly turn that around now," she assured me. "I’m keeping this baby, but I’m not going to ask for any money from you to help look after it. Just that you come and visit occasionally. We can figure it out once we have a little more time, but—"

      "No," I cut her off mid-stream. Her face jolted, like that was the last thing she had been expecting to hear.

      "What are you talking about?”

      "I don’t want to be just some sperm donor," I replied. "I want to be part of this kid’s life."

      "Morgan, you don’t have to do this—"

      I leaned down and kissed her again, softly, on the lips, quietening her.

      "Kari, I want this," I assured her.

      "But you told me you didn’t want children…" she reminded me, sounding confused.

      "Yeah, and I really thought that I didn’t," I confessed. "But then – when I met you, when I was spending time with your kids, and then when I did the event… I do want kids, Kari. I just want to be able to protect them from everything I went through."

      "I’ll always keep them safe," she promised me, a fervency to her voice. I nodded.

      "I know you will," I murmured, and I kissed her again.

      "You’re not scared?” she asked as I pulled back, and I shook my head.

      "Not just scared," I replied. "Excited, too."

      "You need some time to come to terms with all of this," she suggested, pulling away from me slightly. "I mean, this is a lot for you to take in..."

      "I think I need to stick around you, no matter what," I assured her. "You have no idea how much I’ve missed you, Kari. Seriously. I’ve thought about you all of the time, and ever since I found out that it was Adam who talked to the press and not you, I knew that I had to make things right."

      "Jesus, Morgan," she murmured, leaning her head against my shoulder. "I can’t believe I’m hearing this."

      "You know I want to get married as well, right?” I remarked. She pulled away from me and raised her eyebrows.

      "I’m sorry…what?”

      "I know you haven’t had much luck with it before," I conceded. "But I promise, I’ll never be as much of an asshole as your ex."

      "I trust you on that, don’t worry," she laughed. "But...marriage? Are you serious?”

      "Yes," I promised her. "Yes, and I’ve known it for a long time. Every day that I woke up next to you in the cabin, I knew that marriage was what I wanted. I knew it was you, that it had always been you. I had just been trying to ignore it all of this time. But I don’t want to ignore it anymore. I want to be part of your family; I want to be your husband. I want to do all of it, Kari."

      She was staring at me like she couldn’t believe the words that were coming out of my mouth. In truth, I wasn’t sure I could believe them, either. But they were true, all of them, and I wasn’t going to hide from that truth any longer. All I had earned by doing that before was letting someone else control my narrative. Well, no longer. This life was mine, and I was going to grab it by the horns and make sure that it knew it.

      "Well, we’ll have to wait until after the baby comes along," she pointed out. "So that I don’t look pregnant in all of my wedding pictures."

      "Let’s do it before you start showing," I suggested. She laughed.

      "Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to be able to plan a whole wedding in two months—"

      "Here," I suggested. "Now. Let’s do it now. And I can kiss my wife as the New Year rolls around."

      "You have to be kidding me," she laughed out loud. "There’s no way we can do that. We would need—"

      "Tiffany!” I called over the hostess, who had been so accommodating in helping me meet up with the woman of my dreams once again. She hurried over to join us.

      "Yes?"

      "If we wanted to have an impromptu wedding here, do you think you guys could make that happen?” I asked. Tiffany clapped her hand over her mouth and shot a look at Kari, who raised her eyebrows in her direction.

      "You really want to do this?” Tiffany asked her cousin quietly. Kari looked at me and then nodded.

      "I really do."

      "Then of course we’ll make it happen!” Tiffany exclaimed at once. I took Kari’s hand, and she glanced up at me again.

      "You don’t have to do this, you know," she assured me quietly. "You don’t need to make this kind of a gesture. I know that you’re serious."

      "I want to," I promised her. "I’ve wanted to be with you from the first time I set eyes on you, and I’m not going to waste any more time. All that does is let someone else get there before you, right?”

      "I’m not going anywhere," she promised me, and she smiled so wide that it looked as though her entire face was going to split in two. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close as Tiffany spread the news of the wedding through the room, setting everyone off into high-alert as they worked their asses off to make it happen.

      "We need to find a dress," Kari suddenly blurted out, and she looked up at me expectantly.

      "Where’s going to be open at this time of night?" I asked, and she shrugged.

      "I think you look amazing in what you’re wearing," I assured her, but she shook her head.

      "No, I want to go down the proverbial aisle in white," she replied. "It’s going to be a long time before I can wear it again, what with the baby bump and all..."

      "Then we’ll make it happen," I replied firmly as I grabbed her hand and led her out of the hotel and to the car I had waiting outside.

      "I can’t believe we’re doing this," she blurted out as I opened the door for her. I stroked her hair as I climbed in next to her.

      "I can," I replied, leaning forward to give the driver instructions on where to take us. There had to be a few stores open somewhere, right? People made crazy decisions on nights like this one – why not us as well?

      We rolled up and down the few shopping streets that were still open at this time, and finally, we spotted one that had a white dress in the window. She looked over at me and beamed, nodding keenly.

      "We have to go in there," she announced confidently, and the driver pulled the car to a halt and left us to climb out and get to where we needed to go. We hurried into the store and ducked inside. Within a moment, the shop assistant had pulled the white dress down from the window and left Kari to vanish into the changing room with it.

      "Do I get to see it?" I called out to her.

      "Not a chance!” she answered. "You’re not supposed to see me before the wedding. It’s bad luck."

      "Well, it’s the wedding day today," I reminded her. "Maybe I could sneak a look?”

      "Alright," she conceded. "But be honest, alright? Tell me what you actually think..."

      And with that, she pulled the curtain back and revealed herself. My jaw dropped. She looked incredible – the dress was tight over her chest and her waist, but it kicked out into a long skirt that fell in flattering waves around her legs. The off-white suited her, making her blonde hair look even more angelic than normal. I’d never been much one for tears, but I could feel myself getting a little choked up just looking at her. I reached forward, tentatively placing a hand on her belly, where she was carrying the child that I had never even known I’d wanted.

      "You look beautiful," I murmured, and I meant it. She smiled at me.

      "You’re really ready to do this?” she asked. I nodded.

      "Let’s get back to the hotel and see what Tiffany’s pulled together for us, huh?" I suggested. "I’ll pay for the dress; you just head back to the car."

      I covered the cost of the dress quickly and followed her out to the car once more, where the driver swiftly took off and headed back down to the hotel. I clasped her hand in mine, wondering what the hell I had done to deserve a woman like this, to deserve a night like this. She was perfect. This was perfect. And everything that was to come was only going to be even more perfect.

      We arrived back at the hotel, and the whole place was buzzing with activity as Kari lifted her skirts to re-enter the ballroom. The guests were cheerfully chatting among themselves, and Tiffany came running over to us with a big smile on her face.

      "So, Lia got ordained to do our vows for us," Tiffany explained quickly, gesturing to an older woman with a crop of dark hair. "And she said she’d love to do it for you guys. The hotel had some marriage licenses around from a wedding they did a couple of years ago, so if you guys are ready..."

      My heart was pounding, but then I looked over at Kari and felt a calm in my chest. I was ready. As long as she was right here beside me, I was ready.

      "I’m good," I replied, turning back to Tiffany. Kari beamed.

      "Me too," she replied, and there was a spontaneous round of applause from the guests filling out the room. Kari laughed.

      "I can’t believe we’re doing this," she murmured to me, her eyes shining in the soft light of this place. I looked at her, not wanting to forget a single moment of this, wanting it all committed to memory where I would never be able to forget it. This was going to change everything. Not just my life and not just hers, but our whole family’s life. Our entire family was going to be together, properly and truly. I had never imagined that I would be able to just give myself over to something like this, to sacrifice all of the control that I had held on to for so long, but with her, it seemed obvious. This was the way it was always meant to be between us. This was safe. This was comfortable. This was everything I’d been looking for all this time.

      "I can," I replied. Tiffany caught Kari by the arm and tugged her to a makeshift platform that had been thrown together not far from the band. She pushed a small bouquet of flowers in Kari’s hands, pilfered from the luxurious displays scattered around the room. One of the flowers – I'd be damned if I knew what it was – drew out the color of Kari’s eyes just gorgeously.

      "Well, I think we’re ready to go!” Tiffany exclaimed excitedly. The woman, Lia, had taken up her place at the front of the room, just in front of us. Everyone was clustered around us, waiting to begin.

      "I’m good if you are," I murmured to Kari. She nodded.

      "Let’s do this."

      "We’re gathered here today," Lia announced suddenly, taking me by surprise – this was really happening. No backing out now. And I didn’t want to.

      And with that, the ceremony had begun. Lia was reading off a piece of paper, but that was fine – as long as she got our names right, I didn’t care. Kari was beaming at me, one hand in mine and the other hanging on tight to the bouquet. She looked as though she couldn’t wrap her head around this. I knew how she felt. This was all so damn much. But what we had in front of us was so much more, and I couldn’t wait to get there already.

      "Well, I don’t have any vows prepared," I admitted when it came around to the moment when we were meant to share our words about one another.

      "But I just want this woman to know that I love her more than anything in the world," I continued, looking deeply into her eyes. "And I know that things have always been crazy with us, and that I can’t promise they won’t still be after this, but I can promise that as long as I’m by your side, I’ll make sure it’s never too much."

      She bit her lip, her eyes shining with happy tears.

      "I never thought I could feel this way about anyone," I continued. "But you, Kari – you make me feel safe. You make me feel loved. You make me feel valuable. And you make me feel like I can take on anything, even the shit I was sure I never could before."

      "I’m not sure you’re allowed to curse in your vows," she laughed.

      "Will you marry me anyway?” I asked, and she glanced over at Lia and nodded, a big grin on her face.

      "I think I will."

      We exchanged “I dos.” The rings would have to wait until later, but I was alright with that. All that mattered was that she was mine – that she always would be, that she knew how much I adored her, and that I was in for the long haul. Our family – me and her and the children – we were finally together.

      "You may now kiss the bride!” Lia announced delightedly. I leaned down toward Kari as she wound her arms around my neck.

      "I love you," she murmured, and I kissed her – the very first kiss that we would ever share as a married couple.

      "I love you, too," I replied as the crowd around us burst into spontaneous applause. Outside, the bells had begun to toll to let us know that the New Year was finally here.

      "New Year, new me, huh?" Kari remarked as the band began to play “Auld Lang Syne” behind us.

      "New husband," I replied, and she clapped her hand over her mouth and giggled.

      "I can’t believe we really just did that," she murmured.

      "Me neither," I replied. "Not having cold feet, are you?”

      "It’s a little late for that," she laughed and shook her head.

      "And anyway, I’m not," she promised. "This makes sense to me. Really. I never thought I could do something like this, but..."

      "Just a little movie magic, right?” I teased her gently. She wound her fingers around mine.

      "Let’s see if you’re still into this when I’m all puffed up and pregnant," she teased me.

      "Hey, I can’t wait to see you all big and round with the baby," I promised her. "I bet you’ll look so cute."

      "You guys need to sign the license!” Tiffany exclaimed, grabbing Kari’s arm and guiding the two of us to the forms we had to sign.

      "Not quite official yet," Kari remarked to me. "Still time to back out."

      "Not in a million years," I replied firmly, and I rested a hand on the small of her back as I went to sign the papers that would tie us together for good. For life. Forever.
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      "Are you ready to go?” I asked, checking my watch. Kari heaved herself out from behind the dressing table and nodded.

      "I think I’m good," she replied.

      "Are you leaving?” Olivia asked. She had been helping Kari get ready and had swiped a little of Kari’s red lipstick for herself – she looked adorable with it smeared over her mouth. Sammy was perched on the edge of the bed, uninterested with the girly stuff but wanting the company.

      "Yes, but we’re going to be back soon," I assured her.

      "Will you be bringing the baby?” Sammy asked. I laughed.

      "Maybe not," I replied.

      "I hope not," Kari muttered, reaching for her bag. I dipped down to lift it up for her.

      "Thanks," she murmured, and I planted a kiss on her cheek.

      "Anything for you," I replied.

      "As long as I’m pregnant," she joked. "Come on, the car’s waiting. Let’s get out of here."

      We bid goodbye to Olivia and Sammy, left our instructions with the babysitter, and headed to the car. We were off to a movie premiere, and I couldn’t wait to get there. The film that was debuting was the first of my non-action roles, and I was so proud of it. I played a father dealing with life after the death of his wife, and I knew I had knocked it out of the park.

      "You doing alright?" I asked Kari as she sank into the seat beside me.

      "Yeah, I’m fine," she promised me. "You’re not getting rid of me that easily, right?”

      "Right," I agreed, eyeing her belly. She looked about ready to pop. The baby was only a couple of days away from coming, and I couldn’t wait to meet him or her at last. We had forgone finding out the gender, wanting it to be a surprise. Besides, I knew I would be thrilled with whatever we had.

      Olivia and Sammy were excited, too – it had taken them a while to wrap their heads around the new family set-up, but they had soon come to terms with it, especially when they found out that they would be having a little sibling to take care of. We had taken it very slow; I didn’t move in for a few months after we got married. But I hadn’t minded. I just wanted Kari to be comfortable and to make sure we built our family on a solid, unshakeable foundation. I had suggested getting somewhere bigger, but Kari had insisted on staying in the house she’d always lived in. I had paid for a big extension to be attached for the new baby, though, and we had expanded the playroom for the kids. I knew that I indulged them a little too much, but I was making up for lost time. Time when I’d imagined I never wanted a family like this.

      "I can’t believe it’s here at last," Kari sighed as we pulled up outside the movie theater that was hosting our premiere. It was an indie feature, but my involvement in it had gained a lot of public attention, so there were dozens of photographers waiting for us by the time we arrived.

      "You’ve done so well with work," she smiled at me. "I’m so proud of you."

      "Yeah, well, I’m not running a charity by myself," I pointed out. "You’re doing the really hard work."

      "Hey, I thought we weren’t going to talk about my stuff tonight," she reminded me. "This is all about you, remember?”

      "Let me be proud of you too," I chided her gently, and she laughed.

      "Alright, I’ll try."

      Kari had been running the charity solo for almost six months now – I had tried to convince her take some time off to relax and prepare for the baby, but she insisted she was fine. Making up for lost time, I supposed. All the time that she had been forced to work alongside Adam, that money-grubbing, clout-chasing dick.

      I’d sued him after I found out that it had been him who’d leaked the information to the press about what had happened to me, and it hadn’t taken long for him to accept giving up his ownership of the charity to Kari as payment for his indiscretion. He had never been that invested in the place anyway – that much was obvious to anyone paying attention. He just liked being able to swan around and pretend that he was a remotely decent person, even though he patently wasn’t.

      But either way, he was out of our lives now, and that was all that mattered. I turned to Kari and was leaning over to open the door when I noticed the look on her face.

      "Baby?”

      I grasped her hand.

      "What’s wrong?”

      "My water just broke," she mumbled, and my heart dropped.

      "Holy shit," I muttered. "Are you sure?”

      "Deadly," she replied before she winced and grasped her stomach.

      "We need to get to the hospital," she ordered me. "Now. This baby isn’t waiting around."

      "Take us to the nearest hospital," I demanded, leaning forward to speak to the driver. "Now. As fast as you can without getting arrested."

      The driver took off, not arguing with me, and I shifted closer to be near to Kari. She was breathing heavy and fast, her eyes closed and her head pressed back against the leather seat behind her.

      "Are you going to be alright?” I asked her. "Is there anything I can do?”

      "Just keep reminding me that we’re finally going to meet our baby soon," she replied through gritted teeth as I stroked her face.

      "We’re going to meet our baby soon," I murmured. The reality of it came down on me like a ton of bricks. My heart was pounding, but it was from excitement, not fear.

      "I’m so ready to meet him or her," I confessed, kissing her on the cheek. She let out a groan of discomfort but managed a smile.

      "Me too," she agreed.

      Luckily, it didn’t take us long to get to the hospital. By the time we got there, Kari was already pretty far along, and the doctors rushed her straight to a private room.

      "Is she going to be alright?” I demanded of one of the nurses, and she nodded.

      "She’s going to be just fine," she replied as the room filled with staff and activity. "But we don’t have much time. This has to be one of the quickest labors I've ever seen..."

      I stood behind Kari and gripped her hand, watching as her face contorted. This was all happening so quickly. I couldn’t believe it was finally here, after all this time. My baby. Our baby. Our family.

      Suddenly, a cry cut through the chaos of the room around us, and I looked down to see the nurse holding a small, scrunch-faced baby in her arms. I felt my heart stop for a moment in my chest.

      "Just let me get her cleaned up," the nurse told me. "And I’ll have her right with you."

      "Her?” I asked as Kari collapsed back onto the pillow, gasping for air.

      "Her," the nurse replied with a smile. Kari gripped my hand tightly.

      "We have a girl?”

      "We have a girl," I replied, and I laughed out loud. A little girl. A sister for Olivia and Sammy. A daughter all of my own.

      The staff cleared out of the room, and the nurse returned with our daughter. She laid her carefully in Kari’s arms, and I took in my baby girl for the first time. She had a tuft of blonde hair and dark blue eyes, like mine, and she was quiet as she snuggled against her mother for the first time. I reached out to touch her tiny foot, tracing the whorls on her skin.

      "She’s perfect," I murmured, and Kari nodded, smiling up at me.

      "I can’t wait for Sammy and Olivia to meet her," she replied. I leaned over and planted a kiss on her forehead, brushing a strand of matted hair away from her cheek as I did so.

      "I love you so much," I told her. "And I love this little girl so much, too."

      "I love you both too," she replied, smiling at me. "Our little family."

      "This is the happiest day of my life," I murmured, and I knelt down next to the two of them, looking at them, taking them in. My daughter was asleep, her little body curled against Kari’s. She was so small and so precious, and I knew in that moment that I would do anything in the world to keep her safe. I would protect her with my life, just the same way that I would protect Kari and Olivia and Sammy.

      "Our little family," I echoed, feeling a flood of warmth wash over me. This was what I had been waiting for. After all this time, this was it. And now that I had it, I knew that everything was going to be different. Everything was going to be better.
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      I’d like to start with a bit of a preface: 

      

      I liked to think that I’d learned my lesson when it came to dating. After my last boyfriend turned out to be a scumbag, I had been much more careful. My heart was guarded — I’d built an ivory tower around it that not even the bravest of knights could hope to scale. I was untouchable, and never again would I allow my emotions to be so carelessly tossed around by men who cared nothing for me.

      “Miss Anderson!”

      

      Ah, yes. My weakness — the class of kindergarteners I taught. Of course, who could blame me? Who wasn’t weak for young children and their cherubic little faces? Even if they tended to be a bit emotional at times—

      “Miss Anderson!!!” Billy Barker screamed, waving his hands frantically to get my attention. I smiled to myself, all thoughts of my ex-boyfriend dismissed as I strode across the room to help Billy with his daily writing assignment.

      
      

      “What’s wrong, Billy?” I inquired soothingly, smiling as he seemed to calm down somewhat. His face was still beet red from screaming, however, and I hoped he hadn’t been trying to get my attention all that long.

      “These dang B’s, ma’am. I can’t ever remember how to do them right, and there’s two in my name! Two!” he said urgently, thrusting a paper in my face. The B’s were backwards, with the loops curling up in a way that made them vaguely resemble the number nine. I chuckled a bit, ruffling the boy’s hair affectionately. 

      
      

      “That’s a wonderful try. B’s are the ones I have trouble with too, sometimes. Do you want to come to the chalkboard and practice with me?” I kept my voice soft and gentle. It really was a good effort, especially considering what little time we’d spent on writing the ABC’s so far. 

      
      

      Billy was an excellent student, even if he tended to be a bit temperamental at times. When things didn’t come naturally to him, he more often than not wanted to abandon the task altogether. It took a bit of pushing, but I had managed to get him to come out of his shell a bit — at least, academically. Among his classmates, he was a social butterfly, so there was no problem there. The cheerful tales he regaled about his father “whooping his butt” were a bit disconcerting, but overall, he was a good student.

      
      

      “Can Bailey help me? She’s really good at making B’s,” Billy asked with a toothy smile, glancing to the corner where the Grady twins sat hunched over their joined desks. At that moment, Bailey herself looked up and waved cheerfully at Billy. He stared pleadingly at me, and in spite of how jaded I was about the idea of young love, these kids didn’t even understand the concept of romantic love yet. It was just play time for the two of them.

      
      

      “Alright, you can go ask her. If she says no, though, respect her boundaries, okay?” The idea of boundaries was probably lost on a child his age, but he nodded excitedly and bolted from his desk. I stood upright, watching as the two spoke animatedly. As usual, Bailey asked if Lily could join them, and Billy was quick to agree. Apparently, he could use some help on his L’s as well. I resisted the desire to laugh as the three of them rushed to the chalkboard, the girls’ pale blue dresses ruffling around their ankles. I took a moment to scope out the rest of the class, stopping next at Penny Roma’s desk. Her eyes were focused on the top corner of her paper, and as usual, there were no letters scrawled on the assignment.

      
      

      “I feel sick.” 

      
      

      The usual excuse, though she didn’t even look up at me as she used it. Sucker that it may have made me, I always believed her. I took her by the hand, helping her up from her chair and guiding her to my desk. I always kept a pack of peanut butter crackers in my desk for such emergencies. She smiled thankfully, nibbling on the corner of a cracker as she watched the children at the blackboard. This was relatively normal for my classroom, and truth be told, I wouldn’t trade it for anything.

      
      

      The only thing that could have made my life better was having a child of my own. That was just a distant fantasy, however. My ex seemed to think I was barren, which was the whole reason he’d broken up with me. We’d been trying to conceive for months to no avail, and truthfully, I couldn’t blame him for wanting to find someone else. I just wish he had broken up with me before fucking some other woman. 

      
      

      That was in the past, though. Nothing worth fretting over now. I had a fulfilling life, although my social life was certainly lacking. I was supposed to be meeting up with a coworker that night — Tiffany Rodriguez, a fifth grade math teacher who failed to understand how dearly I loved children. During work hours, I usually found an email from her in our usual message thread. Our work emails were meant for just work, but try telling the sassy blonde that. It was a relief at times to read through her messages while the children were working or off enjoying recess for the day. She was my only friend, really, which probably said a lot about me as a person. 

      
      

      As the children were busying themselves with their writing assignments, I clicked on the latest email I’d received from Tiff and scanned over it with a faint smile. Yet another failed date on her end, though I had to give it to her — at least she went on dates. Although I had never known Tiffany to be in a serious relationship, she was off dating some new guy every other day. She liked to have fun, and I guess I was just boring by comparison.

      
      

      Scanning over the final line of the message, I swallowed a laugh as she mentioned a night out at the Red Room, the most chic nightclub in town. Yeah, that’s how I wanted to spend my evening: getting hit on by drunk idiots and having my eardrums blasted out by the sound system. I’d been to the Red Room once or twice before, and while I could see the appeal for a younger crowd, it just wasn’t for me. I couldn’t imagine dating any of the men who frequented the place. Granted, I couldn’t imagine dating much of anyone in my current state. 

      
      

      I clicked the reply button, watching the children doodle on the blackboard out of the corner of my eye. I expressed some sympathy for her failed date, keeping my amusement regarding the situation to myself. I promised to consider going out with her that night, which I had already considered and decided against. It wasn’t a lie, per se. 

      
      

      I clicked send just as a shrill scream erupted in the back of the classroom. I jolted to my feet, my expression panicked as I sought out the problem. Jenny Pilsner was a solid five feet away from her desk, pointing at it with a horrified expression. I approached warily, relieved to see that it was just a small lizard that had managed to sneak into the classroom. I placed my hand in front of it, allowing it to crawl on me and considering it with a faint smile.

      
      

      “Miss Anderson, it’ll bite you!” Penny exclaimed, her expression aghast. I chuckled warmly, keeping the small reptile on my hand as its beady eyes examined the room around it. 

      
      

      “Oh, Penny, it’s nothing to be afraid of. He’s a sweet little guy, aren’t you?” I cooed, tracing a finger along his back. His tail twitched, and it was obvious that he was nervous to be trapped in such a full room. “Alright, time out, kids! Put away your pencils, and place your writing assignment in your folders. We’re going to take this little guy out to the courtyard and let him loose. How does that sound?” I said cheerfully, careful to keep my voice low so as not to spook the creature. 

      
      

      Its tail continued to twitch in agitation, and it flicked its tongue out as if to taste the air. I knew very little about reptiles, but I knew enough to realize that our classroom wasn’t an ideal home for him. I had considered getting a class pet, but considering the petrified looks on the faces of half of my class, this guy seemed to be a no go. 

      
      

      Just the same, the children seemed eager to get out of the classroom — not that I could blame them. It was an extremely nice day.

      
      

      “Does this count as our recess?”

      
      

      “Can we go to the playground?”

      
      

      “I’m hungry! Can we have lunch outside?”

      
      

      It was normal to receive a plethora of such questions any time some new opportunity presented itself. Though there were some school rules to abide by, I saw little harm in letting them bring their lunch bags along for a picnic of sorts. I gestured toward their locker wall, and the group cheered as they gathered their lunch bags — ranging from Billy’s usual brown paper bag to Penny’s unicorn lunch box. 

      
      

      “Now, we’ll need to stay in the courtyard, so that means don’t run where I can’t see you — especially not to go chasing this little guy when he skitters off,” I announced, waiting for them to form a single-file line before leading them out the door. The trip to the courtyard wound from the back of the school, where the kindergarten classrooms were located, around to where the upper grades studied. As I led the students, I kept a constant watch to make sure there weren’t any stragglers. 

      
      

      We passed Tiffany’s classroom; it appeared to be the fifth grader’s lunch hour. There was a lunch monitor in the cafeteria at all times, so lunch was when she took her break. I waved through the window, and her eyes lit with excitement upon seeing me. She lurched from her seat and rushed to the door of her classroom, though I thought little of it. At least, I thought little of it until I heard her shout.

      
      

      “Wait up! I’ll join you!”

      
      

      That could either spell fun or trouble. Possibly a combination of both. All the same, my students obligingly came to a halt when I paused. The lizard was beginning to get adventurous, crawling up my wrist toward my arm. I made a face, trying not to get too creeped out by the idea of it crawling into my shirt. 

      
      

      “Miss Anderson,” Tiffany said in faux professional tones as she approached me, falling into step beside me. Before I could answer, the lizard on my wrist leaped the distance between the two of us, landing on the side of the other teacher’s shirt. 

      
      

      Of course, she immediately panicked, screaming and thrashing in an attempt to get the lizard off of her. The children in my classroom were torn between amusement and terror at about a fifty/fifty ratio. All hell broke loose as Tiffany flung the lizard. It hit the ground with a soft thud before skittering in the direction of my students. Of course, they shrieked, bolting in all directions while I tried to maintain some sense of order.

      
      

      “Wait! Wait! Come back! Miss Rodriguez, help me!” I started in a shout before lowering my voice to a hiss and receiving a chagrined look from Tiffany herself. 

      
      

      Thankfully, we managed to gather the children in one place. To make up for the fright, I made the executive decision to let them take an early recess. Tiffany looked apologetic as she walked alongside me, but I couldn’t stay mad at her for terribly long. At least the children hadn’t been in danger.

      

      “So…about the Red Room tonight,” she began, her expression shifting to one of excitement. 

      

      “I don’t think it’s such a good idea, Tiff,” I said quietly, watching the kids as they bolted across the various playground equipment. She chuckled, giving me a slight nudge.
      

      “You never have any fun, girl. You need to get out more — put yourself out there. What’s it going to hurt?” she pressed, glancing at her watch before shouting abruptly. “Shit, my class is probably waiting for me! I’ll see you later!”

      
      

      I watched her go somewhat pensively, considering her words.

      
      

      Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea.

      
      

      Click Here To Continue Reading Her Baby Daddy
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