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   Description
 
    
 
   Being rich means living up to the expectations of others... even when you don't want to. 
 
    
 
   After finally deciding to accept the job with Erica, Matt makes the move up to Seattle and starts to work through the balancing act of maintaining life under the hard task master known as Corporate America. No matter how much Erica works to keep him from becoming a different man, one thing is for sure… he’s changing. 
 
    
 
   In the bedroom if nowhere else…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Free Download
 
    
 
   Ali would love to give you a FREE Novella for joining her Insider Group. 
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   Lizzy and Hunter have grown up together, but the decision to share an apartment their freshman year of college unlocks feelings they’ve always had, but never explored. Come enjoy this ‘coming of age’ novella. You don’t wanna miss out. 
 
    
 
   The insiders group gets updates on new releases, contests and upcoming events related to Ali’s writing. We’d never spam you. Fake ham is just gross and it’s hell to get out of your hair too. Not that we’d know.
 
    
 
   Click Here!
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   Chapter 1
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   There should have been peace, sitting outside on the patio of my dad's house, working on the sketch of Erica, but there was none to be found. Everything inside of me screamed for me to call her, but fear held me at bay. No, it locked me up, tied me down, forced me into a place of numbness. Where logically I could point to all of it being a bullshit scheme to keep myself from getting hurt, I hated it. Hated myself. 
 
   Erica belonged to me, and yet she would become someone else's if I let my fears over not being enough 'man' for her stop me from moving forward, and fast. She was my brother, Damon, in female form. Perfect. Smart and strong, educated and successful. She was everything anyone could want and beyond anything I expected to have, but I was fucking it up completely.
 
   I reached down and brushed my thumb along the sketch, catching the side of her face and smearing the line a little to soften her. 
 
   "Much better," I whispered softly as the sun warmed my chilled skin. The weather in late October in Texas was always anybody's guess. We were lucky that year with the coolness having rushed in before the holiday season started. 
 
   My eyes moved slowly across the sketch, pausing when I reached the feminine curve of her breast, the steep swell of her hip, her long legs, her perfect ass. My body hardened and I glanced up, sucking in a tight breath. 
 
   Get up and save whatever you can with her. 
 
   I exhaled loudly, trying hard to keep myself from diving into one of my many fantasies where she was concerned. Not all of them have her naked and spread across a bed or laid prostrate on a table, but those were my favorite. They were more carnal and left my heart alone. The ones where she walked toward me in a white gown fitted just for her, or a little boy with blond hair and bright blue eyes bouncing around my feet hurt too much. It was almost as if the entire universe were trying to bring me to my knees. 
 
   "Matt?" Karen's voice sounded right behind me.
 
   I glanced over my shoulder and gave my new stepmother a smile. "Hey there. Hope you don't mind me borrowing your patio."
 
   "It's yours too. You know that." She walked out and sat down in the lawn chair beside me, stretching out her legs and closing her eyes. "I love this time of the year so much."
 
   "Me too." I slipped my pencil back in the case and picked up my sketch pad. "I'm going to have to buy a large canvas for this thing, but I'm still not sure if I should work on it here or in Seattle."
 
   "So you really did decide to go?" She glanced over and extended her hand. Her brown hair hit just above her shoulders, and her eyes were filled with a kindness that settled me. I could see why my father married her. She would be capable of unwinding the hurt that he suffered losing my mother to cancer. He'd worshiped her when my brother, Damon, and I were younger. 
 
   He was the reason I was scared to move forward with Erica. His relationship with my mother was a lie, and left me questioning love altogether. There was nothing my mother didn't have, and yet she chose to sneak around behind my father's back in search of something else, but what? And would a woman like Erica love me to my face and spend her afternoons seeking true passion from another man?
 
   No. I couldn't allow that. And Erica wasn't that kind of woman, but my mother didn’t start out that way either. I dismissed the thought, forcing myself to stay in the present where it felt safe. 
 
   "To Seattle?" I handed her the tablet and leaned back. "Yeah. I'm going to keep my apartment here, but I'll get one there too until I assess what's best for me."
 
   "And what about working for your father? Have you figured that out yet?"
 
   I glanced over at her and smirked. "Did he put you up to this?"
 
   She laughed. "No, but I would have done it if he had. He loves you. He talks about you all the time."
 
   "I know he does." I ran my hand over my chest and turned my face toward the sun. "I love him too. I want to make him proud, but I'm not sure what that looks like anymore. Is it weird at twenty-eight to still want to impress your father?"
 
   "No, not at all." She turned to face me and handed me the pad back. "I love this, Matt. It's Erica, isn't it?"
 
   "Yeah." I glanced down at it and closed the book. "She's exquisite."
 
   "And in love with you." Karen's tone softened a little as if she knew when best to tread lightly. 
 
   "I'm in love with her too." I leaned over to put the pad and my pencils on the table beside me. "But love is a scary thing."
 
   "Don't I know?" She wrapped her arms around herself, and I started to offer her a blanket, but she spoke up again. "I thought Bethany's father and I had a good thing going, but I was so wrong. I loved him with all of my heart, and he left us in the middle of the night. Who does that? He had men coming after him, Matt. Men who wanted money or blood. And he left me and Beth there to deal with them."
 
   "Shit." I got up and moved over to her chair, making her scoot over as I wrapped my arms around her. "You're with us now. I can't imagine how horrible that must have been, but you're so insanely strong to make it through that, and now look at the blessings you have."
 
   She sniffled and wiped at her eyes. "I keep thinking I'll wake up one day and be able to forgive him, you know?"
 
   "Yeah. That's my mom." I pressed my cheek to the side of her head and closed my eyes. 
 
   "What about your mom?"
 
   "She cheated on Dad a lot. I think him and Damon talked about it a few days ago." I squeezed her and got up, almost busting my ass in the process. 
 
   "Why do people do things like that?" She glanced up at me, and it was almost comforting to see that she thought of me as a man. So many days I still felt like a wayward child, trying to navigate through life - alone. 
 
   "No clue. Selfish?" I ran my fingers through my hair and let my eyes run across the burnt oranges and dark reds of the trees littering leaves all over my dad's backyard. 
 
   "Agreed." She sat up and pulled her knees towards her, wrapping her arms around them. "I'm glad Damon and Bethany worked everything out."
 
   "Me too." I slipped my hands into my pockets. "I'm looking forward to the wedding. I'm just not sure if I'm expected to be the best man or the bridesmaid."
 
   She laughed and shook her head. "Not sure your father would agree to you wearing one of those slinky blue dresses that Bethany is looking at."
 
   "I can rock slinky. Hello." I lifted my eyebrow as she laughed again. 
 
   "I have no doubt." Her eyes moved toward the table beside me. "That picture is by far the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Has Erica seen it?"
 
   I glanced down at it before gathering my things. "Um... no. I went up there and had a great weekend with her and then tucked tail and ran."
 
   "Then go back and show her."
 
   I turned my attention back to my stepmother. "I'm not sure she's going to want to see me."
 
   "Maybe not right now, but she's definitely going to want to see the way you see her." She smiled. "That picture is filled with passion, strength and beauty."
 
   "Good. That's exactly how I see her." I glanced toward the sky, lifting my chin and breathing in deeply. "I don't know why I'm being so stupid about all of this."
 
   "You're scared. It's normal, typical and okay. Just move past it. Identify the fear and get past it. Love requires you to step out all the time, Matt. Even our love between us as new family members. Love and trust working hand in hand, but it's worth it in the end. Even if we have a fallout and things don't go as planned." She stood up and I put my full focus back on her. "We always have this moment, right? And that's so worth it to me."
 
   "Maybe you're right." I moved toward her and offered her a quick hug before grabbing my stuff and walking to the house. "All right... I'll show it to her."
 
   "Good. She's going to love it," she called after me as I walked into the house and made a beeline for the front door. 
 
   Martha was cooking something in the kitchen, and I almost stopped to ask for a to-go box, but I was watching my weight and from the smell of things... it wasn't weight-loss friendly. 
 
   "You leaving?" Martha leaned out of the kitchen as I turned and glanced over my shoulder from the front door. 
 
   "Yep. I'm supposed to be at Dad's office in an hour. I'm just going to head up there early."
 
   "You want a to-go plate?" She smiled. 
 
   "What is that delicious smell? Tell me it's completely fat free."
 
   "Pst. Not even close, boy." She stepped into the hall and wagged her finger at me. "What do you care about calories? You look great."
 
   "Are you hitting on me, Martha?" I turned around and shook my ass a little. 
 
   "Not even close." She turned and disappeared back into the kitchen. "Food or no food?"
 
   "No food, woman. Shit... I'm trying to watch my girlish figure here. Jeez." I opened the door and walked to my old beat up truck. It would be time to get something new soon. Maybe in Seattle. Almost as if I lived two different lives. 
 
   One where I was scared shitless of Erica Hall crushing my heart and the other where I dominated her completely. 
 
   Both seemed all too familiar. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Dad?" I knocked on my father's door and leaned into his office. 
 
   He glanced up from his computer, the look on his face causing my asshole to clench. He was pissed about something. 
 
   "Get in here and close the door behind you." He glanced back down at his computer. 
 
   I walked in and glanced down at my t-shirt and jeans. Maybe dressing up would have been a better option, but it was too late now. 
 
   "What's got you upset? Something I did?" I dropped down in the seat in front of his desk, working hard to act like I was oblivious to the ass-chewing headed my way. 
 
   "Yes." He let out a long sigh and leaned back in his seat. "We're going into your brother's office in fifteen minutes for the call with Erica, who's missing..."
 
   "Missing?" I sat up, my back rod-stiff, my heart almost stopping in my chest. "What do you mean-"
 
   "As in she left the office a little while ago and hasn't come back. She's never been one to not leave a note with her secretary, Joan. She's upset and your brother says that it's your fault."
 
   "Aww... fuck." I stood up and walked toward the window before turning to face him. "Do we really have to do this-"
 
   "Yeah. We do. She's the best advertising agent I know, and she finally belongs to McKenzie and Bryant. Do you know how hard Damon and I worked to get her here? No, of course you don't, Matt." He stood up, his face shading pink. "I need you to fix this. Now. If you don't do it on the call today, you're flying your ass up there and making this right."
 
   "Dad. This isn't something I can just fix. She's in love with me from what I gather."
 
   "No shit, Sherlock."
 
   "And I'm not rushing into anything."
 
   "Two years is rushing? Not hardly." He picked up a few files. "If you don't fix this, then you'll be taking her spot as my new advertising director and working ninety plus hours a week." He walked to the door as bile rose up in my throat. 
 
   How the hell did Erica manage working in an office for that many hours a week? It sounded like a prison of sorts. 
 
   "Fine. I'll fly up there, but we're not doing this over the phone. It's personal. It's between me and her."
 
   My dad opened the door and moved back. "No, you just made it between all of us. Fix it or your ass is mine."
 
   I groaned and walked into the hall, wanting to throw a ten-year-old fit, and seriously considering it... why not act like a child? 
 
   I was being treated like one.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   I had to breathe. Just breathe. 
 
   My job, my life, everything was built around my career at M&B. I loved working for Kent and Damon, and both of them had been beyond good to me. To be the director of anything at twenty-eight was huge. I'd worked my ass off to get it, but they'd been more than generous in bestowing the title, the salary and the freedom that went with being in charge. 
 
   I refused to let something as stupid as another failed, almost-happened relationship mess that up. Matt wasn't suffering from the sound of things. Why should I be?
 
   "Because I love him." I glanced up from staring at my hands and let my eyes move around the small park where I sat on a lone bench. The weather had turned cold, and damn if I'd forgotten my coat when I ran out of the office like a scalded child. 
 
   Damon wanted to talk about all the reasons why I shouldn't be upset with Matt, why we were so good together, but he was bias. His little brother had a shot at love, a sustaining, serious, abiding love, and he was fucking it up. 
 
   A week and nothing from him. Not a call, a text. Nothing. We'd spent the weekend exploring each other physically and emotionally. Was he pissed by the professional note I left him that morning before heading to the office?
 
   What else was I supposed to do? We had one more night together and he slept on the couch, forgoing the comfort of my bed, the warmth of my body. His actions screamed so loud that even if he might have said something, I wasn't sure I would hear it. 
 
   Maybe it was for the better. From the look of things, fate was going to kick me in the crotch a few more times. Matt was seriously considering coming to Seattle to stay half the week and then live the rest of the time in Dallas, around his family. He'd be working on my team for twenty hours a week, most likely as part of our advertising and art think-tank. It was the perfect set up for him. 
 
   It sucked balls for me. At least it did now. He left a week ago without a word. Nothing hurt worse than rejection, but not mattering enough to even be rejected? Just simply ignored?
 
   It was too much. Not even I could move past that... could I?
 
   A red ball bounced at my feet, popping me in the shins and rolling off. 
 
   "Sorry, miss!" A little boy no more than five jogged past me and waved. 
 
   "No problem. You got it?" I got up and glanced around, looking for the boy's mom. I found her running toward us with a grimace on her face. 
 
   "Danny. Slow down. What have I told you about running off?" 
 
   He paused and turned, giving her the cutest look I might have ever witnessed. "I'm sorry, mommy."
 
   She knelt and wrapped him in a hug as I moved back to my bench and dropped back down. My heart ached for what she had. Real love. After Tanner walked away from our ten-year relationship during my senior year, I'd given up on wanting a husband or a family, but something about being close to thirty changed all of that. Or maybe Matt changed it. I wasn't sure what shifted, but without a doubt, the shift occurred. 
 
   "Thank you." The mom waved at me and toted the little boy back across the park, kicking the red ball as she continued to lecture him. 
 
   "No problem." I gave myself a few more minutes to take in the beauty around me before getting up. My bruised pride would have to be comforted later that night with a hot bath and a good bottle of wine. 
 
   If only that really worked...
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I walked back into the office and Joan stood up, my secretary looking a little worried. 
 
   "There you are. Are you okay?" She moved around her desk and clasped her hands together as if she were trying to keep herself from reaching out to me. 
 
   "Yeah. I just needed some air. Are we all set to go on the five thirty call with the Bryants?" 
 
   "Yes, ma'am." The older woman nodded and pursed her lips. "I was scared you'd walked out for good. You looked so upset when you left."
 
   "I wasn't sure if I was coming back, but then I realized I was being childish. I love my job." I shrugged and walked toward my office, letting the conversation die. There was no way I was letting anyone into my personal life at the office. It never worked out to be a good thing. 
 
   After closing the door, I sat down at the small circular table in the middle of my office and pressed the button to turn the video conferencing on. A screen moved down from the center of the ceiling and stopped a few feet in front of me. I leaned back and waited for the call I was sure to get. 
 
   Seeing Matt was going to suck royally, but I'd simply focus on Damon or Kent and keep my feelings to myself. Besides, they probably all three knew how I felt. I had been less than subtle with Damon on our call an hour before. 
 
   The loud buzz of the phone caused me to jump though I'd been expecting it. Somehow I'd slipped back into my thoughts, letting them go where they always did - right to Matt. 
 
   "Erica?" Damon leaned back in his chair and let out a sigh. "I thought maybe... well, never mind. This a good time?"
 
   I lifted my arm and glanced down at my watch. "It's five thirty on the dot. It's perfect."
 
   "Hi, Erica." Matt lifted his hand, his expression tight and filled with tension. It was more than obvious that someone had berated him moments before. 
 
   "Hi, Matthew. How are you?" I forced a professional smile and tried to still my beating heart. Seeing him on the screen was almost as bad as seeing him in person. My wine and hot tub night was quickly turning into a full bottle of whiskey. He looked so damn good, his dark blond hair disheveled, his blue eyes filled with sorrow, as if he cared about me. 
 
   If he did, he would have called without being forced. 
 
   "He's good. I guess." Kent shook his head and turned his dark gaze back toward me. "I know you're busy, so we won't take any more of your time."
 
   "It's good. I wrapped up things this morning, so I have some free time. Let's discuss the arrangement we're working toward and see where we can fit Matt in, hm?" I pulled a folder toward me and opened it, the words on the page jumbling up before me. "I think you guys were talking about twenty hours a week, right?"
 
   I glanced up as Damon nodded. Matt was reclined backward, his arms across his chest, his frown well-defined. 
 
   "That's right. Were you thinking of putting him in the think-tank group you have?" Damon glanced over at Matt and looked back toward me, rolling his eyes so that only I could see. 
 
   "Um, yeah." I looked back down at the papers and shuffled them around. "He'll be working with Lewis in graphics. Should be a lot of fun. Unless you're still unsure?"
 
   "Are we creating a new position?" Kent butted in. 
 
   "No. Celia is leaving on maternity leave next week, so Matt could have her position for three months and decide if this is the place for him." I shrugged and swallowed the hot ball of regret in my throat. I should have never slept with him. What was I thinking? I'd never been the type of woman to sleep around. My heart was too involved in love-making. 
 
   "I'm right here," Matt barked and leaned toward the camera, his expression softening a little. "You can talk to me, Erica."
 
   "Okay." I leaned back in my chair as my sorrow turned into anger. I stared at him for what felt like forever. It was obvious that the other two men in the room were getting uncomfortable, but they'd decided to tuck Matt between them and call me. They were stuck, and both deserved the discomfort. "I have a three-month position in graphics that's twenty hours a week. It's an artsy group that I think you'll like a lot, but I need to know if you plan on filling it, or if not, I'll find someone else."
 
   He nodded as his eyes moved subtly, as if he were studying me. "You're so beautiful. Did you know that?"
 
   Everything disappeared but him. I nodded. "I've heard it before, but it's irrelevant. I'm looking for an employee. Nothing more."
 
   "Matt. Not now, dude." Damon's voice brought me from my reverie. "Erica, he'll be up there on Wednesday. We're talking three months as a testing period, right, and when are you wanting him to start?"
 
   "Yes on the three months, and Monday would be good." I glanced over at Kent. "I need to meet with you soon to discuss the final ads on the advisory project. I met Mitch this morning. We're going to dinner tonight, but I know you like to have a final review done by you. I assume I'm still walking you through those images?"
 
   "Yes. Plan on coming down for the weekend maybe in a couple of weeks. Would that work?" He glanced over toward Damon. 
 
   I nodded. "Perfect. See you on Wednesday, Matt, or Monday when you come in." I nodded at the other two and clicked the button to end the call. Tears blurred my eyes, and I stood up, moving toward the windows in my office. I needed to feel the sunlight on my face. 
 
   Why in the hell had I mentioned Mitch? What an asinine thing to do. 
 
   A knock at the door saved me from my self-deprecating thoughts. "Come in."
 
   Mandy opened the door and paused at the entrance. "I was looking for you about twenty minutes ago. Everything okay?"
 
   I turned and stood up, letting out a soft snort. "I guess news travels fast. I just got upset over something that didn't go my way. Typical response from me, I guess."
 
   "Oh, good. Nothing to do with the team or something that we turned in that wasn't up to your specifications?"
 
   "What? No. Not at all." I wrapped my arms around me as a thought bubbled up. "I'm going to dinner with Mitch Roberson tonight. I'd really love for you and Lewis to join the two of us. You're my most senior ad agents, and you'll be working with Mitch alongside me. Can you check your calendar to see if that will work?"
 
   "Oh." Her eyebrows raised. "Really? Yes. I would love to go."
 
   "Great. See if Lewis is up for it too. Mitch will be by in a couple of hours to pick us up. Just stick around and I'll grab you when he gets here. That all right?"
 
   "Absolutely." Her smile was radiant. "I'll go tell Lewis now."
 
   "Great. Close the door behind you, please." I turned and walked back toward my desk. 
 
   There. I felt better already. Going to dinner with Mitch almost seemed too intimate. I was most likely overthinking it, but either way, I was uncomfortable. The new Director of Advisory was fifteen years my senior with streaks of grey in his dark hair and a body that left anyone with a pulse drooling. He was dangerous in more ways than one, and yet why was I protecting myself again?
 
   As if Matt were going to grow up and become the man I saw peeking out of the edges of his persona last weekend? No way. Not in a million years. I loved him with every ounce of my soul, but for the first time in a long time... love didn't feel like nearly enough. 
 
   I spent the rest of the afternoon, working on a graphics project that wasn't mine to do. One of my new artists would have usually been given the opportunity to sketch the first draft of a new logo we were working on, but I needed somewhere to focus. 
 
   "Erica?" 
 
   I glanced up to find Lewis standing at the door. His smile was wide, and his dreadlocks a hot mess. He was perfect, and the best employee I had outside of Mandy. 
 
   "Come on in." I sat back as he walked toward the desk and pointed to my drawing. 
 
   "Wow. That's righteous. Can I see?" He extended his hand toward me. 
 
   "Yeah, sure." I handed it to him. "It's just a mockup of-"
 
   "The new logo. I love it. It's brilliant." He studied it for a minute and handed it back. "And that's why you're the boss."
 
   I chuckled. "Why is that?"
 
   "Because, it's perfect. I can't even offer a suggestion."
 
   "You're just kissing ass, but don't stop on my account. I love it."
 
   He snorted. "Not at all. I'm an art-snob. We never kiss ass. It's against our culture."
 
   My turn to smile. "Are you going to dinner with me and Mitch tonight?"
 
   "Absolutely. He's downstairs. That's what I came to tell you."
 
   "Oh good." I stood up and grabbed my bag. "Let's go make the best of this."
 
   "Are you expecting something less than pleasant?"
 
   "No, but it's good to err on the side of caution, right?"
 
   "Sure, if you're done living." He moved back and let me go through the doorway first. "You're not done with big risks for massive rewards are you?"
 
   "I'm not sure anymore." I shrugged and walked toward Mandy, lost in my thoughts. Risk seemed like a fun word when I was younger, but after longing for a life I'd almost given up on years ago... it seemed more prudent to be cautious - safe. 
 
   Matthew Bryant was anything but safe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   "Matt," Damon called after me as I walked down the hall, away from the conference room. I ignored him. "Matt. Come on, dude. Stop."
 
   I jerked around as I reached the elevator and poked him in the chest. "Fuck you for that. What did you and Dad think would happen? Hm?"
 
   "Look. I know you're-"
 
   "You don't know anything. You have your life planned out in front of you, the woman you love beside you and everyone else to worship the ground you walk on. You don't know shit." I got in the elevator and watched him with the fury that burned deep inside of me. Of all people for my brother and my father to make me look like a weak child in front of, it had to be Erica Hall. 
 
   The one woman I'd consider hitting my knees for. As if she would have anything to do with me after leaving without a word, and now this... 
 
   "Fuck all of it. Why do I even bother?" I moved toward the door as it opened and barreled past a group of monkeys in suits. The scream beating against my teeth was held in by a smidgen of respect for my father. He'd built his legacy up for him and Damon to enjoy and now they were muscling me into it too. It was done in love, but damn if I wasn't hot by the way they went about it. 
 
   I jogged to my truck and got inside before I let out a string of curse words and pounded the steering wheel. The woman walking beside the truck jumped back and I smiled and lifted my hands in apology. 
 
   "I hate this shit. All of it." I started my truck and drove straight for the NBC offices on the other side of the city. Bethany would probably be bias to helping me see the good in Damon and my father, but Sophie wouldn't. She would let me bitch and act a fool until I calmed down. Then she'd help me curse everyone around me until I felt better. That's why she had been my best friend since childhood. 
 
   I parked in the garage beside the large high rise where every secret in the world was known. It was almost comical to think that someone like Sophie, who was insanely private about her personal life, would work to expose other people. True oxymoron. 
 
   The stern looks on the people's faces that I passed gave me yet another reason to run for the hills instead of working at M&B. I wanted to enjoy my life, to be free to experience all sorts of incredible things. Everyone pimped out in a standard black, grey or navy suit downtown had the same look on their faces. Like someone had just administered an enema with no lube. It was the last thing I wanted to experience. Living a life with all duty and no pleasure. No way. 
 
   I stopped at the front desk and smiled at the older woman who glanced up. 
 
   "Can I help you?" 
 
   "Yes. I'm here to see Sophie Marque with NBC." I glanced toward the security gate, hoping that by some miracle she might come bounding through and save me the hassle. 
 
   "Fine. Wait over there please, sir, and I'll give her the message that someone is here to see her. Can I get your name and your business?"
 
   "Sure. I'm Matthew Bryant. I'm her baby-daddy." I leaned toward the woman and whispered the last bit. 
 
   She smirked. "All right. I'll be sure to tell her that her baby-daddy is here."
 
   "Thank you, kindly." I turned and walked to the row of chairs, feeling a little bit better, but not much. 
 
   My father and brother made a fool of me in front of Erica, and what was worse? She complied. Talking about me like I wasn't sitting in front of the fucking camera. I ran my hand down my face. I truly deserved anything she wanted to throw my way. I'd messed up big time. Fixing it was at the top of my list, but now... I wasn't so sure. She too saw me as a jacked up, immature little boy. 
 
   Hell, maybe I was. 
 
   "You sure do look deep in thought. Don't strain yourself. You could pop a vein." Sophie stopped in front of me and glanced down, her eyes filled with humor. 
 
   "I've already popped a few today, what's one more?" I got up and nodded toward the coffee shop across the street. "I need to vomit emotion. You got a few minutes?"
 
   "For you? Absolutely." She slipped her arm into mine. "Any reason why you told Tammi over there that you're my baby-daddy?"
 
   "I didn't tell her that." I glanced over at Tammi and winked. "I said Band-Aid caddie, like your walking first aid kit."
 
   She rolled her eyes and moved around me as I held the door for her. "You're never going to grow up, are you?"
 
   "Do you think I should?" I walked beside her to the stop light and reached for her hand as we crossed the street, not wanting to lose her in the crowd. 
 
   "No. I like you just how you are." She tugged her hand from mine. "You know I hate it when you try and manhandle me."
 
   "Manhandle?" I snorted. "I held your hand to make sure you didn't get away from me. I think you better ask for another adventure other than Saudi Arabia. I'm pretty sure your definition of manhandle is a joke compared to how those men treat their women."
 
   "Not the prince. I've been studying him." She gave me a knowing look and opened the door to the coffee shop.
 
   "And? Spill." I walked in and breathed in deeply, loving the deep aroma in the air. It smelled like lazy mornings and comfort. It reminded me of Erica somehow. 
 
   "He's nontraditional. He's hoping to find an American woman to birth his children." She shrugged and moved up in line.
 
   "Wait. Are you saying that you're good with him putting that out for everyone to hear? He wants an American woman to birth his children? What about to love? To cherish? To build a life with?"
 
   "That's what he meant, silly." She moved up and ordered. 
 
   I ordered something big and sugary before turning my attention back on her. "He meant sex. That's what having children starts out with. Did you miss this day in eighth grade?"
 
   She popped me in the chest. "No. You were in the next room, remember? You asked me a million questions about... never mind."
 
   I chuckled. I'd drilled her with questions while the other guys in school were drilling anything that walked and breathed. We were different, but it was simply what made us... us. 
 
   "Today has been a total bust." I sat down at a small table and glanced up at her. She was beyond beautiful, and would most likely score a prince in the Middle East, or anyone else she wanted. It was weird not to have feelings for her outside of our friendship, but I didn't. She was like a sister to me. 
 
   "Yeah. Tell me what happened. It's rare for you to come all the way to the office to see me." She walked up to the counter to grab our drinks and handed me mine as she sat down across from me. "Something happen with Erica? Is that her name?"
 
   "Yeah." I took a long sip of my frozen coffee drink and winced. "Brain freeze."
 
   "That takes a brain." She winked and leaned back in her chair. "Tell me what happened."
 
   "They wanted to have a conference call with Erica, the four of us. I haven't spoken with her since leaving Seattle a week ago, and as anyone in their right mind would be, she's upset with me."
 
   "Wait. Back up. You went up there and what? Tell me the full deal. I haven't seen you since before you left, remember."
 
   "Right." I ran my fingers through my hair and glanced around. Rehashing everything was going to suck royally. 
 
   "You're not getting out of this. I know your flight-look. You're not running from me. Just spill." She took another drink of her coffee and watched me closely. 
 
   "We had fun. She took care of the contract with Jonathan, we went to a concert, to the harbor, made love a few times and-"
 
   "Wait. Made love?" Her lips turned up into a smile that reached her eyes. 
 
   "You're really pretty when you smile like that. You should do it more often." I took another drink of my drink too. 
 
   "Thank you, but get back to the fucking. Was it awesome?"
 
   "Yes. Fucking usually is." I pulled my straw out of the cup and used it to scoop up whipped cream. "I left on Monday morning without saying goodbye."
 
   "Why?" Her voice hardened. "Like you snuck out while she was still in the bed?"
 
   "No. I passed out on the couch the last night we were together and woke up the next morning to a stiff note from her. It was very business-like." I shrugged. "I left and headed home with the intent to call her, but I didn't."
 
   "Let me ask again. Why? That's an extreme insult to a woman, Matt."
 
   "I'm realizing that now." I glanced up and let out the breath I didn't realize I was holding. "I was scared, fuck, I still am. It's not like one weekend in her arms is going to change that."
 
   "You gotta get over this jacked up commitment phobia thing you have going on." She reached out and touched my hand. "Look at me."
 
   I glanced up. "What?"
 
   "You know how much I love you, right?"
 
   "Yeah. I know you wanna lick the skin from my bones and force me to have your babies."
 
   "Well, there is that, of course." Her smile faded. "She sounds like a great catch, and the kind of woman that would force you to become the man we all know is inside of you. Stop running and turn around."
 
   I glanced down toward our clasped hands. "Can you and I just get married? I'm comfortable with you."
 
   "No." She tugged her hand from mine. "You're not a prince, and I'm not the girl that makes your heart ache, or your body yearn for carnality."
 
   "We could work on all of that." I was teasing. There was no one in my past or possibly in my future that was going to emotionally bend me over the way Erica had for the last two years. She was supposed to be mine. 
 
   "Just call her, Matt."
 
   "My father and Damon had me in a conference call with her today, and she blew me off pretty hard."
 
   "Of course she did. You dismissed her after she opened her body to you." Sophie huffed and gave me a stern look. "Any woman would kick you to the curb after that."
 
   "So what the fuck do I do?" I glanced up at the ceiling, trying hard to sound like a spoiled frat boy. It was a fitting persona for me. I liked it. 
 
   "Go to Seattle and win her back. Be the man you are and tell the scared little boy to take a hike."
 
   I dropped my chin and tilted my head to the side a little. "When are you leaving for the Middle East again? January?"
 
   "Yes, but stop diverting. Do what you need to do to get her back. Promise me."
 
   "Maybe." I turned my attention to the people in the coffee shop, letting my eyes run across their expressions and wondered what their lives might be like. Was anyone fighting against themselves to grow up like I was? Were they in love or searching high and low for someone that could provide the high I got around Erica? 
 
   "Come on. I gotta get back. We can jog in the morning if you want. I'll walk you to your truck."
 
   "Okay." I got up and took another long draw from my straw before walking out into the chilly late afternoon with Sophie. "I want to show you something I'm working on."
 
   "For the private showing at De Luge?" She glanced over at me and reached out to grab my hand as we ran across the street.
 
   I tugged my hand free and winked at her. "People will talk, baby girl."
 
   "Oh brother." She moved in front of me, and we walked in a comfortable silence until I reached my truck. 
 
   "This is my centerpiece for the showing, if I can pull it together and get it done." I opened the truck, pulled out my sketch pad and flipped it to the picture of Erica. 
 
   "Wow," Sophie mumbled with reverence. She glanced up at me. "Matt. This is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."
 
   "Yeah?" I reached out and ran my fingers just outside of the figure's face. "It's how I see her."
 
   "Erica?" She pursed her lips. 
 
   I nodded. "Yeah. It's how Damon sees Bethany, or my father sees Karen. It's just love. Hurts like a fucker when it's not working, but it feels so good when it does." I pulled the pad from her and closed it. "I just want to get my stuff together before I try to fix what I've destroyed. I want to be everything she needs me to be. Then I can present myself as a viable option for her, Sophie."
 
   "What if someone gets there before you?"
 
   "Then I deserve to lose her." I shrugged and pulled at her arm. "Go back to work and stop making me rethink everything. I hate that about you."
 
   "Not true." She put her hands on her hips. "It's the reason you came to see me today. You wanted me to set you straight."
 
   "Did I?" I got in the truck, closed the door and rolled down the window. "You know Damon is planning his wedding."
 
   She leaned toward me and pressed her hands to the windowsill. "I doubt Damon is doing much of anything."
 
   "True. Bethany is planning the wedding. I'll get you the date soon."
 
   "Great." She reached out and squeezed my arm. "You need to fix this. Love doesn't come around all the time, Matt."
 
   "True, and sometimes you have to run halfway across the world to find it."
 
   She smiled. "That's what I'm hoping to do. You just need to hop on a plane and take a three-hour flight. So cheesy easy."
 
   "Maybe, but the hard part starts when I get there, you know?"
 
   She nodded. "Is she worth it?"
 
   I didn't hesitate for a second. "Absolutely. I'm just not sure if I am."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   "Hi." I got into the passenger's side of Mitch's black Lexus and reached for my seatbelt as Lewis and Mandy got in the back. 
 
   "Hey. Day go okay?" He glanced back and extended his hand. "I'm Mitch Roberson."
 
   "He's our new Director of Advisory." I glanced back at my staff as they shook Mitch's hand. "It was all right. Long to be honest."
 
   "Well, thanks for joining me for dinner. I hope it doesn't impose on you too much." He pulled the car away from the curb and smiled over at me. 
 
   Handsome wouldn't begin to describe him. How the hell was he not wearing a wedding ring? Seemed like a travesty. Not that it mattered. I was lost to the asshole who left without a word. If I wasn't, I'd have offered to host the dinner at my house and left my staff out of it. 
 
   "Not at all. Kent seems too proud of himself for getting you to join the firm." I pulled down the mirror above my head and checked my face. 
 
   "He's an old friend of my brother, Jack's. They went to school together." He turned and pulled up to the restaurant as the valet ran for the doors. 
 
   "I love working for Kent. He's a great guy." 
 
   We got out and walked to the front door, Mitch holding it for all of us. 
 
   Mandy smiled and glanced my way. "Is he married?"
 
   I smirked, enjoying the fact that she was willing to speak to me like I was half-human. Most of the time, my staff shuffled around the office and stayed out of my way. 
 
   "No clue." I walked toward the hostess stand and pointed to our name on her roster. "There're four of us now instead of two though."
 
   "No problem." The girl glanced toward Mitch, her cheeks turning pink. Interesting. 
 
   "Let's go." I turned to get everyone's attention before following the girl to the table. We took our places, and I pulled my napkin down into my lap and picked up the wine menu. "Anyone need an adult beverage tonight?"
 
   "Me." Lewis lifted his hand. "I was trying to work with one of our IT guys all afternoon and got nowhere. He didn't understand Photoshop, and I had no clue what the words coming out of his mouth meant. It was like speaking a foreign language."
 
   "I need a beer." Mandy took the drink menu as I offered it to her. "My little sister just told us today that she's pregnant. My mom is beside herself and they want to have a family meeting over it. I keep trying to tell them that I'm not part of the family anymore." She blushed. "Too much?"
 
   I smiled. "No, it's all good." I glanced over at Mitch, surprised to find him watching me. "And you, Mr. Director?"
 
   He smirked. "I love a good glass of wine regardless of the day I've had. Pick your favorite and we'll just get a bottle."
 
   "I don't know." I leaned back and let my hands drop into my lap. "I have more than a glass and one of you might have to tote me out of here."
 
   I laughed when everyone offered to. Somehow I'd missed out on having a relationship with anyone at work, which was a shame. Both Lewis and Mandy were incredibly supportive of me, and good people all around. I needed to fix things between us, and open up more often. There was still a line in the sand because it was work, but I could be more welcoming toward my staff. 
 
   "You guys want an appetizer?" Mitch glanced up from his menu. "Anything you want. Dinner is on me."
 
   "Oh no. Let me get it." I let my eyes run across his face and couldn't help but think he should be on a GQ magazine somewhere. At M&B we had the most non-typical accountants in the world. Sexy, strong and masculine as all get out. "I brought Lewis and Mandy as a treat to them. I'll pick up the bill."
 
   "No. You won't." He winked at me, but by the tone of his voice, I knew the conversation was over. 
 
   "All right then." I smiled and glanced back down at my menu, enjoying Mitch's deep chuckle. 
 
   "Damn. I have to go." Mandy looked up from her phone. "My mom is coming unglued. I'll have to get a rain check." She stood and seemed to realize that Mitch brought her. 
 
   "I'll take you back." He started to get up. 
 
   "No way. I can walk. It's only half a mile." She pulled her purse from the chair. 
 
   "What? In downtown at night. Not happening." Lewis gave me a smile. "I'll take her and you can just grab us for lunch later this week."
 
   "What? No. We'll all just go." I pushed back to stand as Mitch hovered above his seat, waiting for a decision to be made, no doubt. 
 
   "No. I'm serious. Enjoy your dinner. We'll have a good talk about the project we're working on. Lewis is big and strong." She smiled over at him, and I got the notion that somehow one of them had planned for the time they'd be spending together on the way back to the office. 
 
   "Okay, well, you have my cell. Just call if you need me." I sat back down and pulled my chair up to the table and they said their goodbyes and walked off. 
 
   Mitch turned to watch them go and chuckled before looking back at me. "How long have they been sleeping together?"
 
   I almost choked on my spit. "What?"
 
   He picked up his menu. "It wasn't obvious to you?"
 
   "No." I tilted my head and glanced toward the front of the restaurant. "You really think they're sleeping together?"
 
   "No, I don't think. I know." His dark eyes left me feeling raw, bared before him. It was strange how quickly he'd gotten comfortable with his position at the firm, or maybe it had little to do with that. Maybe he was just the type of man that was so incredibly confident and comfortable that he was relaxed no matter where he went because he was unwilling to be anyone but himself. 
 
   I wanted that for Matt. He would become that man, but when? With who beside him?
 
   "I lost you." He smiled and reached out, tapping my arm. 
 
   "Oh, sorry. I had a really long day today." I smiled up at the server as he stopped by the table. We ordered wine and Mitch ordered two appetizers, which we agreed would be our dinner.
 
   "You mentioned your long day, but you haven't said what happened." He clasped his hands in his lap and pressed a hard stare against me. 
 
   "It's somewhat personal, I guess." I glanced down at the table and tried to think through how to get out of the awkwardness he was leading us into. 
 
   "Well, I won't pry, but I figure with both of us leading the Seattle office, we'll become close friends sometime in the near future." His voice was deep, soothing. 
 
   "I'd like that." I glanced up and realized that maybe his definition of friends was different than my own. I was intensely grateful when the wine showed up. 
 
   "How long have you been working for Kent?" He took a drink of his wine and tugged at the front of his button down shirt. 
 
   "Two years, but I've known Damon for the last five." I ran my finger around the top of my glass. "I love it there, but there are days when I wish I was busy painting some new masterpiece."
 
   "Really?" He chuckled. "I wondered about you artist types from time to time. How much of your soul did you sell to be calm and collected in a large high-rise building?"
 
   "Good question." I moved back as the appetizers arrived. I shouldn't be at dinner with someone like Mitch. It was dangerous, and I wasn't willing to give up on Matt just yet, even though it seemed like he'd given up on me. 
 
   "One you feel like answering?" He took a bite of one of the garlic shrimp and groaned. "Wow. That's insanely good."
 
   "I feel like part of me is missing, sure, but I get to make the money that I feel I'm worth, lead a team of creatives like myself and still design and develop art all day long. It's far better than being a starving artist." I reached for a shrimp and agreed with his assessment. My stomach rumbled as if to corroborate my thoughts. 
 
   "That's a great way to look at it." He licked his fingers, and I glanced away. The moment was too intimate. "I've been working as a consultant since I was Damon's age."
 
   "How old are you now?" I picked up my glass and smiled as he gave me a cocky grin. 
 
   "How old do you think I am?"
 
   "That's not fair." I leaned back in my seat and studied him. 
 
   "No? Guess close to it and I'll tell you."
 
   "Thirty-eight." I took a drink and went for another shrimp.
 
   "You flatter me, Erica." I enjoyed the way he said my name. 
 
   "Am I correct?"
 
   "You're off by ten years." He picked up his fork and picked up a piece of sushi. 
 
   "So you're twenty-eight?" I smiled and picked up my chopsticks. "You know it's a travesty to eat sushi with a fork. You look like a Texan right now."
 
   "I am one." He popped the sushi in his mouth and chewed slowly, taking a drink of his wine and turning the question back on me. "And you? Are you still in your twenties?"
 
   "Yes, but I'm racing toward thirty quickly." I felt comfortable, good. It had to be the wine. 
 
   "Husband? Kids?"
 
   "Hopefully in the future. You?" I needed something to do with my hands. We were at a business dinner and yet we'd done anything but talk about business. I should have kept Lewis or Mandy with me. Our conversation couldn't be headed anywhere healthy. 
 
   You don't belong to Matt. He doesn't want you. You're not good enough... remember? My mother's voice echoed in my head, though she'd never said anything about Matt. It was a need to condemn myself fully. Her voice always worked well for those moments. 
 
   "I have one daughter. I love her beyond words." He licked his lips and picked up the bottle of wine, pouring us both another glass. "My wife, Lindy, died three years ago from a brain tumor. It's been a long journey back from the gates of hell."
 
   "Oh, God. I'm so sorry." I reached out and cupped my hand over his. I couldn't imagine loving someone for years and then losing them. "How long were you married?"
 
   He gave me a boyish smile, his eyes lighting up. "Twenty-seven years. We got married right out of high school. She was my childhood love." 
 
   I pulled my hand back as thoughts of Tanner swam through my mind. So many years together and he just up and left. Why? I'd failed to analyze any of it then. It was too hard. I was too close to the fire. 
 
   "That's incredible. I hope I find someone that loves me the way you seemed to have loved your wife." I picked up one of the appetizer plates and divvied up the rest of the meal between us. 
 
   "I'm shocked to see that you don't already have someone loving you like that." He smiled and nodded toward his plate. "Thank you."
 
   "Of course." I picked up my fork and busied myself eating. 
 
   "So, no boyfriend either?"
 
   "Nope." I finished my glass of wine and tilted it toward him. "I need one more."
 
   He smiled and poured me a glass. "Well, I know I shouldn't, but I can't help but tell you that I'm floored by you not being with someone. You're stunning. Successful. Intelligent. Talented."
 
   Warmth spread up my chest and coated my cheeks and throat. "Thank you," I whispered, feeling almost overwhelmed. No more wine for me. 
 
   "No... Thank you." He smiled. "This is nice. It's been a while since I sat down to dinner with a beautiful woman."
 
   "I'm glad I could break the dry spell." I laughed at myself, letting the wine settle my spirit. 
 
   "We should keep this up." He watched me closely, but I tucked my head down and worked on my meal, feeling like Matt acted... young, immature and overwhelmed by the presence of the older man beside me. 
 
   I needed to go home - alone. Yeah... no more wine for me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   Every mess up from the last two weeks rolled through my mind as if on a carousal as I sat on the plane on Wednesday morning. I'd jacked things up with Erica royally, and damn if I didn't try and call her several times after talking to Sophie on Monday only to hang up when her voicemail picked up. There was no way I was apologizing in a message on her phone. It would have been easy, but she and I both knew that was the chicken-shit way of doing things. 
 
   Damon and I worked out our differences the day before, and I was glad to be back on even playing ground with him. It wasn't his fault that I was perpetually dicking up my life, but it sure felt good to push it off onto him. 
 
   I groaned and pressed my palms to my eyes. Erica has to forgive me. She has to understand. 
 
   "No... she doesn't." I ran my fingers down my face as the flight attendant at the front of the private jet gave me an odd look. "I talk to myself all the time." I smiled. "Mostly because I'm the only one that doesn't argue with me."
 
   "Makes sense. I think." She smiled and buckled up. "We're making our descent. We should be on the ground in twenty minutes."
 
   "Awesome." I closed my eyes and let the image of Erica giving me head in the car douse me in desire. It wasn't just about the act of her being so damn naughty that got me. It was the softness of her touch, the look of love in her eyes. This was far more than I was used to being involved in. It was unknown land, uncharted territory, and yet every part of her I'd seen - I adored. 
 
   Then why run?
 
   I forced the question out of my mind. It was getting old. I had my reasons, and though no one on God's green earth understood them, they still stood. I'd try to explain myself to her once I got to Seattle, barring that she'd actually see me. 
 
   There was a good chance that I was outta luck. I hoped not, but anyone with sense in their head would have kicked me to the curb years ago. There’s only so much denial and rejection someone could take. 
 
   If Erica treated me the way I'd treated her, I'd never give her the time of day. Not to explain herself or apologize. No way. 
 
   "Mr. Bryant?" The flight attendant touched my shoulder, and I jumped, not realizing that I'd dipped so far into my subconscious. 
 
   "Sorry. I guess I fell asleep." I unbuckled, got up and grabbed my bag. "Did you guys call a car service for me before we left?"
 
   The attendant nodded. "Of course. Your car should be waiting by the tarmac. A red Audi, just like you like." 
 
   "Perfect." I waited for the door of the plane to open and jogged down the stairs toward the car. My phone buzzed and I pulled it out to find Jonathan Lutz calling. It was as if he had a spy cam somewhere in the vicinity. "You got eyes everywhere?" I laughed and stopped by the car. 
 
   "No, I wish. Did you just get in town?"
 
   "I did." I opened the door and got into the car. "I literally just walked off the plane."
 
   "Then my timing is excellent."
 
   "That it is." I buckled up and started the car, loving the purr of the engine. It reminded me of Erica, and my cock twitched, my pulse spiked. The woman was without a doubt the very core of my lust, and I was an idiot for denying her anything. 
 
   Grow up. 
 
   "I got the private showing set up for us. It'll be at De Luge two weeks from Friday. You'll need to be there at five at the latest."
 
   "Two weeks. Damn... that's so soon." I pressed the gas and adjusted my mirrors as my lust turned to worry. There was no way I would have the picture of Erica done by then. Was I really ready to show the world my girl? Bared and nude, open for everyone to realize what an idiot I'd been?
 
   "We said November. It starts Friday. I can look at moving it if-"
 
   "No. I'm good. I was just trying to decide if I needed to do something big, flashy, stunning for the event. I'm not sure with two weeks I really have time for what I was working up to in the back of my mind." I reached up and ran my fingers through my hair as my heart contracted in my chest. It hurt to be in Seattle and not have her beside me. It was almost a travesty that my soul woke up to lament over. 
 
   "You're going to need something magnificent to impress these people. Where your portfolio is more than enough to catch the eye of the commoner, I went with Erica's suggestion and set the event up for ten grand as the entrance fee." 
 
   I swallowed hard. "What? Did anyone pay that? I'm not even known."
 
   "Right, but your father is." Jonathan cleared his throat. "We have fifty people coming that night. Create something breathtaking. You have it in you."
 
   "Breathtaking." My mind immediately went back to the portrait of my girl. "Erica."
 
   "Yes!" Jonathan laughed. "You have been thinking about it. I had hoped I planted a seed in you that day. Put her on canvas, Matthew. She's impossibly beautiful. Show the world what you see."
 
   "Okay. I'll talk to her, and if she agrees to it, I'll work night and day to get it done." Exhilaration rushed through me. I could do this. 
 
   "Good. Get it done. We'll talk soon. Let me know if you need anything at all." 
 
   "Yeah, thanks." I dropped the call and let my thoughts move all around the edges of what success felt like. My dream was to have an art gallery of my own where people from all over the world could come and appreciate the depths of emotion I painted in my pictures. The only thing that would have made it better was to have Erica's work next to mine. 
 
   Even if nothing worked out between us, I would force a friendship on her. She needed someone to encourage her to push toward her dreams, even part-time. She could hold down her job at my father's firm and still continue to pursue her heart. She had to. Without exploring her talent, she would grow cold, unmoved, numb. 
 
   I put a call into Damon's secretary, Linda. She picked up on the second ring. 
 
   "McKenzie and Bryant, Damon Bryant's office. How can I help you?" Always so damn chipper. 
 
   "Hey, Linda. This is Matt, Damon's brother."
 
   "Hi, Matt. Did you make it to Seattle?"
 
   "Sure did. Hey, could you e-mail that list of apartments in the art district that Erica sent over to you guys a few months back? I know Damon probably kept it just in case I finally made the trip up here and got serious about staying."
 
   "Oh, yeah. He totally kept it. I'll find it and send it to your phone for you. Are you looking today?"
 
   "Yep. Just got here. I need something really spacious and with lots of great light."
 
   "You got it. Give me about twenty minutes to look at the listings and I'll have something to you."
 
   I smiled. "Excellent. Thank you."
 
   "Anytime." 
 
   We hung up and I turned to merge onto the freeway. I plugged the phone into the hands free device and pressed Erica's cell phone number, half expecting it to go to voicemail. This time I planned on leaving a message. She needed to know I was in town and wanted to talk to her - about the painting if nothing else. 
 
   "This is Erica." Her voice sent tendrils of pleasure racing through me, as if the woman were an aphrodisiac altogether. 
 
   "Erica. It's Matt. I just got into town. I'm headed to look at apartments, but I'd love to swing by the office and check in with you a little later if that'd be okay."
 
   "Yeah, sure. I have meetings all day long, but feel free to wait in my office if I'm not around. Just check in with Joan, my secretary, and if you're waiting too long, she'll hunt me down."
 
   "All right. I'll see you soon." 
 
   She hung up without a response. I sighed and tried to not get too down on myself. It wasn't going to be easy walking back into her life. She needed to know that I wasn't running again, and I had to be sure I could get over judging myself unworthy of her before I promised that. 
 
   My phone pinged a few minutes later and Linda had the listings for me, all of them looking great. Luckily enough, the first one I came to captivated my heart. 
 
   Much like the woman I hoped to share it with eventually. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Matt. Good to see you again." Joan extended her hand as I walked toward her. 
 
   "Pleasure is all mine." I shook her hand and nodded to Erica's office. "Is she around?"
 
   "She's in a meeting, but have a seat in her office and I'll let her know that you're here." She smiled. "Would you like a coffee or water?"
 
   "No thanks. I'll grab something myself if I get thirsty."
 
   "Of course. This is your father's firm." 
 
   "Yep." I walked toward Erica's office, and breathed in deeply when I walked in, catching traces of her perfume. Every cell in my body woke up. I breathed in again as if I were out of breath. Dropping down in the chair in front of her desk, I imagined her sitting in front of me, her dark blond hair in a loose bun, her lips cherry red. 
 
   What the fuck was I doing? Why did the boy in me show up when commitment was at stake? I forced myself to stand my ground with her when she came in. 
 
   I was sorry. 
 
   I was beyond interested. 
 
   I was in love. Period. 
 
   "Yeah, thanks, Joan. I'll just leave them in-" 
 
   I turned as an old guy walked in with a bouquet of white roses and stopped at the door. 
 
   "I'm so sorry," he started, "I'll come back in a little while."
 
   "No." I stood and walked toward him. "I'm Matthew, and you are?"
 
   "Kent's son. Of course." A warm smile lifted the guy’s face. Why was he bringing Erica flowers? Old friend? Her brother? He extended his hand. "I'm Mitch Roberson. The new Director of Advisory Services."
 
   "Oh. Yes." I shook his hand a little harder than was necessary. Why was the old bastard bringing Erica a gift? "Nice to meet you. My father's told me so much about you."
 
   "You're going to be joining us soon from what Erica tells me."
 
   "Yes. My father finally pushed enough." I forced a smile and crossed my arms over my chest. "Those are nice. For Erica?"
 
   "Oh, yeah." He moved around me and put the flowers on her desk. "She had a shitty start to her week, so I thought maybe I'd brighten it a little."
 
   "Nice." Why in the world had I thought that time would stand still, that fate would keep her tucked away for when I was ready? It was a cosmic joke, and it was on me. 
 
   "Well, nice to meet you, Matt. I'll see you Monday for sure." He nodded and walked out, leaving me feeling far more inadequate than I should have. He was twice her age - at least. There was no way in hell she was interested. 
 
   The sound of her laughter filled my ears. I got up and walked to the door, pausing in the entrance to hear her and Mitch talking. He was funny. Smart. Rich. Handsome. And she was enjoying his company. 
 
   I turned and jogged to my seat, dropping down and working hard to keep my stomach from turning. Everything that happened from the moment I left her place last Monday to now was deserved. However bad it got, whatever I lost... I deserved every ounce of it for running. 
 
   "Matt. I hope I didn't keep you waiting." She walked around me, giving me a split second to check her out from behind. Her black dress was business professional, but left miles of shapely leg on display. 
 
   "Not at all. I just got here." I turned my attention to her, taking her in and forcing myself to breathe. She'd only gotten more beautiful, or maybe that was because I was close to losing her. After having her chase me hard and fast for the last two years, I was at a loss for how to react with her possibly moving on. 
 
   Surely not. 
 
   "Great." She smiled and sat down. "Did you find an apartment? If not, I can get one of my staff to help you."
 
   One of her staff?
 
   "Yeah. It's all done." I leaned back in my chair and studied her. "You look amazing."
 
   "You're being sweet. What do you want?" She pressed her arms to the table and leaned toward me a little. 
 
   You. I want you. Forever. 
 
   "Well, for starters, I could use your help."
 
   "Sure. Whatever you need." She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs before fiddling with her hair. She was nervous. Good. At least I wasn't alone. 
 
   "Jonathan set up the private showing for two weeks from Friday and he wants the piece I'm working on of you to be the main display."
 
   "Oh. Wow." Her eyes widened but she didn't look away. "Okay. So what do we need to do? You have plenty of pictures, right? There's no need for me to-"
 
   She didn't want to get naked in front of me again. My spirit wilted deep inside of me, stealing some of the color out of my world, leaving me cold. 
 
   "No. No, of course not." I lifted my hand and forced a tight smile. How awkward we were. "I just wanted to see if you would help me get everything set up and maybe mix paints for me. It's a big project and I literally have nothing."
 
   "I can probably do that." She tilted her head to the side and blinked a few times as if waking up. "Did you bring these?" She reached out and plucked a white rose from the vase beside her. 
 
   "No. Mitch did." Of course Mitch did. 
 
   "When did you need my help?" She ignored me. 
 
   "Tonight if you're free." I was pushing my luck. I'd yet to apologize. I was surprised she was even talking to me, but I wanted the timing to be right, and it wasn't, not yet at least. 
 
   "I can't." She ran her fingers through her hair and licked at her lips. "Friday might work."
 
   "Okay, yeah. Friday would be great. I'll work to get the place set up with some furniture by then."
 
   "Great." She stood and pressed her hands to the desk. "Anything else?"
 
   "Um, no." I stood and my legs locked. "I'm starting on Monday, if that's okay."
 
   "Yep. We'll have everything set up for you by then." She moved around me and walked to the door, reaching up and sliding her hand down the frame. Everything about her turned me on and broke my heart in tandem. 
 
   I walked toward her, realizing that I'd worn out my welcome and it hadn't been more than five minutes. "So we'll grab some fish tacos on Friday and then head to the art store. That okay?"
 
   "Sounds like a plan." Not a date. A plan. 
 
   "I'd really like you to be at the private showing with me. Damon, Bethany and my father are coming as well." I stopped a few feet in front of her and forced myself not to close the gap between us. The welcome mat had been retracted. 
 
   "I'll check my calendar, but that would be fun. I love your family." She glanced down and I caught the first glimpse of sorrow. 
 
   "I need to apologize to you. I was-"
 
   "No." She lifted her hand, cutting me off. "We had a good weekend together, and I want to leave it as that. If I bring Monday morning into the conversation, it hurts like a bitch. Leave it at Sunday night."
 
   I didn't know what to say, so I nodded and moved past her into the hall as my heart broke in my chest. I was a fool to think there was room inside of her to forgive me. 
 
   She wasn't going to, and I didn't blame her. 
 
   The judge in my head had spoken. 
 
   I didn't deserve it or her. 
 
   Denied.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   Sorrow threatened to suffocate me as I watched him walk toward the elevator. A scream lodged in my chest, burning me from the inside out. 
 
   My pride wouldn't let me move, but my heart cried out to run after him. To stop him, throw myself at him and beg him to love me. 
 
   So weak. Pathetic. Needy. Everything my mom wasn't. 
 
   I turned and forced one foot in front of the other until I made it back to my desk. The large bouquet of flowers from Mitch was almost too much, but the gesture was sweet, kind. Poor Matt for having to see them. He had to be worried that I'd moved on after our weekend together. As if. I wished I could move on, but it wasn't going to happen for a while. No matter how perfect Mitch might be for me. I felt nothing more than an odd curiosity toward him. 
 
   "Erica. Is everything okay?" Joan's voice was soft, timid even. 
 
   "Yes." I sat down at my desk and looked up toward her as my eyes filled with tears. "No. Can you shut the door for me?"
 
   "Of course, dear. I'll hold your calls until you tell me you're ready for them." The sad look on her pretty face only seemed to draw my tears forth faster. 
 
   "Thank you," I murmured and pressed my hands to my face as pain wrapped its ugly ropes of despair around me. I waited until the click of my door let me know it was closed to lose myself. We weren't going to get past what happened. The passion had been too much for him to handle. It scared him and he ran from it. From me. 
 
   What kind of man did that? A boy. Not a man. 
 
   And yet I wanted to give him grace, to offer him another chance. Everyone treated him like he'd yet to grow up and maybe that was part of the reason he hadn't. It was safe to be who everyone wanted you to be. Hell, I was exactly who my mother thought I should be when I was around her for more than a few minutes. Matt wasn't any different. 
 
   Hot tears raced down my cheeks as I stifled my sobs and tried hard to rein in the anguish of knowing he was trying to make amends. I'd denied him. I was both proud and disgusted with myself. What had he expected? Me to jump in his strong arms and let him kiss away the hurt?
 
   Fuck. That sounded so good. 
 
   My stomach clenched as I pressed my hands tighter to my face and cried harder, losing my breath somewhere in the middle of the pain. I gasped for air and dropped my hands from my face as I started to hyperventilate. I was terrified to lose him, but without standing my ground and making him come to me as the man he kept trapped inside of him, I was validating his immaturity. I couldn't do it. 
 
   "Even at the expense of losing him?" I sobbed again and closed my eyes tightly, wishing the world would disappear. 
 
   Not even over losing him. I loved him far too much to leave him believing that he could act any way he wanted and not suffer the consequences. It was bullshit. 
 
   A knock at my door surprised me. Joan would never let anyone bother me while I was upset. I'd yet to cry in front of her, but I knew it from past spurts of anger or stress. 
 
   "Erica." Mitch. Dammit to hell. 
 
   "I'm fine." I got up and walked to the door quickly for fear that he would open it. 
 
   "Let me in." His deep voice wrapped around me, offering comfort and I reached for the knob, considering it seriously. No. He would hold me and that act alone would confuse me and bind us together. I barely knew him. No. 
 
   "I can't. I'll touch base with you tomorrow, okay?" I wiped at my nose and sniffled, hating that he knew I was hurting. He would use it to his advantage as someone interested in more than a friendship. I couldn't blame him, but I was weak. The only defense I had was a good offense. Keep him at bay until I healed. 
 
   "I can hear you crying." His voice was a soft whisper, so comforting. Like the devil at the door when you needed him most. "Tell me what's going on. How can I help?"
 
   "I promise I'll come find you tomorrow. I'm just fighting with my mother. It's stupid and childish, but I'll explain tomorrow. Thank you for the flowers." I locked my door and walked back to my desk, missing out on what his response was. I put my headphones on and closed my eyes, trying hard to pull myself together. No one needed to save me. I wasn't lost nor was I hurt. 
 
   I was heartbroken. It wasn't the first time, and it damn sure wouldn't be the last. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Hi there. You looking for something specific?" A short girl with a bobbed haircut bounced up beside me, a huge smile on her face. 
 
   I pointed to the puppies in the glass case in front of me. "Can I see the little brown one?"
 
   "You bet. He's a mix between a Schnauzer and a Yorkshire Terrier. Super playful and loves to chew on things." She laughed and left me standing there as she went behind a closed door. 
 
   I'd been wanting a pet for as long as I could remember, but it never seemed like a wise investment. Wise could take a hike now. I needed someone or something to love on and be loved by. Not trivial, conditional love like most of the men in my life, outside of my father, had given me. Unconditional love. Joy. Happiness. 
 
   She walked back out and I laughed as my heart swelled in my chest. 
 
   Yes. That feeling. Exactly. 
 
   "Here you go. This little guy is six weeks old. Still a baby." She handed him to me and I cuddled him against my chest. 
 
   "Six weeks old? You're so cute, little guy." He licked my nose and I laughed. "I love him already."
 
   "Then you should get him. He's a thousand, but he's well worth it. Has all his shots and stuff."
 
   I let out a sigh as he snuggled up against me and started to chew on the top button of my dress. "I want him so bad, but I'm just not convinced that I'd be a good pet owner."
 
   "Then do this," she reached out and took him from me, "take a few pictures, go home and put them on your fridge. I'll put a five-day hold on him and if you can't live without him in five days, come back and get him."
 
   "I like that idea." I reached out and ran my fingers over his head. He barked and wiggled in her arms, trying to get down, or back to me. I wasn't sure which. "Okay. I'll try what you said, and if I can't live without him, you'll see me in here on Sunday."
 
   "Perfect. Take some pictures." She put him down on the ground and I pulled out my phone, laughing as I followed after him. He got into just about everything he encountered, but I loved it. I'd be back on Sunday, without a doubt. Or maybe sooner. I wanted to bring Matt by to meet him, even though it was stupid. Matt and I were done before we started, but the part of me that begged for reconciliation said that Matt would be raising the little guy with me. 
 
   I wasn't sure how to feel about any of it, so I ignored it, took my pictures and headed over to Lanie's to pick her up. She had something to do on Thursday night during our usual girl night, so we were getting together that night, which was perfect. 
 
   No way in hell I wanted to be alone. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Wow. You look like hell." Lanie opened the door to her apartment and stepped out into the hallway. "You really did have a rough day."
 
   "I told you I did." I wrapped my arms around my chest, wishing I had gone home and freshened up a little before dinner instead of going to the pet store. What was I thinking? I was horrible with pets, kids and other people. Too much responsibility made me want to hide under my bed. 
 
   "I'm sorry, boo." She wrapped her arm around my shoulders. "I'm thinking tacos and margaritas tonight. How does that sound?"
 
   "Delicious. I wanted to go to a movie, but I have to be in early in the morning. There's no way I'm going to make it on five hours of sleep. So just dinner tonight?"
 
   "I'm down with anything you want to do." Lanie smiled at me. "Tell me about your crappy day."
 
   "You tell me about your date last Friday. You haven't filled me in yet. You said it was terrible with a capital T and left it at that. I wanted details."
 
   She pinched her nose and widened her eyes fully, using a nasally voice and looking insanely creepy. "He was a lot like this, and he drooled a little when he chewed his food. I'm pretty sure he was from another planet." 
 
   I snorted and walked out into the chilly fall night. "The Mexican place you're talking about is just down the block, right?"
 
   "Yeah." She pulled her hand from her face. "He was horrible. We barely made it through dinner, and I lost my appetite when he took his second bite of dinner. Never again. I'm done dating. Period."
 
   I laughed and slipped my arm into hers. "No. You're too great of a catch. We just need to find the right guy. A good guy."
 
   "This coming from the woman that told me the guy she was after was a good guy." She pulled me closer as we half stumbled down the broken sidewalk in our heels. 
 
   "He was. He is." I shrugged. "He's just scared, Lanie. We all are in some way, right?"
 
   "Hell yeah. I'm terrified." She shivered and giggled. "So does that mean you're going to give him another shot?"
 
   "I'm not sure yet. I want to, but my pride isn't letting me." I shrugged and released her as I approached the door. 
 
   "Then tell your pride to take a hike. I'd give him another chance if it's just fear."
 
   "Right, but what if he runs every time we get close?" I walked in behind her and breathed in deep, letting the greasy smell of chips and cheese offer me comfort. "Then what? I just grow old and heartbroken over a man who's never going to commit?"
 
   She told the hostess that there were two of us and glanced over her shoulder. "How many chances have you given him, Erica? One? Two? Ten?"
 
   "This would be the first." I got her point before she made it, but it wasn't that easy. He used me. Made love to me and gave me more hope for love than I'd had in a long time. And then he left... without a word. 
 
   "Then give him another shot." She followed the hostess to our table and sat down, giving me a look. "Is he going to have that showing soon? I seriously want to go with you guys. I have this weird feeling that I'm going to meet my man there."
 
   "What? Really?" I laughed and picked up the menu. 
 
   She pushed it back down. "I'm being for real. Don't forget to take me."
 
   "It's two weeks from Friday. I'll find out how many tickets he can get, and if nothing else, you can have mine."
 
   "Good. That's real love right there."
 
   "Or something like it," I mumbled and turned my attention back to the menu. The last thing I wanted to do was stand beside Matt while he revealed a painting of me completely nude to the elite in Seattle, including Kent and Damon. Maybe it was a bad idea to let him sketch me in the first place. 
 
   Too late now. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   The weather was a little bit more biting in Seattle than Texas, but it was good for me. I pushed myself hard, forcing my jog into more of a run as I moved down the harbor with the other joggers. Erica was constantly on my mind, driving me mad with the need to have reconciliation. My family thought so much of her, and I was right behind them, but she wasn't having anything from me. My indecision to call left me not even friend-zoned, but put into the category of a new employee that she'd never seen a day in her life. 
 
   "Tonight," I mumbled and turned to head downtown. Traffic was crazy, but it would keep me alert and aware of my surroundings and not let me dive too far into the hamster-wheel conversation in my head. Should have called. Told her you loved her. Asked her to be yours. Should have called. Told her you- "Fuck!"
 
   I jerked back as a car honked and skidded to a stop beside my thigh. A second later and the guy would have hit me. I glanced up to see the sign across the street telling me to stop. Lifting my hands, I apologized as he got out of the car. Sickness swelled in my stomach. 
 
   "I'm sorry." I continued as if I didn't know him. 
 
   "Matt? Jeez, man. You gotta watch where you're going. I almost hit you." Mitch moved around the front of his sleek black Lexus and reached out to grip my shoulder. "You okay?"
 
   "Yeah. I thought coming downtown to jog would help me keep my focus." I snorted and glanced around. What were the freaking odds that I'd almost be hit by the man after my girl? My luck all the way. "That didn't work as planned."
 
   He laughed, but I could tell he was shaken. "It's a good idea, but maybe do it at night or earlier in the morning when it's not rush hour traffic."
 
   Someone honked behind us and Mitch turned to offer the other driver some choice words as I worked to catch my breath. My heart was thundering in my chest. He drives a Lexus. Wears a suit like a boss. Has his shit together completely. 
 
   "All right, well, sorry about that." I pulled from him and nodded as he glanced back, his cheeks flush. 
 
   "You too, and be careful. See you Monday, son." He turned and walked back to his car. 
 
   I waited for the walk symbol to come up and jogged across the street. Son? Was he so much older than me that he needed to call me son? Did he call Erica child? Make her call him daddy? I growled in disgust as my thoughts continued to dive in the dumpster. 
 
   She was coming with me to dinner and the art store tonight. It was my time to try and win back a small piece of her. Surely her feelings were still intact seeing that she'd been after me for two years and I hadn't even looked her way. 
 
   Or maybe that was the fun part. Maybe she was all about the chase. 
 
   I jogged across the street and almost got hit again. "Shit." 
 
   Time to head back to the harbor and jog where the other joggers were. In a car-free zone. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I got back home around ten and stripped before getting into the shower. My phone rang about the time I moved under the warm spray and let out a long groan. 
 
   "Really?" I opened the curtain and reached out for the phone. Erica. Well worth the trouble. "Hey. You're not canceling tonight, so don't even try."
 
   "No. I was just worried. Mitch told me he almost ran you over this morning." The tension in her voice caused my heart to swell. She was hurt and angry, but no way was she over me. Not even close. I just had to play my cards right and she would be mine. 
 
   "It's no big deal. I wasn't paying attention. Too much on my mind." I ran my hand through my partially wet hair and wished like hell that she was in the shower with me. We'd get clean just to get dirty again. 
 
   "What's that in the background? Is it raining where you are?"
 
   I chuckled. "Yeah. I'm in the shower."
 
   "Oh." The pause between us was comfortable, though I hoped that she was envisioning being in here with me. 
 
   "I'll be up there in a little while. I'm not going to be able to mope around this apartment all day. Get off early and let’s go see the city together."
 
   "I have a million things to do today. Let's meet up at seven or eight tonight."
 
   "No way. Delegate. I'm coming up around one or two."
 
   "Matt. That's in two to three hours. There's no way I can-"
 
   "Make it happen. I want to see you. I don't deserve to, but I'm not taking no for an answer. All right?" I felt something swell inside of me that wanted to force her to behave. The good old Bryant aggression. 
 
   "Yeah. I'll be ready," she whispered roughly as if someone had sucked the air from the room around her. 
 
   "Good. See you in a bit." I hung up and moved back under the showerhead, closing my eyes and enjoying the warmth of the water. My body ached for me to take care of myself, but the hope that I'd have her trapped beneath me by the end of the night forced me to deny myself. I wanted every ounce of pent up lust and energy to go into her. 
 
   I finished up and got out, changed clothes and made a pot of coffee before sitting down and starting to work on my sketch. My phone buzzed, and I picked it up, hoping it was Erica again. Damon. 
 
   "What's up, bro?" I answered and tilted my head to press the phone to my shoulder so I could continue to work on my sketch. I'd have it done by the time I headed up to the office. After that, it just needed to be blown up and transferred to the large canvas for painting. 
 
   "I heard you almost got hit while jogging this morning." He sounded exasperated. 
 
   "This Mitch guy sure is a talkative little bitch." I snorted and brushed my thumb down the front of Erica's chest, smearing the charcoal a little. 
 
   "Are you all right, and what the hell do you have against Mitch? Have you even met him?"
 
   "Yeah. I'm fine, and I met the old coot on Wednesday when I went up to the office to tell Erica I was in town. He brought her a large vase thing full of flowers. Seems like he's got his eye on a much younger woman. Mine."
 
   "Oh shit. Seriously?" Damon chuckled. 
 
   "It's not funny. He's the kind of man she deserves." I sat back and held in a sigh. 
 
   "How do you know the type of man she deserves? You're being a presumptuous cock, by the way."
 
   "Thanks. That's almost a compliment coming from you." I got up and wiped my hands down the front of my shirt. 
 
   "Fix this shit with Erica or I'm going to fix it for you. There's only room for one asshole in the family, and I'm the older brother. I get first dibs."
 
   I smiled. "This is true. I'm working on it. It's not as easy as you think."
 
   "Oh, I'm well aware. You and Kendal have been all over me to fix my problems with Beth, but it's a little more complicated than a 'sorry’, right?"
 
   Kendal was Damon's best friend from college, and just happened to be the accounting professor that Bethany was working for. It was a hot, complicated mess. 
 
   "Yeah, it's much more complex than that." I got up and glanced at the clock. "Wish me luck. I'm headed up to the office to get her. She agreed to fish tacos and a trip to the art store."
 
   He groaned. "You guys are so damn weird."
 
   "Or maybe we're normal and you're weird."
 
   "Whatever. Good luck. Keep me in the loop."
 
   "Not a chance." I hung up and slipped the phone into my back pocket before putting on a pair of tennis shoes, grabbing my wallet and keys and heading out. 
 
   Seattle was beautiful, the utopia I needed it to be. It wouldn't take too long before I'd close down the lease on my place in Dallas and move to the Northwest for good. It was far too complementary to my personality to deny it. 
 
   I got in the Audi and drove toward downtown as a million thoughts moved across my mind. Maybe half the struggle with Erica was more like a struggle with myself. I wanted to be loving and fun, but the minute the bedroom door closed, I could feel this aggressive beast rise up inside of me. It was so far away from how I saw myself that I struggled with it all the damn time. 
 
   If I could figure out a way to accept that I was complex... not one dimensional, then maybe things would work out. Maybe. 
 
   I pulled up to the side of the building and lifted my hips to get my phone out, but paused. Erica jogged toward the car as the wind blew hard. How long had she been standing by the door, waiting for me? It warmed my heart and re-instilled the hope in my chest. 
 
   She hadn't given up... not yet. Her blond hair whipped around and she let out a soft yelp as she got in the car, slammed the door and turned to face me. 
 
   "Jeez. The wind is crazy.” Her blue eyes were filled with more questions than I could begin to answer. 
 
   I reached over and gripped the side of her face, pulling her close and kissing her softly several times. Some part of me expected her to pull back, but she didn't. I enjoyed a few more kisses, licking at her lips to taste as I growled low in my chest. 
 
   "I don't like Mitch bringing you flowers." I kissed her again and moved back to my seat. 
 
   "Then tell him that." She buckled up and pressed her hand to her chest. "And keep your lips to yourself until I decide if I'm over you."
 
   "You're not." I pulled out into traffic. "But I'll let you come to that conclusion yourself."
 
   She snorted, the sound too damn cute. "You almost get hit by a car and now you're going to be ballsy?"
 
   "I should have been ballsy from the beginning." I licked my lips, wanting to taste her again. "It's the struggle inside of me that I'm fighting, Erica. It's got little to do with you or us."
 
   "There isn't an ‘us’, Matt. You left without a word and I'm not sure I'm willing to let that happen again. How many more times will you leave because of your internal struggle?"
 
   "You need to go change at your place?" I reached over and took her hand into mine, not willing to back off for even a second. 
 
   "Yeah." She let out a soft sigh and glanced toward the window beside her, as if giving up on fighting me. 
 
   "I'm not leaving again, okay? Let's just have fun today and you accept my apology. I woke up to a note from you that sounded like something you'd leave the pool boy who works for you." I shrugged as she turned her gaze back toward me. "You deserve better than me. Far better. I'm just trying to work through that."
 
   "Are you interested in me? In us?" The neediness in her voice scored me. 
 
   "Yes, baby. Very." I brought her hand to my mouth and kissed her several times. "I'm sorry for my fear, for my ignorance. Let's rebuild our friendship and push when we're ready to push, okay?"
 
   "Okay," she whispered and reached up to brush tears off her cheeks. 
 
   She was crying? Shit. My need to run flared up, but I swallowed it back down and continued to kiss her hand until we pulled up to her apartment. 
 
   "I'll be right back." She reached for the door, pulling her hand from mine. 
 
   "Want me to come with you?" I released her. 
 
   "No. Just wait here." She got out and I watched her until I could no longer see her. My cock was rock hard, my heart racing, my palms sweaty, but the dominant part of my spirit was in complete control. 
 
   I wasn't giving up on 'us' anytime soon, if ever. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "Dammit," I muttered as I walked into the darkness of my apartment. I'd promised myself I wouldn’t let him sweep me off my feet, and he hadn't yet, but it was a matter of time. "Yeah, minutes."
 
   If he wasn't everything I'd dreamt he could be over the last few years it would be different, but he was. Just because he had tucked tail and run the weekend before didn't mean he wasn't still that man underneath the fear. 
 
   I pulled my dress over my head and changed into a pair of jeans, a nice blouse and black flats. A quick brush through my hair and touch up on my lipstick and I was jogging back downstairs. Annoyance at the fluttering of my heart rose up sharply in my chest. How could I so quickly forgive him?
 
   Because he was earnestly sorry. He wasn't a dick, he was lost but searching, just like I was. 
 
   He watched me like a hawk as I walked toward the car. It's the way I'd wanted him to look at me since meeting me. 
 
   What about Mitch?
 
   "What about Mitch?" I snorted and reached for the car door. The older man in my office and I had hit it off really well. If Matt wasn't in the picture, I'd not have thought twice about taking Mitch up on his offer for another dinner, and another, and another. I glanced over at Matt as he smiled. 
 
   "You look good. Really good." He ran his hand up my thigh and squeezed softly. 
 
   "Just friends right now." I pulled his hand from my leg. "Remember? Until I feel like I can trust you with my heart."
 
   "All right." He pulled the car out of the parking lot and headed toward town. "But don't let that old bastard at the office take my place. He could be your father. He called me son this morning."
 
   I laughed loudly and clamped my hand over my mouth. "Did he really?"
 
   "He did." Matt gave me a funny look. "He's lucky I didn't refer to him as pops just to give him a taste of his own medicine."
 
   "He's a great guy, Matt."
 
   "Yeah, and one that wants to get in your panties. Fucking dirty old man!"
 
   "And you blame him?" I lifted my eyebrow, flirting a little. 
 
   "What? Hell no. He's smart. Who wouldn't want to spend time with a beautiful woman like you? I'm just pissed about it." He gripped the wheel a little tighter, causing his arm muscles to flex. 
 
   "I see that." I reached out and ran my hand over his forearm. "There's nothing going on between us. I'm still trying to figure out how I feel about us."
 
   "We're just friends, remember?" He clamped his hand over mine and leaned forward, licking at my fingers. 
 
   I stifled a groan and pulled my hand from him. "Stop it."
 
   "Not a chance in hell. I messed up. I gotta make it up to you."
 
   "You sure do." I snuggled back in my seat, letting the sadness inside of me dissipate for the time being. We might not become anything, but it was nice to be around him again regardless. "Hey. I wanted to go by sometime soon and pick up this little puppy I found at the pet store."
 
   "Oh yeah?" His voice lightened. "I love dogs. What is he?"
 
   "A mix between a schnauzer and a Yorkshire terrier. He gets to maybe fifteen pounds. I really want someone to greet me at the door when I get home."
 
   "Why not get a butler? A female butler?" He glanced my way and smirked. "At least they can feed themselves and they know how to crap in the toilet."
 
   I chuckled. "They're also capable of giving me attitude, moving things around in my apartment and being moody just because. Dogs are loving no matter what."
 
   "This is true. You wanna go by now and we'll just skip the rest of the evening and go back to your place?" His voice had a hint of hopefulness in it. 
 
   "That sounds good, but I'm starving and I know you have your first showing coming up. Let’s go to the art supply store, grab tacos on the way back to your place and get everything set up. If there's still time to get the dog tonight, we can go up there later."
 
   "Perfect. The showing is two weeks from today, which means I gotta get that painting on the canvas and work hard and fast to get it ready."
 
   "Did you finish the sketch?" I turned my head a little to study him. His jaw flexed as if he were nervous with me looking at him. My insides turned to mush as I watched him. It was sickening to know that I was going to give him another chance. A chance that he could use to possibly hurt me, but I was. I had to. 
 
   He glanced over at me. "Yeah. It's beautiful, but nothing like the real life inspiration for the piece."
 
   "Flattery will get you nowhere, sir." I turned back to the front as he pulled into the parking lot of the art store. 
 
   "No? Damn. I'll have to try something else then." He parked the car and got out, moving to the front as I got out and joined him. 
 
   "You got a lot of tools in that arsenal of yours?"
 
   "Yep. Flattery failed, so we're moving to humor and casual touches that look innocent, but they're simply not."
 
   I laughed and reached for the door. "You can show your game plan to the other team."
 
   He pressed his hand to my lower back, the tops of his fingers pressing into my ass. "You're not the other team, Erica. You're my team."
 
   I swallowed hard and walked into the store. "I love this place."
 
   "Me too. It's like automatic hard-on for the artist." He wagged his eyebrows and moved to get a cart. "Help me get all the supplies I need." He pulled a piece of paper from his back pocket and handed it to me. "You want to mark things off or get the stuff?"
 
   "Mark things off." I put my purse in the buggy and bumped his hip. "I'll push too."
 
   "A woman who can multitask. Hot." He moved ahead of me, giving me a great view of his cute little ass in his jeans. The broadness of his shoulders and thick muscle along the top of his back had my thoughts diving into the shallow end of the pool. 
 
   We were two consenting adults. Sure, he'd hurt me by not calling, but I'd hurt him with my note that morning too. Why hadn't I thought more about leaving him something so impersonal to wake up to? 
 
   Because he chose to sleep on the couch instead of the bed with you. Why?
 
   "You lost in thought?" His breath was warm on the back of my neck. 
 
   I stiffened. "I guess so. I didn't even see you move behind me."
 
   "It's a lovely view back here." He ran his nose down the back of my hair, breathing in deeply, and sending chill bumps racing across my skin. 
 
   "What's next on the list?" I whispered roughly as my nipples budded. 
 
   "Paint." He moved away and turned down the paint aisle. "I know we're not really back to where we were, but I'm going back to Dallas next weekend. I'd love for you to come with me. Bethany and Damon are planning their wedding, and Bethany mentioned a few times how well you did on my father's wedding with the decorations. You think you might be-"
 
   "Of course I'll help." I pulled out my phone and flipped to my calendar. "I need to be in Dallas next Saturday anyway for a meeting with your father and your brother."
 
   "Excellent." He stopped in front of the paints and bounced on his toes. His energy was contagious, and I found myself feeling lighter, happy. "You still doing yoga with Lanie on Sunday nights?"
 
   "Yeah. Why?" I smiled as I leaned against the cart. No way was he wanting to come to my yoga class. He almost died the last time we were there. I lamented over not getting to see him suffer for the days that followed. 
 
   "I want to come with you." He handed me a few tubes of paint and knelt down to grab several others. 
 
   "You almost died last time." I took the paints and dropped them in the cart. "Matt, you don't have to fit yourself into my life to get my attention."
 
   He stood, dropped a few more tubes of paint into the cart and reached for me. His hands felt so fucking good on my shoulders as he squeezed softly and moved down my arm. The determination in his eyes left me wanting to pant, but I held myself together by a string. There was no way I was going to play the fool again. I'd just have to tread as carefully as I could around him. 
 
   "I wanna fit myself in every part of your life," his eyes moved around my face, "your work, your fun, your sexy little body too. I fucked up. I know that, and I'm not promising that I won't fuck up again, but I'm completely into you." 
 
   I had no clue what to say, so I kept quiet and nodded, feeling like a stronger personality had finally started to emerge in the man I loved. He leaned down and brushed his lips by mine as his fingers brushed down the side of my neck slowly. 
 
   "Friends don't kiss," I murmured against his mouth. "And how do you already have me captivated again? I hate you."
 
   "I know you do, but plan on changing that." He kissed me again, and moved back, his voice changing. "All right. Let's grab a large roll of canvas and the supplies to build a platform and get outta here. I'm starving and I have a beautiful naked woman to paint. Life couldn't be better."
 
   I rolled my eyes and exhaled through my nose as I followed him around the rest of the store. He was going to win the battle with me. No questions asked. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "All right. What do you think?" He stepped back and lifted his hands toward the blank canvas we'd spent the last hour building in his place. 
 
   "I love it. It's perfect." I walked around the five-foot structure and put my hands on my hips. "You sure it's not too big for what you're doing though? I'm not sure anyone wants to see a life-sized picture of a naked woman."
 
   He scoffed. "Are you serious right now? Everyone wants to see a life-sized picture of a beautiful, hot, sexy naked woman."
 
   "Wait. You're still talking about sketching me, right?" I smiled and walked to the kitchen to clean up from our quick dinner. 
 
   He followed me and stopped at the doorway. "You like this place?"
 
   I glanced up and wadded the papers from our tacos in my hands. "Yeah. I really do. It's open and there's probably a ton of light during the daytime. Am I right?"
 
   "Yeah." He turned around in a circle, closing his eyes and breathing in deeply before pinning me with a hungry stare. "There's only one thing missing."
 
   "What's that?" I tossed the trash and picked up his keys. I wasn't spending the night. There was no way I was ready for that again. It seemed to be the one thing that had him running for the hills. He and I needed to talk about the why behind his reaction a few weekends back before I opened my body, and subsequently my heart up to him again. 
 
   "You." He smiled. "It's missing you, and your little dog too."
 
   His witch voice caused a chuckle to bubble up inside of me. I handed him the keys and pressed my hand to his strong chest. "Well, I don't have the dog yet, so it's just me."
 
   "That's what I said." He reached up to touch my face. "You sure you don't want to stay the night with me?"
 
   "I can't." I glanced down and pressed my forehead to his chest. "The last time I did, you ran away. I'm not sure that wasn't something to do with me."
 
   He pressed his fingers softly under my chin and forced me to look up. The love in his eyes forced me to recognize that my future belonged to him if he wanted any part of it. 
 
   "I understand completely. I'll make it up to you, Erica. I just wanted to become the man you deserved before I stepped into your life fully. Someone like Mitch."
 
   "Mitch?" I shook my head and pulled back, grabbed my purse and walked to the door. "Come on. I'm tired."
 
   "You know what I meant." He moved in behind me and closed the door as we walked into the hallway. 
 
   "No, I don't. I've been trying to get your attention for two years. I'm a big girl. If I'm good with you not having all your shit together before we start dating, then that's my decision."
 
   "And are you good with it?"
 
   "I was." I wrapped my arms around myself and walked toward the parking lot. 
 
   "And now?" He slipped his strong arm over my shoulders, pulling me against his side and making it hard to walk. 
 
   "I'm not so sure."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   Taking her home the night before was like stabbing myself in the chest. It was my fault that she wasn't staying, and not that I blamed her one bit, but it didn't deaden the pain of watching her walk into her apartment alone. She didn't even look back. I spent Saturday working on the portrait just to keep myself from slipping into depression or eating everything in the house, which wasn't much. I was grateful for Sunday showing up fast. It gave me a chance to at least see her.
 
   "And today is a new day." I mumbled in my car as I sat in the parking lot of the yoga place. I pulled down the mirror above my head and lifted my eyebrow playfully before smiling. I could do this. I could win her back, and I would. 
 
   "You coming?" A knock at my window caused me to stiffen. 
 
   Lanie. Erica's best friend. 
 
   I got out and smiled. "I am. Did she tell you that I was up for an afternoon of torture and couldn't imagine letting anyone else share it with me besides you?"
 
   She laughed and ran her fingers through her hair. She was pretty, petite. Too small in my opinion, but it was irrelevant. She wasn't Erica. 
 
   "You're too much. Just try really hard this time not to fall over and topple all of us over with you." She giggled and I smiled. 
 
   "Really? I did that on purpose. You just gotta bring that up?" I was a little surprised that she wasn't pissy with me after everything that happened with Erica, but maybe they weren't as close as I was giving them credit for. 
 
   "Yeah right." She opened the door and moved in as I paused and glanced back toward the parking lot. 
 
   "Is Erica not coming?" Worry swirled in the pit of my stomach. Surely she would have called. 
 
   "She's already here. Her car is in the shop." Lanie stopped by the front desk and picked up two towels, tossing one toward me. 
 
   I reached up and snagged it out of the air. "What's the matter with her car?"
 
   Erica walked around the corner and stopped. "I got rear-ended yesterday. I'm good, but the car... not so much."
 
   Her tank top and tight yoga pants left very little to the imagination, and even though I'd spent all day the day before staring at a mostly-naked picture of her, the real thing was always so much better. 
 
   I closed the distance between us and reached out, grabbing the side of her neck softly and rubbing my thumb over her soft skin. 
 
   "You sure you're okay? Why didn't you call me?" I let my eyes move around her face, memorizing everything about her that I hadn't picked up before. 
 
   She smirked. "Why would I call you? You have a superman cape hidden somewhere in that big apartment of yours?"
 
   "I might." I took a shaky breath. "Damn, you're gorgeous. How do you walk around without having a million guys trying to get your attention?"
 
   "Who says they aren't?" She reached up and pulled my hand from her as Lanie walked by chuckling. 
 
   "This way, guys. We're going to be late, and you know what that means..."
 
   I lifted my eyebrow and watched my girl. "What does that mean? Something tells me it's nothing good."
 
   She wagged her eyebrows. "I dare you to be late and find out."
 
   "Not only no, but hell no." I moved past her, grabbing her hand and pulling her with me. "She makes an example out of the late people, doesn't she?"
 
   "Oh, it's way more fun than that." Lanie glanced over her shoulder and giggled again. 
 
   "Lanie. You dating anyone?" I couldn't help but ask. 
 
   Erica glanced over at me. "Why do you care?"
 
   "I have friends, thank you." I squeezed her hand and released her. 
 
   Lanie stopped just inside the door and whispered, "No, but if you have a brother, I'd be interested in meeting him."
 
   Erica and I both laughed loudly only to be reprimanded by the older woman bending in half at the front of the room. 
 
   "Silence, please. Come in quickly, quietly and get into downward dog. Find your center, your peace, yourself." She stood up and put her hands on her hips and watched us. 
 
   I barked softly under my breath and got the reaction I was after. Both girls beside me laughed. The old woman up front didn't seem to think I was too funny, nor charming. 
 
   "I'm just going to get back here." I moved behind Erica and got into position, focusing on the sexy curve of her ass and legs and trying like hell to ignore the burn that ran up the back of my legs. I was sure to make a fool out of myself, but if it scored me points with the woman that captivated every part of me... it was worth it. 
 
   "Today we're going to work on an advanced move called the handstand scorpion. Let me show you how it looks and just know that we'll start working on it together. Do not be intimidated by it. Okay?" The instructor glanced around the room as Erica glanced back, her beautiful face contorted into complete terror. 
 
   "Uh oh. This can't be good." I turned my attention back to the instructor and tilted my head to the side as she went into a handstand and then contorted herself. "Oh no. Hell no." 
 
   Erica turned to face me, put her hands over her mouth and laughed softly until her face turned red. 
 
   I moved up and wrapped her in a hug, kissing the top of her head. "If I do this... you spend the night with me tonight."
 
   "What?" She glanced up. "No way. That's not fair."
 
   "Yeah, it is. Someone has to help put the stint along my spine when I break it. That should be you for making me come here." I kissed her forehead and moved back. 
 
   "I didn't make you come here. You came because-"
 
   The instructor’s voice was sharp, and scared both of us. "Is there something you guys would like to discuss with the class?"
 
   "Um, no, but thanks for the opportunity. It's all you." I lifted my hands and gave the woman a sweet smile. She didn't seem to necessarily like sweet. 
 
   "Well then, why don't you come on up and we'll use you as the example today seeing that your pliable and fully willing to participate."
 
   "Me?" My voice rose three octaves and Erica and Lanie chuckled. "No. I'm good."
 
   "No, really. Come on up." She motioned for me, not giving in. I was stuck. 
 
   "All right, yeah, sure." I walked past her and growled at Erica. "You're mine tonight for this shit."
 
   Her response was lost to the blood thundering past my ears as my heart raced. I was in for a world of hurt. I deserved a lot for fucking things up with Erica, but this seemed a little much. Or a lot. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Are you sure you're okay, Matt?" Lanie stood beside my car, her arm wrapped around Erica's narrow shoulders. 
 
   "Yeah. I'm good." I rolled my eyes and shook my head. "Last time I try to impress a woman by turning myself into a human pretzel. I'm way too big to do that kind of stuff."
 
   "I think you did great." Erica shrugged, a smile playing on the side of her mouth. 
 
   "Lies. All lies." I glanced around the parking lot. "Is your rental car here?"
 
   "No. I got an Uber. You want to give me a ride home?" She turned and hugged Lanie as I nodded my response. Of course I wanted to take her home. I wanted to spend the night with her, which she was more than aware of. 
 
   "You guys be careful and have fun, okay?" Lanie glanced over at me. 
 
   "Absolutely, and I'll be on the lookout for a guy you might be interested in." I wagged my eyebrows. I didn't know anyone, but I'd meet people. I always did. 
 
   "Awesome. Make sure he's hot, rich as hell and has a huge-"
 
   "Okay. That's good." Erica walked around to the other side of the car as I laughed. Lanie might be small, but she was ballsy as hell. 
 
   "Age matter?" I stood to my full height, getting ready to get in the car. 
 
   "Nope. Well, not like fifty or anything. I'm good with forties at the max and probably twenty-nine at the other end?" She put her hands on her hips. "Are you messing with me?"
 
   "Nope. I'm a great matchmaker. See you later, Lanie."
 
   "You too, Matt."
 
   I got in and glanced over at Erica, who was watching me closely. "What?"
 
   "You're just setting her up to fail. You don't even know anyone." She buckled and shook her head, causing some of her blond hair to loosen from her ponytail. 
 
   "I'll find someone for her. You have to be focused on looking or you miss things, you know." I started the car and backed up. 
 
   "No, I don't know. Explain." I loved that she wanted to challenge me. I'd spank her eventually for that shit when our relationship got better. 
 
   "All right, so take for instance when you got your car. What do you have?" 
 
   "A grey Mercedes. You know this."
 
   "Right, but before you got it, you barely noticed anyone driving around in a Mercedes, right?"
 
   "I guess."
 
   "And afterward?"
 
   She smiled and nodded. "Everyone had one. I remember thinking I was an idiot for getting the same car as everyone else in Seattle. Or I wondered if they had a big ass sale on them."
 
   "Exactly. It's about focus. If we're looking for love, we're going to find it. Same goes with looking for love for our friends."
 
   "Our friends?" She smiled. "Are you considering Lanie one of our friends?"
 
   "Yeah. Of course. She's your best friend." I reached over and gripped the top of her hand, ignoring the way she stiffened. "What's yours is mine, and what's mine is mine. You'll get it down soon."
 
   She jerked her hand from me and popped me in the chest. "Ass."
 
   "I love ass." I licked my lips and pointed to the pet store up ahead. "This the one where your little fur-ball is hiding out?"
 
   "Yes." She tugged at her seatbelt and sat up straight in her seat. She was beyond cute in her excitement. "You think he's still there?"
 
   "I'm sure he is. Let's go check." I pulled into the parking lot and chuckled under my breath as her breathing changed. She was excited, and I loved it. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "He's so squirmy," Erica complained as we walked to her condo. She held the puppy against her chest and I toted the massive amounts of stuff that neither of us knew went along with having a dog. "But cute. Yes, you are."
 
   "Whatcha got there, Erica?" a raspy voice called out, the owner a plump woman with wiry hair and a cane. 
 
   "It's a new puppy, Ms. Gander. Do you have any animals?" Erica moved toward the woman and I paused by the door, holding my patience as I clutched everything in my arms. 
 
   "Nope, but I'd love to have one that looks like that feller over there." She pointed her cane toward me, and I glanced back. 
 
   Erica laughed. "You want an animal that looks like Matt?"
 
   "Heavens to Betsy, yes. Tall, strong and fine as a fig tree." She wagged her unibrow at me. Creeped out wouldn’t begin to describe how I felt. I stifled a full body shiver. 
 
   "Can you get the door, Erica? I'll just put this stuff inside while you and Ms. Gander Mountain are talking." I whispered the last half, but Erica must have heard, because she swatted me before opening the door and threatening me to be nice. 
 
   I walked in and set the stuff down on the table. The place smelled of vanilla and sugar. Erica must have baked something. I made my way into the kitchen and found a plate of chocolate chip cookies wrapped in foil. 
 
   "Now I just need some milk." I got in the fridge and got out the gallon, grabbed two glasses and moved to the living room. 
 
   She walked in and closed the door behind her, still chuckling to herself. "She likes you. Like, really likes you."
 
   "Creepy. Come over here and get a cookie before I eat them all." I unwrapped the package, dipped a cookie in milk and ate the whole thing in a bite or two. 
 
   "You know cookies aren't exactly what you're supposed to eat after working out."
 
   "Says who?" I settled back on the couch and watched her closely. 
 
   I could so play house with this woman until it became a way of life. 
 
   "They say." She sat down and lifted the puppy up in front of her. "What are we going to call you?"
 
   "Ask ‘they’. Seems like they know everything." I smirked as she gave me a look over her shoulder. "How about Buster?"
 
   "Or Cocoa?"
 
   "Or Sam?"
 
   "How about Zek?"
 
   "Hmmm... I like that. Zek it is." I reached up and ran my hand down her back, rubbing it softly as she pressed against my touch. "You know I'm staying the night, right?"
 
   "Says who?" she scoffed and set the dog down before turning to face me. 
 
   "Why they of course, and they are never wrong."
 
   It was effective enough. The conversation ended and the night began. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   "You want a salad?" I leaned into the living room an hour later to find Matt cuddled up on the couch with Zek. How I had gone from not being sure that I was going to let him back into my life to agreeing (non-verbally) to let him stay the night was a mystery to me. 
 
   "I'd love one. You want my help?" He glanced up and smiled. 
 
   He so belonged right there on my couch, in the middle of my living room. Much like he belonged in the center of my world. Scary enough, if I wasn't careful, that world would quickly come to rotate around him. That was never a good place to be, especially not with a 'runner' on my hands. 
 
   "No. You stay there. I'll get it." I worked to chop up a few things and made both of us big chef salads before setting the table and calling him over. 
 
   He moved up behind me and ran his hands over my shoulders and down my arms. "You still haven't accepted my apology."
 
   "I'm trying to work through all of that." I stifled a moan as he leaned down and pressed his mouth to the side of my neck, kissing me so sensually it hurt. His soft lips moved to hover just beside my ear. 
 
   "Tell me if there is anything I can do to help you get there faster. I'll apply pressure to any part of what you're struggling with if you need me to." He kissed my ear and I shivered. 
 
   "I'm good, but thank you." I moved out of his hold and sat down, ignoring the deep pulsing pleasure building between my thighs. The man could take me from cold to blistering hot in a matter of minutes. It was almost disturbing. 
 
   "Anything for you." He moved around me and sat down, reaching for his fork. "So I think I'll keep my place in Dallas until just after Christmas and then I'm going to take two weeks to go over to Saudi Arabia with Sophie and then I'll move up here for good."
 
   "Sophie?" I tried to keep the angst out of my voice, but he could sense it. I could tell by the way he glanced up. 
 
   "She's my best friend since I was a kid. Mean as a fucking snake when we were little, but she got better. Sort of." He snorted and shoveled a big bite of salad into his mouth. 
 
   "Why is she going to Saudi Arabia? Work?" I wasn't comfortable with the idea of Matt having a female best friend, but it really wasn't my place to say anything. Where we might be headed back toward having a relationship, we didn't have one yet. Not really. 
 
   "Yeah. She's a reporter for NBC." He gave me a cocky smile. 
 
   "What was that smile for?" I picked up my fork and glanced down at my plate, pushing the salad around a little. 
 
   "You're jealous." He laughed. 
 
   I glanced up. "No, I'm not. You and I are barely friends. Why would I care that you're spending two weeks with a woman who's pretty enough to be on the news channel in a foreign country?"
 
   "Oh, wow." He took another bite of his salad and got up, putting Zek in his cage. He moved toward me and reached down to pull me out of the chair. "Tell me you’re jealous."
 
   "No. I'm not." I stiffened in his hold. 
 
   He gripped one of my hands and pulled it down, cupping his erection. "It turns me on to think you are. Just pretend for me."
 
   "Matt," I mumbled and brushed my thumb over the head of his cock. "Don't. I'm not ready for this."
 
   "Of course you're ready for this." He leaned down and kissed me. Hard. 
 
   I opened up, turning my head and sucking on his tongue the minute he pressed it into my mouth. Why was I giving myself over to him again? He would just end up hurting me. 
 
   "Stop thinking," he mumbled against my mouth and gripped my hips, lifting me. "Legs around my waist. Now."
 
   I wrapped myself around him and breathed in deeply, wanting so much more than I should have. "I'm jealous."
 
   "I know you are." He kissed me a few more times as his strong fingers dug into my ass, massaging it. "I love it."
 
   "Should I be?" I rolled my hips, working myself against him like the starving slut he forced me into becoming. 
 
   "Not at all. There's only one woman I've wanted for the last two years." He moved up toward the bedroom, never once loosening his grip on me. 
 
   "Please tell me it's not this Sophie chick." I pressed my breasts to his chest, loving how incredibly strong he was. No one could make me feel small, petite, feminine like he could. 
 
   "No, baby. It's you. You knew that though." He gripped my hips and forced me to slide down the front of his body. "Accept my apology. I'm not running again."
 
   "Lies," I whispered and pulled my shirt over my head. A scream left me as he tackled me to the bed, his mouth hot and wet against the top of my breasts, his hands tearing at my pants to get them off. 
 
   "I'll just have to prove it to you, Erica."
 
   "Just fuck me, please. No more talking." I cupped his face in my hands and leaned down to kiss him as he threw my yoga pants across the room and snapped the front of my panties, popping the sides and laying waste to them. "I loved those."
 
   "I'll get you more." He moved up to lick at my throat. "Take your bra off."
 
   "Do it yourself," I challenged him. The docile, fun-loving guy who'd captivated me from day one was nothing like the man above me. 
 
   He glanced up and smiled before moving back and forcing me to turn on my stomach. I yelped as he popped my ass hard. 
 
   "So bossy. Someone needs to teach you a few lessons." He unhooked my bra before sliding his hands down my back, over the steep curve of my hips and squeezing my flesh. "So fucking hot, baby."
 
   I pressed my hands to the bed above me and lifted my ass in the air, teasing him. "Hard to believe you wanted to walk out on this."
 
   "I'm a fucking idiot." He gripped my legs and moved to his knees before pressing his mouth against me. I wasn't at all expecting it. 
 
   "Matt," I gasped and tried to pull from him, but his hold was tight. Almost too tight. 
 
   "Relax and let me taste you." His voice was deep, gravely, delicious. 
 
   Whether it was right or wrong, I didn't care. I needed the carnality of the moment. We could figure out the damage of our night together tomorrow. I needed tonight, and by the way he worked his tongue against me, he needed it too. 
 
   I pressed my face to the bed and cried out as pleasure raced through my center, stealing my breath. "So good."
 
   "Yeah, you are." He flicked his tongue over my clit before sucking it in his mouth. The painful press of his fingers gripping my ass was more than enough to throw me clear over the edge of ecstasy. "I can taste you. You're getting close."
 
   "Harder," I mumbled and closed my eyes, diving into what he must look like kneeling behind me, his arms wrapped around my legs, his hands clamped down on my flesh as he worshiped me with his mouth. 
 
   My orgasm slammed into me full force, and I arched my back and cried out before pressing back on him and rocking my hips hard. 
 
   "That's it." He rolled his thumb around the entrance of my body, dipping it in as I continued to cry out over and over. "Come for me again."
 
   "No. I need a-"
 
   "You need to listen." He pressed his finger into my body, jack-hammering it as I writhed with pleasure. "Come again."
 
   I worked myself against him until the world exploded. All the air in my lungs rushed between my lips and left me stunned, overwhelmed. Matt wouldn't relent until I begged him to. 
 
   He moved back and I rolled over and pulled my knees toward my chest. 
 
   "Fuck," I whimpered and rolled onto my side. 
 
   He didn't say a word as he got a condom, pulled his jeans off and rolled it onto his thick shaft. His t-shirt was thrown into the pile of clothes near the bedroom door and he moved to the edge of the bed. 
 
   "My turn." He bent his knees and reached out, grabbing my leg as I lay on my side and pulling me toward the edge of the bed. "Have I told you how much you mean to me? Was that part of my apology?" 
 
   He pressed into me and paused as I reached up and grabbed his neck, bringing him down so I could make love to his mouth. 
 
   "No. You haven't told me." I whimpered against his mouth as he crawled up on the bed and pressed his body against mine, forcing me to stay trapped on my side, my knees up, the position perfect for the deep fuck we were headed toward. 
 
   "You're all I think about, Erica. No one else captivates me like you do." He kissed me once more and extended his arms as he sunk down into me. 
 
   I groaned loudly and bit my lip as he rolled his hips, massaging my body with his. "I love it."
 
   "Good. It's all yours." His eyes darkened a little as he held my stare. "I love how well you take me inside your sweet, tight body."
 
   I moaned again and reached up to run my fingers over his shoulders. "I want to face you."
 
   "Turn on your back." He pulled out and moved just enough for me to shift on my back. "I want it deep tonight." 
 
   I mumbled my agreement and bent my legs around him, pulling them up to where the top of my thighs rested on my breasts. 
 
   "Such a good girl." He glanced down and slid back inside of me. His dark blue stormy eyes returned to my face. "My girl." 
 
   I wanted to call myself his girl, but I couldn’t. Instead, I gripped his arms and moaned over and over. He let loose, rocking the entire bed with his deep thrusts. The excitement of being trapped below him while he opened up the more alpha side of his personality was exhilarating. 
 
   "All mine." He forced my legs down and pressed his chest to mine, locking me in a tight hug as he pressed forward and tapped against my g-spot. 
 
   "Oh, God, Matt. Please don't stop." I dug my fingers into his back as the pressure inside me built higher and higher. 
 
   "Breathe, baby." 
 
   I sucked in air and screamed his name as electricity rolled from my center, snatching away any reserve I might have been holding back from him. I twitched and jerked my hips to ride the wave of pleasure he provided, never wanting it to stop. 
 
   He brushed my hair back and continued his strong, deep thrusts, not giving me a chance to change our pace or rhythm. It was all him. 
 
   "I love it," I mumbled against his throat. "So much."
 
   "Me too, Erica." He licked at my ear and bucked faster. "Hold tight and let me know if I hurt you."
 
   "Yes," I whispered and tucked my face against the crook of his neck as he enjoyed himself for the next half hour. His muscles tightened as he lifted up and worked me for a minute more. 
 
   "Oh, shit. I'm gonna come." He glanced down at me, cupping the back of my head with one hand and holding himself up with the other. "Watch me."
 
   "I am. I wanna see." I let my eyes run down the length of our wet bodies before forcing myself to capture the expression on his face as he cried out. 
 
   Beautiful. Intense. Beyond sensual. 
 
   "Fuck, you feel so damn good. I could do this all night." He rocked his hips forward before crashing down onto me. 
 
   I wrapped him in a tight hug and kissed him a few times as we lay there panting together. 
 
   "All night, hm?"
 
   "Yeah. Give me five minutes and then you're up." He licked at my mouth. "I like reverse cowgirl, unless you're shy?"
 
   I smirked. "Not hardly, and I don't even need five minutes."
 
   We took turns bringing each other pleasure half the night, but when it was over, I wasn't sure I wanted him to stay. He had my body, but I was still trying to hold on to a piece of my heart. 
 
   "You want me to stay or go?" He brushed my hair back as he pressed me to the bed. 
 
   A million thoughts brushed by my mind. I desperately wanted him to stay, but if I woke up and he was gone again... I would be destroyed. Maybe it was prudent to save myself the pain. 
 
   "You can go. Just check on the puppy and lock up on your way out. I have work in a few hours." I kissed him and brushed his hair back. 
 
   Sadness moved across his handsome face. "You sure?"
 
   "Yeah. I enjoyed tonight, but I really do want to take it slow, Matt."
 
   He smirked. "Slow. All right."
 
   I rolled onto my side as my heart ached. Sex was a good first step, right?
 
   If so, why did it feel so shitty to watch him walk out?


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   I understood why she wanted me to leave, but that didn't make the pain any less. I got home around four that morning and dropped down on the new couch I'd splurged on. Pleasure still pumped through my veins, and would for hours to come because of her. 
 
   She was by far the finest, most put-together woman I'd ever known. And thanks to that, the worry over me falling short cropped up. I set my alarm and forced it away before slipping into a deep sleep that had me almost ignoring the incessant buzzing around me. 
 
   "What?" I jerked up, covered in sweat. Fear raced across my mind. "Just a dream."
 
   I got up and lifted my hands toward the ceiling, stretching and trying to still my beating heart before walking toward the shower. I had to be in the office at nine for my first day as part of the advertising think-tank at M&B. Whatever the hell that meant. 
 
   A groan left me as I flipped on the light to the bathroom and started the shower. Everything hurt. Fucking yoga. Not only had I contorted myself into a knot during the class, but I kept up the antics at Erica's place, trying to impress her with my skills in the bedroom. 
 
   "Sure as hell hope it worked." I pulled off my clothes and got into the shower, letting the serenity around me close out the nagging truth. I was walking on a tight-wire with the woman of my dreams, and if I messed up again, the guy right down the hall at work was more than ready to sweep in and steal her away. 
 
   "Hell, he might have already started to." I forced myself to see Mitch as a friend of my father's rather than competition. He might be interested, but he was way too old for a woman like Erica. Right?
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Hi, Matthew." Joan, Erica's secretary, stood up and gave me a motherly smile. 
 
   "Morning, Joan. I might be a little early." I brushed my hand down my button down shirt and tried hard not to act like the monkey I felt like in my new suit. How anyone could stand to wear something so insanely constrictive and expect to be creative was beyond me. I had a few things to learn, to say the least. 
 
   "No, you're good. Let me take you down to your office. It's got three other people in it, but you'll see the set up. Your team works close together, so it's worked out well for them." She turned and walked down the hall as I followed. 
 
   I glanced back toward Erica's darkened office. "Erica not in yet?"
 
   "Yeah, she's here. She gets in around six most days. She's in a meeting with Mitch this morning. She'll come down and walk you through everything shortly, I'm sure."
 
   "Sounds good." Meeting with Mitch? Why did that bother me so damn much?
 
   "Here we go, sir." She opened the door and moved back. "Matt, this is Lewis, Mandy and Sarah."
 
   I walked in and extended my hand to the dark-skinned guy with dreads. "Hey, I'm Matt. Nice to meet you, man."
 
   "Pleasure is all mine." His accent was cool, but the fact that he was wearing slacks and an unbuttoned Hawaiian shirt was way cooler. I'd have to hit Erica up to get me on his dress code. 
 
   "Matt. I'm Mandy. I'm the lead designer for our team. Nice to meet you." She extended her hand and smiled. She was cute, but a little overweight. The way she wouldn't hold my eye contact told me that something bothered her. Probably that. I couldn't help but hope that I could help, if she'd let me. 
 
   It was just my childish desire to make everyone like me roaring to life. 
 
   "And you must be Sarah." I shook the last girl's hand, smiling warmly at her as she beamed. 
 
   "You're Damon's brother?" Sarah released my hand and bit her bottom lip. "You guys look nothing alike. I mean, you're really good looking too, but so different."
 
   Mandy laughed. "Sarah. Really?"
 
   "Oh, sorry." She pressed her fingers to her lips. "I forget that I work in an office with rules and stuff."
 
   I chuckled. "Where did you work before?"
 
   She ran her hand over her dark hair and let out a soft sigh. "National Geographic. I loved it there, but they closed my division, and Mandy was a good friend from high school. So... a position opened here for design and I decided that it was time to grow up and get a real paycheck. Or a steady one at least."
 
   "I totally know that feeling." I nodded and glanced over toward Joan. "Thanks for showing me down here. Will you let Erica know that I got here early? I'm trying to make a good impression on the new boss."
 
   Joan laughed. "Of course I will. You guys treat Matt like one of your own. He's a great guy."
 
   Warmth spread over my cheeks and chest. "I'm not sure about that, but I'm glad to see my ruse is working."
 
   The group laughed as Lewis pointed to an empty desk. "That one is yours, man. Feel free to get settled and then I'll walk you down to the supply room and give you the grand tour, unless you've already gotten it."
 
   "Nope. I've tried really hard to stay away from office buildings over the last four years." I walked toward the desk and pulled out the chair, fighting back the feeling that I was disappointing free-spirited people all over the universe by putting on a tie and handing my life over to 'the man'. 
 
   "I hear that." Lewis dropped down in his chair and smiled as I glanced over my shoulder. "But... your father has done a great job of creating a little haven here for us. We live by a different set of rules than most of the rest of the company. Just follow those, and you'll be good to go."
 
   "And those rules are?" I turned as someone moved into the doorway. 
 
   Erica. Looking like sin in her cream-colored skirt, blue heels and light blue top. Her hair was halfway up and her lips were dark red. My balls tightened in anticipation of stripping her down and licking her dry. 
 
   "To dream big." She walked in and stood in the middle of the room, giving her full attention to me. "To speak up and to dress comfortably, while still maintaining a professional appearance."
 
   "So, no togas?" I smirked and pushed my chair in. 
 
   "Only on Fridays." Mandy leaned around Erica and laughed. 
 
   "You have a minute?" My girl was ruling the room, and everything about the power dripping off of her left me hard and achy. 
 
   Professional. Stay professional. 
 
   "Absolutely." I walked to the door as she moved out into the hall. I paused and glanced back toward Lewis. "I'll get that tour when I get back if you're still up for it."
 
   "Absolutely, man. Take your time."
 
   I walked out into the hall and almost plowed into Erica. I reached out and grabbed the back of her shoulders, not quite sure why she'd stopped. 
 
   "Hey." I pressed myself to her back and ran my hands down her arm. 
 
   "Sorry. I almost lost a thought from a meeting I had earlier. I need to write it down." And like that, she was jogging down the hall toward her office. 
 
   I laughed under my breath and followed her into her spacious corner office. "It's nice in here. Who you gotta sleep with to get one of these big beauties?"
 
   She glanced up from scribbling something down on a post-it note. "Ha. Ha."
 
   "What? This is great." I walked to the tall floor to ceiling windows that took up half the wall space and let my eyes move along the city. "It's peaceful in here."
 
   "It's built for people who spend God awful amounts of hours in their offices." She walked toward the door and closed it. 
 
   I spun on my heel to face her. "You locking that?"
 
   "What?" Her cheeks colored pink. "No. Behave."
 
   "Not a chance." I moved toward her, meeting her in the middle of the room and sliding my hands over her perfect hips. "Why is it such a fucking turn on to see you running the show?"
 
   "Because you like strong women?" She pulled my hands from her waist. 
 
   "No. I like you." I moved up behind her as she stopped beside her desk and reached for a folder and a pen. "You look really good in this skirt. What color are your panties?"
 
   "Matt!" She jerked around to find me standing right in front of her. 
 
   "What?" I touched the side of her face. "I really wanted to wake up next to you this morning. I have this great recipe for sticky buns that I was going to try out, but no... had to kick me out."
 
   "You know why I did that." She cupped her hand over mine. "Rule number one. No touching me at work. I don't need everyone talking. It's hard enough to keep control of these people. They'll think I got my job because of you and that will be the end of it."
 
   "No they won't." I leaned down and kissed her, almost surprised that she didn't pull back. Maybe she hadn't really wanted me to go the night before. If only I had pushed a little, and not just with my hips. 
 
   "Let's fill out your paperwork and then Lewis can show you around the building." She kissed my palm and pushed at my chest. "Back up. You're making me wet."
 
   I growled at the thought. "Yeah, cause that's going to help me want to behave."
 
   "Your problem, not mine." She walked to the small table in the center of the room and sat down. "Come here and start filling this stuff out."
 
   "I hate this shit."
 
   "Everyone does. Grow up and come here."
 
   "And what do I get if I do."
 
   She smirked. "A job."
 
   "I want more than that." 
 
   "A friend who lets you paint her naked?" She lifted an eyebrow. 
 
   "How about a girlfriend who lets me stay overnight and not leave the minute the passion is over."
 
   "Is the passion between two lovers really ever over?" 
 
   Now she was playing with me.
 
   "Touché." I sat down and reached for the pen. "When do we get to move from lovers to being in love?"
 
   "When you convince me that you don't have one foot out the door." She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest, causing her breasts to lift a little. 
 
   I licked my lips and forced myself to stay focused. 
 
   A knock on the door sounded, and she huffed and got up, walking slowly toward it. 
 
   "I like that skirt on you. I'd like it better on the floor, but beggars can't be choosers."
 
   "Hush." She gave me a stern look that had my heart fluttering in my chest before opening the door. 
 
   "Hey. I meant to tell you that I had two tickets to the art show over at Dantana for Friday night. I have to help my daughter with something, so if you and Lanie want to go." Mitch. How the fuck did Mitch know about Lanie? Were him and Erica close enough that she'd brought up her best friend?"
 
   "Yeah. That's awesome. Thank you." Her voice was soft, friendly, but not flirty. His on the other hand. 
 
   "Absolutely." He poked his head in the door as Erica took a step back. "Hey, Matt. Good to see you're still alive and kicking."
 
   "Thanks." I chuckled. "I think?"
 
   "Welcome. Let me know if you need anything." He turned back to Erica. "I'll be out for the rest of the day, but you have my cell. Call if you need anything too, okay?"
 
   "Yeah, sure." She smiled and closed the door, turning to face me. It was my turn to hand out a stern look. 
 
   "I don't like him."
 
   "I don't like Sophie."
 
   "You don't know her," I protested. 
 
   "And I don't want to." She walked toward me and sat down. "Fill out the paperwork."
 
   "Come with me to Saudi Arabia. You'll love her."
 
   "No way. How uncomfortable would that be?" She rolled her eyes. 
 
   "Not at all. It's in January. By then you and I will be engaged, so the way I see it... you're stuck, buttercup."
 
   "Where is this boost of confidence coming from?"
 
   "I made love to the most beautiful woman in the world last night. It's hard not to be high on life."
 
   "Oh, you did, did you? Do I know her?"
 
   "No, but you'd like her." I wagged my eyebrows. 
 
   "Not this again..."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been one hell of a week trying to work through some of the things on my long-list of to-dos at work, help Matt with the painting, and avoid both him and Mitch on the relationship front. I had no doubt that Matt and I would end up together, but I wanted to be more cautious about it after knowing how insecure he was. 
 
   The man in the bedroom was a little bit different from the one that had everyone laughing at the office and swooning in the boardroom, but not much. When he wasn't paying attention to how people reacted, he was simply himself, and more like his father and Damon than he probably realized. 
 
   I sat in my office on Friday morning and flipped through my personal journal. I had so many decisions to make, but I wanted to ensure that they were grounded in truth. The truth was that I loved Matt, and had for two years. The truth was that he left my heart soaring, my body on fire and my mind spinning. 
 
   And the truth was simply that I was scared. We were so close to becoming something great, and I half-expected him to pack up and run back to Dallas sooner rather than later, but he hadn't yet. 
 
   "Speaking of Dallas." I dropped my journal in a drawer and pulled up my calendar on my computer. Joan already had the details for the flights the next morning and a car to pick us up from the airport and shuttle us over to the office. Everything was set. 
 
   Everything but one thing. 
 
   How were we supposed to act? Kent and Damon knew that I had feelings for Matt. Were we going as business associates or had Matthew finally fessed up to having feelings for me too?
 
   I pressed the button on my phone and called down to the design room. Lewis answered, sounding chipper as per usual. 
 
   "Hey, boss. What can we do you for?"
 
   I smiled. "Matt's not working today, right?"
 
   "He will be, but because of all the hours he put in this week already, Mandy told him just to come back in next week. He’s in Dallas for some of the week, right?"
 
   "Yeah, that’s right. I just forgot." I hung up and called his cell. It went to voicemail. I wasn't surprised seeing that it was only eleven. "Hey. It's Erica. I'm just checking to see if you're still interested in going to the art gallery with me tonight, or if you have other plans. Give me a-" I beep resounded in my ear. He was calling me back.
 
   "Hey. Were you leaving a message?" His voice was gravely and filled with sleep. He sounded impossibly cute. 
 
   I lamented over not being there to wake him up myself. "Yeah. I just wanted to see if you were still planning on going with me to Dantana."
 
   "The art gallery?" He let out a loud yawn.
 
   I pulled the phone from my ear and smiled. "Yeah. That's the one."
 
   "Absolutely. We can check it out and then grab something to eat."
 
   "Okay. Am I picking you up or-"
 
   "No. I'll come by the apartment and get you around six. That work?"
 
   "Yeah. And then tomorrow morning, we're going to Dallas. I'll pick you up for that trip."
 
   "Okay." There was an odd pause. 
 
   "Something wrong? Are you wanting to drive yourself?"
 
   "No. No, that's not it."
 
   "Then what?" I stood up, feeling less sure about myself by the second. It would seem he wasn't the only one that needed to get over insecurities and grow up. 
 
   "It's just that my father and Damon don't know about us."
 
   "Really?" I couldn't hide the surprise in my voice. "I'm pretty sure your brother does."
 
   "Yeah, but my father doesn't, not fully. I know him and Damon are hoping that we’ll get together, but I need to tell him before we just surprise him by showing up as a couple."
 
   "We're not a couple. At least not yet." I pressed my hand to my hip, not sure why I was so offended by the conversation, but I was. 
 
   "You know what I mean, Erica."
 
   "Not really, but you can explain tonight. I'll see you around six. Someone just knocked on my door. Enjoy your day off." I let him squeeze in a parting word before hanging up the phone. 
 
   It was going to be a long weekend, and one that was sure to honestly define how I felt about taking the next step with him. If he hadn't told Kent how he felt about me, how serious was he? They were close... like my father and I used to be. 
 
   If he were still alive, there wasn't much he wouldn't know about Matt. 
 
   The fact that Kent was in the dark with Matt and I becoming more than friends spoke volumes... or maybe it didn't. I wasn't sure. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Hey, pretty girl." He turned toward me as I opened the door and got into the car. 
 
   "Hey. The traffic bad on the way over here?" I buckled up and stiffened a little as he leaned over and pulled me into a warm kiss. It only took a second of being pressed against him to loosen me up. How lame were my standards?
 
   "Not bad at all. I'd drive anywhere to get to you though." He wagged his eyebrows before moving back into his seat. "So tell me about this gallery. I haven't heard much about it."
 
   "It's locally owned, like a lot of the galleries around here. The artist actually lives in Paris, but his sister runs the gallery here for him. His pieces are abstract, complex, hard to decipher."
 
   "Hmmm... sounds like my kind of guy."
 
   "Very true." I clasped my hands in my lap and sunk back against my seat. "I'm so glad this week is over."
 
   "I bet." He reached over and wrapped his hand around mine. "I'm looking forward to the weekend."
 
   "Me too. It'll be nice to get out of here for a while."
 
   "Who's watching Zek?"
 
   "Lanie said she would do it." 
 
   "That's great, and are you planning on staying at my place tomorrow night or you want me to get us a hotel?"
 
   "I think it might be best if you stay at your place and I get my own hotel. I'm on a business trip, and even though Kent is your father, I don't want him thinking less of me." I shrugged. "I mean, maybe it's a good thing that he doesn't know that we're working through our feelings together. It's not very professional of me to-"
 
   "You're upset." He pulled his hand back into his lap. "I knew it. I knew the minute you hung up on me earlier that you were upset about me not mentioning us to my father."
 
   "No, it's fine." I glanced over at him as the tightness in my chest got worse. "I get it. Honestly."
 
   "It's not fine, but I don't want to drag my family in the middle of this until you and I settle on whether we're together or we're not. My dad already thinks I’m a flake. This will only make it worse. You mean a lot to him at the company and he’s on edge that I’m going to mess that up."
 
   "And who's making that call?" I moved my arms up to wrap them around my chest, as if I could protect myself from the oncoming fight. 
 
   "We both are, Erica." He pulled onto the freeway. "Let's just have fun tonight. Can we? I know you’re tired of thinking about everything that happened. Let’s forget about it for one night and just enjoy each other’s company. I love being with you."
 
   "Yeah, okay. You’re right." I let out a long exhale through my nose and reached up to turn on the radio. We could have fun together and not think about the consequences, but he would be ten shades of pissed when the night ended with a quick hug at my door and him headed home to jerk off alone. I wasn't making another move until I understood where we stood together. My heart couldn’t handle it.
 
   "Cool." He let out a sigh and turned toward the art district. "You're gonna love how the portrait of you turned out. I'm a little tense about sharing it with anyone besides you."
 
   "Oh yeah? Why?" I glanced over toward him as sadness filled my chest. We weren't going to move past our immaturities and ever become anything solid with the way we were headed. He wanted to pretend that we were together until it got too real, too uncomfortable, and then he would back off, leaving me standing there, holding the empty bag that I believed to be our future. 
 
   "Because, baby... You're insanely hot. That picture is going to give every man in the room a woody." He snorted. "I'm just not sure I want all that competition."
 
   I let the conversation die, because the way my mood was souring, he wouldn't have wanted to hear my response to it. 
 
   "This it right here?" He pointed to the art gallery ahead of us. 
 
   "Yeah. That's it. The woman who runs it is a little odd, but you'll appreciate why. She lives alone with ten cats and a million abstract paintings." I smiled and unbuckled as he parked the car. 
 
   "Hey." He turned and reached out, grabbing my hand. "You okay? I feel a shift in our evening. I just want to make sure that you know that I plan on talking to my father about us."
 
   There was no 'us’, but I was getting blue in the face from saying it. 
 
   "I'm good." I reached for the door and got out, feeling for the first time since meeting Matt that maybe we weren't evenly matched. He was brilliant and funny, and fucked like a wild man, but there was more to life than a few chuckles and a hot romp in the sheets. Where would he be when I needed him most? 
 
   How would he present me to other people? Like my father, who would flaunt me around as the best thing since sliced bread, or like my mother, someone to be brought in the limelight when it best served her or silenced when it didn't?
 
   I was sure a couple of weeks ago, but now... not so much.
 
   "You staying the night with me?" Matt touched my lower back as we walked to the door. 
 
   "No. I need to wash clothes and pack tonight. Maybe when we get back." I reached for the door and walked in, not giving him a chance to respond. 
 
   As much as I wanted to forget the fear of loss, I just couldn’t. There were no guarantees in life, but I needed more than he’d given so far. Maybe then I could step back into the unknown with him and really give ‘us’ a try. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   She was pulling back - big time. Where I was the one trying with all my might to prove myself to her, the more I pushed, the farther she seemed to pull back. She was fine with sex, but talking about the relationship? No. 
 
   I brushed my fingers by my lips as I pulled up to the private hanger. She was supposed to pick me up that morning, but I was running a little behind and didn't want to put her in a frenzy because of it. 
 
   I needed a new tactic. Damon would know what to do.
 
   After parking, I grabbed my bag and walked to the plane as anticipation danced in my stomach. No matter what happened between us, I was pretty sure she would forever have an impact on me. There hadn't been a time over the last two years of her working for my father at M&B that seeing her hadn't left me tingling, excited, scared. 
 
   I walked up the stairs and nodded at the flight attendant before turning my attention on Erica. Her hair was in a loose bun and her dress was business-like, but a little more casual than what she wore in the office. Long legs that went on for days and cream-colored heels that looked good on her. I could almost imagine her in nothing but her garter and the heels, laid across a bed, moaning for me. 
 
   "Morning." I smiled and moved to sit down beside her. "You sleep good?"
 
   "Yeah." She turned to face me, her expression peaceful. "Really good."
 
   "Awesome." I leaned over and kissed her cheek. "About last night-"
 
   "No. I need to apologize. I don't care if Kent knows about us dating or not. It's probably best that he doesn't."
 
   "Wait. We're dating now?" I snorted and reached over to squeeze her knee. 
 
   "Sounds better than fucking, right?" Her smile brightened up the inside of the plane. 
 
   "I actually like the sound of us fucking." 
 
   She chuckled and shook her head. "I don't know what we are, but I'm tired of thinking about it." 
 
   "All right, then I'll just keep working to steal your heart and your panties and you just relax and try to forgive me. Deal?"
 
   "Yeah. Maybe." She smiled and turned her attention to the flight attendant. "Do you have coffee made?"
 
   "Sure do. And for you, Mr. Bryant?"
 
   "Mr. Bryant is my father, but yes, I'll take a cup too." I leaned back and let my eyes run along her legs as she looked out the window. "You look incredible today. So far beyond beautiful it hurts."
 
   "You're just being sweet." She turned back to face me, her blue eyes filled with far too many questions. 
 
   One decision to leave and not call and I was back to square one. Why? Something in her past? I had to know. 
 
   "I am a sweet guy. You've tasted me. You should know." Just talking about it had me getting hard. She blushed. The softer side of her. I sighed internally like a love-sick fool. "Tell me about your love life in the past. Any one name repeated over and over in your little pink diary?"
 
   "It's black, and you mean someone besides you?"
 
   Score. At least I was in there. 
 
   "Why am I not surprised that it's black?" I laughed as she did too. 
 
   "I haven't dated many guys." She shrugged and fiddled with her dress. "And I haven't been with anyone seriously since college."
 
   "Me either. The college part. I rarely date guys." I winked and reached out to take her hand as the flight attendant told us to hold off on the coffee as the flight was taking off.  
 
   "I was with my childhood sweetheart from sixth grade, when I started dating, to my senior year in college. Ten years." She turned her head to look back out the window. "Ten long, good years."
 
   Bingo. 
 
   "And what happened?" I pulled her hand to my mouth and kissed her fingers. My body was tight with anxiety over this shit swirling between us and the fact that she hadn't stayed with me the night before, but I understood it. She was protecting herself. I could respect that, though the alpha inside of me still wanted to tear down all her walls and prove myself worthy. 
 
   "I don't know, honestly. One day he came in and said he didn't feel it anymore, which was funny, because I hadn't felt it for years." She shrugged. "After making the commitment to be with someone forever, you would expect it to last a lot longer than ten years. Guess I misunderstood what forever meant."
 
   "Or you were with the wrong man." I reached over and touched the side of her face, wanting to apologize again, but knowing it was futile. She'd have to learn to trust me through my actions, not my words. 
 
   "Maybe so," she mumbled, her eyes moving around my face as if searching for something. 
 
   I moved over toward her and slid my hand deep into her hair, tightening my grip just a little as I leaned down and kissed her a few times. I brushed my nose by hers and breathed in deeply. 
 
   "I missed you last night, but I know why you didn't come home with me." I kissed her again. "I'll prove myself to you, Erica. I promise."
 
   She touched the side of my face, drawing me down for another kiss. She was battling herself on whether to reject me, or keep me forever. The real forever. I could sense indecision all over her. 
 
   "I like that you're willing to try." She kissed me again, pressing her tongue against my lips as if knocking on the door. I opened up and groaned a little as her tongue slid by mine. So delicious and sweet. It wasn't going to take much and I'd have her in the back of the plane, worshiping her beautiful body and trying to heal her soul in any way she would let me. 
 
   The flight attendant cleared his throat. "Um... coffee?" 
 
   We jerked back and laughed. Maybe the worship could start later that night if I played my cards right.
 
   My brother would be a great resource for how to play the game altogether. Maybe. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Are you sure you're okay with me staying here?" Erica glanced over toward my father as he nodded. 
 
   "Yes. Karen and I had Martha make up a bed for you and everything. It's just overnight, and you know you're always welcome in my home, Erica." My dad moved forward and pulled Erica into a hug before glancing over at me. "How are you? Behaving?"
 
   "Never." I wagged my eyebrows and moved up to hug him. The smell blasting out of the kitchen left me feeling like home would always be my dad's house, no matter how old I got. "Where's Damon? Bethany?"
 
   "They're out back. Let's get your luggage stowed away and you can join them." Karen moved to pick up my bag. My stepmother was petite like Bethany. I chuckled and picked up the bag. 
 
   "No way are you toting our stuff. Just lead the way, and I'll put it up." I took Erica's bag from her as my father wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 
 
   "Red or white wine," he asked her while leading her into the kitchen. 
 
   "Both?" She laughed and the sound filled me with warmth. Why the hell was I running in the opposite direction of her for the last two years? Right. Fear of being consumed by her. Too late. She was all the fuck I thought about, and it didn't seem like that would be changing anytime soon. 
 
   "How are you?" Karen glanced over her shoulder. "I mean, like really? You moving up to Seattle is a big step. I'm proud of you."
 
   I smiled. "I'm good. Just trying to work through things with Erica, and settling in, but I'm really good."
 
   "I'm glad to hear that." She opened a door and moved back to let me go in. 
 
   "Thanks. I'm doing much better in the office setting than I would have thought. I hate being in a tiny box and only having a computer to look at, but my team has been awesome. They're a bunch of artists too, so we have some good conversation, and the design projects are honestly pretty cool. I could see myself surviving there for at least another month."
 
   She chuckled and pulled me into a hug as I turned around. "Just a warning... your brother and Bethany are in wedding mode, so every conversation they have has something to do with the wedding."
 
   "Did we set a date yet?" I squeezed her and moved back as she turned to walk out into the hallway. 
 
   "Yes, but I'll let them fill you in on all of it." She lifted her hands and walked toward the kitchen. "You would think it's happening next week with all the discussion about it, but I'm pretty sure they're looking at early December."
 
   "This year?" I almost swallowed my tongue. No way the two of them would be able to pull together a wedding in a month. 
 
   "Yep." She glanced over her shoulder and gave me a look. "Maybe you can talk some sense into them."
 
   "Right." I lifted my eyebrow. "Because I'm the sensible one in the family."
 
   She chuckled. "It's not even a destination wedding. Bethany wants it here."
 
   "Oh. Wow. So a big wedding?"
 
   "Not really." She waved me away. "Go talk to them about it. It'll be good for them to have a new person to share all of this with."
 
   "Sounds like fun." Or not. I was grateful that things had worked out with Bethany and Damon, but wedding planning sucked. No matter who was involved. 
 
   "There's my little brother." Damon walked toward me with a big smile on his face. 
 
   I couldn't help but return the gesture. "What's up, bro?"
 
   Erica was sitting next to Bethany out on the patio, the two girls both having big smiles on their faces and seemed to be laughing. I loved how well she fit right into the mix, like she belonged there. 
 
   "How is it? Working for M&B? Having Erica as your mistress? Living in the art capital of the States?" He pulled me into a quick hug and moved back, patting my chest. "You loving it or scared shitless?"
 
   I took a moment to think about it. Oddly enough, for the first time in a long time, I wasn't scared at all. I was worried about the situation with me and Erica, but not scared. 
 
   "I'm actually good." I shrugged. "I got a lot of shit to work through with Erica, but otherwise, I'm good. Job is all right, apartment is amazing and Erica is everything I could imagine wanting in a woman."
 
   "Awesome. So you guys are together now?"
 
   "Um... no." I ran my hand down my face as he growled. 
 
   "What? Why the fuck not?" He glanced behind him and back to me. "Did she not accept your apology for that stunt you pulled a few weeks back?"
 
   "She accepted it, but she's still processing it. She's got some baggage in her past around men getting up and leaving her. It was probably the one thing I shouldn't have done. Had I known, I would have called after leaving that Monday, but I didn't." I slipped my hands in my pockets and drew in a deep breath. "I don't know what to do to speed things up. She's pushing hard against me every time I try, but I keep trying."
 
   "Good. Don't relent." He nodded toward the kitchen. "Grab a beer with me."
 
   "Sounds good." I followed him in and moved to lean against the counter as he grabbed two beers from the fridge. "I'm in love with her for sure, but words aren't working. I'm going to have to figure out how to show her how I feel, and that I'm committed."
 
   "Good." He handed me a bottle and popped the top on his. "You told me how to get Bethany back, and it worked. You remember what you said?"
 
   "Yeah. Be there for her when she needs you most, and don't say a word while you're there. Just support her."
 
   "That shit worked like a charm." He tilted his bottle toward me. "You need to take your own advice, and a little bit of mine."
 
   "And your advice would be?" I lifted an eyebrow and smirked. 
 
   "To make love to her every chance you get. Keep your hands on her. Women like to feel protected, cherished and physically adored. Make sure she gets a lot of that."
 
   "Every time she'll let me, for sure." I followed him into the living room and out toward the back of the house. "How's the wedding stuff coming?"
 
   He opened the door and glanced back. "Don't even ask..."
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It was odd how much I felt like I belonged at the table with Matt and his family. He made sure to pull me into every conversation and touched me in some matter over and over, almost as if he wanted to reassure me that I belonged to him, but did I?
 
   Of course I did. Why was I fighting it so damn hard? 
 
   "I'll clean all of this stuff up," Karen spoke to Kent. "You guys just go have your meeting with Erica here. There is no reason for you to go all the way up to the office."
 
   "Sounds good." Kent stood and stretched before glancing down at me and then to Damon. "You guys okay with that?"
 
   Bethany and Martha picked up a handful of empty dishes, and I felt odd not helping clear the table. 
 
   "Yep. I'm going to start a fire in the living room and then we can talk. That okay?" Damon got up and moved away from the table. 
 
   "I'll help clean up and then join you guys." I smiled and stood, gathering plates and ignoring everyone fussing around me about me working on the dishes. "Hey. I like being involved in this kind of stuff. Leave it be."
 
   Matt chuckled. "Back up, people. She gets what she wants."
 
   "You included." I glanced over at him and gave him a cocky grin. 
 
   "You've had me for two years. I just don't think either of us fully realized it." He moved up behind me as I leaned over to get another dish and ran his hand over my hip. Luckily enough, everyone had scattered as if sensing that we needed a moment. 
 
   I turned with a handful of dishes in my hands and looked up at him. My heart skipped a beat. "I thought you wanted to talk to your family before-"
 
   "Nope. I was wrong." He leaned down and kissed the tip of my nose. "And you knew I was in the wrong. You gotta start telling me. Just lay it out, bare it all."
 
   "We're talking about the error of your ways and not sex, right?"
 
   He smirked. "We're talking about anything you want to talk about."
 
   "No losing your man card today." I laughed and moved around him. Trepidation would have to have its way with me another day. I was working too hard to relax and just take things in moment by moment. I wanted 'us' to move forward, for me to forgive him and not be in constant fear that I wasn't enough to keep him. We needed to talk it out, but now wasn't the time, nor the place. 
 
   I put the dishes next to the sink and reached over to rub the top of Martha's shoulders. "How long have you worked for Mr. Bryant?"
 
   "Thirty years." Her smile beamed. 
 
   "That's incredible." I glanced back as Bethany walked back in the room. "So you've seen a lot of shenanigans with these two boys of his?"
 
   "More than I care to discuss." She shook her head. 
 
   Bethany laughed. "Erica. We should totally have a night out with Martha. Get her a few drinks and ask for the best stories of the last thirty years."
 
   Damon's voice startled me. "Or you should just behave and stop trying to stir shit up."
 
   "Watch your language." Martha gave Damon a motherly look as we snickered. 
 
   "I'm sorry." He moved into Bethany's arms, leaning down to kiss her a few times as I tried to look away. "You want to hang out with Matthew while I meet with Erica?"
 
   "Yep. I need to talk to him about the wedding anyway." She glanced over toward me. "And you too, Erica. Would you consider being one of my bridesmaids?"
 
   How awkward would it be to agree and then have things fall between the cracks with Matt? I must have stared just a little too long. 
 
   "I mean, it's okay if not. You can just let me know when-" she started to backtrack.
 
   "No. It's good." I forced a chuckle. "I got lost in my thoughts. Yes, I'll definitely do it for you."
 
   Relief swept across Bethany's pretty face. "Oh, good."
 
   "No wearing white though, okay? Only Beth gets to tell that lie." Damon wagged his eyebrows and walked out after Bethany swatted at him. 
 
   Martha glanced over her shoulder. "That boy is never going to grow up."
 
   "Do any of them?" I smiled and wiped my hands before walking toward the living room. Strong arms wrapped around me from behind and I sunk against Matt. The familiar smell of his cologne filled my senses, and my body worked up and wanted to purr. 
 
   "Hey." He kissed the side of my neck. "You fit in almost too good here. You got plans for the rest of your life?"
 
   I snorted. "I'm thinking that might be a little much in terms of long-range planning. I am going to be in the wedding, so if you're going to break my heart again, just make sure you do it after the event?"
 
   He moved back, and I turned in his arms. "I was scared. You know this."
 
   "Are you still scared?"
 
   "Yep. Terrified." He leaned down and brushed his nose by mine, his actions in complete contradiction with his words. "Terrified that I'm going to miss out on the greatest love affair of my life."
 
   I lifted up and pressed my lips to his. All the bullshit I'd fed myself about Tanner leaving me because I wasn't enough was just that - crap. It was a way to protect myself just in case no one ever loved me again, a way to set my expectations low. 
 
   "Stop being so sweet. You're going to melt my resolve." I wrapped my arms around his neck and pressed my breasts to his chest. 
 
   "Can I lick it off of you when it melts?" He nipped at my lips. 
 
   My body hummed, my nipples budded tight. 
 
   "How do you have me wanting to crawl into bed with you when last night I promised myself that I wasn't going to sleep with you again until we figured this stuff out between us?"
 
   "Because we are figuring it out." He kissed me again as Damon groaned from down the hall. 
 
   "Really? I'm the only one that's supposed to make out with a good-looking woman in the hallway. Get your own identity, Matt!" 
 
   We laughed and pulled away from each other. 
 
   Matt wrapped an arm around my shoulders as we walked toward the living room. "She is insanely fine, right? Wait. Don't answer that. I'd hate to beat you up in front of her."
 
   "Beat me up?" Damon's expression changed, and I slipped out from under Matt, knowing where it was all headed. 
 
   "Oh, Lord." Kent moved up beside me as I stopped at the edge of the living room and watched the two men circle each other, arms out, knees bent like two wrestlers. "We're not going to get anything done today."
 
   "It would certainly seem that way." I yelped as they plowed into each other, Damon sliding back a little on the tile as Matt pushed. "Yeah, I'm out. I can't stand to see someone get hurt, and it's going to happen, isn't it?"
 
   "Always does." Kent turned and walked into the living room. "So how are you liking Mitch? I feel like he was a big win for the firm."
 
   I hesitated, only because the need to tell Kent that the new hire was hitting on me rode hard on my shoulders. It really wasn't that he was being inappropriate, or that I couldn't shut it down myself like a big girl, but I almost felt like I was lying by not mentioning it. Something to assess later. 
 
   "He's great. He's been really good to the staff and he's on the ball all the time." I sat down on the couch and leaned back, crossing my legs. 
 
   "He lost his wife about three years ago, and really became a good man out of it. Weird how death can force you into being a better person." Kent shrugged and sat beside me, reaching over to grab a portfolio. "Let's look at these final drawings for the advisory logo. I know Mitch was all for them. I assume I will be too."
 
   "Highly unlikely, but I have an ace in the hole in my back pocket."
 
   He smiled. "You made me an extra drawing?"
 
   "Always. This isn't my first rodeo." I cringed as the guys hit the wall and laughed loudly. "Or should I say circus?"
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The meeting with Kent was over by the time Damon walked into the living room, sweaty and huffing like a freight train. 
 
   "We all good?" He panted and lifted his thumb toward us. 
 
   I laughed, unable to help myself. I'd seen the more playful side of Damon Bryant a few times over the years, but nothing like he was around his little brother. It was comforting and depressing all in the same moment. My brother and I had a horrible, tense relationship. What I wouldn't have given for it to be more playful, or at least somewhat loving. 
 
   "We're good, and I should fire you and hire Erica here. She's the only one among you who doesn't goof off all the time." Kent stood up and glanced down at me. "You want a CFO job?"
 
   "Not only no, but hell no." I stood up and twisted around, stretching my back. 
 
   "Well, damn. Never mind, son. You're stuck." Kent turned and handed me the final sketch. "I love the last one. Swing it by Mitch and let's get rolling on it. Great job, as always."
 
   "Thanks." I bent down and put the sketch up. 
 
   "You all good?" Matt stopped at the opening to the living room, and I realized everyone else had gone into the kitchen or somewhere else in the house. 
 
   "Yeah. I'm glad we came down here together. It's more comfortable. You know?"
 
   "I do know." He walked toward me, reached out and took my hand, and walked us to the back door. "Let's go for a walk."
 
   "It's cold out there." I glanced back, thinking a jacket might be prudent. 
 
   "It's Texas in early November. It's not that cold." He chuckled and opened the door, walking us out into the chilly night. 
 
   "It is cold." I wrapped my free arm around myself and paused when we reached the grass at the bottom of the patio stairs. Stars filled up the sky, every inch of it crowded with their light. "Wow."
 
   "Right?" He wrapped an arm around me and tucked me against his side. "It's beautiful out here. So clear that you could see for miles."
 
   "I love it," I mumbled breathlessly. 
 
   "Come on. I want to show you something." He took my hand again and we walked across the large expanse of Kent's backyard. 
 
   "Has your father always lived here?"
 
   "Yeah. He bought it when Damon was born, I believe. It was a hell of a lot of fun growing up here. We always had parties by the pool, or haunted houses in the woods. It was a good childhood." He glanced over at me. "How about you? Did you grow up in Seattle?"
 
   "Yeah. My mom and dad had an apartment in the city." I brushed the front of my shirt, suddenly a little uncomfortable. "It wasn't anything like this, but it was okay."
 
   "And you've known Lanie all your life?"
 
   "Since I was in junior high." I smiled, thinking of my best friend. "She carried me through a lot of rough years."
 
   "Because of your mom?"
 
   "Yeah, and my brother. He's as mean as a snake." I moved closer to Matt as we reached the woods. "What exactly are we doing here?"
 
   He paused and pointed toward the sky. "See that tree house up there?"
 
   "Where?" I moved forward and squinted, finally making the dilapidated looking thing out. "Oh, wow. Did you guys build that?"
 
   "Yeah," he paused to laugh, "we totally did. We wanted to see if we were good with our hands, you know, in case Dad didn't share his money, and neither of us ended up too smart."
 
   I chuckled and turned to face him as he moved closer. "Are you trying to tell me that you've been cut out of the will and this is our future home?"
 
   His expression softened as the moonlight danced across his handsome features. "I'd be fine with that. As long as you were involved."
 
   I ran my hands down the thick muscles of his chest. "I'm terrified that you're going to run the minute I agree to let this thing between us become real."
 
   "I know that." He touched the side of my face softly, his thumb dragging across my bottom lip. "We'll just take things slow. I can only promise you that I won't run so many times. I'm just going to have to prove it, but I'm not Tanner, Erica. I'm not going to show up and tell you that I'm not interested anymore."
 
   "You say that now, but-" I glanced away as he cut me off. 
 
   "No buts. I'm not that guy."
 
   "I want to believe that so bad, it hurts." I turned back to him as he leaned down and consumed me with a long, passionate kiss. All the signs pointed toward go, and I was without any doubt that I would start down that path with him toward forever, but first I had to figure out how to get my nails unhinged from the past. 
 
   He wasn't like Tanner at all, but then again, Tanner was never the type to love and leave either. People change all the time. Me included. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 15
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   After a few kisses the night before, I walked her back to the house and sat down on the couch to watch the fire die out. Where I wanted to sleep with her, I knew better. We were at a turning point. She needed to know that I had control of my hormones, unlike my big brother. His advice to fuck her every chance I got might be something that worked for him, but we weren't the same. 
 
   I woke to someone popping me in the head - hard. 
 
   "Ouch. Shit." I jerked up and narrowed my eyes on Damon as I tried to come to. "I swear I liked you more when you were depressed."
 
   "That stings." He pressed his hand to his chest and frowned. 
 
   I would have asked what he wanted so damn early on a Sunday morning, but he was dressed to play golf. My father walked in and stopped by the edge of the living room. 
 
   "Are you still sleeping? Get up. Tee time is in forty minutes." He shook his head, turned and walked back out. 
 
   "Hey. No one told me we were playing." I got up and stretched, feeling like I'd slept on a box of rocks all damn night. 
 
   "We play every time we can on the weekends. You know this." Damon gave me a stern look and walked toward the backyard. "Did you sleep out here?"
 
   "Yes. Don't give me a lecture either. I'm not even up yet." I walked toward the bedroom, hoping to sneak in and not wake Erica up. The sweet sound of her resting greeted me as I slipped into the darkness. The fact that I loved her wouldn't leave me alone. It wasn't just about the excitement and thrill of wanting to bed her, or make her laugh or hear her moan. It was about wanting to make up for anything in her past that left her unsure or unloved. Every part of me yearned to be that guy for her. 
 
   I unzipped my bag in the dark and pressed the button on my watch to see what the hell I was grabbing. I had an outfit that would work for a round of golf, though I'd not look nearly as well put together as my brother or father. What else was new?
 
   "Matt?" Erica mumbled softly. 
 
   "It's just me, baby. I'm getting some clothes."
 
   "More. Give me more," she whispered roughly before moaning low in her chest. 
 
   White-hot need pinpricked my skin. Was she dreaming?
 
   I stood and let my clothes drop to the floor as I moved toward her. 
 
   The outline of her on her back, the covers twisted around her legs and her hair a mess had my dick standing to full attention within seconds. She moaned again and arched her back, her breathing becoming more labored. 
 
   Did she really dream of me? Something about that thought undid me. I sat down beside her on the bed and reached out, brushing my hand down the soft side of her throat, between her breasts and rested it on her stomach. 
 
   "You awake, baby?" I leaned over and pressed my lips to the small bit of skin showing between her shorts and tank top. 
 
   She groaned again and reached down, sliding her fingers through my hair as she writhed a little. I could smell her arousal, which had me throwing the idea of golfing to the wind. No fucking way I was leaving when she was wet and needy. 
 
   Indecision raced through my mind, tearing at me. Just because she dreamt of me making love to her didn't mean she would appreciate me-
 
   "Matt. Please," she begged and lifted her hips again, rolling them in the faint light of morning. 
 
   "Anything you want, baby." I got up and locked the door before pulling my t-shirt over my head and stripping my pants off. I left my underwear. I didn't have a condom with me, so it wasn't like I could take full advantage of making love to her. 
 
   She reached for me as I moved onto the bed. 
 
   "You awake now," I whispered before moving to rest on top of her. 
 
   "I think so," she mumbled against my neck as I wrapped my arms around her and held her tightly against me. "I dreamt that you made love to me on the plane."
 
   Her giggle was cute, sleepy. 
 
   "I'd love to do that, if you'd let me."
 
   "Since when do you ask for permission?" She licked up the side of my neck, sending chill bumps all over my skin. "I need you. My body hurts."
 
   "Then you can have me." I ran my hand down her side as I kissed at her soft mouth, licking and sucking at her bottom lip as I slipped my hand in between us. Her shorts were so incredibly tiny, so hot. It took very little effort to work down to her flesh, but when I did, time stopped. She was drenched, so wet and sticky that I couldn't help but think she'd already come a few times in her sleep. 
 
   "Shit," I moaned and kissed her again before pushing up and working on her shorts. "I don't have a condom, Erica. Just let me touch you, baby."
 
   "No. Just don't come." She sat up, moving to her knees and tore her shirt off. The movement surprised me a little, but no more than her gripping my shoulders and forcing me to turn and drop down onto my back. 
 
   "It's impossible not to come with a woman like you on top of me." I reached up and palmed her heavy breasts, squeezing and tugging at her nipples as she gripped my undies and moved back, pulling them down my legs. 
 
   She bent down and ran the side of her face along my length, licking and nibbling on the head of my cock as I grunted and gripped the sheets. 
 
   I needed to bother her more often in the morning. 
 
   "I want you so bad." She moved up and ran the center of her body over my lower stomach, coating me in her wetness and making my balls contract. 
 
   I gripped her hips and shifted to impale her. She cried out and reached up to cup her tits as she didn't let a second pass before working me. It felt beyond right to fuck her skin against skin. So intimate and delicious. 
 
   "Oh, fuck," I groaned and reached down to grab her thighs. "Slow down, baby. I can't hold back like you can."
 
   "Try," she growled, pressed her hands into the meat of my chest and rolled her hips like a well-trained dancer. "I love how big you are. You fill me up and stretch me out. I want more of you. All of you."
 
   Where was this shit coming from? I wasn't sure, but I loved it. 
 
   "And your sweet little pussy takes it so well." I pushed at her shoulder, trapping her as far back as I could as I lifted my hips and pumped in and out of her. 
 
   The sharp sting of her nails was nothing compared to the flood of wetness that covered my when she cried out and came. Lust like nothing I'd ever imagined wrapped around me, dragging me under its depths and suffocating me. 
 
   I pulled her close to me and turned us, pinning her to the bed. "I'm falling in love with you, Erica. Did you know that?" I gripped the headboard and fucked her in long, hard strokes as she moaned in tandem with each delicious slap of our flesh. 
 
   "I want that. I want you to love me." She tightened her legs around me and cried out, coming again for me. The strong pulls of her body on my cock had me racing toward the peak of my orgasm. I jerked back and tensed, trying to catch my breath as the room spun. She wanted me to love her. I already fucking did. 
 
   "Hold on. I'm so close." I touched the side of her face as she moved to her knees and reached for me, wrapping her hands around my cock and pulling at it, one hand after the other. Faster and faster until I buckled forward and pressed my head against her shoulder. 
 
   "You're so far beyond hot," she spoke against my ear and continued to work me. The pressure was intense, the buildup almost bordering pain. 
 
   "I thought you didn't want-"
 
   "Shut up and come for me," she barked and that was it. 
 
   I lifted up and pulled her against me, both of us on our knees. I made love to her mouth as she brought me through the orgasm and forced me to beckon to her in any way she wanted. I needed the high she provided. It was one of the reasons I kept myself tucked away from her. 
 
   Now... in the middle of that high, I couldn't imagine what the fuck would ever have me running from wanting it again. She was my heroine and I wanted nothing more than one more hit. And then one more. And then... one more. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "What the hell? Did you fall asleep on the floor by your bag?" Damon opened the front door and barked at me as I jogged toward him. 
 
   "Nope. Sorry. Had to talk to Erica for a few minutes." I winked and walked out toward the car where my father was already waiting. 
 
   "Talk? Really? About what?" He moved up beside me and smirked. "You dirty dog. You didn't talk. You fucked her."
 
   "Shut it." I popped him in the chest. "I'm not a whore like you. I don't kiss and tell."
 
   He rolled his eyes. "Um, you just did."
 
   "Whatever. Shotgun." I jogged around the car, feeling like a million bucks. Everything about the woman I was in love with was right for me. Where I was sensitive, she was strong, where she needed a firm hand, I had one to give. We were perfect for each other. My fears were complete bullshit. 
 
   "You all right?" My father glanced over at me. 
 
   "Yep. Much better now. Just needed to work something out with Erica." I got in and buckled up as Damon got in the backseat. 
 
   "Or work Erica. Whatever way you want to look at it." He chuckled as my dad snorted. 
 
   "Seriously, dude. Don't disrespect her like that." I glanced back in the backseat and gave him a look. "I'll climb back there and whoop your ass."
 
   "Just because you're bigger doesn't mean you're going to whoop anything." He smirked and grabbed his crotch. "Suck it."
 
   "Damon. Really?" My dad pulled down the rearview mirror. "I swear, the two of you idiots get together and all of a sudden, you're ten again."
 
   "Twelve," Damon and I answered in tandem, which started a laugh, easing the tension between us. 
 
   "Hey, I'm really proud of you for joining the firm. I know you weren't interested in it at first, but it seems like it might be a good fit." My father reached over and rubbed my chest like he did when I was little and worried about something. "At least until your art gets to selling and you can do that full time."
 
   "You would be okay with that?" I trapped his hand on my chest. 
 
   "Absolutely. I don't want you to be anyone other than who you are, Matt. I just want you to figure out who that is and start living the life I know you're capable of living." He rubbed me once more and pulled his hand back. 
 
   Damon leaned up between us and sniffled, wiping at his eyes. "This is just beautiful."
 
   "Fuck you." I reached over and pushed at his face. "How Bethany puts up with you is beyond me."
 
   "Karen puts up with me too. They all deserve a prize." My father laughed and turned down the long road that would lead to his favorite country club. "To our women? Erica included, I believe?"
 
   "Yeah... she's definitely included." I nodded and pursed my lips, a little overwhelmed by how blessed I was to see her giving in, if only a little. 
 
   There wasn't much I wouldn't be willing to do to keep us moving in the right direction. Being sensitive to how she reacted to me when I got back to the house was key. If she wanted love and adoration, it was hers. If she needed time, I'd back off a little. 
 
   Maybe. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 16
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The weekend in Dallas caused something to shift deep inside of me. Why was I fighting against a relationship with Matt? I needed to talk things out with someone. I sat at my desk on Monday morning, trying to reason through how to force myself past the stone wall of fear that kept resurrecting inside of me every time Matt wasn't around. It was childish and quickly becoming an annoyance. 
 
   Lanie would be in class, but maybe I'd catch her on her conference time. I picked up the phone and walked to my door, closing it and pressing my back to it. 
 
   "Hey. You okay?" She sounded a little out of breath. 
 
   "Yeah. Just wanted to hear your voice." I squeezed my eyes closed and took a shaky breath. 
 
   "What's up? You don't sound okay. You sound like you're on the edge of tears."
 
   "I am." I pressed my fingers to the bridge of my nose and slid down the door until my butt hit the ground. That I had on a skirt and my panties would be showing to the world outside my window was irrelevant. I was on the edge of a breakthrough and I needed someone to sling shot me through it. Lanie was perfect for the job. 
 
   "Oh no. Did Matt leave again?"
 
   "No. He stayed in Dallas for a few days, but he'll be back in town on Wednesday or Thursday. It was a good visit. I love his family. They're really good to me."
 
   "Any wild sex stories you want to share with your pathetically alone friend? I need to vicariously live through someone. I was even thinking about picking up a porn the other night from that creepy adult store near the grocery store that you love."
 
   I snorted in laughter as a tear rolled down my cheek. "I'm so in love with this guy, Lanie."
 
   "That's awesome!" The joy in her voice was something I wanted for myself. I just wasn't sure how to find it. "Or... it's not awesome?"
 
   "It's awesome, but I'm terrified. I've spent most of my life being strong and aggressive, but with Matt, I want to curl up and purr like a kitten. It's disturbing. It pisses me off. I have nothing to protect myself with where he's concerned. I hate it."
 
   "I think that's exactly where you're supposed to be." She sighed like a schoolgirl in love. "I wish with all my heart I felt that way about someone. Stop letting fear trample down the one thing you've wanted since we met in grade school."
 
   "Love?" I whispered and couldn't help but think of my father. I missed him so bad it burned my insides. The only love I had in the world was him and Lanie. Now Matt was quickly moving in to take both of their places in my heart. 
 
   "Exactly."
 
   "What if he leaves again?"
 
   "Yes. What if he leaves again?" Her voice changed, and I knew I was up for a lecture that was sure to set me straight. She was the only one I'd give the chance to try. 
 
   "What's your point, Lanie?" I got up and walked to the window as I wiped my eyes and tried to reconcile the fear inside of me with the fearless woman I'd always defined myself as. It was a struggle, and unfortunately was consuming my thoughts, my time, and all of my emotions. 
 
   "What's the very worst thing that could happen if Matt packed up and left you? Would you die? Wilt like a flower in the corner and force me to come get your fragile ass and bury you?"
 
   I rolled my eyes. "You're so dramatic."
 
   "Answer me."
 
   "Why did I call you again?" I reached out and drew a heart on the window, being silly and childish. 
 
   "Because you knew I would help you see the truth. Now... answer me. What's the very worst thing that would happen?"
 
   "I'd be broken and lose a few weeks of work, sleep and probably ten pounds."
 
   "But would you die, Erica? Would you never, ever, ever love again?"
 
   I didn't hesitate for a moment. "No. I wouldn't die, and I'm sure I would eventually love again, but-"
 
   "No buts. I've heard and seen all your buts over the years. They're not worth your time to entertain them. If he left, and he's not going to, then you would mourn that loss and I would hold you through it. When you got done, we'd clean you up, fatten you up and get you back to being the strong woman you are."
 
   "I can't work at M&B if he and I don't work out. Not if he's here too. It's too much to ask of me."
 
   "Good. Fuck them then. You do realize that there are literally a million places to work in Seattle for a woman with your skills, right?"
 
   "I guess so." I glanced down to see a group of joggers running by the sidewalk. I needed to get out and get some exercise. It always helped me to feel so much more at peace.
 
   "And you know what? Maybe you would finally stop pretending like you're happy in that big glass building you're hiding out in every day."
 
   "I am happy here." I could feel the need to defend myself literally crawling all over me. 
 
   "Right, but it's not you, and we both know it. You have more talent in your pinkie finger than most artists have in their whole body. Are you painting again? You promised me a few months ago that you would pull out your supplies and live a little."
 
   "No," I whispered, emotionally shutting down again. "I don't have time."
 
   "Make time. Build more parts of your life that look like you and maybe you won't have to worry about whether Matt stays or goes because you'll know without a doubt who you are." She paused and the sound of a hundred little voices filled up the phone. She laughed. "I gotta go. I love you so much. Please take my advice and start painting again. You need you before you can need him, Erica."
 
   "You're right. You always are." We said our goodbyes and I cursed her for the next half hour as I worked through the last of my inhibitions. I could find myself again, and then... I would turn that girl completely over to a man worthy of her time. The real Matthew Bryant. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "All right guys. Great work." I stood up at the end of our team meeting and glanced around at my small think-tank. "I'm proud of you. All of you."
 
   "Thanks, boss." Lewis' smile forced him to squeeze his eyes shut a little. It warmed me. "We're going for a drink. You wanna come?"
 
   "I'd love to, but I'm going for a jog, and then I promised my best friend that I would dust off my paint supplies and work on rediscovering a passion I let fall by the wayside."
 
   "Oh, nice! I totally want to see what you come up with." Mandy lifted her eyebrows and the rest of the group chimed in. 
 
   "Thanks. I'll bring it up here when I figure out what it is." I laughed and glanced up as someone darkened the open door of our conference room. "Mitch. Come on in. We were just wrapping up."
 
   "Hey, guys." He walked in, his smile warm and welcoming. I liked the guy as a friend and partner in our combined tasks at the firm, but I needed to tell him about Matt. I could only hope that he would respect my feelings. He'd been inching closer and closer over the last few weeks, and the last thing I wanted to do was hurt him or step on his toes in any shape or form. 
 
   "Hey, Mitch." Lewis stood and shook hands with him before my team filed out and left us alone. 
 
   "You have dinner plans?" He slipped his hands in his pockets and studied me. He was the perfect man for a steady, strong future filled with love and security. But he wasn't my man. No matter how much it made sense for him to be. 
 
   "No, but I'm just going to head home. A nice jog this evening should do me good." I crossed my arms over my chest, grateful that I wasn't at all uncomfortable around him. 
 
   "You sure? I hate to eat alone." His eyes moved across my face. 
 
   "I do too, but I'm starting to date someone. I just don't want him to think that something is going on between us when we're just good work friends." I pursed my lips as his expression changed a little. "You understand, I hope?"
 
   "Absolutely. I think that's fantastic. A beautiful woman like yourself shouldn't be alone... not ever." He winked and turned to walk toward the door, pausing and glancing back before going out. "If you change your mind... I'm right down the hall."
 
   I laughed and nodded. "Thank you. I'll keep that in mind."
 
   "Please do." He walked out and I let out a long breath I didn't realize I was holding. Should I have divulged the fact that it was Matt I was seeing? He and I hadn't really talked about where in our relationship we were, but it felt like it was time to sit down and do just that. 
 
   My only hesitation was that he worked for me. I wasn't sure how well that would go over. I might have to call Damon to see how he worked it all out for him and Bethany. Matt and I were only lovers, but poor Damon had both barrels loaded on his news. 
 
   Lovers and step-siblings. 
 
   Yeah... he had it much worse. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I got home and played with Zek for a few minutes before eating a banana and changing into my running gear. I'd make some dinner and call Matt when I got back and then get busy on painting a new masterpiece. Just the thought of doing it gave me a keen sense of belonging to something - to my art. 
 
   My phone buzzed, and I grabbed it before heading out the door. Unknown number. 
 
   "This is Erica Hall." 
 
   "Erica. It's Jonathan Luntz. How are you?"
 
   "Good, Jonathan. How are you?"
 
   "Doing very well. I assume Matthew told you about the showing on Friday night, correct?"
 
   "Yes. He did. I'll be there. We're bringing three other people with us. I was a little surprised at your graciousness with the tickets. This is the private event you and I discussed having first, correct?"
 
   "Exactly, and no matter on the tickets. You will all fit in beautifully, I would imagine. We have some of Seattle's finest coming in that night. It should be fun for sure."
 
   "Excellent. I look forward to it." I was winding down the call, which was a little out of place, but maybe Jonathan was just a superb host of sorts?
 
   "One more thing, if you don't mind. I have something that's been nagging at me continuously for a while. I'm thinking I just needed to call you and get it off my chest."
 
   I stiffened. "Sure. Go ahead."
 
   "When Matthew and I met to finalize the agreements, he mentioned that you painted as well, and I think you and I might have even chatted a little about it at dinner. My memory fails me often. I'm getting older."
 
   "Hardly," I said and laughed. 
 
   "I'd like to see some of your work. I keep dreaming about having a pair of artists who are married and deeply in love working for me."
 
   "Working for you." I ignored the married and deeply in love part. I had to. It was too much to dream about just yet. 
 
   "You know what I mean. I want a showcase of what real passion looks like this spring. I'm not sure what your talent looks like, or if you're at all interested in being highlighted next to Matt, but I want to see your stuff. I can't seem to shake the fact that I'm missing greatness by not making this call."
 
   "Greatness?" My heart fluttered. "I'm not sure greatness is a good title for me, but I'll happily show you some of my old stuff. I was going to start working on something new tonight."
 
   "Good. Let's talk after this weekend and set something up. That work?"
 
   "Absolutely, but let's keep this weekend just about Matt. He's been dreaming of this moment his whole life. I don't want to steal a drop of attention from him."
 
   Jonathan sighed. "I love that. See... that's the passion I'm talking about. We'll talk soon then. Be safe and I'll see you Friday."
 
   "Friday." I hung up and glanced around the condo as Zek danced around my feet. "Wow. Change is in the air, little guy. I can feel it all around me."
 
   I was grateful that the emotion that accompanied my realization was excitement and not terror. Good things were coming... I was sure of it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 17
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   Not getting to see her most of the week left me with the sound conclusion that my life was shifting from Dallas to Seattle. I'd be letting go of my apartment in Texas before January at the rate things were going, and funny enough, everyone would be thrilled about it. By the time I got on the plane to fly back home on Thursday morning early, I was lifeless and fully depressed. 
 
   Somewhere along the way of avoiding Erica, I fell head over heels in love with her. Maybe that above everything else scared me. I just needed to have a sit down conversation with her about my mom and dad's relationship and how dicked up it got over time. I couldn't handle handing her my heart and have her throw it in a meat grinder by cheating on me. It wasn't as if I had a choice in either matter, but a 'come to Jesus' meeting would help calm my nerves a little. 
 
   I walked into M&B around ten and made my way to my office before walking up to see Erica. I figured it would be a little more prudent to stop by and let the team know I was there. Surely Erica would want to discuss how to break the news to everyone at work that we were moving into something far beyond a friendship. At least I assumed she would. 
 
   "Hey, Matthew! How are you, brother?" Lewis stood up, pushed his dreadlocks over his shoulder and extended his hand. His Caribbean accent was too damn cool. 
 
   "Hey, man. Good to see you." I shook it and greeted the other girls in the room. "How's the week been so far?"
 
   "Excellent." Lewis nodded as Mandy walked toward us. 
 
   "Well, for most of us." She shook her head. "Erica was jogging on Monday and got mugged. It wasn't pretty."
 
   "What?!" I moved toward the door as my heart almost stopped in my chest. "Is she here?"
 
   I jogged out without waiting for an answer. Lewis called behind me that he believed she was. My pulse spiked as I waited for the elevators. I moved in as a couple of people tried to move out. 
 
   "I'm sorry." I moved back and let them out before walking back in and pressing the button for Erica's floor like I was mental. "Come on. Come on."
 
   "You okay?" Mitch moved up beside me, causing me to jump. 
 
   "What? Oh, damn. I didn't know anyone else was in here." I glanced back to see several people watching me with curiosity. "There're lots of you."
 
   "Matt, you know?" Mitch squeezed my shoulder as the door opened to the executive floor. 
 
   "Yeah. Just heard about Erica's incident." I waved and jogged down the hall. Why the hell hadn't she called me? Monday was freaking three days ago. I knocked and stuck my head into the door to find her standing at her desk, her back to me. "You busy?"
 
   She glanced over her shoulder. "No. Come on in. When did you-"
 
   "Why didn't you tell me about Monday?" I closed the door and walked toward her in four large steps. "That's really upsetting."
 
   "Because it wasn't that big of a deal." She turned and the bruise around her left eye was sickly yellow. My blood ran cold. 
 
   "Wait a minute. Someone hit you?" I reached out and ran my hands over her arms before pulling her flush against me. 
 
   "Yes, but it's okay now. Seriously." She smiled, but I couldn't stop envisioning someone hurting her. 
 
   "It is a big deal. Did you get a visual on the guy? Did he get your purse?" I reached up and touched the side of her face. "I'm going to fucking beat him to death if we ever find out who it was."
 
   Her smile softened as she cupped my hand. "It's okay. Shit happens, right? I got over it."
 
   "Why didn't you call? Answer me." I tightened my hold on her, wanting her to know that I was her protector. If I'd known she was hurt I would have raced across the world to get to her. 
 
   "It seemed silly, and you already asked that." She wrapped her lithe arms around my waist and pressed her cheek to my shoulder, tucking her face against the side of my neck. "I missed you."
 
   "Me too, baby." I rubbed her back and tried to force the violence inside of me to die down. Never in a million years had I wanted to defend someone like I wanted to defend her. "I really wish you would have called, Erica."
 
   "And what would you have done?" She kissed the soft skin under my ear, waking my body up and causing me to growl. 
 
   "Come home and held you. Figured out who did this and beat his fucking ass." I clenched my teeth as she snuggled in tighter. All I wanted was her. Her safe. Her happy. Her love. 
 
   "Well, it's all better now." She moved back and pulled me down for a long kiss. "You are home."
 
   "Speaking of." I kissed her a few more times and ran my hand down the back of her silky hair. "I'm almost positive I'm going to move up here before January. I felt like shit not being here with you."
 
   Her smile drove a stake of lust deep inside of me. "Nice. I was hoping that would happen sooner rather than later."
 
   "You work fast. What can I say?" I brushed my nose down the side of her face and nipped at her ear before moving back. "All right. I gotta calm down. My heart is racing from fear of something happening to you, and my cock is so hard it feels like it's gonna crack in half."
 
   She reached out and pressed her palm against my erection. "Hot."
 
   "Yours." I cupped my hand over hers and stroked myself, not quite minding the slacks all of a sudden. They were made of much thinner material than my jeans. 
 
   "We should have dinner tonight and talk through everything."
 
   "You ready to do that?" I gripped her hand and pulled it from my dick before stepping closer to her. "I'm ready."
 
   "Yeah, I think so. Tomorrow is the big showing. Are you excited?" She leaned in and kissed me one more time before walking back to the other side of her desk and sitting down.
 
   "I am. The painting is almost done. It's going to be beautiful."
 
   "I'm surprised he didn't want it tonight."
 
   "He did." I smirked and dropped down in the seat closest to me. "I told him tomorrow morning at seven. I need tonight to add a few highlights."
 
   "Don't add this, okay?" She brushed her fingers around her bruised eye. 
 
   I growled. "I don't like that one bit."
 
   "I'll get some thick make-up and have it covered by tomorrow night. I promise."
 
   "That's not what I meant. You're beautiful to me no matter what, Erica. I hate that someone put their hands on you."
 
   "Yeah, well, let's move to another subject. That vein in the side of your neck looks like it's ready to pop."
 
   I breathed in slowly and glanced up toward the ceiling. "You're right. Where do you want to stay tonight?"
 
   "Are we staying tonight?" She sounded a little surprised. 
 
   "Yes." I wasn't playing games anymore. "I'm not spending another night without you in my bed, or me in yours. You choose."
 
   "Let's stay at your place so you can finish up working on the piece without any stress."
 
   "Perfect." I crossed my hands over my stomach. "How is Zek doing? Crapping all over your place yet?" I smiled, unable to help myself.
 
   "He's actually been really good." She bit her lip seductively, which didn't help the vein in question much at all. "I did have something really cool happen though."
 
   "Tell me about it." It was all I could do to stay seated on my side of the desk. Everything about her made me want to be closer. 
 
   "Jonathan called to finalize a few things. I hope you don't mind that I worked through some of the last minute details with him." She gave me an unsure smile. 
 
   "Not at all. I love that you're involved in what's happening with Jonathan."
 
   "Good." She let out a sigh that sounded like relief. "Anyway, he asked to see some of my work."
 
   Excitement bubbled up inside of me. "Really? That's great news. When?"
 
   She shook her head, trying to make less of it from what I could tell. "After your event. I wanted everyone to stay focused on you for now."
 
   "You think you're going to steal the show from me?" I smiled and stood up. "You deserve a spanking for that."
 
   "I'm not nearly as talented as you are, so no... but a spanking might be fun."
 
   I moved around the desk and slid my hands over her hips, pressing my erection to her ass and fondling her breasts as she stood up and pressed her back to my chest. 
 
   "What am I gonna do with you?" I kissed her ear and breathed in deeply. 
 
   "I thought you were going to spank me." She rolled her hips slowly, playing with me.
 
   "Among other things, yes." Someone knocked at the door, and I pinched her nipples between my fingers and rolled them slowly as I leaned down and licked up the side of her throat one more time. 
 
   "Just a minute," she called out breathlessly. "What else?"
 
   "Taste every inch of you, hold your hair so I can control you while I fuck your pretty mouth and then-"
 
   "Oh God," she panted softly. 
 
   I slid my hand down the front of her skirt into her panties. I'd come into the room to make sure she was all right, and by the looks of things... she was perfectly fine. It didn't dent my fury much, but it was quickly changing the anger into lust. 
 
   "Work myself into every place you'll let me." I opened her up and pressed my middle finger against her opening. 
 
   Another knock at the door. 
 
   "Matt. Stop," she panted as I pressed my finger deeper inside of her. 
 
   "No. Tell them to go away. Now." I rolled my palm against her clit and gripped her pussy with my other fingers. "I wanna feel you come."
 
   "No. Seriously." She shifted her hips forward, fucking herself against my hand. "We'll do this tonight."
 
   "Tell them to go. Now, Erica. I'm not asking again."
 
   She nodded as her body tightened around mine. "I'm in the middle of a conversation. Come back in ten minutes or don't come back at all." Her voice was low, commanding, fucking hot. 
 
   I sat down in her comfy chair and pulled her down with me as I pulled my hand from the front of her skirt and tugged it up her thighs. 
 
   "We really shouldn't-" She glanced back at me, and I gripped her chin with my free hand and leaned in to kiss her as I slipped my fingers back under her scrap of panties and played with her soft swollen skin until she cried out and wet my hand. 
 
   "More." I licked at her mouth. "I want more."
 
   "Tonight."
 
   "Now." I drilled her for a few more minutes as she writhed and panted in my lap. Her cries were beautiful, her need beyond tantalizing. 
 
   My body ached for so much more than I was going to take, but the moment was about reminding her who she had in me. I wanted to be everything she needed me to be as her man, but more than that, I wanted her to seek pleasure in every means necessary - from only me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 18
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
   It took me the rest of the day to get over how well he played my body that morning. Maybe I should get mugged and thrown around more often. My insides were liquid heat every time I thought about him and how good it was going to feel to get the rest of our shit out of the way and dive into a relationship we both wanted and needed. 
 
   "You want me to take you over to your place to get Zek?" Matt's voice surprised me as I tried to finish up a report I was working on. 
 
   I glanced down at the clock to see that it was already seven. I was supposed to have dinner with Lanie. Shit. I'd totally forgotten. I couldn't turn away my best friend because I was starting to date Matt. That wasn't fair. 
 
   "You know what?" I stood and let out a long sigh. "I totally forgot about having dinner with Lanie. It's our Thursday night thing."
 
   "So invite her over to my place." He walked into the office and brushed his hand down his face, smiling naughtily. 
 
   "What’s that look for?"
 
   "I can smell you on my fingers." He licked at them. 
 
   "Who is the wicked man in front of me? My Matthew is sweet and sensitive. Funny and so very loving."
 
   "Oh, I'm still him, but there are many sides to all of us, right?" He moved around to my side of the desk and reached out to tug me toward him. 
 
   I pressed my hands to his chest and ran them up to cup his neck. "I'll see if Lanie wants to come over. She might actually like to see your painting up close."
 
   "Then I'll follow you back to your place. Call Lanie on the way over, and we'll get you a bag and pick up Zek and his stuff for the night." He leaned down and kissed me. 
 
   Mitch's voice sounded by the door, startling me. "Erica. Could you- Oh. Shit. I'm sorry."
 
   "No. I'm sorry." My heart almost stopped as heat raced up to coat my cheeks. "I didn't even think about closing the door."
 
   Mitch glanced from Matt to me and back to Matt as a smile formed on his handsome face. "That's why you were so worried this morning. You're Erica's new beau."
 
   "Yeah. I am." Matt wrapped his arm around my shoulders from the side. 
 
   "We've been toying with the idea for two years; since I came to work at McKenzie and Bryant." I glanced up at Matt. "Right?"
 
   "Yeah." He smiled down at me. "I'm the luckiest man in the world."
 
   Mitch chuckled, but it was a friendly sound. "I agree with that completely."
 
   "Thanks. Did you need something?" I turned back to face Mitch. 
 
   "No. Nothing that can't wait. I'll find you tomorrow." He took a few steps back as his eyebrow lifted. "Are we telling people about this or..."
 
   "No," I responded at the same time as Matt told him, "Yes."
 
   I smirked up at Matt. "We'll tell them soon. Let's figure everything out together first."
 
   "Whatever you want. I'll meet you downstairs." He kissed the tip of my nose and released me to walk out of the office. "See you tomorrow, Mitch."
 
   "All right, buddy." Mitch turned to watch him go and let out a low huff before turning back to me. "Matt? Really?"
 
   My smile faded. It was never that easy. "Yeah. He's a great guy."
 
   "He's a kid, Erica. He's not at all the type of man that deserves a woman like you."
 
   "Here's the line," I drew a line in the air and lifted my other hand above it, "and here's you. Back up..."
 
   He chuckled and lifted his hand. "No, I get it. It's none of my business, but I'm just concerned."
 
   "No, you're interested, which is completely different."
 
   "I am definitely interested, which might make me a little bit bias, but you're jumping into something before really thinking it through." He lifted his other hand. "You know what... it's none of my concern. I'm just saying that he's a wayward kid stuck in the body of a young man. He doesn't have stability to plan for the future or any focus on taking care of a beautiful woman like yourself."
 
   "And you do?" I hated to attack him at all. Just knowing that he lost his wife three years before and that he's been beyond good to me since we met a few weeks back stalled my anger. 
 
   "I'm not sure anyone could fully satisfy a gem like you, but I'd be willing to bend over backward to make sure you knew you were adored, kept, loved." He tilted his head and studied me. "Anyway. Good luck, and I'm sorry for overstepping. Honestly. See you tomorrow."
 
   He walked out and left me standing in silence. I love Matt. He would grow up and be all the things Mitch claimed he wasn't. Hell, he was already starting to do all of those things. Sort of. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "So? How was your trip to Dallas?" Lanie leaned against the counter in Matt's kitchen later that night as I chopped up veggies for a stir fry. I was glad that she decided to still come even though we were adding Matt to the mix. 
 
   "It was good. Like I said, I fit in with Matt's family so well. Not that I didn't know that. I mean, hell, I just got back from Jamaica as the only non-family member to attend Kent's wedding." I picked up a bell pepper and handed it to her. 
 
   She leaned in and bit it. "What's going on? You're tense."
 
   "No, I'm not." I popped the rest into my mouth. 
 
   "Lies." She moved to the sink and washed her hands. 
 
   Matt was in a room down the hall, working furiously on adding the accents to the portrait before he would let me or Lanie see it. 
 
   "I'm good." I shrugged and tossed the veggies in our stir fry pan. "It's just that Mitch came in today when Matt and I were kissing, which was a little awkward."
 
   "The new director at the firm?"
 
   "Yeah." I glanced over at her. "I thought he might be interested in me, but after our conversation over Matt today, I know he is."
 
   "Uh oh. What did he say?"
 
   "What didn't he say?" I pushed the veggies around and checked on the pot of rice we had going. "He just thinks that Matt's an immature child and that I deserve better."
 
   "He's jealous, old and full of shit." She moved around the bar and started to work on tearing lettuce for our salad. 
 
   "Oh, I agree, but I really like him from a professional-stance."
 
   "Good. Then keep things that way. You and Matt have something really cool starting, Erica. Give him a chance. He'll keep you young and you'll grow him up. It's perfect. Seriously."
 
   "And what about you?" I forced myself to relax. She was right. Why was I even questioning anything? I barely knew Mitch, wasn't attracted to him, which was slightly absurd, and was completely in love with Matt. 
 
   "What about me?" She nibbled on a piece of lettuce like a rabbit. 
 
   I chuckled as I knew she wanted me to. "What about your love life? You had a date last week, right? Someone you met online?"
 
   "Horrible." She dropped her head back and groaned dramatically. "It was so fucking horrible."
 
   Matt turned the corner, black paint on his cheek, his eyes wild. "You girls okay? What's up?"
 
   I smiled at him, unable to help myself. "Lanie was telling me about her last blind date. Seems it didn't go too well."
 
   Lanie rolled her head to rest her cheek on her shoulder. "Didn't go very well? It was fucking horrible."
 
   Matt moved over to stand behind me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders before kissing the side of my head. I extended a piece of bell pepper over my shoulder toward him. 
 
   "Eww... gross." He nipped at my ear before turning back toward Lanie. "So tell us what happened. I'm thinking this is going to be hilarious."
 
   "I'm your number one supporter in this thing with Erica." Lanie lifted her eyebrow and leaned toward us. "Don't mess it up, Matthew Bryant."
 
   "Ohhhh...  The last name?" He smiled and released me. "I'll try not to, but spill. What happened?"
 
   "He's a psychologist and spent the whole damn dinner trying to analyze why my life wasn't where I wanted it to be."
 
   "It isn't?" I asked. 
 
   "No. Not as far as he was concerned. I mean, I'm twenty-eight and not married, I don't have kids or a house. Now, never mind you that he's thirty-five and still single too. I wanted to tell him to stop trying to fix everyone and learn to breathe a little." She shook her head. 
 
   "Wait. I'm twenty-eight and I don't have any of those things."
 
   "Not yet. Soon." Matt glanced my way and winked. "We could work on the kid thing tonight if you're up for it. They say practice makes perfect."
 
   Lanie giggled as I growled and gave her a look. "Don't encourage him, please."
 
   "Anyway... he was really cute, and I thought maybe I might end up with a second date, but I can't handle someone tearing apart my life to find the issue, when to me, there is no issue. I love my life. I wish I had someone to hold me at night and stuff, but the other parts are really great. I adore my job and you guys." She glanced down toward her hands and sighed, breaking my heart with her loneliness. "You sure your brother isn't free?"
 
   "Damon?" Matt glanced back at me. "Didn't we tell her he was engaged?"
 
   "No. We just made fun of him." I put the spoon down and moved over to pull my best friend in a tight hug. I kissed the side of her head. "How about this... We're all going to De Luge tomorrow night with fifty really rich people that live here in Washington. Why don't we have a little bit of fun and try and find you one of them to take home? Could be interesting?"
 
   She perked up a little. "I love that, but you know I'm really picky about the men I take home."
 
   "I know." I released her and glanced over at Matt. "Lanie makes her dates show their cocks before they get to come into her apartment. Too small? No deal."
 
   "What?" Her eyes lit up and her cheeks burned pink. "You're horrible. I don't do that." She glanced toward my handsome lover. "I don't, Matt. Don't believe a word she says."
 
   "She needs a spanking." He shrugged, winked at me and walked toward the bedrooms. "So rich, pushy, a little old and a huge monster cock. Got it."
 
   "Oh my God," Lanie whispered and covered her face with her hands. "Did he just really say that?"
 
   I laughed until my sides hurt at the look on her face and the willingness of him to play along. I loved them both. Life was complete with them on either side of me. Now we just needed to work through our differences and find Lanie a man that we all could appreciate, or at worst... tolerate. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "Wow." I stood in front of the portrait and tears filled my eyes. "I've never seen anything so beautiful." I wanted to reach out and touch it, but I knew better. "It's magnificent, Matt. Surely you don't really see me like that."
 
   The woman staring back at us from over her shoulder was a goddess. She was borrowing my face, but she was far more intriguing and enticing than I would ever be. 
 
   "It's exactly the way I see you, baby." He moved in front of me and leaned down to kiss me softly, slowly. It was a good thing that Lanie was already gone and it was just the two of us. I wanted him. Badly. 
 
   "I love it so much. It makes me feel alive. Like you see me... I mean, really see me." 
 
   His strong hands ran down my back and over my rear, squeezing softly as he ground against me. "Good. I want you to feel all of that and so much more."
 
   "Make love to me." I ran my foot up the outside of his leg and hooked my knee over his hip. 
 
   "Where do you want me?"
 
   I wasn't sure of the true meaning of the question. "In the bedroom?"
 
   "How about the kitchen?" He smiled and picked me up, forcing me to wrap my legs around his taut waist. 
 
   "Do you have condoms?" I kissed at his lips before moving down and sucking his ear into my mouth. 
 
   He groaned and pulled my skirt up over my ass, slipping his fingers into my panties and petting me as he walked us to the kitchen. "Yeah, I do."
 
   "Good." I rolled against his touch, finding something far beyond pleasure. Acceptance. Love. Belonging. All of those belonged to me when he held me close. I didn't want to miss a minute of it. Mitch was wrong. So wrong. 
 
   He set me down on the edge of the counter and pressed his hand between my breasts. "Lean back and rest on your elbows."
 
   His dark gaze said that his words weren't a request, but a command. I loved this side of him as much as all of the others. 
 
   "Like this?" I moved back and arched my back as he gripped my ankles and rested them on his chest. 
 
   "Exactly." He licked his lips and let his eyes run over me. 
 
   "You want me naked?" My heart began to hammer inside my chest. 
 
   "No. I like this. There's something so naughty about fucking with your clothes on... you know?"
 
   "Absolutely." I tensed as he worked himself out of his jeans and pulled a condom from his pocket. "You know how much I want you beside me?"
 
   "As much as I want to be beside you?" He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth and gripped his cock, pulling at my legs as he pushed. 
 
   "And inside of me," I groaned as his hips bumped against the back of my legs. 
 
   "I'm all the way in. You realize I'm not going to let a night go by without us making love, right?"
 
   "Mhhmm..." I tried to keep myself in the moment, but the pleasure of him between my legs was almost too good. "Can we fuck in my office soon?"
 
   "Shit, woman. You're going to be the death of me." 
 
   "I hope not." I let my head drop back as Matt unleashed on me, rocking his body against mine until both of us were panting, exhausted and covered in sweat. 
 
   He picked me up and toted us to the bedroom to start another round of love-making that lasted through the rest of the night. 
 
   Making love every night sounded like bliss, but I was going to have to start cutting him off around ten or eleven if I was going to function the next day... much less walk. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 19
 
   Matt
 
    
 
    
 
   Erica left early the next morning, and I faintly remember her leaving, but I was too out of it after our all-night fuck fest. I was a lucky bastard, and I knew it. The alarm went off around seven, and I rolled on my side and groaned. Someone knocked on the door. 
 
   "Jonathan's people are right on time," I mumbled and got up. The hope had been that I would get to sleep until noon, but no... I just had to have the guys come pick up the painting early on the morning before the showing. Ridiculous last minute shit. So typical me. 
 
   They knocked again and Zek went nuts barking at the door, the little guy no bigger than my foot. 
 
   "Come here, buddy." I scooped him up and opened the door before rubbing at my eyes. 
 
   "Mr. Bryant?" Two burley guys stood in the hallway. 
 
   "Hey guys. You with De Luge?"
 
   "Yeah. Mr. Luntz said that you had an important piece that he wanted wrapped and hand delivered to the gallery."
 
   "Perfect." I moved back as Zek wiggled in my arms. "It's in the first bedroom on the left. Let me know if you need anything."
 
   "We'll need you to sign the papers on the piece, but that's it." One of the guys smiled over at me as the other headed back down the hall. "He's a cute little guy."
 
   "My girlfriend’s." I glanced down at the mutt and realized how much I enjoyed thinking of Erica as my girlfriend. It was silly, but I loved it... I loved her. 
 
   I put Zek in his crate and made myself a few pieces of toast and two eggs before they left. I offered them breakfast, but they declined and headed out. 
 
   It took me a minute to realize why my heart was racing all of a sudden. I was nervous. Insanely nervous. My work would be on full display for a handful of really important, wealthy people later that night. It could change everything. 
 
   I grabbed my phone and called Sophie without checking to see what time it was. I tried not to bother her too often, but I couldn't help it. 
 
   "Hey you. I got five minutes, so talk fast," she barked into the phone. It sounded like she was running around. 
 
   "Just wanted to see how you were doing. I came to Dallas and didn't even stop by. What a dick." I ran my hand down my face realizing that firstly, I hadn't called her when I was in town and secondly, I shouldn't have called her to calm me down and reassure me. I should have called Erica. 
 
   "You are a dick then." She chuckled. "I'm good, just running out to capture a new story. I'll call you tonight."
 
   "All right. See you later, alligator."
 
   "After a while, crocodile."
 
   I dropped the call and dialed Erica's number at the office. Joan answered after the second ring. "Erica Hall’s office. How can I help you?"
 
   "Hey, Joan. It's Matt. Is Erica in her office?" I picked up my toast and took a big bite. 
 
   "She sure is. Let me get her for you." 
 
   I smiled as she answered the phone. Much better. 
 
   "This is Erica." 
 
   "Hey, baby. I just wanted to call and tell you that I hope your day goes great." I licked my lips and leaned against the counter. 
 
   "Matt." The way she said my name made the world seem right. "You doing okay? Did the painting get picked up?"
 
   "Sure did, and yeah, I think I'm all right. I'm nervous as shit, but I guess that's normal, right?"
 
   "Completely. You're going to be brilliant today and I'll be right there beside you. I'm going to pick up Damon and Kent for you around two today. You just relax, get your outfit together and be ready to just be you tonight, okay?"
 
   "I'll get my brother and my father. I don't want you doing all of that. You and Lanie just meet us there around six."
 
   "You sure? I just wanted to take as much off of you as possible." God I loved this woman. 
 
   "No, I'm good. What are you wearing tonight?"
 
   "What do you want me to wear?" Her voice grew sexier, as if that was possible. 
 
   "I love that cream-colored dress that hugs in at your waist."
 
   "Then expect to see me in it."
 
   "Your hair down so I can run my fingers through it, and dark red lipstick."
 
   "Are you planning on fucking me at the event?" She chuckled, but it was a really good question. A better idea. 
 
   "I wish. That'll definitely be in my thoughts, but then again, it always is when you're around."
 
   "Now it's you who needs the spanking." She chuckled. 
 
   "I'll see you tonight. Enjoy your day, okay?"
 
   "It would be better if you were here, but I'll try. Call if you need anything."
 
   "Bye, baby." I hung up the phone and took a minute to catch my breath. It was happening. Like, it was really happening. Erica and I were becoming the type of couple that others would be jealous of, that most people would kill to be a part of. She was mine. I just needed to seal the deal. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   "You look good. Happy." Damon patted me on the chest as we walked into the showing an hour before the crowd was supposed to arrive. My father had gone up to the office to make an appearance and check in with everyone. He'd show up at six with the guests for the evening, which was fine by me. 
 
   "I am happy." I reached up and fixed his tie as we stood in the foyer. "You know that picture I did of you the day you found out about mom's cheating is in here, right?"
 
   "Yeah." He rolled his eyes. "It's fine. I know it shows a depth of human emotion and you need that. I would imagine that most people aren't going to be able to tell it's me anyway. I was just a kid then."
 
   "Most people don't realize that you're just a kid now." I checked my watch and swallowed hard. Why did the evening feel like a make-it-or-break-it time in my life? It was just a showing. Worst case scenario, the attendees hated my work and left without buying anything. I still had my job at M&B, and most importantly... I had Erica. 
 
   "I wish Beth could have come with me. You know how much she loves supporting you."
 
   "And dressing up." I chuckled. 
 
   "That too." He brushed something off my chest. "Since joining the firm again, she's taken on a leadership role, and Dad promoted her to senior early. I thought everyone was going to have a fucking cow about it, but she's got a way about her with the staff up there."
 
   "Now that Delilah's gone." I rolled my eyes. For some reason, my father thought it was a good move to hire Damon's ex-girlfriend's twin sister to come work as a senior manager at the firm. Not only was the bitch conniving, but she'd almost forced Bethany to leave the firm for good. 
 
   Stupid moves on everyone’s part. 
 
   "Matthew. There you are." Jonathan walked out and reached to shake my hand. "You look awesome. Is this your brother?"
 
   "Yes. This is Damon and my father, Kent, will be here a little later tonight." I glanced over at Damon as he shook Jonathan's hand. My brother wasn't at all comfortable around artistic types. If nothing else, the night was damned to be interesting. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The hour of preparing went by far too quickly for my liking, and the clock above the main entrance chimed six o'clock. Damon moved up to greet people on my behalf as I walked into the back room to get a beer or something to help me chill out. Erica wasn't there yet, and as silly as it was, I was worried about her. 
 
   She had ten minutes and I was going to blow up her phone with texts or calls. 
 
   "You're up." Jonathan walked in and stopped in front of me as I turned to face him. "Hey. You all right? You look like you're about ready to hurl."
 
   "Just nervous. Is Erica out there? I haven't seen her yet." I glanced around him, as if I could see out into the showroom without walking through the curtain. I couldn't. 
 
   "No, but I'm sure she's almost here. Let's have you start moving around the room, greeting people. We'll unveil the main attraction in thirty minutes, and the room will just be wild. It's incredible, Matt. One of the most beautiful portraits I've ever seen. You should make sure to put a ring on that woman's finger soon if that's really how you see her."
 
   "It is." I pursed my lips and breathed in deeply. I hated mingling, but the thought of doing it with Erica on my arm made it all better. Now that she was missing in action, I was ill all over again. 
 
   "All right. Let's do this. If she comes in the front door, I'll tell your brother to send her right over to you. Good?"
 
   "Yes." I walked past him and moved into the showroom, stopping beside an older couple who were talking excitedly about the picture I'd done of Bethany. 
 
   "Such incredible detail. Beautiful lines." The woman glanced up at me and smiled. "Do you work here? Do you know the story behind this picture?"
 
   I took a shallow breath and shook my head. "I don't work here, but-"
 
   "Oh, I'm so sorry." She smiled and shook her head, her long dangly earrings moving about. "I should tell Jonathan that he needs to have uniforms for his staff. Then I would stop embarrassing myself."
 
   The older man beside her leaned around her. "I highly doubt that." He snickered and I smiled. 
 
   Erica's voice on the other side of me caused something beyond relief to flood through me. "Matthew doesn't work here, but he's the artist whose painting you’re enjoying. He can tell you the story behind the girl’s haunted expression."
 
   I wrapped my arm around her and leaned in to hug her. Pressing my lips to her ear, I closed my eyes. "I was terrified that something happened to you."
 
   She pulled back and smiled. "Don't be. Talk to these people tonight and sell your art. It's our future, right?"
 
   "Absolutely." I kissed her softly and turned back to the couple as the woman's cheeks colored pink. "The painting is of my stepsister. Her mother and her were in complete poverty for most of her life. She hides it well now and works harder than any woman I know, besides my woman." I pulled Erica closer and smiled. 
 
   "I was in poverty at one point in my life too." The older woman's eyes filled with tears. "I remember praying that I didn't look like I felt."
 
   "And how did you feel?" Erica's voice was soft, sweet. 
 
   "Like this." She pointed to it and sniffled. Her husband wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and my heart grew warm. This was what art was all about. Connecting people across generations and from places far and wide who shared one thing. The human experience.
 
   "How much for this piece? I must have it." The woman turned toward us. 
 
   I had no clue how much to charge and figured the best thing to do was to find Jonathan. Erica spoke up before I could utter a word, saving me. 
 
   "It's four hundred thousand. Matthew is taking off a hundred thousand on this one tonight." She glanced up at me as if I were the most generous man in the world. 
 
   Four hundred thousand dollars? That was ins-
 
   "I'll take it, and don't discount it. It's worth every bit of five hundred thousand. Have Jonathan wrap it up for Liz Mantrell. It's stunning. Great job, young man." She nodded and slipped her hand into her husband’s, walking off and wiping at her eyes. 
 
   I turned to Erica, my heart racing, my knees weak. "Are you freaking kidding me?"
 
   She laughed and bounced on her feet. "That was fucking awesome!"
 
   "You were fucking awesome." I gripped her shoulders and leaned down, kissing her with every ounce of passion I had inside of me. "I'm so glad you're mine."
 
   "Am I yours?" She smiled up at me, making the world disappear. 
 
   "Without a doubt." 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   Erica
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Butterflies danced in my stomach over the way he looked at me. It wasn't a passing thought or a hopeful wish for the future, but our reality. He wanted exactly what I did... us, together forever. 
 
   "Matthew. Erica. Let's get ready for the big reveal." Jonathan clapped his hands together and turned, walking toward a large canvas covered in velvety black cloth. "Everyone. If I could kindly have your attention please. Now comes the time in the evening when we're proud to share Matthew Bryant's centerpiece. The bidding will start at five hundred thousand dollars and go up from there.” 
 
   I glanced around to find Lanie talking to a handsome, older guy near the bar that Jonathan had set up in the corner. His suit fit him well, and she seemed lost to him. Interesting. I'd have to get the scoop later. 
 
   Matthew and I moved up to stand beside Kent and Damon as I realized what the painting was of. Me. Naked. 
 
   "Hey, guys." I glanced over at the two of them as embarrassment swirled in my belly, dousing my insides and leaving it hard as hell to breathe. "The centerpiece is me, so no giving me shit about it, all right?"
 
   "Absolutely not." Kent tilted his head to the side. "Why in the world would-"
 
   "And here you have it. Appropriately named, Passion of the Heart." Jonathan had the cloth dropped and several gasps rang out around the room. 
 
   "Oh. Wow." Damon pressed his hand to his lips and smiled. "That's beautiful."
 
   "Intriguing." Kent took a step toward it. "I can't believe how talented you are, Matthew." 
 
   Matt pulled me against his side and smiled like a tomcat. "It's easy when you have the perfect model to use for our passion piece."
 
   "That's stunning, bro. I'd love to have that in my house, but Beth would have a fucking conniption."
 
   "As she should." I popped Damon in the chest. 
 
   "I'll bid a million dollars." A deep voice resounded from the back, one that was far too familiar. 
 
   "Mitch?" Kent turned and laughed. "I didn't know you were coming, you old dog."
 
   "Yes. I got an invitation in the mail a few weeks back. I figured if the artist had the same last name as my boss, I'd better be here." Mitch walked up and shook Damon's hand before leaning forward and shaking mine and Matt's. "Matt it's beautiful. Who is she?"
 
   "She's a figment of my imagination," Matt bit out. He was upset without a doubt. 
 
   "It's Erica. Come on, Mitch. You can't see it?" Damon lifted his hand as my stomach grew sick. "The blond hair, sexy smile, perfect lips."
 
   "Thank you. That will do." I pushed my shoulder against Damon's and tried to figure out how the hell I was going to get us out of the possibility of Mitch ending up with my picture. The portrait showed a part of my breast, all of my back, my ass and my legs. It was insanely intimate. 
 
   "One point one million dollars." Matt lifted his hand. 
 
   "You can't bid on your own painting," I whispered to him, but the look on his handsome face told me to 'lock it up'. 
 
   Fuck. This was going to get ugly fast. 
 
   "Two million dollars." Mitch shrugged and lifted his hand. 
 
   Jonathan seemed pleased, but he had no clue what was going on. Matthew was going to spend every last penny he earned that night trying to buy back a painting that already belonged to him. 
 
   "Four million." A young guy in the back lifted his hand and smiled at us. "It's beautiful. I have to have it."
 
   "Five." Mitch took the bid higher. 
 
   "I'm going to be sick." I fanned myself and pulled out of Matt's arms, needing a little bit of air. Nothing was going to change or be made better with me standing there and possibly hurling all over the fancy shoes around me. 
 
   I pushed the door open to the gallery and sucked in. The air was chilly, but felt good against my bare shoulders and back. The portrait was worthy of millions of dollars for sure. I wasn't, but that was the battle that was being fought. Matt and Mitch were squaring up across the ring from each other, and Matt didn't have the proper equipment to fight. Mitch was wealthy, no doubt, and Matt was too, but it wasn't his money. 
 
   It would break him in half to have to borrow that from his father, and he would have to borrow some of it. Jonathan got a cut of the final price of the pieces sold that night. 
 
   "Goddammit," I growled and turned to face the studio. What was Mitch doing? Why was he messing up the one thing Matt had going for him? This night meant everything to him. 
 
   Everything. 
 
   I pulled out my phone and texted Mitch, grateful that we exchanged numbers the week before. 
 
    
 
   Me: What the fuck are you doing? You're messing up this night.
 
   Mitch: So ask me to stop. Offer me a reason to.
 
   Me: Stop. Please. You don't want this painting. 
 
   Mitch: Yes, I do. I want it, and I want you. I hadn't wanted anyone since Carolyn died in my arms, but I want you something horrible. Offer me something and I'll retract my offers and the bidding will resume. He just doesn't want me to have the picture.
 
   Me: You’re driving the price up.
 
   Mitch: Damn straight I am. You need to see what I see, and yet you're not willing to. Why? Because he makes your heart flutter? Your body wet?
 
   Me: Stop it. Leave him be. I'm serious. 
 
   Mitch: No. You'll thank me later. 
 
    
 
   I growled in anger and glanced up at the sky. "What do you want from me? How do I stop this? He's going to ruin the evening and steal Matt's dreams and what little bit of progress he's made. What the hell?
 
   The phone buzzed and I pulled it out and almost swallowed my tongue. 
 
    
 
   Mitch: One night. Dinner. Wine. Sex. Nothing more if that's what you decide. No one has to know. Not ever. 
 
   Me: I can't. I love him. 
 
   Mitch: Do you? His pride is about to steal everything from him but you, which is sweet, but you're not a girl, Erica. You're a woman. What wouldn't you be willing to do for the man you love?
 
   Me: Dinner and Wine. Nothing else.
 
   Mitch: You have my offer. Take it and I'll walk out of here and never bother him again. Deny me and this will only be the beginning.
 
    
 
   Tears burned my eyes as I glanced down at our string of messages. I couldn't cheat on Matt, but I couldn't let him walk into this shit without doing something to save him. If I were willing to jump in front of a gun for him, why wasn't I willing to let someone use me for a night? 
 
   Mitch turned and faced me, his handsome face filled with question. He mouthed, “Yes or No."
 
   I swallowed hard and glanced over at Matt, who was practically shaking with fury. I couldn't see him fail. I just couldn't. I turned my attention back toward Mitch and gave him my answer, though it broke me to do it. What choice did I have?
 
   "Yes."
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